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Abstract
In Malaysia, there are different understandings of the term 'design', where it appears to be
perceived by many as being about the artistic beauty and function of the object created,
rather than the process leading to it. This is evident through the review of literature, and
major companies’ R&D activities, where the demand in the Malaysian market is about the
finished products, rather than the whole design process and the values behind the creation.
The issue arises when there is no significant effort by the designers towards embedding the
society’s values or cultural elements into their design products. Then comes the question of
what is the role of designers here? Can Malaysian designers succeed in designing Malaysian
character products that portray the identity of the nation? Dismissed as disposable, cultural
uniqueness and its values haven’t been explicitly addressed in most Malaysian design
approaches, let alone in the academic writing, which represents a severe omission of past
research and current design scenarios in Malaysia. The objectives of this study were:
investigating the relationship of design to culture; reviewing current efforts by Malaysians to
produce Malaysian identity products; concluding the value and significance of culture as
product identity; and making recommendations of a suitable design process in developing
Malaysian identity design. These have been achieved through interviews with stakeholders;
conducting case studies to strengthen the knowledge of local culture; and making
recommendations as to how future designers can succeed in designing Malaysian identity
products through focus group studies. A more precise view of the importance of Malaysia
having a strong identity in their designed products by incorporating the cultural values of the
societies has been established through these processes. To reflect these issues, this study has
selected taxi design as the case study to justify the importance of identity in design, based on
arguments in the literature. It has become self-evident that there is a need for more
collaborative and coherent efforts from various parties to ensure that Malaysian designers
will succeed in developing Malaysian identity products in the future.
Keywords: Malaysian Identity, Malaysian Product Design Identity, Taxi Design
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Designing Malaysian Identity Products: Malaysian
Taxi as an Exemplar Case Study
An exploratory study of Malaysian Identity and Malaysian Product Design Identity
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Aims and Objectives

Significance of the Research

Structure of Thesis
This introductory chapter provides the rationale for this study and signifies the outcome at the end of the thesis.
The researcher also tries to explain the importance of doing this research. The chart above shows the flow of
explanation leading to the literature review.
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Introduction
This research is concerned with developing a visual and formal identity for Malaysian
design products that can effectively convey the national character of the country. The study
considers Malaysian taxis as an exemplary case study, which is intended to reflect the
implications and significance of this research. One of the main reasons behind the selection
of taxis as a suitable exemplar was due to the prominent role they play in promoting cultural
tourism. John Koldowski, the president of Pacific Asia Travel Association, stated that "The first
contact a tourist gets with locals is often during airport transit to hotels and it creates a very,
very strong first impression, either good or bad" (AFP, 2008).
Taxis have grown to be the preferred form of public transportation in Malaysia.
However, despite efforts by the government to meet the needs of taxi users, positive
feedback has not matched the efforts made. According to the Malaysian Prime Minister and
Minister of Entrepreneurship, Malaysia needs a purpose-built taxi, as has been done in some
other countries. These specialized designs have become somewhat iconic of the places in
which they are used. For example, London’s black cab, New York’s yellow cab, and the
Hindustan Ambassador taxi in India (Fahmi, Anuwar, Putra, Ziratul, & 4, n.d., p. 1). Tan Sri Noh
Omar, the Malaysian Entrepreneurship Minister, stated in a 2008 parliamentary meeting that,
if Malaysian have their taxis designed with their image and identity, they will be proud and
say, “Well, that’s Malaysian taxis” (Salleh, 2008a, p. 1). Today, Malaysian taxis are a
conversion of Proton cars, which is a Malaysia-produced car that has gone through a variety
of models and designs over the past 30 years. Proton cars were first produced in 1986, and
three years later the first Proton taxi was in service.
From the literature review it was found that there are pressures from ministers and the
Malaysian people for this country to have their own taxi design, and this research has
identified several areas in the literature which will inform the study:
•

The design of taxis and associated issues.

•

Disruptive development affecting taxis today.

•

Malaysian national identity.

•

Expressing national identity by design.
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The flow of the literature review, leading to the methodology is shown in Figure 1.

Disruptive development
affecting
taxi today
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CONCLUSIONS
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3
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DISCUSSIONS
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3

RESEARCH + RESEARCH
QUESTIONS
OBJECTIVES
METHODOLOGY

Figure 1: The research framework

Referring to Figure 1, and pertaining to the methods applied for data collection, this
study was divided into 3 phases: 1. Literature Review, 2. Conclusions from Literature, and 3.
Research Methods. During the first stage, the research discusses existing taxis and factors
related to the design of taxis, as well as disruptive developments affecting taxis today. Next,
the research examines Malaysian national identities, and the challenges faced by designers
concerning contemporary Malaysian product design identity. Some important points that
arose from the first stage of literature review, and are relevant to this study, are summarised
as follows:
Taxi design and disruptive development affecting taxis today
•

Most iconic taxis around the world will go through a re-design process to help maintain the
vehicle's image while fulfilling the current needs of the user (Emma Tucker, 2015; NYC Today,
2008; L. Wilkinson, 2014).
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•

Malaysia needs to have its own taxi design that symbolises its national character, to help
Malaysians to be proud of their culture (Razali, MY, M.Z, & Aqma, 2014; Salleh, 2008a).

•

There are no significant steps being taken by car manufacturers in Malaysia to solve issues
raised by the minister in regard to the production of taxis with a Malaysian identity (Abidin,
2008; Amat, 2013).

•

Several steps have been taken by the government and their agencies to update taxi services
in Malaysia. One of them is changing the vehicle to the new Proton model, Exora, which is a
regular car that can be converted into a taxi (Amat, 2013; SPAD, 2015).

Malaysian identities and challenges facing Malaysian identity in product design
•

In contemporary Malaysia, which is ethnically diverse, the selection of cultural symbols to
represent Malaysian identity can be a source of tension (Shamsuddin, 2015; Wolf, 2016).

•

It has been a challenging issue for most Malaysian designers to design a Malaysian-looking
product based on national identity characteristics (Shamsuddin, 2015).

•

Efforts to manifest Malaysian identity through design have been successful for certain product
types, such as gates, statues, lampposts, craft items, etc., but when it comes to massproduced products, including cars and especially taxis, Malaysian identity has never been
prioritised. This is mainly due to profitability concerns of the manufacturers (M. Ibrahim, 2007;
Marzuki, 2002).

These important points help to identify the research questions and objectives and,
subsequently, the appropriate methodology. This research will discuss these important points
in the literature to get a clearer picture concerning the topic. It is essential to understand the
current scenario of taxi design and its service, as it will help in developing the design in later
stages. After the discussion of the literature, the following research questions, which will be
discussed later, are offered:
1.

What are the visual attributes that convey Malaysian national identities?

2.

How can the visual attributes be incorporated within the design development
process?
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Aims and Objectives of the Study
The research began in 2016 with the broad aim of investigating the visual identity of
Malaysia by looking at the culture, or cultures, of the society. This effort was to establish a
clear understanding of Malaysian identity before it could be incorporated into product design
development processes. At this stage, the understanding of Malaysian identity was
insubstantial and had not been addressed explicitly in most of the academic literature on
Malaysian culture and identity. This was highlighted by Shahriman (2015) and Ibrahim (2007)
and was emphasised by the results of bibliographic searches. A basic search of Academia.edu
returned 41,024 hits for the term 'Malaysian identity' but only 2 hits for the term 'Malaysian
product design identity': broader searches also retrieved limited results. The decision to
pursue this topic was further strengthened after some interest was shown in the Malaysian
mass media, televisions and newspapers, when the article published in the newspapers,
Utusan and Berita Harian, raised the issue of Malaysian identity and Malaysian product design
identity.
In May 2017, the author attended and presented this study at the International
Conference of Social Science in Amsterdam. The paper titled 'Malaysian Product Design
Identity: The Keywords' (2017a) - aims at identifying the general keywords related to
components in culture but yet to be incorporated with the design characteristics at the
beginning of ideation process. The basis of this study refers to the dominant culture study by
Edensor (2002), cultural identity components evaluation by Ibrahim (2007), culture and
identity issues by Clarke (2011) and few other works of literature. By understanding the
selected cultural components within society, pulling out the keywords, and validating the
chosen keywords by conducting a survey, these keywords act as guidance in visualising a
characteristic; and there will be greater chance for Malaysian designers to succeed in
developing products with strong Malaysian identities. In November 2018, the researcher
presented a paper at the Social Science Research Conference at the Sorbonne University,
Paris. The article titled 'Designing Malaysian Identity Products: Keywords and Visuals', aims
to identify a suitable startup process for Malaysian designers to develop Malaysian identity
products. This second paper was an idea developed from the previous one where the

21

researcher recommends a strong foundation towards cultural elements understanding
before designers proceed with further design steps.
The response to both papers was surprising as the author had assumed recognition of
the importance, and the level of interest, in the application of cultural elements towards
product design. The audience members questioned the significance and value of
incorporating cultural elements into the design, suggesting a variety of processes, and
discussed how products with cultural identity could help preserve and sustain a culture. Those
responses and suggestions highlighted the importance of exploring these issues and inferred
the need to study in more detail the potential of embedding cultural identity into future
designed products. Also, based on the post-review and discussions of these two papers, this
study identifies that there is a need to choose a case study of a Malaysian product to mirror
the findings and to act as a model of reference in developing Malaysian identity products in
the future. In this case, the study has chosen the taxi as an exemplary Malaysian product to
test the outcome, given that Malaysian authorities have tried to come out with a Malaysianidentity designed taxi since 2003 and have not succeeded in doing so. Also, the taxi is one of
the essential aspects in promoting culture as it is the first contact the tourist has with the local
surroundings during their transit from the airport to the hotel.
This research focuses on the issues of cultural identities and product design identities,
and whether those responsible are overlooking or neglecting the importance of Malaysia
having its products designed with its own unique cultural identities. These determinants then
led to the development of specific research questions, such as; What are the visual attributes
that can effectively convey Malaysian characters? How can those visual attributes be
incorporated within the design development processes? These research questions then
resulted in the formulation of the aims and objectives of this study.
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The overall aims and objectives of this study explore the suitable cultural components
to represent Malaysian identities and to search possibilities of incorporating those elements
within it into the product design development processes. The specific objectives of this
research were:

1. To understand the cultural foundations of Malaysian society
2. To identify the various components of Malaysian culture
3. To define the key attributes of the Malaysian identity
4. To make recommendations as to the appropriate process to apply cultural identity
into designed products
5. To identify who is responsible for applying the outcome of this research

The first three objectives were to understand the foundation of Malaysian identity by
looking at the cultural activities of the society. This study will select several vibrant cultural
components based on the literature and start examining the important elements within it. It
is important to study the basis of cultural activities of a society as it will determine the firm
foundation of Malaysian identity before it can be incorporated within the design
development processes. Contemporary Malaysian product design is usually for the purpose
of supplying the user by placing the product at the same level of existing technologies, and at
the same time meeting the user’s needs. Shahriman (2015) suggested that Malaysian
designers should explore local items (artefacts) and use them as influences in developing a
future product. He then said that locally designed products should be unique in design,
particularly in the context of identity (S. Zainal, Othman, & Samsudin, 2015).
When this research has discovered the strong visual identities that represent Malaysian
society as a whole, the study will find the most suitable ways of implementing the outcome
(Objective 4). In this research context, this study has chosen the taxi as an exemplary case
study to show how important it is for design and identity to work together to ensure the
success of a product. Given that situation, this study will review the current design scenarios
of taxis, Malaysia's taxi design, and taxi services, before the process embarks on the fourth
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objective of this research, i.e. finding a suitable method of incorporating the cultural DNA into
the final design (Objective 3 and 4).
Identifying the stakeholders was the key goal (Objective 5). This goal will be achieved
through the process of literature review and interviews held with representatives from
several parties. They are initially regarded by designers as those best placed to visualise the
ideas; with policymakers a responsible body to review the outcomes as well as commissioning
the product; and private companies or organisations as the place where the outcome of this
research will be implemented. These objectives had drawn a clear framework for the study,
and through these, it has been possible to identify the key attributes of Malaysian identity
and make recommendations about suitable methods to be implemented towards the
visualisation and design process.
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Significance of the Research
Th is a difficult design challenge because Malaysia does not have a clear, single
identity, but rather there are many ethnic groups and mixtures of culture. Also, the need for
a distinctively ‘Malaysian’ taxi has been identified as important by the ministers. Bringing
these two areas together led to the development of this design-based research challenge –
the design of a taxi with a distinctively Malaysian visual identity.
The recommendation made by Malaysian ministers was made 15 years ago, and there
have so far been no significant efforts made by designers and design companies to work on
the initiatives. Among the recommendations were:
•

In 2003, former Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi urged the Ministry
of Entrepreneurship to come out with a new model of taxi that will be specifically used
as a taxi in Malaysia, given that the current Malaysian taxi was a simple conversion of
an existing car and is not suitable to be used as a taxi (Abidin, 2008),

•

Five years later, Tan Sri Noh Omar, the Minister of Malaysian Entrepreneurship urged
the national carmaker, Proton, to come out with a taxi with a Malaysian identity and
character, to promote Malaysia to tourists, as part of the cultural tourism effort (Tan,
2008), and,

•

One year later in 2009, during a cabinet meeting, former Prime Minister, Datuk Seri
Najib Tun Razak, also urged Proton to design a new taxi with a given specification that
matched current taxi trends, covering the aspects of comfort, safety and technological
application, which current Malaysian taxis don't have (Jebat, 2016; Razali & Hands,
2016a; Spad, 2015).
In 2014, the Malaysian government announced the Proton Exora as the Malaysian

identity taxi. However, the effort failed, because the design is still a standard conversion of
an MPV, and it doesn't have any significant element that represent Malaysian society and
show the national identities (Amat, 2013). As Marzuki has stated (2002), efforts to manifest
Malaysian identity through design until now have been successful for certain product types,
such as gates, statues, lampposts, craft items, etc., but when it comes to mass production,
Malaysian identity has never been prioritised due to several factors : 1. Malaysia is ethnically
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diverse, so selection of cultural symbols to represent a Malaysian identity can be a source of
tension; 2. therefore, it has been a challenging issue for most Malaysian designers to design
a product with a Malaysian-look based on a national identity characteristic; and 3. the
manufacturers were faced with profitability concerns, whereby they found it difficult and too
costly to invest in identity research and to incorporate cultural elements into their designed
products.
As exploratory research, this study provides a better understanding of the social
activities that shaped the culture of the people; which then led to a better understanding of
Malaysian identities. It also provides evidence of recent designers’ attitudes towards
designing a Malaysian identity product by analysing the current design process by the national
carmaker, Proton, as the subject of a case study.

26

Structure of Thesis
The first chapter presents an introduction to the background of this study and the
research as a whole. Chapters 2 and 3 will present the literature review. Chapter 2 focuses on
the current design of the taxi with examples from around the world by reviewing major taxi
companies and established taxi designs. From there, this study will reflect on taxi design and
its services in Malaysia. This study also reviews current efforts by Malaysian designers to
develop vehicles with a Malaysian identity. Their design processes are reviewed and analysed
as a case study. Chapter 3 briefly reviews Malaysian product design as it relates to initiatives
in developing Malaysian identity products. Following this, the researcher further reviews the
issue of Malaysian identity, looking at the components of cultural identity and developing the
research focus.
The research methodology, the selection of instruments, and their implications for
this study are discussed in Chapter 4. Chapters 5 and 6 include the findings, given that this
research has two phases of data collection : 1) the results from the interviews and case studies
are presented in Chapter 5; and 2) the findings from the focus group activities are explained
in Chapter 6. Both sections include discussion and interpretation of results from the field
studies. Chapter 7 explains the design process for creating a Malaysian identity taxi. This
process was based on the findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6. Finally, Chapter 8 provides
conclusions, the study’s original contribution to knowledge, and recommendations and
suggestions for further research.
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Chapter 2
Taxicabs Design and Issues
Taxicabs Design and Issue

Disruptive Development Affecting Taxi Today

Malaysian Taxi History

Design of Proton Cars and Taxi

Understanding Local Automotive Industry’s
Process in Designing Malaysian Identity Vehicle

Summary
In this chapter, the researcher gathers and discusses scholarly papers that include current knowledge
supported by substantive findings, as well as methodological and theoretical contributions concerning this study.
The main discussion will examine the issues within taxi design and other disruptive developments affecting taxis
today. The researcher has selected a few examples of established taxi design around the world to be discussed.
After that, the study will conclude with why design is vital towards taxis of today.
After a lengthy discussion regarding selected taxi design, the researcher embarked on the next step of
the literature process where this study reflects on what is happening in Malaysia. These literature analyses were
based on current taxi design in Malaysia and current practices of the designers designing Malaysian cars. From
here, the researcher has identified a few flaws that explained the lack of practice and misconceptions among
designers in designing Malaysian identity products/vehicles.
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2.0

The Importance of Design For Taxis
Design is becoming more complicated and complex in order to highlight the beauty of

the end product. During the time when design was first involved in the automotive industry,
only one person, or perhaps two, handled the engineering and styling processes (Kim & Lee,
2010). Now, as we can see, the final product is made, crafted, and applied with a unique blend
of science and art by a group of highly-skilled specialists (Design Council, 2005). That is only
part of the whole product, and does not include all the engineering and technical expertise
that helps to develop what is underneath the product. Design is actually beyond simple
explanations, it is more than that which people can see. Designs exist everywhere, and
everything today is designed. Design is becoming increasingly multi-faceted, multi-layered,
and interdisciplinary.
The most important thing in this world of design is the deeper understanding of the
subject: design ethnography. The word ethnography is derived from the Greek: a systematic
study of culture and people in it (Mccartney, Seymour, Council, Week, & Design, 2002). To
produce good and better design is definitely a key to exploring cultural phenomena, to
observe and research society from the point of view of the subject, i.e. the user. The question
that is asked before designers initiate the design and go through all of the design process is
much more important than anything else.
So, how important is design for the taxi industry? Every component in designing the
taxi, either its service or the vehicle itself, consists of various elements. All these need to be
added correctly, properly arranged and designed, as this it can make or break the subject in
question (Bleecker, 2009). In this section, this study will review the scenario of three
established taxis: the London Black Cab, the New York Yellow Cab, and the Hindustan
Ambassador.
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2.0.1 The London Black Cab
Today, people can see how design can help in the success of taxi businesses, from a
well-executed design project that is known around the world: The London Black Cab
(Beetlestone, 2012; Wainwright, 2012).
No taxi is more easily recognised than the London Black Cab. If the top lamp
appears on a rainy day in a dark street, locals, business people and tourists know that they
will be fine because the driver can be trusted (Lockie, 2017). And that’s not all, the vehicle
itself is very practical, and solely designed as a purpose-built taxi (Beetlestone, 2012). The
London Black Cab is also known as an inclusive design, which is the key to its success as being
the one in the world that is fully accessible to disabled people.

Figure 2: The London Black Cab - a moving monument to London life (Wainwright, 2012)

The London Black Cab had a monopoly over taxi services and was unbeatable for
almost 30 years, and the design was largely left unchanged (Ferrari, 2016). All was well for
the London Taxi Company until the Vito Taxi was introduced to the market by Mercedes-Benz,
and the van-derivative NV200 by Nissan, to replace the conventional Black Cab (T. Phillips,
2014; The Telegraph, 2017). They are major disruptors for the well-established company, as
they offer an environment that is superior to that of the traditional Black Cab (Roij, 2014).
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2.0.1.1 What is Behind the Success of this Iconic Monument of Britain’s Capital?
As London’s emissions laws become ever more stringent, it is possible that the
traditional black cab on the streets of Britain’s capital will have to turn off their light for the
last time (Horncastle, 2014; L. Wilkinson, 2014). If London's iconic vehicle needs to go, what
will replace it?
In August 2012, Nissan revealed a potential replacement for the Britain's much-loved,
chuntering black cabs. The van derivative NV200 was pitched as a greener, cleaner and more
spacious taxi that retains the traditional black cab's ability (Larkum, 2015). But there was a
problem, in that the NV200 did not look like the icon it was replacing (Philip, 2014). Despite
successfully meet London’s environmental standards, it was criticised for its design, which fell
short of its iconic predecessor and looked like just an ordinary people carrier - hardly iconic
(Solon, 2014). The Londoners were unimpressed with the minor changes made, and felt the
lovable icon of Britain's capital had been treated unfairly - by design (Philip, 2014).

Figure 3: NV200 London Taxi - A revised design by UK design team for a 'friendlier' feel and 'iconic' look plus an
electric version in 2015 (T. Phillips, 2014)
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Figure 4: The London Taxi company (TLC) unveiled the TX5 prototype that is set to be used as the UK capital's
latest black cab by the end of 2017 (Automotive News Europe, 2017)

In 2015, knowing that the black cab needs to maintain its iconic design and meet the
environmental standards, The London Taxi Company (TLC) have come out with a new design,
the TX5 (Crerar, 2017). The TX5 design concept conveys the spirit and identity of earlier
generations of LTC models (Horbury Judge, 2015). It has been engineered to reflect the user’s
needs of today, supports the move towards a low-carbon economy with the new zero
emission capabilities, and at the same time, maintains the traditional black cab’s recognisable
character and key features (Judge, 2015, p. 16).
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2.0.2 New York City Taxi: The Yellow Cab
Looking through the window of a Manhattan building at any moment, people expect
to see lines of , yellow forms queuing and setting off again. This ebb and flow has become
something of a visual geographic identity for the city of New York, and has established the
location in countless commercials, TV series and films (NYC Today, 2008, p. 1). Taxi
identification clearly has something to do with that distinct yellow colour, but the
effectiveness of the taxi as an identity or icon exceeds more than just the colour (Canning &
Levine, 2005, p. 16 Michael Levine).

Figure 5: The iconic Yellow Cab colours the streets of New York City

At its most sublime, the taxi symbolises the freedom and power of New York City, the
people and the city itself (Deborah Marton Canning & Levine, 2005, p. 5). Wave your hand
clearly, and a taxi stops and takes you anywhere at any time. Hailing the yellow cab – with its
promise of anonymity, freedom and power – is New York City’s quintessential act (NYC Today,
2008). It is deeply rooted in this notion that visitors count hailing a cab among the top tourist
attractions.
Though taxis currently act as one of New York City’s 'essentials', New Yorkers admit that they
should be more ergonomic for drivers and passengers, more accessible, environmentally
friendlier and even more elegant. It should be more like an expression of the values the
people in New York City care about (NYC Today, 2008).
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2.0.2.1 Design Trust for Public Space
To achieve the expression of New Yorkers’ values and wishes, The Design Trust for
Public Space conducted a piece of research in 2005. They investigated how the iconic cab
could be developed, with the ultimate purpose of producing a new taxi design (Canning &
Levine, 2005). They invited fleet owners, taxi drivers, landscape architects, urban planners,
industrial designers, representatives of New York City agencies and others to a two-day
workshop. More than 50 people took part in spirited discussions about the trends in taxi
design, the role of taxis in New York City, and the ideal taxi for the future from the perspective
of passengers.

Figure 6: Presentation of project findings and public exhibit, which features a film, vehicle models and mock-ups
of NYC streets

A preliminary design and proposals were then presented by a group of participants on
June 16, 2005. During the event, there was a conversation between the group members and
the audience, and the goal was to stimulate discussions about how the taxi should be and
how this could be achieved (referring to the design). With only three weeks given for the
development of the design, the ideas presented were stunning and were published in books
about this project (Design Trust, 2007, p. 3,4).
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2.0.3 Hindustan Ambassador
The Hindustan Ambassador taxi was a brand made by the famous Indian motor
company, Hindustan Motors. It was on the market as a consumer car as well as a taxi from
1958 to 2014 (Dhabhar, 2013).
The Ambassador was based on the Morris Oxford Series III model, first made by Morris
Motors Ltd in the UK from 1956 to 1959. Even though it is known originally as a British design,
the Ambassador is recognised as a definitively Indian car and is described as the "the king of
Indian roads" (Meria, 2015). The Ambassador was quite roomy and spacious due to its semimonocoque1 design, which was quite advanced in early ’50's automotive engineering trends
(Chauhan, 2014).

Figure 7: The Ambassador, from record setters to declining markets (Chauhan, 2014)

The car is also recognised as an historic symbol of India’s automotive industry. From
being the most popular mode of public transportation in India at one time, to the most
preferred car of politicians, and as a symbol of status in some parts of the country - the car

1

The term semi-monocoque refers to a stressed shell structure for aircraft fuselages, car bodies and motorcycle
frames
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has seen it all. Affectionately known as the 'Amby', it is certainly the most loved car in India
and is considered to be the iconic Indian road vehicle (Meria, 2015). In 2013, a world taxi
‘shootout’ organised by TV’s Top Gear’s Richard Hammond, the Hindustan Ambassador was
crowned as the 'Top Taxi’ in the world (Greeshma, 2013).
2.0.3.1 The ‘Falling Giants’: What Went Wrong with the Iconic Indian Car?
The 'Amby' was immensely popular and enjoyed a monopoly of the Indian automotive
market from 1958; but then Maruti2 entered the business in 1980 with their flagship 800 cc
models. The growing popularity of Maruti’s 800 hatchback was a sign of the Ambassador’s
impending future. In the 1990s, when liberalisation took over the country and the market
opened up to new players, people started looking at different car models. The waning
popularity of the Ambassador should have been a signal for the management to innovate, but
they decided to ignore it (Chauhan, 2014).
There were no significant changes in the Ambassador's design since production
started (Dwivedi, 2014). This research has looked at the Royal Enfield, a motorcycle brand
with a similar hundred-year history, that often comes up with new models and designs to
keep the brand alive in the market. But the Ambassador is quite the opposite. Moreover,
technical issues and outdated technologies such as low fuel efficiency and high maintenance
added to their problems. When the market was opened to other competitors, the
Ambassador could not find a category to fit in with in the different vehicle categories. The
Ambassador was too big for a hatchback yet too small to be an SUV – and as a result,
Hindustan Motors has stopped its production (Meria, 2015).
Despite the Ambassador being named as the world’s ‘Top Taxi’ (Greeshma, 2013) , the
title did not do much to enliven its image. Now, 'Amby's' role as taxi is limited, as the Tata
Indica3 is steadily replacing it along with other taxi competitors.

2

Maruti 800 is a small city car that was manufactured by Maruti Suzuki in India from 1983 to 18 January 2014

3

The Tata Indica was a supermini car launched by the Indian manufacturer Tata Motors in 1998. It was the first
passenger car from Tata Motors
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2.1

Disruptive Development Affecting the Taxi Today
Rather than regulation and deregulation processes, the most challenging issue faced

by most conventional taxi services today is Uber. Uber was found in 2009, and within eight
years, it had created disastrous effects for regular taxi services around the world. How can
Uber threaten this well-established service within such a short period of time? The ‘Sharing
Economy’ and its competitive effects are how Uber and its imitators are changing the role
and face of taxis (Roij, 2014; Wallsten, 2015).
The ‘sharing economy’ has the capabilities to turn underused assets into money. Some
believe that this model of trade or business will threaten well-established economies (Ascher,
2015). How far this sharing economy will go still remains to be seen, but we can see the
disastrous effects that have hit the hotel industry through ‘Airbnb’, as well as the taxi industry
being rocked by the ride-sharing4 business model with Uber, Sidecar and Lyft (Sobczak, 2016).
The advancement of service under the sharing economy, which did not even exist even by
definition before, does make the consumer better off (Bresnahan, 1996). This trend might be
beneficial to those who are loyal to the sharing economy service, and result in decreased use
for conventional modes of service. Therefore, the authorities are being forced to respond to
this new competition by reducing prices, improving quality (vehicles and services), or to make
it more interesting in many related ways (Wallsten, 2015).
Looking at the published circular report by SPAD, they are improving vehicle quality,
enhancing driver appearance overall, and developing a better service (SPAD, 2015). The
component of ‘developing vehicle quality’ formed the basis of this research project, and the
research looks more closely at the design context of the taxi itself. Are Malaysian taxis
purposely built for the mean of taxis? What can be improved for the taxi in the context of
design?

4

Ride-sharing; in most cases, it is the individual transportation hiring services where the driver responds on the
mobile app whenever their service is needed
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2.2

Malaysian Taxi History
Today, most taxicabs found in Malaysia are from the national “local” car

manufacturers e.g. Proton Saga BLM, Iswara, Wira, Waja, Naza Citra, and from foreign car
manufacturers e.g. Japan and Germany. The taxis are operating in various types of service in
different locations all over Malaysia. The major consideration is why Malaysian authorities, in
this case the Public Land Transport Commission (SPAD),5 in granting these types of cars for
taxi use, aim to give the best user experience especially in comfort and value. Prior to the
start of local car production in 1983-1986, the Mercedes-Benz 200, Mazda 323 of Ford Laser,
Toyota Mark II X80 series and Opel Kadett were used. In 1989, most of these taxis were
discontinued and Malaysian Taxi services began to use nationally designed cars as the main
taxis operating in the cities (SPAD, 2013).
One of the main issues raised was that there was lack of engagement from Proton the
major national vehicle maker, with their potential clients (Tan, 2008). On 25th June 2008,
during the Perhimpunan Agung Umno, the cabinet encouraged the Proton to come out with
another model of car to be used solely for taxis in Malaysia (Salleh, 2008a). This research
found that until 2013, despite the fact that they recognised that their vehicles were being
used as taxis after some conversion had been made, there was little understanding of what
they should do to ensure it was easy for the conversion to be made.

Figure 8: Type of taxi used in Malaysia since its operation began in 1966 (Razali et al., 2014)

5

SPAD is a Malaysian statutory body set up to plan for, regulate and enforce rules concerning land-based public
and freight transport in Malaysia.
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The conversion process is not very involved as the taxi does not differ much from the existing
Proton car on the street, except for the paint and some outside detailing (Amat, 2013).

2.3

Design of Proton Cars and Taxis
The success of overcoming the adversity of Malaysia in the automotive industry ought

to be the pride of all Malaysians. Since the first national car, Proton Saga manufactured in
1985, Malaysia has acquired much local and international acknowledgement for its
extraordinary achievements in the automotive industry. Malaysia has long been involved in
the development and advancement of the industry with an alternate accentuation over time
(Rosli, 2006). During the main period of industrialisation (the Import Industrialisation
Strategy) in the 1950s and 1960s, attention was on the assembly of both consumer and
commercial vehicles to provide employment and reduce the import bills (Rosli, 2006).

Figure 9: List of Proton cars since 1985 starting with Proton Saga (Berita, 2014).

The automotive sector of Malaysia is characterised by a locally created manufacturing
structure geared towards the production of passenger vehicles (Henriksson, 2012). The sector
has been highly subsidised and guaranteed to deliver national champions and automotive
components as well as parts. Before the first Proton car rolled out of its plant in 1985, joint
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ventures were established between the Malaysia Industry Cooperation of Malaysia (HICOM),
Mitsubishi Motor Corporation (MMC) and Mitsubishi Corporation (MC). MMC and MC were
the major Japanese automotive companies, and, based on Figure 9, this study can say that
the majority of Proton cars were indeed influenced by Japanese designs. This is one of the
Japanese strategies with their joint venture programme, to play an unobtrusive but
commanding role, attempting to stay as unnoticeable as possible in Malaysia. They offer their
technology and expertise at the very first stage and in return, they own nearly a third of
Proton which is the biggest industrial enterprise in Malaysia (Sanger, 1991, p. 2).
The Malaysian Prime Minister suggested that Proton should come out with a new
design to be used as taxi in Malaysia, a taxi with a Malaysian image, brand and identity
(Abidin, 2008; Salleh, 2008b). Looking closer at this issue, Proton has made significant effort
towards Malaysian identity issues, by using natural resources like Malaysian tiger metaphors,
and this seems to show promising attributes to the newest car design, Proton Preve (S. Zainal
et al., 2015).
In supporting the new discoveries and brand-building initiatives for taxis, Malaysian
designers should take part in the promotion processes. Research on taxi image and identity,
design in connection to DNA of identity investigation, and user perception of Malaysia’s taxi
design need to be undertaken to assure its success. This will face challenges in the future, and
Malaysian taxi design with a national identity will need to be based on reliability, verification
and validation by all users (S. Zainal et al., 2015).
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2.4

Understanding Local Automotive Industry’s Process in Designing a

Malaysian Identity Vehicle: The Case of Proton
Regarding the visions and challenges that local automotive designers face in producing
a Malaysian identity vehicle, this study joined several seminars and design talks to understand
more about the current state of their efforts. This step is the only way the researcher thinks
can give current insights into what designers believe are Malaysian identity products. As a
result of the various seminars and design talks attended, this study has come up with the idea
to analyse the current Proton designs, the Iriz and Persona, as a case study in this section

Figure 10: Boundaries between sectors (source: Proton, 2018)

First of all, this study researched how Proton places itself in the current market and
society by looking at its boundaries between sectors (Figure 10). This position is important,
as a national car developer that is highly subsidised by the government, Proton needs to
provide the community with a product that suits people's needs, at an affordable price. And
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of course, with minimal competition from outside as per the government policy to double or
triple the tax on imported cars, Proton gains an advantage from the perspective of pricing. As
to quality and aesthetics questions are raised; 1. Do Proton cars deliver a vehicle whose
quality compares with imported vehicles? And 2. Is Proton making the effort to come out with
a Malaysian identity design vehicle today? Alongside the case analyses, it will answer
questions about the quality of Proton design, but the most critical issue to be focused on here
is the effort being made to design the Malaysian identity vehicle. Proton has gained ideas and
explored every available market in the country. Figure 10shows how Proton sees themselves
working in every corner with brilliant ideas that fit society's needs. Proton puts itself in the
centre, working within the boundaries between every sector. By doing that, they managed to
gain insights and better understandings of the needs of the people.

Figure 11: Proton styling studio workflow (source: Proton, 2018)
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After gaining insights from their active collaboration and partnership with both the
public and private sectors (universities, NGOs, public, etc.), the process of targeting the
market for a particular design and designing process began. Based on the workshops and
seminars attended by the researcher, Figure 11 describes how the studio management and
workflow of Proton Design R&D works. And of course, before the idea can be put on the table
to be discussed, there are several other steps to go through, but these areas are the focus of
this research, where defining the identity of design happens in the designing processes.
The process of designing Malaysian identity vehicles started with the production of
the first Proton car in 1985. But until now, the 'Malaysian Identity' vehicle term lies only in
two contexts of understanding: 1. It is a locally manufactured car; and 2. It is designed by local
designers (Negara et al., n.d.). In the past, the 'design process' has acted as a support system
and it didn't do much to express the beauty of the local aesthetic, which would show the
identity of Malaysia. As a result, for the past 30 years, Malaysians saw that major Proton cars
were simply a conversion of other designs. Proton soon heard the public’s opinions, and
started to move in a different direction, which this research named 'the future' (as Proton
referred to it several times), where they solidified future Proton design and established the
Malaysian identity (see Figure 12). This situation created more interest as this study raised
more questions about the designers during the process, by looking at how far they would go
to achieve success.
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Figure 12: Styling 'In the Past' and 'The Future' (source: Proton, 2018)

There are three significant aspects that have been added to their design philosophies,
which this study believes have been given less consideration in the past. The first is the
concentrated development of Proton styling DNA. This step means that, soon, Proton will
have their own identity in design, in contrast with the previous practices where most of their
products were a minor conversion from an existing car model. Second, the Proton styling
department will start to develop a recognisable face for every vehicle produced across all
segmentations. This idea is the most significant effort, as it will involve a consistent
application of a single design element onto the front profile of their cars. Previously, Proton
developed a specific unique front face design for each target market. They believed that it
would serve the purpose of individual styling needs in a particular segmentation. However,
this created confusion when people tried to identified Proton design among all the other
models. Differentiating between Proton and other imported cars is difficult. The
establishment of this second philosophy in Proton styling through the development of a
consistent, recognisable front face will help establish the design DNA. The third philosophy
will be the shift and growth of Proton design brand across all key disciplines. This effort will
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help to strengthen the image of Proton across the market and to be recognised by the public
as national products made solely by the local industry.

Figure 13: Three main philosophies that will help create a strong Malaysian Identity Vehicle (source: Proton,
2018)

This study delved deeply into understanding the philosophies of Proton that aim at
establishing the Proton Styling DNA. The researcher tried to make it clear that the 'Proton
Styling DNA' and 'Malaysian identity design' are two different things. In an effort to establish
Malaysian identity design, Proton has several times produced a vehicle design they claim to
be a Malaysian identity design, such as Gen-2 and Exora model; however, this research
believes they are not. This situation then raised the following questions: 1. How far does
Proton go into developing a Malaysian identity design vehicle?; and 2. Is the development of
newly Proton styling DNA a derivation of the elements of Malaysian identity? Of course, it is
vital to get the answers to these questions, because in the future, if Proton claims that their
design conveys the Malaysian identity, this newly developed styling DNA need to understand
the origin of the ideas.
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Before this study discusses the DNA development in Proton styling, the research needs
to explain the surface elements that will inform the identity of Proton design in the future: 1.
the DNA; 2. the connecting elements; and 3. the dynamic line.

Figure 14: One of the examples of Proton's benchmarking processes (source: Proton, 2018)

Apart from the DNA, which will be explained later, the 'connecting element' and the
'dynamic line' did not play a significant role in informing the identity. It is very much the
current trend of design where designers apply dynamic shapes to the design and apply the
elements of continuity of lines in the products, which the society can see in most modern
design products. However, from the perspective of Proton, combinations of these three
surface elements will create a robust Malaysian identity product in the future. But how?
Admittedly, the development of DNA itself must work actively in bringing together the
connecting elements and the dynamic line's concept, therefore, creating a strong Malaysian
identity design. But where does the root of this DNA come from? This question leads the
researcher to investigate and understand the very beginning of the process when the
designers start to put a line on paper, the mood board for design. A mood board, or
combinations of physical and digital images that act as an inspiration for the designer, is
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commonly used in various design fields such as fashion, graphic, architecture, and industrial
design. It can accommodate just about anything, illustrations, words, textures, colour
schemes, or photography - anything that helps the designer to define the direction of their
project. Hence, this situation has brought the researcher to study the early development
process of Iriz and Pesona, and to get to know the so-called new Proton styling DNA.

Figure 15: Design highlight with the mood board's inspiration - case of Iriz model (source: Proton, 2018)
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Figure 16: Design highlight with the mood board's inspiration - case of Pesona model (source: Proton, 2018)

As shown in Figures 15 and 16, both Iriz and Pesona have similar elements of the front
profile, which is consistent with what Proton said. They have maintained the same character
of the front face of these two designs, even though it is from a different segment of the vehicle
- contrary to the previous application, where they have a different frontal face for a different
vehicle segmentation. However, the mood board used here, which acts as an inspiration to
the designers, was a combination of current images, alien to the local culture, but following
the current design trends. The result of that kind of inspiration, as this study can see, matches
the outcome, but there are no local images, nor visuals of heritage and tradition, which leads
the researcher to conclude, this is not a Malaysian identity design, it is just design.
There are two reasons as to why a mood board is vital at the very beginning of the
design process, which is why the designer should have a precise and matched design of the
mood board to follow the company’s vision. The first reason is that it will certainly help the
designer. By having a guideline or combinations of visual directions can streamline the
designing process and lessen the time spent thinking while looking at a blank sheet of paper.
It can also potentially save the designers wasting their time getting the concept approved,
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and of course, no one wants to put all their effort into work that tends to be rejected by the
client. Second, a mood board can help clients. Seeing the mood board can give them some
idea of how the finished product will be and allows everyone involved to agree on the same
direction before too much work is done. It also helps avoid any disagreements resulting from
trying to describe concept ideas verbally. For example, two persons may say the same thing,
but mean something completely different; in this context, a mood board as a visual
representation can help everyone moving in the same direction.
Having seen that the beginning of the design process is not adequately supporting the
effort to express Malaysian identity in their design, the researcher raised more questions
during the workshop. What is the exact philosophy and vision of Proton’s styling department?
Does it match with Proton’s idea of Proton of a Malaysian identity design vehicle? The
researcher managed to get an answer to that. The current process of establishing the Proton
styling DNA, is, for now, solely based on maintaining front profile design of the vehicle
throughout all product segmentation. But still, the basis of the idea, the DNA, was from the
mood board shown in the previous figure, or something similar. Proton’s styling department
hopes to maintain this design and develop it from time to time, and once the design becomes
matured, it will establish the identity of Proton cars.
The designers and Proton itself should study the root of Malaysian culture before
developing new Proton cars, even though there are risks of lengthy, time-consuming work,
public acceptance etc. Though the design process was interlinked with risks in new product
development (NPD) and was challenging to visualise, this is just temporary (Jerrard, Martin,
& Wright, 2017). It does not conform to the norm of styling in Proton based on current Proton
practices, but in the context of NPD in Proton, it should be their primary aim.
The mood boards produced by Proton, however, are entirely different from the vision
of the company regarding Malaysian identity. In this study's point of view, the Proton styling
DNA should have the same direction as that of the company so the public would not be
confused with the final outcomes. In producing Malaysian design identity vehicles or
products, the explicit knowledge of Malaysian identity needs to be expressed and discussed
at the very beginning of the design stage. This activity includes having to understand the
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culture and valuable heritage of the society and providing the right inspiration for designers
before they start to draw a line on the paper.
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2.5

Summary
To understand the characteristic of a future taxi with Malaysian identity this research

has proposed several established taxi designs as benchmarks before it proceeds any further.
The study has selected three well-known taxis design with established identities of their
culture. They are the London Black Cab, New York Yellow Cab, and Hindustan Ambassador or
the 'Amby'. The London and New York taxis are so well-established due to their continuous
design approach to preserving the uniqueness and identity of the vehicle. The London Taxi
Company have been approached several times by companies from Japan to replace the LTX
model with their designs, but these have never been accepted.

Figure 17: How design helps establish a product through times in a reflection of the current Malaysian taxi
design approach. (source: (Abidin, 2008; Fabric, 2016a; London Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 2007; Teal
& Berglund, 1987)

Meanwhile, in New York, they have conducted various programmes regarding the
service and design of the vehicle, and consequently, it is still available on the market with its
strong yellow branding that became the iconic symbol of Manhattan. However, in India, they
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seem to be entirely opposed to innovation as they refuse to develop the 'Amby' design. And
because of that, people tend to look elsewhere as they found that other vehicles became
more relevant, affordable, and environmentally friendly (Dwivedi, 2014). The Amby has now
stopped its production since there is no more demand in the market. However, given that the
Indian public appreciates the vehicle so much, the company has started to redecorate the
interior of the vehicle, giving it a fresh new look, while reflecting the local culture in the new
fabrics for the interior upholstery (Fabric, 2016b; Khandewal, 2016).

Figure 18: One of the initiatives taken by designers in Mumbai - Taxi Fabric. It is a unique platform for the artists
and designers to express their talents and preserve their beloved ‘Amby' at the same time (source: Fabric, 2016)

The same issue here is happening in Malaysia. Taxis in Malaysia has seemed to be
wholly opposed to innovation, and Proton, the primary car manufacturer for taxis in the
country, made the same mistake by converting a regular vehicle into taxis. Despite having
receive mandates from several ministers and Prime Ministers himself, Proton still hasn't come
out with a Malaysian identity design vehicle since the issues were raised almost 20 years ago
(Meng, Choong, Lee, & Gasper, 2015).
Given that situation, this research has conducted pilot studies by attending several
design talks and seminars to identify the current efforts of Proton and Malaysian designers to
design Malaysian identity products. The first problem found during the pilot study is that the
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visions between departments in Proton were quite different from each other. Most of the
vehicles produced by Proton were claimed to be a Malaysian identity design, such as Gen 2,
Persona and Iriz. However, the R&D department have a different vision in creating the identity
of the vehicle where they implement a new Proton Styling DNA. The thinking behind this
'styling DNA' seemed to be general, and trend focused, particularly referring to their
benchmarking processes and inspiration ideas.
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Chapter 3
Malaysian Product Design Identity and Issues
Malaysian Product Design Identity Issues

Malaysian Identity: An Overview

Developing the Focus

Review on the Selected Cultural Components

Summary
Chapter 3 is a continuity of the literature discussion, with the focus more on the Malaysian identity and
Malaysian product design identity. The first section in the chapter will discuss the issues regarding Malaysian
product design identity and concerns faced by designers. Within that, the researcher also presents a few
successful Malaysian identity designs.
The following section will discuss the issues of Malaysian identity and culture. Based on the findings from
the literature, the researcher selected a few cultural components to be addressed and developed as a foundation
for a deeper understanding of Malaysian identities. This study also made a brief review of the selected cultural
components to strengthen the knowledge and understanding concerning Malaysian identity and its relation
towards them.
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3.0

Research Focus
Considering Malaysia as a multi-ethnic country, it is difficult to determine and define

any single cultural identity to represent Malaysia (Mun, Fern, & Chin, 2015), and use it as a
characteristic in designing a product. It has been a challenging issue for most Malaysian
designers to design a Malaysia-look product based on a national identity characteristic. There
is no proof that the product characteristic can be summed up or generalised based on the
understanding of multi-ethnic agreement decision-making (S. Zainal et al., 2015). The primary
issue is about Malaysian national identity identification for product design. This issue then
prompted the question ’Would Malaysian designers be able to establish a Malaysian product
with a national identity by looking at this multi-ethnic society?’ In this chapter, the research
will review the literature concerning Malaysian identity. It aims to obtain the general
keywords related to the components in culture, yet to be incorporated with taxi design
characteristics during the design and ideation process. The basis of this study refers to
dominant culture studies by various scholars, and the particular highlights were from Edensor
(2002); cultural identity component evaluation by Ibrahim (2015); and culture and identity
‘key issues’ by Clarke (2011). This research will also identify the challenges faced by designers
in designing Malaysian identity products based on local cultures. By understanding suitable
cultural components to represent the society based on this research context, this study
believes that there will be greater opportunities for Malaysian designers to succeed in
developing products with strong Malaysian identities.
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3.1

Design with Cultural Identity
As design appears in diverse styles, it must be stated that it also has a particular

function and exists in the boundless regime of processes – industrial, architectural,
engineering, interior, fashion, etc. It does not always construe itself in isolation, but rather in
a state of participatory and collaborative assistance to the method of processes, bringing
about unique and diverse functionalities, often pursuing their imaginative agendas,
depending on their directions, interests and goals (Blijlevens, Mugge, Ye & Schoormans,
2013). To begin with, Malaysia is well endowed with good taste and living, constitutionally
matched by plenty of design diversities (T Homas W Illamson, 2011). In this respect, design
plays a crucial role in the understanding of the essence of its people; living lives multiculturally
in harmony and peace. Malaysia, a perfect place, because of arts in designing, grows lavishly
in such a sanctuary and space, to stimulate thinking, ideas and innovations.
In its attempt to succeed in the business of design-based products, Malaysia needs to
see itself relatively and definitively equal with other countries that do well in this field. If
Malaysia chooses to advance its ambitions in the creative industry, it can look in particular to
Norway and Denmark - design-driven countries , the US - well-known for its streamline design
(Olszewski, Geddes, Teague, Loewy, & Buck-, 1988), or Singapore - their universal design
standard (Heng, Choo, & Ho, 2003). As industrialisation and manufacturing businesses are at
theirpeak, Malaysia needs to have determined designers in all disciplines to meet innovative
challenges, and to fulfil its high ambitions. This call is in-line with the national vision 2020, one
of the components aiming at Malaysian products obtaining a share of the world's market
(Shamsuddin, 2015). One of the essential factors the designer should know is that a good
design brings together the identity of the products and it deals with new public perceptions
(British Design Council, 2013). Exposing the notions of form to a modern/urban society, e.g.,
bright lights, media and colour, to respond to as the community evolves, contrasts with rural
societies who have to cope with and adapt to the sudden changes of visual values in designed
form, which are entirely different from traditional or craft-arts.
It is important to understand the fundamentals within the culture in Malaysian
society. The identified issues will form the basis of its identity, and then the designer can take
inspiration from there to create a Malaysian product with Malaysian identity. Marzuki (2007)
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stated that debates on national identity are a very controversial topic, given that Malaysia is
a multi-ethnic country. Malaysia is a highly pluralistic country with more than 80 ethnic
groups. They practise different religions and traditions, and speak various languages (W.
Husin, 2012). Because of this difference, and to avoid disharmonies and build an effort
towards unification of culture and the arts, the Malaysian government introduced the
National Cultural Policy in 1971. This policy is a basis for interpreting identity in a context that
can be adopted by all the people in Malaysia (JKNN, 2016). The National Cultural Policy was
formulated by considering the facts of the orientations of Malaysia, its regional history and
its position as a centre of civilisations meeting and trading over the past two thousand years.
The idea of developing a Malaysian product to be recognised around the world, to
stand on a level with major companies, is a good vision and is certainly challenging. Given that
it is logical and possible, yet relevant, that Malaysia is aiming to become a ‘developed’ country
by 2020, it is a significant step to bring together the creative industries as they are helping
the economy (Shamsuddin, 2015). Therefore, Malaysian creative industry which produces a
product to be marketed worldwide should look to embed the national identity in order to
become more successful and help in establishing the Malaysian image in the world (B. Chin &
Ling, 2013). Malaysian product, without a distinct identity, is hard to differentiate from
products from neighbouring countries (Razali & Hands, 2016b).
Successful design products usually speak for themselves and hold significant value for
the user. When this study talks about identity and image of the product, these two elements
are the active components in determining the success of each product and the brands they
hold. In developing the identity, every element within the product plays an important role to
mirror the user, as discussed in Kapferer (2009): brand identity prism, gestures, pictures or
even language are all the communicating images that the designer should come to
understand and accept as they all mean certain things. When people look at the London Black
Cab, they conjure up different visuals representing the city, the people, and how good the
services are. If people are given Apple products, the direct associations are ‘trust’, 'safety' and
'loyalty and love'. Those are two examples of strong identity products that are successful in
the market, but Malaysia does not yet have that since manufacturers are too concerned with
the profitability of their own companies (Marzuki, 2002).
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All successful products in the world possess a significant meaning, which triggers
something in our psyche. They are not just a product that is functional, they represent some
deep intuitive wisdom which defies expression. Since our ancestors started painting on cave
walls, an image stirs us as nothing else does. There is always something behind the images
and identity of the pictures. It encapsulates a society, culture, status, philosophy, prestige and
power visually, through various ways such as logos, emblems, flags, etc. - pictorial illustrations
that provoke a response in people's minds.

3.2

Contemporary Malaysian Product Design Identity Issues
Efforts to show the Malaysian identity in design are already there in certain products,

such as buildings, gates, statues, lampposts, and craft items such as pewter and jewellery (M.
Ibrahim, 2007). Malaysian can see it on the architecture for example; the MARA building is
symbolic of Malaysian identity with a blend of several elements. A Malay boat-shaped podium
block, and the outside mural influenced by pucuk rebung;6 this motif was embroidered with
a variety of woven songket7 that symbolises the identity of Malays in Malaysia. The National
Library, which is located in Jalan Tun Razak, was a concept influenced from the Malay
headdress or tengkolok.8 While in Klang and Selangor, there are sculptures and statues based
on the shape of the keris9 and tengkolok. Tengkolok headdress symbolises the monarchy
while the keris act as a symbol of the power and strength of the Malays. Wau10 or kite, the
Malay traditional game is also a symbol for Malaysia Airlines; lamppost design in Putrajaya is
influenced by the arabesque motifs blending with Malay traditional weapons, the keris and
Malay dagger. All of these clearly show the height of elegance and the art of the Malay people,
which indirectly accentuates the Malaysian identity.

6

Pucuk Rebung, is an original Malay motif that had been used for a long time and it is still a traditional Malay
Motif.
7 Songket
is a fabric that belongs to the brocade family of textiles of Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei. It is handwoven in silk or cotton, and intricately patterned with gold or silver threads
8 Tengkolok
is a type of headdress used since the period of Malay Sultanate. In Negeri Sembilan, Tengkolok is
widely known as 'Destar'. The arts skills and creativity of the folder known as 'Tukang Lipat' gives variation in
designing the Destar.
9 Keris,
is an asymmetrical dagger with distinctive blade-patterning achieved through alternating laminations of
iron and nickelous iron
10 Wau
is an intricately designed Malaysian moon-kite (normally with floral motifs) that is traditionally flown by
men in the Malaysian state of Kelantan. It is one of Malaysia's national symbols
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In the context of product design, especially when it comes to mass production,
Malaysian identity has never been prioritised due to the manufacturer being more concerned
with the profitability of their company (M. Ibrahim, 2007). Identity in product design is
important. Application of Malaysian identity in product design can offer lots of advantages,
especially with the changes in technology and market forces.
A daily bulletin for marketers by warc.com discussed the issues about the branding of
Malaysian products (warc, 2015). They believe that brands can help in building the Malaysian
identity. They consider that brands play a significant role in promoting the sense of national
unity, according to their study conducted among 18-35-year-olds in Kuala Lumpur, Klang and
Kuching. They found out that Malaysians want to see brands that can reflect the country's
multiculturalist society. The study also stated that diverse ethnicity and mix of practices have
all contributed to strengthening the Malaysian identity. Though more than half of the
participants in the study identified themselves as Malaysians ahead of their particular
ethnicity, they were conscious of how these social components of religion and ethnicity
create a fragmented sense of national identity.
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3.3

Malaysian Identity: An Overview
Before this research discuss the keywords within the social components of Malaysian

society, it is important to understand the orientation of Malaysia itself based on its general
identification; i.e., Geographically, demographically, affiliations, etc. This identification guides
this section to narrow down the search and look extensively at selected aspects that are major
identifiers of Malaysian culture and identity. This research then looks into related theories in
the field and will pull out the most vibrant components to elaborate the next process of
discussion.

3.3.1 Knowing Malaysia: The Orientation
Malaysia, a bustling melting pot of religions and races where Malays, Chinese, Indians
and other ethnic groups live together in harmony. Malaysian multicultural society has yielded
a gastronomical utopia and is home to various festivals (Tourism Malaysia, 2011). One of the
key attractions is its extreme contrasts, which add up to a theme of diversity. Modern
buildings and skyscrapers look down on wooden houses built on stilts, and five-star hotels are
just a few metres from the ancient reef. Most people often mistakenly use the term “Malay”
to refer to Malaysian, but Malay refers to only one of the many ethnic groups that make up
modern Malaysian society. The national culture is more accurately referred to as ‘Malaysian
Culture’ or ‘Kebudayaan Malaysia’ in the national language (Shamsul, 1996).
In Malaysian society, the various ethnic groups have their own distinctive cultures;
they include Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Eurasian as well as various indigenous groups living
on the peninsular and in nearby Sabah and Sarawak. A unified Malaysian culture is something
that is still developing in the country. There are several initiatives being taken by all parties in
order to achieve this unity. And various avenues are being used. One of the proven successes
is via a government programme known as the 1 Malaysia Project. At the national level, two
distinct groups can be discerned: first, the elite among Malays who dominate the country’s
politics, and second, the Chinese who help develop the country economically (J. Chin, 2015).
The Malay and Chinese are the two ethnic groups that are most prominent in building the
nation. They are sometimes competing, but their complementary influences are now shaping
the culture as a whole. To date, North Borneo, where the two states of Sabah and Sarawak
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are located, has been less influential in shaping the national culture, and their extremely
vibrant ethnic culture is shrouded by the wealthier, and much larger peninsular society (Gom,
Jiony, Tanakinjal, & Siganul, 2015).

Figure 19: Map of Malaysia taken from Malaysia Administrative Divisions

Looking at the geography, Malaysia is split between eastern and western parts that
were united into one country in 1963 (Ireland, 1963). The western region, usually referred to
as the Malay peninsula, stretches from the border of Thailand to the island of Singapore.
Sabah and Sarawak, in the north of Borneo and separated by the country of Brunei, is referred
to as the Eastern part of Malaysia. The peninsula is divided by the central mountain range
called ‘Banjaran Titiwangsa’. The east coast is more agrarian; less populated and
demographically has more Malays. The western region of the peninsula is industrial and more
urban, and is where the majority of immigrants live and work (Gale, 2007). The capital city of
Malaysia is Kuala Lumpur, located in the middle of the western immigrant belt. The federal
government administration is located in Putrajaya, some 30km south of the city.
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Demographically, there are thirty-one million people in Malaysia, and throughout its
history the territory has been sparsely populated relative to its territorial region. Only twentypercent of the population lives in Sabah and Sarawak, the rest on the peninsula (Gale, 2007).
Demographically, 61% are Malays, 24% Chinese descent, 10% of Indian descent, and 5%
others. These figures have a great deal of significance in the history of the peninsula. The
country of Malaysia, because of its colonial history, was created with this diverse demography
in mind. There have been discussions about curbing immigration, and in the 1930s and 1940s,
Malay leaders organised their community to discuss this. Malaysia as it is today was created
after independence in 1957, when Borneo with its substantial population of indigenous
people was added to Malaya; i.e. added to the peninsula (Ireland, 1963).
With respect to language, Malay is Malaysia’s sole national language and became the
official language in 1967 without any fanfare. There is an illustrious history of this
Austronesian language as the lingua franca throughout the region. However, English is also
widely used, not least because it was the administrative language of the British colonisers
(Ying, Heng, & Abdullah, 2015). Nowadays, there are some other popular languages spoken,
such as a combination of Mandarin, Hokkien and Cantonese by the Malaysian Chinese. Most
of the Malaysian Indians speak Tamil, and various other languages and dialects flourish among
aboriginal groups, especially in Sabah and Sarawak. This multilingualism society is well
acknowledged by the Malaysian government, and this research observed it on several media,
such as television broadcasting and radio, where the stations use multiple languages,
particularly in their news channels (Firdaus, 2006). Given the Malaysian people are so
linguistically heterogeneous, they tend to be adept at learning other languages; many of them
know multiple languages. The rapid industrialisation in Malaysia since the 1980s has tended
to maintain the importance of English and this has become the language of business
(Thirusanku & Yunus, 2014).
Given the diversity in identities, based on religious beliefs, demography and linguistic
affiliation, the selection of cultural symbols can be a source of tension (Haque, 2003). In this
diverse society, any selected national emblem risks privileging one group over another. For
example, the king is not just the symbol of the state, but also a symbol of the Malay political
hegemony. To avoid the misperception in symbolism, the society tends to choose, or often
emphasises,

natural

features

like

the

sea

turtle,

orangutan

or

hibiscus
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(Independenceday.com, 1997). In economic and business terms, products also have
nationally represented logos. The national car manufacturer Proton, Malaysia Airlines, and
the Petronas Towers, the world’s highest twin towers, somehow symbolise the modern days
of Malaysia. In addition, the government slogan of ‘Malaysia Boleh’ (Malaysia Can!) is a way
to encourage greater accomplishments in every aspect, and the slogan of ‘Malaysia Truly Asia’
seems to be a successful effort within its programme as it attracts tourist to come and
experience the diverse ethnicity of Asian culture in Malaysia (Ismail, 2017).
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3.4

Developing the Focus
Dominant theories of national identities are concerned with the nation’s history and

political economy, and the elements in culture usually referred to are in the area of high
culture, ceremonies and invented traditions, or folk culture (Clarke, 2011; Edensor, 2002).
These are reified concepts of culture, which are relevant because they are the part of the
cultural matrix surrounding the nation. Where this research reviews the broad national
product design identity components, it was supported by only a few scholarly articles.
Edensor, stated that the attempt made to establish the national identity meaning cannot
incorporate the whole cultural matrix; i.e., cultural, social or political (2002, p. 8). Edensor
then continues by stating that it should concentrate on a few selective symbolic dimensions
to suit the purposes of the intended studies.

Figure 20: Theories approaching the selection of components of culture to be studied

This research then looks at the different theories of culture and identity, from a broad
view and from the personal aspect. Several components of culture and identity are described
by Clarke (2011) and several identification variables outlined by Ibrahim (2015) that are more
focused on the person's identity; which also reflect the national identity from psychological
perspectives. It is important to review these available theories to have a strong basis for
selecting the suitable components for evaluation. This research then created a framework to
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put the theories and understandings together to pull out the keywords. The basis of the
selected keywords comes from the discussion within the theories (Figure 2), and was later
supported by the literature from Malaysian perspectives. Seven components were chosen:
the religions, fashions, food, festive seasons, architecture, arts and crafts, and traditional
sports and games. The selection of these cultural components was also based on layers of
culture stated by Lin (2002), where it covers the physical, social, and spiritual aspect of the
culture. The selection of cultural components and cultural aspects within it were shown on
the next table below.
Table 1: Layers of culture (left) as discussed by Lin (2002) and selected cultural components as a foundation to
justify Malaysian identity towards taxi/product design (right) by the researcher

Layers of Culture

Physical or Material Culture

Selected Components

Architecture, Food and Cuisine, Fashions
and Textiles

Social/Behavioural

Festivals/Celebrations, Traditional Sports
and Games

Spirituality and Ideals

Arts and Crafts, Religions and Beliefs
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3.5

Review of the Selected Components
Tourists’ first impressions of Malaysi can seem literally and figuratively

straightforward when they arrive in any country they are visiting. They will experience an
array of different traditions, societal norms, languages, all of which offer beautiful and
rewarding sensory experiences. As a tourist, they begin to put together the unfamiliar aspects
surrounding them and create a rudimentary understanding of what the country is like when
they start to interact with the locals. As soon as they enter Malaysia, they begin to understand
it through its delightful street food, sounds of calls to prayer, and its artistic decorated
religious places celebrating a multiplicity of traditions in the various religions. This scenario
brings understanding towards one of Malaysia's most amazing aspects - the diversity of its
people. Comprising various ethnicity including Malays, Chinese, and Indians and other
minorities, Malaysia is distinctly multicultural.
In this section, this research will briefly review each selected cultural component for
the researcher to get a better understanding of the topic.

3.5.1 Architecture
The evolution of Malaysian styles in architecture is one of the greatest achievements
of the local architectural design history. The history of Malaysian architecture is critically
discussed by Ho (2005) and Finch (2015, p. 4); it shows that even though there are many
influences from foreign countries, the style of design still shows the identity of this region. In
the 5th century CE, merchants from China and India used the trade route in the East-West
Malay peninsula and stopped at Tanjung Dawai before they continued their journey. The
sailors or merchants travelling between China and India saw Tanjung Dawai as a perfect place
to rest while waiting for the monsoons to pass. At the same time as sharing their trade, they
were also spreading their culture and religion. This cultural-spread can be seen in early HinduBuddhist culture in Tanjung Dawai, Kedah - they had left their marks in the form of tomb
temples known as 'Candi' at Bujang Valley or 'Lembah Bujang'. Centuries later, Kedah became
a place of Sri Vijaya, the Sumatran kingdom. The origin of the Indian Kingdom's architectural
styles can be seen in the early construction of Majapahit and Sri Vijaya Empires, dating from
the 7th to the 14th centuries. Eventually, Malacca's port was established as an important
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meeting point, where it became an important trading centre for transportation route
between India and China. The merchants or traders brought along their customs and cultures,
which influenced the existing local culture.
Malaysian architectural styles have been classified according to the design of the
buildings established by the Heritage of Malaysia Trust. The structures consist of several
influences by Malay, Chinese, Indian and European sources which are a mixture of various
styles, and modified to suit the Malaysian environment. The Malaysian architectural styles
also can be summed up in the timeline on Figure 21.

Colonial
Modern
Malay Vernacular

Indian Kingdoms

7th Centuries

14th
Centuries

15th
Centuries

16th
Centuries

17th
Centuries

18th
19th
20th
Centuries Centuries Centuries

Straits Electic
Chinese Baroque
Chitya Indian Vernacular

Figure 21: Malaysian architectural influences timeline. Source: M. Surat (2010)

European forms have long influenced Malaysian architectural styles, even before the
Second World War. These are evident when looking at the buildings in most west- coast
peninsula cities such as in Perak, Penang, Malacca and Kuala Lumpur. These styles have been
highly modified to suit the tropical climate while combining the form of Malay, Chinese,
classical Portuguese and English architecture. In the 15th Century, when the Chinese traders
came to the Malacca Straits Settlement, they brought the ‘Straits Eclectic11’ styles to building
construction. Later, when the British came and the modernisation era approaches, the shop
houses and terrace houses created a unique style in urban buildings with the combination of
influences from the Dutch, Portuguese and English. This urban architecture has also been
altered to cope with the tropical climate of Malaysia, making it unique.

11

Straits Eclectic is a form of architectural style prevalent in vernacular shop houses in George Town from the
early 20th century
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Figure 22: Images of most Malaysian architecture, which shows the identity of the people in the region. (Refer to
Appendix 3 for the presentation version of these composed images)

After looking briefly at the history and influences on Malaysian architecture, this
research looks at each ethnicity in particular. Traditional Malay homes or buildings employ
sophisticated architectural processes to suit the tropical conditions (Surat et al., 2010). This
technique can be seen in most of the buildings being built on stilts (to cool the house by
allowing the cross-ventilating breeze beneath the dwelling) while at the same time lessening
the effects of flooding which occur at the end of every year. Today, most Malay or Islamic
buildings incorporate the elements of Moorish design that can be seen at the Islamic Art
Museum, several government buildings in Putrajaya, and most of the mosques throughout
the country (Rasdi, 2010).
Chinese architecture has two distinct types, the traditional and Baba-Nyonya. The
buildings of traditional Chinese culture can be seen on the temples found throughout the
country (Ahmad, 1994). The Baba-Nyonya styles, especially in house architecture can be seen
in Penang and Malacca, this kind of house was built with an indoor courtyard, decorated
beautifully with colourful tiles. Looking at the Indian style of buildings, local Hindu temples
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exhibit the colourful and exciting architecture of Southern India, since most of the Indians in
Malaysia come from there (Anjum, 2007). The most elaborate and ornate Hindu temple in
Malaysia is the Sri Mahamariamman in Kuala Lumpur, which was built in the late 19th century.
The temple's decorative aspects include sophisticated carvings, lots of gold ornaments, handpainted motifs and various exquisite tiles from Spain and Italy (Tourism Malaysia, 2011).
Two unique and distinct architectural highlights of the indigenous peoples of Sabah
and Sarawak are water villages and longhouses (Finch, 2015; Ho K. C., Hasan A. S., 2005).
Longhouses are traditional community homes to the riverine tribes. These stilted and
elongated structures, often roofed with thatched leaves or woven 'atap’, are tied with
creeper fibre and built of axe-hewn timber. Longhouses can accommodate between 20 to 100
families. Rural water villages built on stilts are also usually located along seafronts and
riverbanks. The houses are linked by plank walkways with boats anchored on the sides. The
people often travel by 'sampan' or 'canoe' to move around the village.

3.5.2 Arts and Crafts
Given that foreign countries have influenced Malaysia historically, there have also
been significant steps taken by artisans and creative people to preserve their traditional art
forms (S. Abdullah, 2010). For example, on special occasions, 'Mak Yong',12 the traditional
form of Malay drama is still performed in the opening ceremonies (Yousof, 1990). This genre
of drama combines dance and songs and tells the heroic tales of the beloved king and
princess of 'Tanah Melayu'. This performance is then followed by the 'Gamelan',13 an
orchestral performance consisting of metal percussion instruments including drums, gongs
and xylophones (UNESCO, 2008).
Another traditional artistic and musical form is 'Wayang kulit' - a famous old theatre
art-form using shadow play and puppets to tell the epic tales of the Ramayana (Randhawa,

12

Mak yong or mak yung is a traditional form of dance-drama from northern Malaysia, particularly the state of
Kelantan.
13
The Malay Gamelan which exists today in Malaysia is basically from the courts of Riau-Lingga, Terengganu and
Pahang state in Malaysia. It is said to have originated in Indonesia, the Malay Gamelan has developed a distinct
identity from the Balinese (Bali province in Indonesia), Javanese (Jawa province in eastern Indonesia), and
Sundanese (The ‘Sunda’ ethnic in Indonesia). Malay Gamelan is usually played at royal and traditional occasions
during the Pahang Sultanate, Sultan Ahmad (1882-1914) and Sultan Sulaiman, Terengganu (1920-1942).
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Puah, & Loone, 2005; Yousof, 1990). Garland Making or ‘Bunga Malai’ is also an essential part
of the artistic heritage of Malaysian Indians for religious and spiritual occasions like moving
house, welcoming important guests and at weddings. The Malay martial art - Silat, with the
‘keris’ or ‘tombak’ - is the traditional Malay art of self-defence that combines various supple
movements, which help people to defend themselves against any provocation (Nizam,
Shapie, & Elias, 2015). Silat is taught in most Malaysian schools . For the indigenous people,
the 'Orang Asli' and various other ethnicities in Sabah and Sarawak, the use of 'sumpit' or
blowpipe help them during hunting, and it is also an integral part of their martial arts (Gomes,
2004).

Figure 23: Malaysian traditional arts and crafts (most in the picture are souvenirs). Some of the crafts are daily
use items, but the Malaysian artisans realised that these products hold a significant value because of their
ethnicity identity, and make them as souvenirs for the tourists. (Refer to Appendix 4 for the presentation version
of these composed images)

Malaysian arts and craft products are as vibrant and colourful as the country’s
multicultural background (Ashbee, 2014). Most Malaysian arts and crafts are influenced by
nature such as leaves, flowers and animals, and most craft arts in Malaysia are hand-made,
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which results in an emotional value being felt towards the product (Haron, Yusof, Taha, &
Mutalib, 2014; Hays, 2013). From arts and illustrations on clothes to kites, Malaysian artisans
use various media to express their intentions. Each state in Malaysia has their individual kind
of products, which make the souvenirs from Malaysia unique, colourful and vibrant in their
own ways.
Batik, a traditional technique of hand-dying fabrics and decorative-classic nature
motifs, is a favourite souvenir from the east coast states in Peninsula, Kelantan and
Terengganu (Legino, 2012; Tourism Malaysia, 2017). Songket is another popular Malaysian
fabric, made by weaving silver and gold threads together with fabric threads to create an
exquisite design. Textiles and fabrics sometimes have deeper spiritual significance. The
method of weaving the 'pua kumbu', a sacred ceremonial textile, for instance, represents
socio-religious and spiritual work for the Iban women in Sarawak. Another traditional
handicraft item is 'labu sayong', a glossy black clay jar. Every gourd-shaped jar takes days to
be formed, and this is usually done by hand, engraving, firing, and then drying; the most
genuine labu sayong can be found in Kampung Sayong in Perak. The Malay traditional game,
'Wau' or kite, is one of the Malaysian heritage arts and crafts (Zaki & Azhari, 2016). As
previously stated, the 'wau' has been translated into a symbol and can be found as the logo
for Malaysia Airlines (MAS). The wau's frame is made from a bamboo, while the motifs and
patterns are drawn on rice paper and carefully glued on the wau piece by piece.
In expanding its handicraft market and value, Malaysia’s modern art scene is shifting
their focus and starting to discuss how to move forward. Malaysian arts and crafts are today
considered relevant and dynamic, and some of the work from Malaysian contemporary
artisans has been auctioned at record prices at the international level, establishing visionary
and imaginative Malaysian artists as a force to be recognized (S. Abdullah, 2010; Butcher,
2012).

3.5.3 Fashions and Textiles
The diversity and richness of traditional Malaysian dress can be seen throughout the
country. There is a variety of beautiful and colourful clothes which vary in style and design
from one state to another (Mohd Shuhaimi Ishak, 2010; Mun et al., 2015). The appearance of
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modern Malaysia in the early 1960s added to the fascinating collection of traditional dress.
Malaysian clothes from Borneo, Sabah and Sarawak are also rich in culture and tradition, with
its diverse ethnicity and indigenous people, thus contributing further to the Malaysian fashion
heritage (Thomas Willamson, 2011).
Today, Malaysians are seeing the precious legacy of traditional dress of different
ethnic groups and societies as a cultural identity that can make them proud. The traditional
Malaysian clothes become a kaleidoscope of colours, vibrant and a visual delight to everyone
(Thomas Willamson, 2011).

Figure 24: Malaysian traditional dress. (Refer to Appendix 5 for the presentation version of these composed
images)

The Malaysia Tourism Ministry webpage describes the scenario and history of
Malaysian traditional attire. From beautiful tribal head-feathers with bark body-covers to
antique-gold woven royal ‘songket’ fabric, the fashion of Malaysia's traditional textiles and
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dresses are colourful and diverse. In ancient times, the indigenous tribes wore natural bark
clothes and beads. With the arrival of the ancient kingdoms, the Malay rulers and the Royals
used hand-loomed beautiful textiles and sophisticated Malay batik.14 As foreign trade grew,
textiles and costumes such as the Indian ‘pulicat’ or plaid ‘sarong’, Chinese silk, and the
Arabian jubbah, a robe with loose sleeves, were introduced to the people. Today, traditional
attire such as the Baju Melayu, baju kebaya, Chinese cheongsam and Indian saree are still
widely worn (Tourism Malaysia, 2017).

3.5.4 Food and Cuisine
The culture of one ethnicity can be seen through several traditions and one of the
most distinct forms is through the cuisine or food. Md. Nor (2012) stated that food or
traditional cuisine had a profound influence on cultural identity through ethnicity, and some
elements in the food preparations, as well as the consumption, are part of the ethnic identity.
As a result of colonisation, historical migration and its geographical position within the
Asia Pacific region, Malaysia's food and culinary style today is primarily an assortment of
traditions from the diverse ethnicity of its society (Hamzah, Karim, Othman, & Hamzah, 2013;
Ramli, Suhaimi, Salehuddin, Zahari, & Abdul, 2015; Yoshino, 2010). As well as Malay, Chinese,
Indian and Bornean traditions within Malaysia, Malaysian food also is highly influenced by the
styles of cooking from the Middle East, Indian, Europe, China and Indonesia; this is because
the peninsula used to be the centre of trade over the centuries (SBS Food, 2015). The mixture
of influences then resulted in a harmony of tastes, making Malaysian dishes incredibly
complex and different.
In general, Malaysian food is considered spicy. The foods do not all include the chili,
but there will at least be a chili-based or sambal as part of the meal (SBS Food, 2015). Malay
cookery often uses traditional herbs from South-east Asia, spices originating from India and
China, and other ingredients from the Middle East (Nor et al., 2012; Yoshino, 2010). Those
combinations lead to the aromatic blends of cumin and coriander that are the basis of most

14

Batik, the art or method of producing coloured designs on textiles by dyeing them, Malaysia and Indonesia
share the same history of Batik.
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Malay curries, with lemongrass, fenugreek, cardamom and kaffir lime leaves (Nor et al., 2012).
In most places in Asia, rice is an essential staple and usually served with most courses. Thai or
local rice is the most common, but in biryani dishes, Indian basmati is used. 'Nasi lemak' or
coconut rice is considered Malaysia’s traditional cuisine - a speciality of rice steamed with
coconut milk and served together with dried anchovies or 'Ikan Bilis', hard boiled eggs,
cucumber, peanuts and 'sambal'. Nasi lemak is often served with curries or a hot spicy meat
stew known as 'rendang'. Noodles are another favourite starch staple, as are Indian meals
such as 'chapati', 'tosei' and 'roti canai', which are commonly eaten with breakfast.

Figure 25: The variety of Malaysian traditional food. (Refer to Appendix 6 for the presentation version of these
composed images)

Through the early migration during colonisation, local Malay often married Chinese
settlers, which gave rise to a generation of 'Peranakan', a mix of Malay-Chinese. The Malay
title ‘nonya’, a term of respect towards older women, has become familiar with the
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characteristic of a Malay-Chinese cooking technique of the Peranakans (SBS Food, 2015;
Traveller, 2013; Yoshino, 2010). Malaysian desserts are amazingly creative and colourful
(Yoong & Lim, 2014), the dessert or 'kuih', commonly served during high tea can be easily
found in any road-side food stall.

3.5.5 Festivals and Celebrations
Malaysia is a multicultural, multi-religious and multi-racial society (Mohd Shuhaimi
Ishak, 2010). It is also a place where people can experience a multitude of cultural festivals
and celebrations (Soh, 2012). The community is made up of three main races, the Malays,
Chinese Indians, and several other ethnic groups in Sabah and Sarawak. Given the ethnic
culture of different roots and origins, Malaysia is a nation that tolerates the traditions of
various religious beliefs and cultural festivals (Ibrahim Abu Bakar, 2013).

Figure 26: Malaysia festivals and celebrations. The festivals in Malaysia usually reflect the religions of the society
celebrating them, while at the same time Malaysians celebrate other types of festivities such as food festivals,
lights festivals etc. (Refer to Appendix 7 for the presentation version of these composed images)

Traditional and modern celebrations of each ethnic group value the treasured legacy
that help them to continue exist today (Mohd Shuhaimi Ishak, 2010, p. 13). The government
acknowledges them, and holds particular dates as official public holidays for the celebrations.
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The Malaysian government and its people realise that, as one of the efforts to maintain
harmony and peace within the society, festivals and celebrations of each ethnicity must be
allowed to continue (O. C. Abdullah, 2012). Holidays, festivals and celebrations are important,
as they are the foundation of mutual respect and understanding for all ethnicities. Besides,
there are provisions and outlines in the law that protect the heritage and identity of all
Malaysians. Through a strong synergy within society, Malaysia has made much improvement
socially since its independence in 1957 (Mohd Shuhaimi Ishak, 2010). Finally, the
understanding and cognitive respect among Malaysians towards other religious and cultural
observances have reached a high level of harmony.
Malaysia hosts various festival celebrations of different cultures and religions, such as
Hari Raya Aidilfitri which comes after the holy month of Ramadhan, Hari Raya Haji for the
Muslims; for the Chinese, the Mid-Autumn Festival and Chinese New Year; Deepavali, Wesak
and Thaipusam for the Indians; and Christmas for the Christians. There is also the Harvest
festival or Gawai Dayak and Tadau Kaamatan for the indigenous peoples in Sabah and
Sarawak. In Malaysia, everyone is welcome to participate in any of the celebrations regardless
of their religion because they believe in togetherness in everything (Toumi, 2017), and
Malaysian people always open their doors for people to come and celebrate the occasion.

3.5.6 Religions and Beliefs
One of the unique Malaysian aspects is the mixture of religions that live together,
despite the country often being identified as an Islamic country. Each of the diverse societies
derives from equally different religious traditions (W. N. W. Husin & Ibrahim, 2016; Malaysian
Government, 2014; Yaacob, 2011). Calling for prayer adhan from the mosque is blended with
scents of burning incense; women in hijabs walk next to women wearing saris; storefronts sell
wooden carvings of Ganesh next to sculptures of the Buddha. By experiencing these
traditions, the tourists’ sensory experiences change into a broader context of culture, which
will enrich their everyday lives.
Malaysia recognises the right to practise religion but also places boundaries on this
right with the stated goal of fostering social harmony and protecting Islam as the main
religion of the country (Malaysian Government, 2014). The government of Malaysia, which
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monitors Islamic religious activities, promotes Sunni Islam above all other religions. Malaysia
maintains a parallel legal system, with several civil cases covered by Sharia law for Muslims.
Ibrahim (2013) stated that religious freedom and tolerance in Malaysia is acknowledged by
many and argued by few. He then added that one of the common factors devoted to
Malaysian economic growth and development is the presence and maintenance of religious
tolerance and harmony among Malaysian multiracial and multi-religious citizens.

Figure 27: The diversity of religion in Malaysia. (Refer to Appendix 8 for the presentation version of these
composed images)

Each of the ethnic groups maintains its identification culturally, through tradition,
religion and language, making Malaysia not just multi-ethnic, but multi-religious. In Malaysia,
people can meet all the major religions around the world: Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism and
Christianity. Referring to the Population Census in 2010, 60% of Malaysians are Muslims, 19%
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are Buddhists, 6.3% Hindus, 9.1% Christians, and 5.6% were of other religions (Yaacob, 2011).
In Malaysia, religious groups tend to reflect ethnicity. Malays are usually described as
Muslims. Islam has been recognised as a reference to identity that shaped the Malay of today.
Nevertheless, Islam, as practised by Malays, has also included some factors of pre-Islamic
Malay called 'adat'15 (Williamson, 2017; Yaacob, 2011). Most Chinese are Buddhists.
Buddhism, as practised by them from school, is deeply inspired by Taoism, Confucianism,
other old beliefs and worship of their ancestors. The majority of Indians are Hindus, although
some Indians are also Muslims and Christians. Most of the Bumis in Sabah and Sarawak are
Christians, although there are also Muslims and animists amongst them. 'Orang Asli' of Malay
Peninsula practise some forms of animism, but an increasing number of them have converted
to either Islam or Christianity in recent times (Yaacob, 2011).

3.5.7 Traditional Sports and Games
Malaysia in has been colonised by the British, Japanese, Dutch and Portuguese before
they eventually gained independence from the British in 1957 (Williamson, 2017; Yaacob,
2011). The colonisation by the British had the greatest impact on the divisions of the country
(Omar, Majid, & Puteh, 2006). During their occupation, they brought Indians and Chinese to
work in the mining industry and on rubber plantations. This historical migration brought along
with them their customs, beliefs, religion, rituals, and also their preferences in sporting
activities.
In discussing Malaysian sports, Omar (2006) has divided traditional Malaysian games
into three different times - before, during and after colonisation. Before the conquest by
foreign powers, Malaysian traditional games and sports were mainly influenced by animism,
a belief where a vital force does exist in human and animated objects. Some examples are:
•

Silat - martial arts and a form of self-defence which involves a belief in spiritual powers
and requires meditation.

15

Adat is a customary law of the indigenous peoples of Malaysia and Indonesia. It was the unwritten, traditional
code governing all aspects of personal conduct from birth to death
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•

Kite flying - it was believed that kites were initially flown as a magical rite in
connection with the harvesting of the rice in the paddy fields.

•

Cock-fighting - required the shaman master who was seen to chant and blow
incantation over the birds or the trained chickens as a blessing and to sprinkle over
them the ‘charmed water’.
During colonisation, the British establish colonial education, which had the most

pervasive influence on the evolution of games and traditional sports culture in Malaysia.
Colonial education and learning also reconstructed certain traditional values and also affected
the mindset of the younger generation who practised western values (Omar et al., 2006). The
introduction to western sports such as rugby, cricket and soccer spread fast among Malaysian
societies. In 1957, Malaysia gained independence from the British government. The
separation or the 'divide and rule' of the different races during the colonisation era, resulted
in every race practising their own sporting activities with no integration of any other races.
Sports and games in Malaysia after independence acted as a means to develop the spirit of
national integration and nationalism among the Malaysian societies.
Malaysian traditional games have significant value in shaping the culture of the
ethnicity in Malaysia (Omar et al., 2006). It is not just a game or activity; it is a cultural heritage
that should be preserved, as it is an essential part of the national identity. Looking at the
tourism promotion brochure to promote Malaysia, they focus on promoting the tourism
hotspots, culture and food, but traditional games seem to be forgotten even though these
unique activities can attract international and local tourists (Shah, Chyan, & Hisham, 2014).
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Figure 28: Several images showing traditional games played and what is being used. The children play most of
the games during their free time. (Refer to Appendix 9 for the presentation version of these composed images)

Leong (2009) discusses the scenario of Malaysian traditional games in Malaysia. He
stated that now people can watch traditional games being played in the rural areas. Most of
the games are simple and use naturei such as catching a spider to pit it against another spider;
red saga seeds as marbles; walking on stilts made of coconut shells; 'baling selipar' or
throwing sandals in a formation. Malaysians' great sense of society is exhibited in most of
their traditional games and pastimes. These games are still played by local children during
their free time and are also a popular activity during festivities such as weddings or during the
harvest season.

3.6 Summary
The idea of developing a Malaysian product to be recognised around the world, to
stand on a level with major international companies, is a worthy vision and one that is
challenging. Since Malaysia is aiming to become a developed country by 2020, it is a significant
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step to bring together the creative industries as they help the economy greatly (Shamsuddin,
2015). Thus, the Malaysian creative industries producing products to be marketed worldwide
should look to embed the national identity in order to become more successful and help
establish the Malaysian image to the world (B. Chin & Ling, 2013). Malaysian products,
without a distinct identity, are hard to differentiate from the products from neighbouring
countries (Razali & Hands, 2016b).
Successful design products usually speak for themselves and hold significant values
for the users. These are when this study talks about identity and image of the product,
whereby these two elements are the active components in determining the success of each
product and the brands they represent. In developing the identity, every element within the
product plays an important role to mirror the user, as discussed in Kapferer (2009) brand
identity prism; gestures, picture or even language are all the communicating images that the
designer should come to understand and accept as it does mean certain things. If people look
at London Black cab, they will conjure up different visuals representing the London city, the
Londoners, and how good the services are. If the people are given the Apple products, the
direct association of individuals is ‘trust’, 'safety' and 'loyalty and love'. Those are the two
examples of strong identity products that are successful in the market, but Malaysia does not
quite have that since the manufacturers are too concern about the profitability of their
companies (Marzuki, 2002).
All successful products in the world possess a significant meaning as their image
triggers something in our psyche. Not simply a product that is functional, they represent some
deep intuitive wisdom which defies expression. Since our ancestors started painting on the
cave walls, an image does stir us as nothing else does. There is always something behind the
images and identity of the pictures. It encapsulates a society, culture, status, philosophy,
prestige and power visually through various ways such as logos, emblems, flags, etc. - pictorial
illustrations that provoke a response in people's mind.
This study has selected the most dominant components in culture and reviewed them
to get a better understanding . For the next step to be explained in detail in the
methodological and analyses part, the researcher will identify the most dominant elements
embedded within the cultural components and find the most relevant aspects to be included
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in Malaysian design products where it is suitable. The next process aims to aid the designer
in making decisions when they are trying to develop products (in this research’s case the taxi)
that have a Malaysian identity.
This study has chosen taxi as the exemplary case study to mirror the findings at the
end of the research. However, after going through several studies of the literature, a specific
focus needs to be given as the area of taxi design is quite broad. Two main areas were
identified which suitable for serious concentration for this study: the exterior and interior of
taxi design.
During the seminars and design talks attended by the researcher (as explained in
Section 2.4), he was able to meet and talk with a few automotive designers regarding this
matter. The main concern faced by Proton today regarding a new design for taxis is about the
funding to support the design process in their R&D division. Given that taxis were only part of
Proton’s focus, this didn't get very much attention, even though the government have voiced
their aims to develop Malaysian identity taxis since 2003. As a result, Malaysia is still
converting existing vehicles to become a taxi, and the latest was Exora, in 2014. Given the
scenario of challenges faces by Proton, the researcher was inspired to seek a solution, which
this study believes is sensible, achievable, economical, and reliable for the near future - by
developing the interior of the design.

3.6.1 Reflecting on Published Work
In setting the trajectory of this research and completing the literature studies, this
study has also taken the effort to publish some of the preliminary findings in papers and
attended a number of conferences. This was done to obtain a solid foundation and get
feedback from the public from various countries concerning the topic and research intention.
The publication wasn't just about the study of culture, identity and taxi design, but the
researcher also published regulatory research concerning the topic, i.e. taxi policies, national
cultural policies etc. This research does understand that to succeed in having a Malaysian
identity taxi design, it should address the whole of the taxi environment, not just the design
itself, but the policy and regulations involved.
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In July 2016, this study reviewed the taxi services in Malaysia. This paper discusses the
type of taxis that operate in the country and the reputation of the services by means of
surveys and literature studies. Initial conclusions suggest that the service needs to examine
these critical criteria:
1. The quality of taxis
2. Ease of availability
3. Drivers’ courtesy level and job knowledge
Other than service issues, the design of taxis needs to be taken into account. As stated
by John Koldowski, MD of PATA, the tourists' first contact with locals is often during airport
transit to hotels. This can create an extremely strong first impression, either good or bad, so
Malaysia needs to investigate the urgent need for improvement and development of their
taxi design and services.
Later in October 2016, the researcher published another paper that specifically
discussed taxi issues within the design context. This paper examined the importance of having
a re-defined taxi design in Malaysia while also looking at the importance of Malaysian image
and identity regarding taxi design. This paper also indirectly highlights that Malaysia appears
to be somewhat opposed to innovation in its taxi design. The appointed car manufacturer,
Proton, still does minor conversions to their existing car, rather than building a purpose-built
taxi for public transportation like the London Black Cab. This paper also highlights that
designers should use Malaysia's unique culture to develop culture-oriented products related
to tourism, including taxis. The Malaysia tagline ''Malaysia Truly Asia'' has created an identity
with which people can easily associate and which provides positive experiences while in
Malaysia.
In 2017, the researcher attended the international conference to present the findings
in literature discussing the Malaysian identity based on cultural activities. These findings in
literature provide a vital section in the study concerning the foundation of Malaysian society,
which can later inform the visual identity of Malaysia. The content presented during the
conference was later published in a paper in October that year, with the title - Malaysian
Product Design Identity: Review on the 'Keywords'. In conclusion, this study has suggested a
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group of keywords to be included in Malaysian design products where it is suitable. These
keywords will guide the designer in deciding a suitable influence from the lists of cultural
elements for creating a Malaysian product with a Malaysian identity..
After the conference, a few suggestions were received from the audience, saying that
in the future, carrying out interviews with experts or authorities in each cultural element
seems to be a good option in strengthening the validity of the keywords. Visualising and
incorporating the keywords with a selected product also appears to be a good step in getting
suitable ways to apply the keywords.
This study has considered all the comments and feedback from the conference and
another conference was attended the following year. In November 2018, the researcher went
to the International Conference held at the Sorbonne University, Paris, to present the partial
outcome from the interviews with experts concerning Malaysian cultural activities. The title
of the presentation, 'Designing Malaysian Identity Products: Keywords and Visuals', aims at
validating the elements found in cultural activities based on the interviews with the experts
to be embedded within the design development process. After the presentation, the
researcher received feedback from the audience saying that the combination of keywords
and visuals will create great overviews at the beginning of the design process. This research's
outcome also has a significant potential to act as a guideline for the designers to develop
Malaysian identity products based on the components of culture in society.
The research publications and conference presentations have proved that this study
has potentially vital significance in expressing Malaysian identity. The research context has
been set to focus on society’s activities, which will create a strong understanding of cultural
elements, which will then help form strong visual identities for Malaysians.

3.6.2 Aims
In this case, the type of vehicle segmentation used for the taxis is unimportant, as long
as the concept and idea applied to the interior were similar to this research’s suggestion. The
idea for this interior design is to build a Malaysian identity taxi that offers a Malaysian
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experience for the user. This concept of the approach is very similar to the one that has been
applied to the Amby. It is realistic and achievable.
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Chapter 4
Methodology and Analyses
Introduction

Research Questions and Research Objectives

Developing the Research

Development of Methods

Analyses and and Findings

Summary: Connections between Codes and
both Research Questions and Research Objectives

There are two main discussions in this chapter. The first (Sections 4.0 to 4.4) will explain the Methodology
and instruments used to collect data based on the formation of research questions and research objectives. The
following (Sections 4.5 to 4.7) concern the analysis method used by the researcher in analysing collected data.
Since this study used Atlas.ti as the main instrument in analysing the data, the use of codes is significant
in answering the research questions and research objectives. The connections between codes and both research
questions and research objectives will be addressed in the Summary section (Section 4.8).

86

4.0

Introduction to Methodology and Focus of the Study
In this chapter, the type of instruments and justifications for using them will be

reviewed. The chapter explains how decisions were made regarding how this research
developed through the process, particularly towards the literature review; as we know that
the methods chosen have implications for the outcomes (Bryman, 2012). It is important to
develop and understand the research questions and the aims and objectives for the study in
order to develop the research methods. This study will cover the focal theory aspects before
elaborating on the approach towards the Methodology.

4.1

Research Questions
This research has previously discussed the importance of design extensively in the

context of taxis. It has described several related aspects that communicate with the product,
i.e. the identity of the designed product itself and where it came from. The design character
or identity, which in this research is specifically the Malaysian identity, as an identity in taxi
design, or any Malaysian products in the future, is a very sensitive case to address due to the
diverse ethnicity in Malaysia, and because it might benefit one particular ethnicity (Haque,
2003). In other multi-ethnicity countries such as the US or Singapore, they employ other
approaches to build their identity in design; for example the US with their streamline design,
and Singapore with their universal design standards (Razali & Hands, 2017b).
In the previous chapter, this research has discussed in-depth the importance for
Malaysia to establish its design identity in locally designed products. In the case of a taxi, John
Kaldowski (2008) stated that the first contact the tourist gets is during the airport transit to
the hotel and this creates a strong impression, wh either for better or worse. In addition, the
Malaysian Prime Minister and the former Prime Minister have stated this issue several times,
saying that the Malaysian car commissioner should look into building Malaysia’s own
standardised taxi to serve commuters (Razali & Hands, 2016b). Malaysia’s former
Entrepreneurship Minister has also stated that the country needs its own design of taxis that
can make Malaysians proud (Tan, 2008).
This research has also discussed the scenario of taxis in Malaysia in literature (Sections
2.2 and 2.3), regarding services, policy approaches, user perceptions as well as the reputation
87

of Malaysian taxis in the rest of the world. It is important to understand all the facts
surrounding the service, as it will help in developing the design in later stages. After discussion
of the literature , the following research questions are offered:
1. What are the visual attributes that convey Malaysian national identities?
2. How can the visual attributes be incorporated within the design development process?
It is crucial first to understand the Malaysian identity or its attributes before this study
can reach a decision, develop and visualise it, and embed it into the design solutions. As the
process advances, this research will determine the suitable process and approaches to
incorporate the outcomes of the design development processes. This will involve several
established design processes and will see how they can be included. In the last stage, this
research will find out who will be using the outcomes to help achieve and solve the issue of
taxi design in Malaysia.

4.2

Research Objectives
This research started in 2016 with extensive research in several aspects, from

transportation issues; sustainable transport systems; Malaysian commuting preferences;
Malaysian policy approaches towards public transport; Malaysian culture and identities; and
is now focusing on the development of a Malaysian identity product (taxis) based on the
culture of the society. This research then looks in depth at the current taxi service scenario in
Malaysia, which became the case study to achieve the more important issue, that of
Malaysian identity.
Malaysian identity, derived from the cultural aspects of all Malaysians, is a sensitive
issue (Mohamad Salleh, 2009). Several articles in newspapers, magazines and blogs discuss
the matter from various perspectives, and lead people to different understandings as to what
‘Malaysian’ means. In 1970, the Malaysian government established a National Cultural Policy
with several formulations to avoid confusion among its citizens (W. Husin, 2012; JKNN, 2016).
It is important to have taken this action , as Malaysia is a multi-ethnic developing country.
The policy will help sustain the identity of Malaysia, will be used as guidelines and to
formulate every new aspect of life that come to Malaysia in the future. The policy
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formulations contain three components, which have actively built the Malaysia of today: the
region’s indigenous culture; acceptable outside elements; and Islam.
Given that Malaysia is culturally rich, it is the people living in it that shape the society.
We can see that there are various religions in Malaysia, which lead to different kinds of
festivals, foods, unique fashion statements of each ethnicity, traditional games that are still
played in some rural areas, arts and visual expressions, etc. These make ‘Malaysia truly Asia’,
the slogan that is successful in bringing Malaysia to the eyes of the world (Ismail, 2017;
Othman, 2012). In 1990, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, Malaysian’s Supreme Leader, rejected the
National Cultural Policy, introducing the 'Bangsa Malaysia' or Malaysian Nation, to create an
inclusive national identity for all Malaysian (Sanusi, 2014). Dr. Mahathir Mohamad also stated
that it means that people are able to identify themselves with the country where they speak
the Malay Language, and to accept the constitutions (Mohamad Rodzi Abd Razak, 2009). This
issue prompted much debate, and there were many arguments about rights and privileges as
a result of the implementation of the 'Malaysian Nation' concept, . Today, Malaysia has
adopted another point of view in building the nation with the Vision 2020 and 1 Malaysia
concepts, with the National Cultural Policy still in place.
The case study of this research represents a product that is to be incorporated with
the character or identity of Malaysia – which is the taxi. It is an important matter that has
been called for by our ministers since 2008 (Salleh, 2008a). It is important to have a Malaysian
design of cabs, with several general criteria stated by the ministers, and have a product that
can make Malaysians proud (Tan, 2008).
At this stage, Malaysian product design identity had not specifically been addressed
in most of the academic literature, let alone the design of taxis, and this represented a
significant omission in past research. This gap was highlighted by Rahim, Abidin, Anwar, &
Dass (2015), and was emphasised by the results of bibliographic search; for example, a basic
search on the Mendeley database returned 1346842 hits for ‘Malaysian Product Identity’, and
only 2 hits for 'Malaysian Design Identity' and 'Malaysian Product Design Identity'. There was
some interest in understanding the integration of Malaysian identity with local product
design, with MIFF in their 2013 magazine discussing the comments made by German designer,
Klaus Kummer, that Malaysian furniture lacks identity (B. Chin & Ling, 2013). Jalal Hanaysha
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has also discussed the importance of a having a successful product innovation involving brand
identity. Further readings on the success of new product development (NPD), supported by
tacit aspects of design knowledge (silent design) will lead to successful reinforcing of brand
equity (David, Bob, & Kathryn, 2007; Hanaysha, 2016; Marzuki, 2002). In 2014, a group of
researchers from several institutions developed a ‘Malay Garden’ identity project to promote
Malaysian culture as part of a tourism drive(Zakaria, Salleh, & Rashid, 2014). These examples
are proof that Malaysian designers and researchers are having difficulty finding a Malaysian
identity to be incorporated into their design products.
This research is within the field of social sciences, and it focuses on the issues of
Malaysian product design identity. Here, taxi as product will be a case study to mirror the
findings: whether there is a characteristic that can illustrate the Malaysian identity: how it
will contribute character towards the designed product; and how it will integrate with the
design solutions. These factors led to the development of the research questions, which also
resulted in the formulation of the aims and objectives of this research. This study aims to
explore the Malaysian culture, and to define and visualise its identity in becoming a character
and identity in design. The objectives are:
1. To understand the cultural foundations of Malaysian society
2. To identify the component of Malaysian culture
3. To define the key attributes of Malaysian identity
4. To make recommendations as to the suitable process for applying cultural
identity into designed products
5. To identify who is responsible for applying the outcome of this research

The first three objectives were related to the questions of identifying and
understanding the Malaysian cultural phenomenon. That will bring this research to the
outcome of establishing the Malaysian identity whereby it is the most significant aspect to be
brought forward, and then relate it to the Malaysian product design (in this case, the taxi).
Current Malaysian product design generally allows the user to place the product at the same
level of existing technologies, at the same time meeting the user needs. Shahriman’s article
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of 2015 suggested that Malaysian designers should look more closely to explore local items
based on their design context, and use them as a fundamental influence in developing a
future product. He then added that the locally designed product should be unique in its
identity (S. Zainal et al., 2015).
Table 2: Overview of the research questions and research objectives

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

WHAT ARE THE VISUAL ATTRIBUTES THAT
CAN EFFECTIVELY CONVEY MALAYSIAN
NATIONAL IDENTITIES?

HOW CAN THE VISUAL ATTRIBUTES BE
INCORPORATED WITHIN THE DESIGN
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS?

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
•
•
•
•
•

To understand the cultural foundations of
Malaysian society
To identify the components of Malaysian
culture
To define the key attributes of Malaysian
identities
To make recommendations as to the
suitable process for applying cultural
identity into design products
To identify who is responsible for applying
the outcome of this research

As mentioned previously, Malaysian designers have found it difficult to create a
Malaysian product with a Malaysian identity. Malaysian products and their brands should
have a strong resonance with their users. Product identity, which supports the branding
processes, is an asset for any company and has gained increased importance in recent years
(Cristina & Rodrigues, 2011). It was stated from the beginning that this research focused on
two main things: taxi design and its issues, and Malaysian cultural identity as a characteristic
of the new model of Malaysian taxis as a case study. It was necessary to review the current
design of Malaysia's taxis (as well as the services provided) before the process embarks on
the actual purpose of this research of finding a suitable recipe to incorporate the cultural DNA
(identity) into the final design (objectives 3 and 4).
Identifying central stakeholders was the last key goal (objective 5). This was achieved
through the process of literature review and interviews held with representatives from
several parties. They were initially seen as: designers as the central entity to visualise the
ideas; policy makers as the body responsible for reviewing the outcomes as well as
commissioning the product; and the private companies or organisations as a place where this
research is parked.
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These objectives drew a clear framework for the research, and through them, it has
been possible to identify the key attributes of Malaysian identity and make recommendations
about suitable methods to be implemented towards the visualisation and design process.
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4.3

Developing the Research
This section will elaborate on the process of formulating the study. First, the

researcher will review and examine the literature. This process will bring together the
discussions and specific aims of this research and research development.
The methodology used in this study was constructed in the early stages by looking at
the literature reviews. It is important, and there is a need, to fill a gap in literature and move
forward in developing the relevant knowledge (Creswell, 2007a). This section will elaborate
on how the literature review showed that previously there has been little action in the issue
and significance of having a Malaysian identity product. Given the gap in the current research,
the literature focuses on the early construction of Malaysian identity and Malaysian product
development related to Malaysian identity. In the process of developing the research, this
study also takes into consideration the amount of time that this will take. This study has
produced a Gantt chart to keep track of the research’s progress (see Appendices 1 and 2).
A bibliographic search on several databases to find research related to this issue
returned just a few results under the term 'Malaysian Product Design Identity', and the most
relevant publication found was written by Shahriman (S. Zainal et al., 2015). At this stage of
the study, it was realised that in order to find a related search in the literature required a
wider scope and different sources, such as newspapers, blogs and magazines. It was also
deemed probable that the study of Malaysian identity and Malaysian product design identity
would involve various cultural components and design processes, and the literature review
would need to support this, through the use of different search terms and a broader range of
database searches.
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Figure 29: Towards designing Malaysian identity products (Malaysian Box). How the researcher studied the
culture and factors leading to a successful effort in designing Malaysian product that can effectively convey the
culture of society.

It is important to understand the current scenario concerning a topic, as a background
theory (Phillips & Pugh, 2005). Through the early stages of searching and readings, current
issues became clearer of Malaysian identity (such as the development of national identity)
and Malaysian product design identity issues as well as debates surrounding them, and
several key terms (see Figure 30) were identified to structure this study. A simple search
conducted at the early stage of the literature review using the Mendeley search database and
Google Scholar for 'Malaysian Identity', 'Malaysian Product Design Identity', 'Taxi design in
Malaysia' led to very few resources. These were Malaysian Cultural Policy, General
Transformation Plan (GTP) and National Key Results Area (NKRA) related to the public
transportations development in Malaysia. This step is said to be a 'background theory' in
literature review processes and this research, starting from a broad perspective before it can
focus on the particular research issue (Yin, 1995).
Given that there are just a few publications on the study of Malaysian product design
identity, it is fundamental to break the study's topics into several components and analyse it
differently according to the available literature for that matter. The prevailing question on
this subject; 'What is Malaysian product design identity?' yielded recurrent references to
several keywords; 1. Malaysian identity, 2. Malaysian product design, 3. Taxi model (as the
exemplary subject to be tested). Those keywords specifically drove the search for the
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literature stages, and sometimes brought the research into a supporting issue outside the
focus area, such as policy, political involvement, economic value, and current issues faced by
the stakeholders. Although it is quite broad at first, as stated by Creswell (2009), it is still
essential in supporting the development of this research down to the process of 'progressive
narrowing'.
After collecting and analysing the literature, clear categories of materials were
identified and it then went to the stage of building a proper structure for the reviews. Bryman
stated that this is one of the ways to construct a clear and compelling research framework
(Bryman, 2012). There were no clear ways to gather all of the literature collected, but I have
used a simple framework to see the logic and relevance of focusing on the main topic (see
Figure 1 in the Introduction).
The top sections of literature discussed the issue of taxis (as the case study) from the
perspective of government policies, on which this research is working from the broad view
when it touches on several essential elements of public transportation benefits towards
economy, health and environment. The study then introduces the most focused elements
within the issue of public transportation in Malaysia, where it discussed national identity and
taxi as a product. There were sections here that reviewed and acknowledged the
fundamentals of Malaysian cultural components, policy involved, cultural preservation, and
why identity is important towards Malaysian products in the case of the taxi. By breaking
down the literature into several sections, it was easier to gather and sift through the unrelated
information to find the issue within. From the structure (again, see Figure 31), it is possible to
classify and determine the exact theme related to this research. Subjects from the topic were
then used to establish the aims and objectives of this research.
After establishing the research aims and objectives, or the ‘focal theory stages’ as referred
by Phillips and Pugh, the research questions were then formulated, and everything was
described precisely about the research intentions (Phillips & Pugh, 2005). The literature
review had generated four key themes: Malaysian public transport; current taxis in Malaysia;
Malaysian culture and identity; and contemporary Malaysian product design. These themes
then became the guidelines to formulate and refine the aims and objectives of the research.
Objectives of this study are to explore Malaysian culture, which will reflect its identity, define
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and illustrate the cultural DNA, and explore the suitable ways to implement the outcome into
the products. The particular objectives of this study are as follows:
1. To understand the cultural foundations of Malaysian society
2. To identify the component of Malaysian culture
3. To define the key attributes of Malaysian identity
4. To make recommendations as to the suitable process for applying cultural identity
into designed products
5. To identify who is responsible for applying the outcome of this research
After establishing the study aims, the next stage is the process of formulating the proper
methodology to conduct the investigations.
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4.4

Development of Methods
Given the understanding that the research methods are the procedure for collecting

data, semi-structured interviews, case studies and focus group activities were chosen. In this
research, interviews and case studies were the first phase of the data collection. From the
data gained and analysed during this first phase, the data collection process then embarked
on the second process to support the main objective of this research (designing Malaysian
identity taxi) by doing focus group activities.

Figure 30: Methods and Instruments used in obtaining data based on the approach and theory of social science
research.

After establishing the research aims and objectives from the research questions, the
research intentions then were described precisely (Phillips & Pugh, 2005). The literature
review identified four key areas: taxi design and issues; disruptive development affecting taxis
today; Malaysian national identity; and expressing national identity by design. These themes
then became the guideline to formulate and refine the aims and objectives of the research.
Objectives of this study are to explore the Malaysian culture, which will reflect its identity,
define and illustrate the cultural attributes and explore the suitable ways to implement the
outcome into the products.
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Figure 31: Theory studies leading to the development of methods that justify the selection of type of research
instruments as shown in Table 3.

Referring to Hart (1998), it is important to understand the type of the research, as it
will determine the suitable method of data collection. The aims of this study are focused on
explaining and exploring the Malaysian identity and describing its visual characteristics. This
research is also exploratory in nature, whereby it aims at providing a better understanding of
Malaysian culture and identity and its influences on Malaysia product design. This study then
looks into finding a suitable paradigm where it refers to the social research influences stated
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by Bryman (2012). This research then reveals a fundamental difference between qualitative
and quantitative approach in obtaining the data, which is suitable for this research. The
philosophical positions of the research approaches are shown in Table 3 below. The
interpretation of philosophical elements that lead to setting this study approach in a
qualitative manner, based on Bryman’s suggestion, is explained below.
Table 3: Fundamental difference between quantitative and qualitative data collection approaches based on
'Social Science Research' influences review to determine the data collection methods (Source: Bryman, 2004)

QUANTITATIVE

THEORY

•

deductive

QUALITATIVE
inductive

EPISTEMOLOGY

natural science model

Positivism

interpretivism
interactionism

ONTOLOGY

objectivism

constructionism

Theory

There are two ways of understanding the relationship between theory and research.
The so-called "two broad methods of reasoning” Trochim (2015), are referred to as
the inductive and deductive approaches. Concerning social science research, the deductive
process or 'deduction' was a process that begins with general statements and, through
arguments, comes to a specific conclusion (Walliman, 2006). That is to say, the researcher
starts with a theory and, from there, develops a hypothesis that can be examined and finally
proved or disproved. In comparison, induction is theoretically a different approach. It is often
referred to as the "bottom-up" strategy (Creswell, 2009; Trochim, 2015), where theory is the
study's outcome (Bryman, 2004). After analysing these approaches within this study context,
the inductive method was found to be the appropriate theory. This study would be
exploratory, and there were no previous theories on which to base the hypothesis.
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•

Epistemology

This influence in research is related to the philosophy and principles of knowledge. It
is defined as the ground of knowledge or theory or how the researcher knows what he/she
knows (Vahid, 2008). In this study, epistemology is used as reasoning to differentiate between
the two epistemological debates, which are at contrary ends of the spectrum - positivism and
interpretivism. These are explored relating to where the researcher places him/herself on
which spectrum and the implications this will have for how this research is approached.
Positivism is seldom related to the pure science research model and is always seen as
a position that holds that the goal of knowledge is to describe the phenomena we experience;
thus, the purpose of positivism is to stick to what can be observed and measured (Crotty,
1998). However, as Walliman (2006) stated, much social science research does not fit well
within the parameters of the natural science model.
While interpretivism or the interpretive view of a study emphasises the individual's
view of the environment around them and subjective meaning, they apply to this culturally
derived and historically situated interpretations of the society's lifestyle (Crotty, 1998). This
statement is closely related to this study's aims and objective, which is to understand the
foundations of culture in Malaysian society, or as Walliman (2006) stated, "to gain a sense of
understanding of phenomena".
•

Ontology

Ontological considerations are vital in this study, mainly due to its dealing with cultural
aspects. Ontology is "what can be said to exist" (Seale, 2018), or as stated by Creswell (2007)
"the nature of reality and its characteristics". The objectivism approach under ontological
influences suggests that reality is a fixed state which is not influenced by the acts of
individuals. Bryman uses the example of culture to illustrate this point, and he stated that
culture could be seen as constraining. This is because, from the objectivism point of view,
culture "comes across as something external to the actor and as having an almost tangible
reality of its own" (Bryman, 2004, p. 4). While the opposing position - the constructivism
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approach - is based on the view that "social events and their kinds are not only produced
through social communication but that they are in constant revision" (Bryman, 2004, p. 17).
The constructivism view underpins the objectives of this study because it is accepted that
culture is a product of society, that the actions of individuals change how it is observed, and
their understandings have implications for its review.
Based on the exploratory nature of this study, and the philosophical positions outlined
in Table 3, the most appropriate strategy of this research was identified as a qualitative
approach; thus, the choice of instruments are interview, case study, and focus group activities
shown in Figure 30.
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4.4.1 Instruments
The methodology used in this research involved several instruments in obtaining data:
interviews, supported by case studies and focus groups. These three tools were used in
different phases of the data collection process. The first step of data collection is focusing on
understanding the fundamental Malaysian culture and identity related to product design, and
the second phase is an execution of focus group activities to generate a suitable process of
developing Malaysian identity products.
Interviews
This chosen instrument complements the specific aims and objectives of the study.
Interviews are an appropriate method for gaining insight into an individual's perceptions and
views of particular phenomena; as Kvale says, "if you want to understand how people
experience their world and their lives, why not talk with them?" (Kvale, 1996). This study is
about what people understand about local culture and societies activities: it is an interpretive
constructionist strategy in which people observe an object or event. The meaning they
attribute to it is what is important. Interviews were identified as the appropriate method to
achieve this purpose.
As a dominant method in conducting qualitative research, there are few advantages
when doing interviews from this study’s perspective. A face-to-face interview would
undoubtedly capture verbal and non-verbal cues such as body language, which can indicate
a level of discomfort with the topic; it can also indicate a level of interest and excitement for
the matters being discussed in the interview. Also, face-to-face interviews help to keep the
focus on the conversation. The researcher is the one who controls the process and can keep
the interviewee focused and on track. Furthermore, interviews can capture behaviours and
emotions that can reflect the answer given by the interviewees.
The validity of the study is directly linked to its quality. Quality is an essential issue in
interview research and is related to the skill of the researcher. As Kvale (1996) discussed, the
quality of the original interview is decisive for the quality of the analysis, verification and
reporting of the interview. In other words, how effectively the interviews are conducted is
pivotal to the effectiveness and value of the overall research: the interviewer's actions are
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highly influential (Alvesson, 2010). Aware of Kvale's criteria for quality interviews, this study
ensured that it would have a good understanding of the issues of Malaysian culture, and the
researcher carefully considered the interview framework before conducting any interviews.
During the interviews, the researcher adopted an open yet critical style that allowed
interviewees to discuss their opinions whilst probing what they said freely. This openness also
included transparency about the aims and objectives of the study and the interviewer's
perspectives.
This research carried out semi-structured interviews which contained structured and
unstructured questions. The structured questions are important for as they help to compare
different answers given by another respondent to the same question. The unstructured
questions are also important, as there could be a tendency to other issues being raised by the
participants, which might be significant for this study to examine further (Valenzuela &
Shrivastava, 2002). By using interviews, there are possibilities of collecting detailed
information in relation to the research questions. Moreover, this study has direct control over
the flow of data collection during interviews and had a chance to clarify certain issues during
the process if in need arise.
There are a few discussions regarding the actual number of participants
recommended in conducting interviews. As Creswell (2007a) observes, the number of
participants can range from 1-325, depending on the research, and Polkinghorne suggests
between 5-25 individuals for social science research interviews. However, Kvale (1996) stated
that there is a tendency to find that the research will get more scientific when there are more
interviews conducted. However, this study feels that the emphasis in this research should be
more on the quality of the interview rather than the quantity.
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As there were three particular groups of interviewees, it was hoped that 5-10
interviews would be conducted within each category. This effort was achieved although there
had to be a great deal of compromise concerning the arrangement of the sessions. In total,
32 interviews were carried out with the following groups:
•

Cultural Experts

During the initial phase of recruitment, experts and academicians working within the field of
each cultural segment were identified through literature review processes and inspection of
institutional websites. Twenty-one interviews were conducted with this stakeholder group as
the researcher wanted to ensure it covered different aspects of cultural insights (i.e.
architectural, arts and crafts etc.).
•

Government and Policy Experts

Relevant organisations and institutions were identified through literature review processes,
browsing several institutions websites and recommendations from other participants. The
researcher managed to get six interviews with this stakeholder group. This included
representatives from National Heritage Departments, National Department of Cultural and
Arts (JKKN), State Museums, and MARA Technology Institutes (within the Faculty of Art and
Design). Contact was also made with other institutions such as National Museums, the
National Department of Tourism and Culture and other cultural departments in universities,
but no responses were received.
•

Designers

The response from automotive designers to participate in the interview sessions was
disappointing. However, this study managed to get two participants from the automotive
industries working as designers, and conducted four more interviews with designers from
other fields of expertise (product design, advertising etc.). But, when this study moved on to
the next stage where it conducted the focus group activities, more automotive designers were
willing to participate as they felt it was better to put their ideas on paper by doing design.
Even so, the researcher thinks that the amount of data gathered wasn’t sufficient to support
the findings. As a result, this study also attended various talks organised by automotive-
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related institutions such as; 1. Proton 'Re-defining Proton’s Future' in March 2017; 2. Pereka
(Malaysian Designers Organisations) annual meetings; and 3. Industrial Design Day hosted by
the Industrial Design Department under FSSR MARA Institute of Technologies in June 2017.
This study believes that the hesitancy from automotive designers to engage with this study
during the interview phase does not just reflect a lack of interest in applying cultural elements
in the design effort (given that they have their own perspective on how they interpret culture
in design), but is also representative of the secretive and competitive nature of the industry.
Finding and securing the cooperation of agreed participants was one of the biggest
challenges of this research. As discussed earlier, various institutions or individuals failed or
declined to respond to participate in interviews. This situation was extremely frustrating and
has hindered deeper progress of the research. Even when the participants agreed to be
interviewed, it was important to arrange an appropriate time for the session. These processes
were often slow and time-consuming, and it took five months to arrange and complete 21
interviews, since some participants would agree on a date and then cancel at short notice.
These experiences suggested a need for flexibility concerning data collection by doing
interviews. It was for those reasons that telephone and email interviews were conducted as
an alternative to face-to-face interview sessions in some cases.
Case Studies
In addition to the outcome from the interviews, this study has conducted a few case
studies to supplement the data gain and to support the findings. A case study is an
investigation into a specific circumstance (Z. Zainal, 2007). The investigation may be of an
event, situation, phenomenon, a person or a group (Hancock, 2016). The process involves
collecting in-depth data about the case through the use of several data-collection techniques.
Observations and interviews are among the most popular forms of data collection used in
case studies (Yin, 1995). This method allows the topic to be researched with great detail,
allowing others to glean knowledge from the presented information.
As Bryman (2012) explained, case studies are an effective method to get a better
understanding concerning the current status of a particular phenomenon. It also allows an
exhaustive and detailed analysis of a specific topic when carried out together with other case
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studies, which can then be useful for comparative purposes. Some case studies were
conducted when the researcher believed that the data gain was insufficient, and others were
suggestions from the interviewees as they thought the study could gain more insights
concerning that particular topic.
One of the objectives of the case studies is to explore the unique and most vibrant
element embedded inside a particular cultural component. By doing that, this study will get
a more in-depth and better understanding concerning each cultural component and what has
shaped it throughout the society’s development. The type of case study used has been
'exploratory case study' because the researcher believes it gives a proper context for specific
research questions to be answered (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The case studies conducted aimed
at finding the answers to what constitutes the development of the selected cultural
components. The data gain supported the findings during interviews.
Significant case studies were identified through the review of the literature and
suggestions from the interviewees. During the case study process, additional interviews were
held with representatives from the visited sites, where they have direct involvement in the
particular researched area. These were: 1. Traditional Malay Houses Collections - Kuala
Berang, Terengganu and Terengganu State Museum for case studies related to Malay houses,
the design and philosophies; 2. The study of cultural motifs in the Malay world through
woodcarvings and textiles at Batik and Songket Industrial places alongside Jalan Pantai
Cahaya Bulan, Kelantan, and Noor Arfa Craft in Chendering Industrial Complex, Terengganu;
and 3. The study of motifs, design and philosophies embedded in the famous traditional
games, Wau, at the National Kite Museum, Kelantan, and Galeri Wau Pak Sapie, which is one
of the first kite makers in Malaysian history that still makes these heritage products and
among the first who began to commercialise it. In addition to these visits and interviews, the
researcher also evaluated the pictures taken during the activities and compared them with
the literature for congruity and to confirm the findings in the interviews.
Focus Group
The third instrument used in data collection was action research or focus group
activities. This study intended to conduct activities to discuss the findings from the first phase
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of data collection. To be precise, the design activities during the focus group, which solicited
several established designers in Malaysia, aimed to discuss the suitable methods to
incorporate the visual identity of Malaysian culture into the taxi, which is the outcome of this
research. This study chose focus groups as one of the instruments to achieve the goal based
on the success of the Yellow Taxi in developing their taxi environment (Canning & Levine,
2005).
One of the most significant advantages of focus group activities is that participants
tend to have a more natural rapport, encouraging more easily flowing dialogue
(Onwuegbuzie, 2009). As Winter (2001) observes, the focus group approach offers an indepth perception of the participants. This situation enables researchers to uncover personal
beliefs and attitudes that other research techniques can't replicate. Thus, it means more
insightful outcomes (Winter, 2001). Additionally, because of the continuous communication
and rapport between participants, focus groups also encourage better group conversations
and increased interaction. Not only does this help the participants continue to engage and
grow their interest, but it also allows them to talk and argue, unlocking new insights that
would otherwise remain undiscovered.
The added advantage of the focus group approach is that it will allow the researcher
to probe for more in-depth explanations when necessitated (S. Wilkinson, 1999). This
situation means that the moderators can ensure the discussion takes the necessary route and
delivers the best possible results by probing deeper into particular topics to uncover hidden
matters. At the same time, focus groups also allow the researcher to keep an eye out for
disengaged participants and nip every problem in the bud by helping everyone remain excited
and get involved.
One of the main reasons this research applied the focus group method is that it helps
develop ideas through co-creation. The collaborative workshop involved the participants in
developing design concepts and ideas, encouraging them to exchange views among them,
enabling this research to develop various possibilities and design strategies to meet the study
aim. It was also a great way to associate specific understandings of each participant towards
cultural implementation methods in culture-oriented design products. It was beneficial for
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design feedback later on in the design development stages, as the researcher obtained firsthand reactions from the participants to reveal what they were thinking.
During this stage of data collection, the researcher used the data gained during the
interviews and case studies to find possible, suitable ways or methods of designing Malaysian
identity taxis. In this case, this research used focus group as the means of discussion between
various experts and users in getting insights concerning the matter. Wilkinson (1999)
observed that focus group research is a traditional way of collecting qualitative data where it
involves a small number of people in an informal group discussion. However, the way this
study conducted the focus group interviews and discussions was a little different from the
conventional ways of doing it. Briefly, the researcher conducted the discussions with the
participants and the outcome of the data was not just the interview transcripts, but also the
sketches or drawings made by them showing their ideas and suggestions. Fundamentally, the
idea of doing these focus group activities was to extract information in the form of visuals
which, from this study's perspective, were more powerful than just words and notes.

Figure 32: Second phase of data collection where this research conducts 2 stages of focus group activities with
different aims
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Aims and Participants
The focus groups activities were held in two different phases aimed at answering two
different questions. The first phase 'What do we want?' aimed to find the general idea of how
the designers collaborate with other experts in coming up with a design. During this stage,
various experts in the field, such as designers, policy experts and taxi users, participated in
the activities. The second phase 'How do we get there?' aimed at using the outcome from the
interviews (the foundation of Malaysian identity) and the first phase of the focus group to
develop a suitable Malaysian identity design. The first phase, however, was an exploration or
test pilot with a collective group that included public users and non-designers to get their
insights concerning the issues.
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4.5

Analyses and Findings

Introduction to Analyses and Findings
The process of analysing data is about managing and extracting meanings from the
information gathered. Creswell (2007a) stated that this process includes the activity of
preparing and arranging the information, grouping the data into related themes through a
process of codings, and presenting it in tables, figures or discussions. This method can be
summed up as the process of organising, reducing and displaying the information. In this part,
data analysis will reflect the relationship to these steps. This will involve the consideration of
the use of the CAQDAS, or Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software. It will be
introductory to the process of field study data analysis and a discussion of the means of coding
and classifying the information into themes.
These computer-assistive tools were designed to help a researcher in processing the
information to analyse the qualitative data. However, the computer can support the research
to explain the data, but not analyse it for us (Dey, 2003). Some discussions criticise the use of
technology in examining information from the field study, as it may distance the researcher
from the data gained and there is a high possibility of creating and communicating nonexistent information (decontextualization) (Grbich, 2007). It is crucial for the researcher to
made aware of that criticism, but it is evident that these computer-assistive tools offer
significant advantages from various aspects. Not least, by using the software, the process of
analysing a large amount of data will become more accessible, faster and much more efficient
(Bryman, 2012). Besides, it remains the fact that the researcher holds great responsibility
towards the analysis, and if there were any conflicts, it lies less in the technology than the
way we use it (Dey, 2003).
The software used to analyse the data in this research is ATLAS.ti as it is one of the
software packages available in the university's archive and also one of the tools that are
familiar to the researcher. Even though there is criticism that this software consumes a great
deal of time to install and set it up (Grbich, 2007), this study found that this is natural given
the researcher’s experience dealing with various types of computer software before this. This
software's ability to facilitate and organise the codings is a considerable benefit from the
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context of time-saving, as it eases the process of coding retrieval which led to an extra indepth comparative study of the transcripts. ATLAS.ti also offers additional memos or notes
attached to the transcripts, which highlighted its usefulness during the process of early or
preliminary data analysis. In this study, the researcher used Atlas.ti in both interviews and
focus group data collection. It is because the coding system available on Atlas.ti can help ease
the process of clustering the codes or themes.
The primary objective of this early data analysis is to make sure that the researcher
has the sense of belonging to the information which will then assist the process of sifting the
irrelevant data. This preliminary process is a process where the researcher is getting close to
the text to gain a more in-depth and better understanding of the meaning and values which
lie in the information (Grbich, 2007). The very first step of processing the interview is
transcribing, and then the researcher needs to read through all the documents. This activity
is one of the essential exercises where the researcher gains an overall sense of what has been
discussed during the interviews. From this starting point, the researcher can start to consider
various questions related to the content of the transcripts. As Grbich (2007) stated, this step
will raise important questions such as: Who are the interviewees? Are there any special
circumstances within the context of the discussions? What are the emerging issues needing
a follow-up? These questions were the same for every transcript as it is one of the ways to
'check and track' to get to know the critical points emerging from them. It is also a process of
identifying important areas which require follow-up and point-markings to understand where
that collected pieces of information are leading the research (Creswell, 2007a).
In reducing the data to give it more sense in a meaningful way, this research applied
the coding process as the core activity in data reduction/sifting. The method of coding drew
out important elements, and helped the researcher to find the essence of meaning within the
transcripts or data. It enabled the researcher to look for relationships, differences and
connections across cases. It was also the early stage in developing relevant themes or codes
to be associated with the research questions. There are two approaches to develop the
analysis codes when defining statements in CAQDAS - the deductive (from predefined areas
of interest) and the inductive (from salient aspects identified in the data) methods (Lewins,
2007). Looking at the nature of this research, where there are no established theories
regarding Malaysian identity, it was logical to apply the inductive approach as it was much
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more appropriate. Also, looking from this research context, there were no substantial
grounds where this study could be based to form the codes.
The coding process for each interview transcript was done right after they were
uploaded into ATLAS.ti. It was important to do it straight away as the memory regarding the
information was still fresh. The process of coding is a process where the researcher generates
indexes of terms that will help this study define theories and information concerning the data
(Bryman, 2012). The software manages the code index and cross-references the different
lines of information in which they appear. As new codes were created in this research (during
the coding process where new themes came up, and the researcher felt it was important to
address future issues), a memo was attached to note the changes and to identify the text in
which they first appeared. Once this process was completed, the next stage of data reduction
was to classify the codes into more prominent groups, where each code group answered a
particular research question. Figure 33 shows how the codes were used to mark important
statements in the interviews.

Figure 33: Example of statements which had been assigned certain codes. The statements are in the grey boxes
and the codes or themes are in coloured boxes.
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The process of classifying the codes is a process where the researcher is looking for a
general category, themes, or possible dimension of information (Creswell, 2009). This process
is achieved by reviewing all the codes and identifying the connections and possible relations
or connections between them. This data reduction process also called the 'thematic analysis'
(Creswell, 2007a). In this research, the researcher used the code index to recognise patterns
as well as identify the examples where different codes were used to signify the same ideas.
As an example, the code of 'Motifs' had been used on its own, but by studying the code
indexes, it shows that other contexts were also being used concerning this particular code.
This research also identified other statements or texts within the transcripts which referred
to the same context but used a different code. For example, in the codes of 'Norm and Adat',
and 'Shape', the three codes (marked with the blue colour) were used to create 'code groups'
or a 'code family'.
Through this reduction and classifying process, the researcher was able to identify the
important issues discussed during the interviews and research activities. The process of
generating and grouping the codes (Tables 28 and 29) always referred to the research
objectives as the codes are the key themes in signifying the research objectives (Dey, 2003).
Although research objectives should guide the method of classifying the codes, it is also
important to say here that the themes/codes might have come from the data or information
itself. This happened because the common principle underlying inductive methods to coding
is a wish to avoid established theoretical concepts from over-defining the information as well
as the analysis, and hiding the chance of developing and identifying new theories and ideas
(Lewins, 2007).
This situation also implies that the researcher needed to set aside their perspective
towards the study and start focusing on those of the participants. The researcher was made
aware of this situation throughout the research progress and continuously referred to the
transcripts documents when doing the coding. When the coding process was finished, the
next step was to bring the data together and to make sense of it (Dey, 2003). This step is also
called presenting the data. Displaying the data is a rather critical stage, but there are no
standard ways of presenting it (Kvale, 1996). Nevertheless, the main focus is the data itself,
using the direct quotes of the interviewees. These quotes need to be placed in the exact
context of the study, and if there is any reason for inclusion, it demands an explanation. While
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doing that, the researcher also needs to made aware of the rules of objectivity. This is because
the researcher might be tempted to be too selective in using the data or presenting the
outcomes. This constitutes the breach of integrity if the researcher ignores or rejects evidence
which contradicts with a person's belief (Walliman, 2006).
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4.6

Brief Overview Towards Findings and Discussions
Later in the Findings section, the results of interviews and focus groups was analysed

based on the significant concepts and key themes from the literature review. The analysis was
supported with the case study images that helped strengthen the outcome during the
discussion part. These steps assisted in analysing the main issues and obtaining key findings
concerning the aims and objectives of this research.
As this research showed, there were two phases of data collection conducted with
different aims. The interview sessions in the first phase were about gaining insight into the
current situation regarding the cultural activities of the society. It then helped in forging a
strong understanding for the researcher to start building foundations and establishing
Malaysian identity design products. This was because, after the analysis of the interviews, this
study had a better understanding of the elements within the cultural components of society.
Using these elements, this study then moved to the next phase where it conducted focus
group studies with the designers, to get their suggestions, to get to know what they though,
and how they would apply the elements of culture into design products.
The interview analyses discussed the elements under each particular cultural
component. These cultural components acted as the main themes, where several topics were
discussed and areas focused: 1. Issues within culture and history; 2. Cultural preservation
efforts by both government and non-governmental bodies; 3. Definitions of Malaysian
identity based on the particular cultural context and the community as a whole; 4. Cultureoriented product design; 5. Challenges in designing Malaysian identity products; and 6. Other
related issues suitable and relevant to be discussed within the context. The focus group
analyses elaborated on how the designer interpreted the elements within the cultural
components and applied it to the design In addition, the focus group activities covered several
key themes including culturally-oriented design products such as; 1. Cultural elements and
society's activities derived from the outcome of the interviews; 2. Socio-cultural factors; 3.
Government's criteria (in this case, a taxi); 4. Malaysian identity in general, derived from the
used of symbols or any traditional practices by the society; 5. Product’s technical factors; and
6. Other influences.
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4.7

Overview of Analyses

4.7.1 Interviews
The Participants
In this section, shown in Table 4 below, individuals from several groups of
stakeholders were identified through the following key terms: 1. Cultural experts; 2.
Government and policy makers; and 3. Designers from various areas of expertise (product
design, automotive design, furniture design, graphics etc.).
Table 4: Participants from the field of Malaysian architecture

These interviewees have extensive experience in the architectural field in Malaysia,
having 5 and more than 30 years of experience in design and construction projects. They have
had direct involvement with government infrastructural projects; design with socio-cultural
character; research; and they have their own architectural firm. They also are members of
the Architectural Board in Malaysia where they discuss policies and architectural approaches
for the future. Currently, the Board of Architects is constructing guidelines for future
architects in designing a building in Malaysia with a cultural approach, to maintain the identity
of Malaysia on future architectural designs.
•

Prof Norwina (ARC1) is a well-known architect in Malaysia. She has more than 30 years’

experience working with the JKR (Department of Roadworks) where she has been
involved in building most of the government projects (roadworks, buildings,
infrastructures etc.). She is now one a professor in the Architecture Department in
KAED, Kulliyah of Architecture and Environment Design.
•

Suhaimi (ARC2) is a lecturer in IIUM, and he is currently completing his PhD in the

architecture-related topics. He had 5-6 years’ experience working in the field of
architecture before becoming a lecturer.
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Table 5: Participants from the field of traditional arts and crafts

For the arts and crafts cultural components, the researcher interviewed people from
3 different job scopes and areas of expertise: the arts, crafts and cultural artefacts. From the
arts perspective, this study managed to understand how the current art movement began,
and from where the Malaysians adopt their contemporary approaches, given that the
traditional way of doing art was to produce crafts. So, that leads this study to the second
person who is expert in arts in the Malaysian Craft Institute and Terengganu Museum, where
the researcher gained extensive knowledge of the traditional ways Malaysians created
artworks.
•

Nur Zahirah (ART1) is the Head Curator of Segaris Art Gallery, owned by one of the

public universities, UiTM. She has been a successful artist in Fine Art, producing and
selling many pieces of art, and now her role in the gallery is to explain artworks to the
public. She has an in-depth knowledge of the art scene in Malaysia.
•

Anuar (ART2) Manan is one of the artists and curator in the Segaris gallery. He has a

vast experience in creating artworks, especially painting, and he also has extensive
knowledge of the art scene in Malaysia, both currently and historically.
•

Yazid Bin Parlan (ART3) is Deputy Director of Malaysian Craft Institutes in Gombak. He

is an expert in Malaysian traditional crafts, fine metal arts, and he is one of the people
sent to redevelop the crafts scene in Terengganu in the 1980s. He has a broad
knowledge of the arts and crafts movements in Malaysia, given that he was among the
early graduates in art and design in Malaysia.
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•

Mohd Noor (ART4) is currently a curator in Museum Terengganu. He is an expert in

Malaysian culture, and has knowledge and experience in Malaysian culturaldevelopment.
Table 6: Experts in Malaysian traditional textiles and fashions

Table 6 shows selected experts in the fashion and textile design scene in Malaysia.
Looking at the movement of fashion design in Malaysia, it starts with the development of
textiles and fabrics across the country. Fashions and textiles in Malaysia are always looking at
the success of its 'Batik' as their traditional cloth. Batik is the dominant component in this
cultural component, always associated with most local fashion designs to show the national
identities. These three participants have an extensive background in this field, and all of them
are now teaching in universities and colleges in Malaysia. They are also active in joining
competitions and shows, and have their own companies selling this cultural product.
•

Atikah (FAS1) is a lecturer in the Malaysian Institute of Art (MIA). She is an expert in

traditional textiles, specifically in Batik and Songket. She has 6-7 years of experience in
designing Batik and has worked with international companies in China and Taiwan to
produce local Batik. She has long experience working with the best-known Batik
company in Malaysia, Noor Arfa. She also has a background working as the Head
Curator in the Segaris Art Centre in Kuala Lumpur before joining MIA.
•

Prinses Saliang (FAS2) is an academician working in one of the public universities, UiTM.

She is an expert in fashion design given her experience in the Malaysian fashion design
scene and her academic collaboration with international universities.
•

Hafiz Derahman (FAS3) is one a lecturer in UMK. He is an expert in traditional textiles

and textile design in Malaysia. He has been involved in many shows, exhibitions and
competitions and he is well-known within the field. He is also one of the people who
contributed to the opening the Textile Museum in Kelantan.
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Table 7: Experts in designing festivity- based products

The researcher went to the Ministry of Tourism and Culture to ask the experts about
this cultural component, but couldn’t find anyone who could discuss this. So, a company was
approached which designs a product based on the elements of festivities (colour, fabrics,
symbols, gifts), which the researcher some ideas concerning the identity of each ethnicity
based on their festivals celebrated. These two designers have a broad experience in designing
cultural products, and ads for companies. Several approaches were discussed during the
interviews.
•

Azam (FES1) Abd Halim is the Chief Designer in the festival-design product company.

He has a broad knowledge in the design field and has worked in 3 different companies
over the past ten years. His expertise is in product and automotive design, and graphic
advertising. His current company is developing a product with a festival-based
approach to cater for audiences during certain festivities.
•

Ritchel (FES2) is a designer in the festival-design product company. Before this, she had

three years’ experience in designing a culture-related product for a company that
produces crafts for the Malaysian tourism market. These products are exclusive leather
products, based on cultural elements in the society.
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Table 8: Experts in Malaysian traditional cuisine

Given that UiTM is the best in traditional culinary and gastronomy studies in Malaysia,
this study chose to select interviewees from this university. Looking at other culinary colleges
in Malaysia, most of them adopt Italian, French and contemporary approaches rather than
traditional Malaysian cuisine. The advantage of speaking with this department is that they are
a public sector institution that is working closely with the ministry. Most of the traditional
culinary competitions, shows or symposiums will have UiTM involved. These three experts
have a broad knowledge of traditional Malaysian cookery, food experience, and cultural
approach to foods within the Malaysian context.
•

Dr Ahmad Esa (FO1) is a lecturer in UiTM. He is the head of the department of

Gastronomy and Culinary Arts in the Faculty of Tourism and Management. He is an
expert in the field of heritage gastronomy, foods and identity, and the modernisation
of foods and ingredients in the Malaysian context.
•

Khairunnisa (FO2) is an academician in UiTM within the faculty of Tourism and

Management. She is an expert in traditional foods, festive foods, and in syubhah among
Muslims related to foods and traditional food characteristics.
•

Zulhimi Suhaimi (FO3) is an academician in UiTM in the faculty of Tourism and

Management. He is an expert in food experience and food heritage based on the
Malaysian context.
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Table 9: Participants from the field of religions and beliefs

To learn about the religious beliefs in this multi-ethnic country, the researcher
recruited individuals from 3 universities, with 2 different backgrounds of knowledge and
research approach. They are experts in ‘pure-religious studies’ which focuses on ‘religious
experience and da'wah’, and social studies.
•

Noordin Asimi (REL1) is one a lecturer in the Manufacturing Design department in the

public university UniSZA. He has a 30 years’ experience in teaching product engineering
and product design. He is also an expert in religious studies as the university is moving
towards more Islamic studies, so most of the subjects taught look at the Islamic
perspective.
•

Kasmaruddin Che Hassan (REL2) is a lecturer in UMK. He has a vast knowledge of

religious studies and frequently gives khutbah for Friday prayers.
•

Anuar Puteh (REL3) works as a lecturer in The National University of Malaysia under

the Department of dakwah and Leadership. He is an expert in religious studies,
specifically in Da'wah, Da'wah approach in the west, and social services viewed through
religious perspectives.
•

Abu Dardaa (REL4) is a lecturer in UKM in the Department of Dakwah and Leadership.

He is an expert in religious studies.
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Table 10: Experts in Malaysian local traditional games and activities

Traditional games in Malaysia are nearly forgotten by society. People aren’t seen
playing these activities anymore because there are so many other, more modern, forms of
entertainment. There is also a lack of documentation to maintain interest and awareness in
the Malaysian public. It was difficult to find experts in this field, so the researcher went to the
National Heritage Department and the National Museum to ask about this issue because they
hold several artefacts related to traditional games.
•

Ieezwan Ramli (TG1) is a government officials, and curator in the Department of

National Heritage. He is responsible for implementing cultural research, collecting
inventory, recording documentation, providing nominations to UNESCO, artefact
protection by registry, and developing awareness towards cultural-related activities.
•

Mas Ayu (TG2) is a curator in the Department of Research and Preservation under The

National Heritage Department.
•

Mokhtar Tamby (TG3) is the Head of Research in the National Museum. He has a broad

knowledge of cultural artefacts and works closely with the government agency, the
Heritage Department.
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Table 11: Participants experts from government agencies, and policy-makers

To learn about the government approaches to cultural awareness, the researcher
interviewed individuals in several government agencies to get their feedback and insights
about cultural activities in Malaysia. These people are experts in cultural activities as they are
government officials in the Ministry of Culture, policy-makers, and members of the Malaysian
Design Council who are directly involved in government projects in developing cultural
products in Malaysia.
•

Prof Hariri (GP1) is currently a Professor in UiTM. He is an expert in automotive design,

and one of the members of Malaysian Design Council or MRM.
•

Mr Zaharudin (GP2) Bin Abu is the Head Curator in the Division of Artefacts

Preservations and Registry. He is in charge of submitting documentation to the
evaluation panels at ministry level to register heritage products to be documented by
the UNESCO. He is involved in selecting artefacts in the country to be preserved, and
he participated directly in cultural development projects with the Ministry of Tourism
and Culture Malaysia (MOTAC).
•

Mr Shapee bin Che Imbi (GP3) is Senior Assistant Director in the Arts and Cultural

Product Development Division (MOTAC). He is a high-ranking government official,
directly involved in preserving cultural products (dance, theatre, crafts, arts, etc.) and
also one of the policy-makers. He is an expert in theatre, dance, music, and he also has
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experience as the choreographer for Istana Budaya and several other art schools
nationwide.
•

Ili Nadia (GP4) is a cultural officer in the Arts and Cultural Product Development. She is

an expert in cultural products, had produced an art market for the public, with
experience in traditional music, theatre and dancing.
•

Fazly Isma (GP5) is a cultural officer in the Arts and Cultural Product Development. He

is an expert in the field of cultural products, theatre, photography and cinematography.
Most of his expertise is in developing cultural projects for the ministry.
•

Salehhudin (GP6) is the Director of Policy and Research Division within the National

Department for Culture and Arts. He is responsible for setting up policy and makes sure
that the available policies are followed by the public regarding cultural product
movement or development. He is an expert in cultural products based on his degree
and has been working as a cultural officer for the past 20 years.
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Table 12: Experts from various design fields

The researcher met with several designers to discuss culture-related design products.
They work in various fields, including product design, automotive design, advertising,
photography, and technicality in designing products. From them, this study has gained a
broad perspective of ideas on how they execute a design process based on their approaches,
and a few suggestions have been made for this research to progress forward.
•

Amir Fadzli (DES1) is currently on the technical staff of one of the public universities in

Malaysia. He has a vast experience in product and automotive design. Previously he
was involved in designing a cultural-look bus for Terengganu, which was very successful
for the state. He now participates in developing a scientific product for his Masters
degree, in design technology and biodiversity research. He is a very technical person
with a different view of cultural products perspectives based on his projects and
competitions he has won (MTE, Pencipta, ITEX, University Innovation week at UiTM,
UTM and UniSZA).
•

Hosni (DES2) is a designer in the University's design centre in UniSZA. He is currently

assisting classes with their design projects, and designing for the centre. He has won
several national and international competitions. He also has five years’ experience in
the automotive industry with Perodua as a model maker, and he is very good at
explaining design based on aesthetics and technical issues, especially in automotive
contexts.
•

Khairulwafi (DES3) is an academician/lecturer in UPSI. He is an expert in product design

and advertising. He also has been involved in cultural product development specifically
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in doing the ads for them. He believes Malaysian cultural products cannot move further
due to the current advertising scenarios in Malaysia. He is also involved in the art
photography scene.
•

Ahmad Fakir (DES4) is a famous designer and photographer, generally known as

'Tojang' in the field. He has five years’ experience as a technical person in the oil and
gas industry while enjoying photographies, and now he is doing his master research in
cultural products and photographies in UPSI.
•

Jameel Kamil (DES5) is a lecturer in the Malaysian Science University. He is a product

design (technical-based) lecturer and has been involved in various design competitions.
•

Aliff Asyraf (DES6) is a young designer who is successful in the design field in Malaysia.

He also involved in advertising and directing short films, and he has previously won the
Malaysian Young Design Award for short films.
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Highlighted Keywords
(Refer to Appendix 3 for the highlighted keywords)
After completing the transcription of the interviews, the researcher moved on to the
process of reading through all the documents. This step is essential to get a better
understanding of the meanings and values that lie in the information. It is important as it is
where this study will gain the overall idea of what has been discussed during the interview
sessions. To develop codings to mark and highlight relevant statements from the interview in
Atlas.ti, the researcher first highlighted several important keywords that were frequently
mentioned by the interviewees. This step helped develop solid themes/codes and to focus on
significant information in the transcripts.
This study has discovered that it is important to identify and justify the importance of
these keywords before moving on to the step of coding the information. This is because some
of the words in the transcripts gave different meanings in this context of research, and some
contradict the understandings of Malaysian people. For example, the term 'kebudayaan' or
culture, has various meanings for this research and how the public understand it. As far as
this research is concerned, the term refers to the activities within the societies such as their
norms and social behaviours. It is also considered as a key notion in anthropology, which
encompasses ranges of events that are transferred through social activities and learnings in
society. In short, and as far as most academic research is concerned, culture is the 'way of
life'.
Meanwhile, there are different understandings by the government agencies and the
public. From the government's point of view, based on the outcome of the interviews, the
concept of culture is limited towards a few specific arts and cultural aspects such as music,
dance, historical places and fashion. This issue was evident when the point discussed during
the interviews only circulated round these topics. Not only that, but individuals are hired by
the government to operate the agencies are also from that particular background (dance,
music etc.). The public's perception of culture seems to be quite similar to the government’s,
since it is the government who implements the policies and activities for the general public.
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Before this study started to code the statements made by the participants, this
research highlighted several important keywords. These important keywords are one of the
ways that helped in structuring the future themes or codes to mark the important statements
in the transcripts. Also, by having these keywords, it helped the researcher to get a general
idea and understand the concepts of all the ideas stated in the transcripts. The keyword
count, and brief explanations are shown in Appendix 3.
Generating the Codes: For Interview Transcript Purposes
After getting an overall idea from the interviews, this study pointed out important themes
that would act as the codes in Atlas.ti:
•

Artefact and heritage preservation

Explaining the efforts/steps taken by the authorities or NGO in preserving cultural
artefacts/products in Malaysia.
•

Artefact and heritage preservation issues

This code represents issues or constraints faced by the authorities or NGO in preserving the
artefacts or cultural products in Malaysia.
•

Character – Malaysian product choosing

This code shows how Malaysians choose the products they want to buy. The character varies
depending on the cultural behaviour of each ethnicity or person.
•

Character – Trend-driven society

Trend-driven is one of the essential elements highlighted in explaining the behaviour of
Malaysian people in choosing their products. This code is also related to lifestyle and explains
how it shapes the perspectives of Malaysian towards their cultural activities.
•

Colour association – Ethnicity
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This research has found out that colour represents ethnicity most of the time. It turns out
that it is a powerful cultural identification for each ethnicity and how it explains the
Malaysians as a whole.
•

Culture identification – Ethnicity

This code works within the cultural activities and marks the identification of ethnicity
activities.
•

Culture and heritage knowledge issues

These codes mark the quotes where it finds the issues of knowledge within the societies in
understanding their culture.
•

Design with cultural elements

A few items or cultural elements described during the interview sessions that can be adapted
into the product design processes.
•

Design and identity – Culture-oriented approach

This code marks the quotations that talk about the approach or efforts made by the people
to come up with culture-related product design, and the method they use to achieve it.
•

Design and identity – Suggestion and approach

Some participants suggested how this study should embed the culture or identity of
Malaysians into the design; it is based on the existing culture; tradition that has been
developed; and how to make it fit with current trends, because Malaysians are susceptible to
trends.
•

Design with identity issues – Constraints and others

Relates to the issue of when there is an effort to design a Malaysian product or Malaysian
identity products; the constraints faced by the designers or manufacturers.
•

Design – Successful Malaysian design products
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This code will highlight a statement discussing a successful Malaysian product in the market,
whether the design has or doesn’t have Malaysian identity.
•

Government efforts for education, cultural knowledge and design

The efforts made by the government to increase awareness among the citizens on how
necessary the knowledge of culture is. The efforts made were not just by the government or
government agencies, but also include efforts made by NGOs or other individuals.
•

Identity definition

Some participants described the definition of culture and identity of Malaysians, or the
identity of Malaysians from the perspective of specific cultural elements. They also described
and differentiated the aspects of culture in Malaysian society compared to other nations.
•

Identity issues

This code describes the issues of identity, and it encompasses the lack of knowledge and
education; efforts by the authorities; misperceptions and all other negative sides that lead to
the wrong understanding of Malaysian culture and identities.
•

Identity suggestions

There are suggestions made by interviewees on where this study should look at Malaysian
identity. They made recommendations as to how this research could interpret components
inside the culture and translate it into the design elements of the designing phases.
•

Malaysian product design identity approach

This code will highlight several approaches or attempts made by the designers or individuals
in Malaysia as to how they try to come up with Malaysian identity products. The process can
be adopted into this research design process in its later stages.
•

Malaysian identity

Describe what Malaysian identity is — suggestions of where this research should look into.
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•

Malaysian identity products by others (foreign individuals or companies)

There are a few examples of how outsiders try to blend their products in with Malaysian
society. This code marks statements which explain and describe the organisations which are
successful in bringing their product into the community, and whose products are well
accepted.
•

Motifs

Several cultural motifs based mainly on arts and crafts which explain the beauty of Malaysian
craftsmanship. These motives are very useful and will be implemented into the design at a
later stage.
•

Music

Given that the public understanding of the term 'kebudayaan' or culture is much more about
dance and kinds of music, this topic is among the favourite subjects to be discussed during
the interviews
•

Norm, ‘adat’ or customs

Malaysian, especially Malays, are full of ‘adat’ or norms as a law or guideline in their life. They
say that these ‘adats’ are the elements that shape the identity of Malaysians, especially of
today, and they believe 'adats' have civilised them.
•

Outside/foreign cultures and approaches in cultural practices

Explains the outside cultures (not Malaysian) that have been adopted by society and become
normalised among the people. This code also marks statements that show how other nations
have shaped their culture and how they become strong in their culture based on several
aspects; stringent cultural policies, law enforcement etc.
•

Sensitivity

Malaysian people are full of sensitivity, of course, because they live together multi-culturally.
This sensitivity has grown and is what has made them live peacefully. It is because they
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understand each other and put respect at the top of everyday life aspects. But somehow, the
new generations are not aware of this when they play with these sensitivities, which
sometimes brings tensions among people.
•

Shape

This code will be used when there is a discussion explaining shapes that represent the society.
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Classifying the Codes
In this section, this study will classify the generated codes into a more definite group,
where each answers a particular research question. It is important to determine where the
codes belong as this will justify the criteria that will be generated to help in designing
processes in later stages. The code groups and their explanations are shown on the tables
below.
Table 13: Code groups for cultural components

Cultural Components

Architecture
Arts and Crafts
Fashions and Textiles
Festivals
Foods and Cuisines
Religions and Beliefs
Traditional Sports and Games

These codes were used to understand the elements of each cultural component. Then,
the items stated in the interview were used to form the design criteria, the most dominant of
which were to be applied in the design process. Most were quite general, but explained the
elements that shaped Malaysian society today.
Table 14: Codes under the group of cultural elements

Cultural Elements

Motifs
Music
Norm / ‘Adat’
Shape

Understanding Malaysian society closely related to these codes. They live in a world
filled with arts and motifs, and at the same time practise lots of norms in their daily activities.
These codes were selected to highlight the statements the researcher believed were
frequently discussed during the interviews.
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Table 15: Codes that identify the uniqueness of culture and traditions for specific ethnicities

Cultural Identifications

Colour-Malay
Colour-Chinese
Colour-Indians
Cultural Identifications-General
Cultural Identifications-Malay
Cultural Identifications-Chinese
Cultural Identifications-Indian

In Malaysian society, several elements can represent a particular ethnicity. The
researcher identified that, in defining a particular ethnicity, there are various ways of doing
that, either by looking at the lifestyle and practices, or anything which associates them with
something. These elements include anything that relates to them, or is made by the societies,
even though it didn’t originate from their roots.
Table 16: Codes that highlight the current situation and issues regarding artefact and heritage preservation

Artefact and Heritage Preservation
Artefact Preservation: Efforts and Issues
Artefact and Heritage Preservation Issues

During the interviews, participants always highlighted the importance and efforts
taken to preserve artefacts which are significant to the society to conserve their history.
However, sometimes the efforts faced a huge constraints and challenges. Some related to
political issues, sensitivity, interference from neighbouring countries or from the wider world.
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Table 17: Codes under the group that explains Malaysian identity definitions from the perspectives of the experts

Malaysian Identity: Definition, efforts and
issues

Culture and Heritage Knowledge Issues
Government Effort for Design Knowledge
Education
Identity+Culture Definition (Malaysia
Context)
Identity Issues
Malaysian Identity
Sensitivity

This code group uses these themes to identify the issues within the identity
development of Malaysian society. There are efforts from both governments and NGO's,
including constraints, definitions from different practices, and ethnic sensitivity, which is
important to be highlighted in society. These codes are essential as they help to understand
the elements that help shape Malaysian culture which will then drive the understanding of
their identity.
Table 18: Codes that highlighted all those attempts made by local designers in designing Malaysian identity
products

Culture-Oriented Design Products

Design+Cultural Elements
Design Identity – Culture-specific Approach
Design Success-Malaysian Products
Malaysian Product Design Identity Approach

These codes are one of the important themes to help this research move to the design stage.
This study needs to understand the constraints to move forward as much as it needs to
understand the social needs and the market capabilities.
Table 19: Issues in designing Malaysian identity products

Design with Identity Issues: Malaysia Constraints and Others
Context
This relates to when there is an effort to design a Malaysian product or Malaysian
identity products; the constraints faced by the designers or manufacturers.
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Table 20: This code explains how Malaysians choose a product

Malaysian Behavior in Product Choosing

Behaviour
Trend

During the interviews with the designers, the issues of trends that become a priority
for Malaysians constantly came up. This showed how the designers understand the need for
the market to be updated frequently, and they also struggle if there is a need to embed
cultural elements into their designed products and follow the latest trend at the same time.
Table 21: Several other aspects that explain the direction of Malaysia in having their own identity-designed
products

Others

•

Malaysian Identity Products by Others
Identity Suggestions
Design Identity – Suggestions and
Approaches
Foreign Practices/Outside Culture-Approach
in Cultural Practices

Malaysian identity products by others

A few examples show how outsiders try to blend their products in with Malaysian society. In
this code, it marks statements which explain and describe the organisations that are
successful in bringing their product into society and whose products are well accepted.
•

Identity suggestions

There are suggestions made by interviewees on where this study should look at Malaysian
identity. They made recommendations as to how this research could interpret components
inside the culture and translate it into the design elements of the designing phases.
•

Design with identity – Suggestion and approaches

Some participants suggested how this study should embed the culture or identity of
Malaysians into the design; it is based on the existing culture; tradition that has been
developed; and how to make it fit with current trends, because Malaysians are susceptible to
trends.
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•

Outside culture – Approach in cultural practices

Explains the outside cultures (not Malaysian) that have been adopted by society and become
normalised among the people. This code also marks statements that show how other nations
have shaped their culture and how they become strong in their culture based on several
aspects; stringent cultural policies, law enforcement etc.
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4.7.2 Focus Group Discussions and Activities
Overview
As stated in the Methodology (Figures 31and 32), this research consists of two
different phases in primary data collection. The first phase was the interviews, aimed at
collecting and gathering the foundation of knowledge regarding Malaysian culture, and the
factors causing its sustenance, either positively or negatively, such as policy intervention,
public awareness, efforts from government and society etc. The first phase of data collection
also involved case studies to support the outcome with visuals from field activities, historical
sites etc. After this knowledge was established, this study had gained enough data to build
design criteria, design influences and methods (framework) to proceed into a design process
as a test to examine its effectiveness.
The second phase was the data collected from the focus group activities, where this
research conducted a series of discussions with designers in the field. The designers (see
Section 4.7.1) were chosen randomly from different design fields such as product, automotive
and furniture design, advertising, packaging, and engineers working closely with designers in
the R&D department. The method of analysing the focus group's outcome was quite similar
to the interviews, but this time, the data was in the form of sketches and ideas. The same
process was adopted for coding and marking the statements or ideas, and the codes were
applied to the sketches, as their suggestions, ideas or insights were noted or drawn on paper.
The codes generated to highlight the ideas in the focus group activities were based on
the outcome of the interviews, to see the congruity of the findings, and from the activities
themselves as new issues arose and were discussed. This is because the designers might have
had different perspectives towards culture-oriented design products as they were affected
by industrial and market constraints which they believed act as a barrier to them to
succeeding in this matter.

As a result, 6 major code groups were generated based on the focus group activities.
Table 22: Code groups for selected cultural components in society
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No

1

2

3

Codes

Architectural

Arts & Crafts

Fashion Statement

Counts

Explanation

11

Malaysian architecture today is a complex
mix of elements including Islamic design,
colonial control, plus the Asian tradition.
Mostly during the focus group, the
participants referred back to the traditional
Malay houses and some Islamic
architecture which they believe represents
Malaysian culture.

45

Normally, the arts and crafts codes
highlighted the element of traditional arts
and crafts made by the natives of the
country such as weaving, traditional
products etc. Mostly, the material used is
natural material such as rattan and tropical
hardwood.

57

This code discussed the roots of the fashion
itself, the fabrics or textiles. Normally, the
participants talked about ‘Batik’ and
‘songket’ which are the most important
textiles in Malaysian culture. The
application of the fabrics into design varies
and differs from one participant group to
another.

Codes Group

Cultural
Components /
Society’s Activity

4

5

6

Festivals

Food/Cuisine

Religion

11

Festival codes are normally discussed by the
participants looking at the merchandise/
festivals as a whole, such as the the
decorative detailings, colour associated in
the media (established), fashions during the
event, etc. There is no in-depth analysis
about the tradition during festivities or
norms etc.

4

This code is actually hard to be associated
with design said the participants. But some
suggested that a visual or graphic of the
food implemented on the information
panel could be the promotion approach –
nothing as significant as a permanent visual
on the design itself.

4

This code is normally used when they think
the elements of one culture are related to
religious beliefs. Such as Islamic patterns,
baba and nyonya dress, or Chinese and
Indian ornaments referring to their
temples. But the question is, does that the
origins of religious which started here?
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Need to refer to the national cultural policy
to help with this issue.

7

Sports & Games

16

A code that normally looks at the
equipment and tools used to play the
traditional sports.

These codes were generated based on the main aims of this study within these 7
cultural components. Given that there are many other cultural elements under the cultural
matrices, it was surprising that the designers have chosen elements that lie within these
selected components, suggesting that these seven ingredients have the strongest influence
to form a visual Malaysian identity.
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Table 23: Socio-cultural factor codes that affect the acceptance of a product in the market

No

1

2

3

Codes

Emotional Factors

Material Factors

Social Practice

Counts

Explanation

8

The emotional feelings associated with
certain cultural elements will vary based on
the application of traditional elements. It
will either trigger nostalgic memories or
some new developed elements which exist
in the current situation and . Subject to use
this code will vary.

20

Material factors will relate to usual
materials used in arts and craft arts in the
traditional Malaysian world. Normally this
refers to the use of rattan, tropical
hardwoods, brass etc.

4

Social practice will look into the social needs
of people using the products. The approach
of people using taxis in Malaysia varies due
to the amount of space needed, number of
passengers allowed, referring to the law
etc.

Codes Group

Socio-cultural
Factors

These three socio-cultural factors were identified during the focus group activities
where the designers, without realising, explained the importance of having the factors
embedded into their design. These factors have been a strong guidance for the designers to
give values to their design, and create a sense of appreciation from the user towards the
products as it encompasses their emotion, lifestyle, and keeps them up-to-date with the
technological applications.
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Table 24: Government’s criteria that determine the basic aspects needed for a design (taxi)

No

Codes

Counts

Explanation

1

Accessibility

29

Looks at the increasing numbers of people
with disabilities using this public
transportation service, but whose needs
cannot be fulfilled as the design does not
quite adequately address their situation.
This issue had been raised by the public and
ministers but the main taxi services in
Malaysia are still not looking into it.

2

Comfort

26

Voiced by the Prime Minister where the taxi
should be comfortable in various aspects:
size, cleanliness, journey information, etc.

36

Normally looks at the interior design where
it reduces the amount of direct contact
between the driver and passenger – by
designing a barrier. This idea has long been
implemented by the major taxi services
around the world, and voiced by the public,
but until today Malaysian taxis still do not
have it.

9

Looking at the behaviour of Malaysians
using taxis, the design should have enough
space to accommodate their stuff and allow
several people to ride together in a shared
vehicle with shopping, lots of family
members using the service together etc.

Codes Group

Government’s

3

4

Safety

Space

Criteria

In the context of this research, these government criteria are very important in
determining the success of this project. The designer does not work alone, unaware of the
needs of the public and criteria set by the authorities, to be able to place their products in the
market. This research stated the criteria set out by the government, and the designers worked
creatively to fit their designs with the needs of the people.
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Table 25: Elements that have been applied by the designers which represent the identity of Malaysians from
different sources

No

1

2

Codes

Malaysian Identity in
General

Elements - Tourism

Counts

Explanation

52

This idea is somewhat stuck in the
participants’ minds where they believe that
the established symbolism, or flora + fauna
used in the media, is quite strong in
representing Malaysia and could be called
the identity of Malaysia. Some of the
examples are: orangutan, pantera tigris,
hibiscus etc, which do not actually
represent the culture of Malaysian, but
become assimilated over time and are used
as the characters that represent Malaysia
internationally.

13

Some tourism elements / symbolisms are
being used as they believe them to be a
strong
cultural
identification
for
Malaysians. They are said to be neutral, and
not privileging one ethnicity more than
another.

Codes Group

Malaysian
Identity General
/ Symbolism /
Traditional

3

Elements - Culture

75

The more general codes which refer to the
cultural elements as a whole. It is useful for
the research to reach a conclusion as to
what the elements are that are suitable to
be implemented.

4

Cultural Motives

34

Looking at the detailings of the traditional
items, decorative parts, colours etc.

5

Other elements refer to the established
cultural representatives in Malaysian
society, normally these can be seen in
tourism adverts and most commercial
products in Malaysia such as the Proton,
MAS etc.

5

Other Elements

Practise

During discussions with designers, this research tried to see the elements applied to
the design, and surprisingly, the elements came from different and unique sources. Some are
really rooted in the culture, and some are the society-based elements that are wellestablished among Malaysians. There are two different kinds of designers recognised in this
activity; 1. Designers who really understand the root of the culture of the society, 2. Designers
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who feel like they do not want to be selective and tend to look to nature, so they chose noncultural elements (sea turtle, orangutan etc.) to represent the society.
Table 26: Some technical and technological factors to keep the user up-to-date with current trends and needs

No

Codes

Counts

Explanation

1

Technicality in Design

46

Technicalities of the design, i.e. when
participants suggested new technologies,
materials to enhance experience, detailings
that can support needs etc.

2

Technological Appliances

33

Using technology to enhance journey
experience such as digital information
screen, electronic payments etc.

3

Entertainments

12

Entertainment tools added to the taxi’s
interior.

4

Features

20

Any additional features that can enhance
the experience of user.

Codes Group

Technical Factors

Most of the designers felt the technicality of a product is something that can defy its
successfulness. Even though it was not a major factor in this context of this research, the
designers thought it will be an added value to the product and suit the taste of Malaysians,
who are enthusiastic fans of technological advancement.

144

Table 27: Suggestions regarding the design approach and other influences that affected the current cultural
aspects

No

1

2

Codes

Design Approach (Other)

Outside Culture

Counts

Explanation

13

Looking at the concept of the design, even
though the researcher considered the idea
of the Exora segmentational car, some of
the participants looked at the size of the
vehicle and explored beyond the norm –
which then resulted in a futuristic approach,
or
outside
normal
needs
(total
transformation).

2

Codes Group

Other Influences

Looking at other cultures which have
become established in Malaysian society.
Malaysians have come to believe that it is
part of their culture even though it is not.

The codes in this group were used to highlight suggestions or any relevant ideas given
by the designers. This research understands that at this early level of cultural understanding
among designers, there might be a misconception towards the used of elements that belong
to a certain culture. For example, element 'A' is something that society sees in their day-today products, or in advertisements, establishing the ideas and concepts that 'A' belongs to
the society even though it does not. This is something that this study regards as an interesting
finding.
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Sketches and Codings
In this instrument, the outcome of the interviews was different where the discussions
were solely based on the sketches done by the designers. While the talks were ongoing, the
participants continued sketching their ideas, offering suggestions through ideas and concepts,
based on the brief and inputs provided by the researcher. As mentioned in an earlier section,
this primary data collection was the second phase where it focused more on the application
of cultural elements into the design. The purpose of this research was explained to the
participants, and questions asked later, when they started sketching their ideas. While the
process of sketching was ongoing, the researcher took notes about the critical points stated
by the participants.
The figure below shows how the coding process was done for the focus group. It is
how it looked when the sketches were used as transcripts in the software.
Figure 34: Coding processes of a sketch in Atlas.ti

The processes of coding the sketches in Atlas.ti was entirely different from the
interview’s codings. In this matter, the designs or drawings were used as transcripts, and the
points taken during the activities were the notes marked on the sketches. The notes (or
'quotations' in Atlas.ti software) were then assigned into relevant codes to signify the ideas
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concerning the research objectives; as the codes were the themes that supported the
research objectives.
Figure 35 shows how the quotations, or statements from the sketches, were assigned
to a specific code. Some quotations did not just denote a single code, sometimes addressing
other codes or themes as well.
Figure 35: Example of the coding network in a single transcript or sketch

The 'Design Group 5.jpeg' is the example of a scanned document, sketch or transcript
used to be analysed using the Atlas.ti software. In this document, for example, the designer
sketched the interior of a taxi while discussing the topics related to the study. The researcher
then analysed the content of the discussion and signified the codes or themes where the
statements belong. The codes involved and the quotations under it were shown in the
previous figure.
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This research has a total of 86 documents, representing 86 designers with more than
20 focus groups activities involved. The next figure shows the example of how different
transcripts work together in a network of codes, where the researcher found a similarity of
discussed topics, and compared the arguments between designers and group of participants.
Figure 36: Example of how the researcher used the 'network processes' in Atlas.ti to analyse the different
transcripts

The figure above shows how three different documents (University PC, University PC
1 and Designers group 5) were analysed using Atlas.ti software. In this network mode or view,
the researcher could see the similarity between points discussed concerning specific topics,
themes or issues. As this study shows, those codes (in coloured boxes) have several similar
issues pointing towards them, from different quotations or statements, and also from
different designers. This activity applied to all of the documents analysed by the researcher
where, at the end of the analysis processes, it helped this study to draw conclusions and

148

answer the research questions based on the essence of statements and quotations from each
transcript.

4.8

Summary: Connections between Codes and Both Research Questions

and Research Objectives
In this section, this research will explain how the codes generated to signify the
statements in both interviews and focus group activities were used as a means leading to
research questions and research objectives. This study has two research questions where,
first, it needed to identify the visuals that could adequately convey Malaysian identity through
the roots of its culture and, second, how those visuals could be effectively incorporated within
the design development process. Under each research questions, two or three research
objectives lead to the issue.
The first table below shows the first research question, its research objectives and the
working codes within it from both interviews and focus group activities.
Table 28: First research question, its objectives and codes or themes used to highlight the statements of
quotations from both interviews and focus group activities
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Referring to the first research question, this study aimed to find the visual attributes
that can effectively convey the Malaysian identity. To do that, this study needed to
understand the roots of Malaysian culture from the selected cultural components and to
define the key attributes of Malaysian identity based on the elements within it. Given that
situation, most of the codes or themes that signified the statements from interviews were
related to cultural activities of the societies. While during the second phase of data collection,
where this study was collecting data on how to apply those elements and attributes, no codes
were used under the second objective of the first research questions, as identifying the
components of societies culture was done during the interview sessions.
The next table below shows the second research question, its research objectives and
the working codes within it from both interviews and focus group activities.
Table 29: Second research question, its objectives and working codes for the transcripts from both interviews and
focus group activities

The second research question was about identifying the suitable process of proper
ingredients that can help designers in designing Malaysian identity products, or in this case
study, the taxi. There are two objectives under the second research question where the first
aimed at finding suitable processes to do so, and the second was to identify the responsible
parties concerning this research outcome in the future. During the first phase of data
collection, this research dealt with getting the pieces of information related to the current
issues within the social context, government policies in various cultural aspects, cultural
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artefacts and heritage preservation efforts from both governments and NGOs, and Malaysian
identity design products scenarios. After that, during the second phase of field study with the
focus group activities, this research tried to understand and apply the outcomes from the
interviews into design processes. During the sessions, the researcher together with the
participants explored many design aspects and methods that could contribute to the success
of designing Malaysian identity products/taxis in the future.
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Chapter 5
Interview Findings
Interview Findings Categorised by
Cultural Components

Interviews Pre-Outcome

The Keywords

Discussions

Summary
This chapter details the findings of data collected during the interviews. The researcher carefully
examines the data (transcripts) to identify common ideas, topics, or patterns of meaning which are then marked
as codes in Atlas.ti. Before writing up the thematic analyses, this study conducted the following basic processes:
1. Familiarisation of the transcripts through repeated reading; 2. Grouping repeated ideas or discussions into
codes; 3. Generating main themes, 4. Reviewing the items; 5. Defining the themes; and 6. Writing up the findings.
These steps were explained in detail in Section, 4.7.1.
At the end of this chapter (Section 5.7), the study shows the outcomes from the interviews, concluding
the discussions among interviewees and presenting them in the form of several mood boards. These mood boards
were then used as tools during the focus group activities explained in Chapter 6.
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The Interviews
5.1

Architecture

5.1.1 Overview
Malaysian architecture relates to the traditional Malay vernacular, and it often
employs an idyllic vision of timber houses, built on stilts, surrounded by a green tropical
landscape. But, looking at the scenario of urbanisation and modernisation that has affected
almost all countries in the Nusantara region, it has moved away from the traditional ways of
living, the common aspects of life, the natural surroundings, further and further away to the
fringes.
Highlighting this issue, as ARC1 observes:
"People are moving to the cities to find jobs, and that also changes their lifestyle of
living. The design of city houses, apartments, infrastructures, are all influenced by
foreign approaches, and the developer thinks that is the best for the people."
ARC2 then argues the same issues concerning the topics explained the current architectural
influences in Malaysia:
"The design and architecture of houses in Malaysia today, even the residential planning,
sustainable architecture, compact spaces and what not, as we can see, are so much
influenced by the western approaches, or I can say, the UK. The traditional architecture
also has all those approaches with their unique principles, but we rather choose others
than us."
Migration to the urban areas is continuing at an unprecedented pace. People are
looking for jobs and a more modern life. This situation is where this research has identified
that the traditional way of living, the ideal vision of low-carbon lifestyle practised before, may
no longer sustain or be a reality, as the people in the Nusantara region, especially Malaysia,
are being overwhelmed by highway development, mazes of roads, and growing concrete
jungles in their cities.
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This research has looked into the questions of what constitutes the identity of Malay
vernacular architecture when it is applied to the context of modern cities and mixed
development in urban areas. In the past, the development of Malay traditional architectural
expression focused more on residence, decorative influencing from nature, stand-alone
structures and resort-style building. Some Malaysian architects and designers of today have
looked at injecting the soul of traditional architecture into their current designs, where they
address and voiced the suitable development rules, facade elements, attributes and
sustainability aspects in the performance of construction in this tropical climate. It is
undeniably a challenging thing to do given that the current policy does not actively support
the efforts.
ARC1 stressed this issue by stating that:
"We as the designers didn't get enough support from the employer (referring to when
she is working under government agencies, JPJ) to spend enough time researching
about the culture in designing Malaysian influenced buildings. Given the timeline of
each project is too short, and no specific department is doing it in supplying the research
or data, we need to do it ourselves, but only if we want to. We even used our own budget
to go out and learn something about the culture, because we appreciate culture so
much."
The lack of government support towards this issue doesn't only happen within the
architectural context. It also happened in other cultural scenarios. As stated by GP2:
"Yes, we do have policies to preserve the uniqueness of Malaysian culture, but who
follows it? When it comes to the development of new residential areas, they will do just
as they please, without consulting with us. As a result, lots of historical places are
demolished, new high-rise buildings built, and the policy, until today, what I can see, it
has just become a statement, no enforcement or whatsoever."
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5.1.2 Malaysian Architecture of Today
Architectural design in Malaysia is unique. The post-colonial period is one of the great
triumph stories for Malaysian architectural development, since, without any doubt, the
conquerors had successfully exerted their style and influence on Malaysian architectural
forms. Besides, Malaysia is a multi-ethnicity country with the predominant Malay population
living together with the Chinese, Indians and other minority races. Consequently, Malaysian
architectural development was also influenced by these various cultural approaches due to
the migration of the Indian and Chinese during the colonial era. Besides, their determination
in seeking political status and establishing their roles in economic development had also made
an impact on the local architectural design by injecting their culture and customs along the
way. Many different legacies and foreign cultural heritages which existed during colonial
times have left significant influence on Malaysian's cultural development and remain visible
in the heritage buildings today.
Since there are so many foreign influences on local architecture in Malaysia, the issue
is ‘What is Malaysian identity in all of this?’ Since Malaysia almost lost its identity in
architecture, ARC2 suggested that:
"We always refer back to our roots, the very people that are living in this land which is
the Malay. Well, their design is very practical, and relevant until today. Their houses
were designed based on several factors, geographical, climatic considerations, seasons
etc., most of them we can't see on today's building architecturally."
Concerning the issue of identity, ARC1 added a statement by saying that:
"We often mistook the concept of culture, when we said culture, people always refer to
dance, music, all of the entertainments and everything. But culture is the way of life.
Traditional Malay houses, or so-called 'kampung houses', have various aspects that
represent the way of life that doesn't exist in the architecture of today."
The architects and scholars in this field determine that the identity of 'Malaysian
Architecture' should look at the early indigenous people’s culture who lived on the land, the
Malay - and this also is reflected in the National Cultural Policy formulation. Further to that,
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experts in this architectural field feel that the design detail of traditional Malay houses should
be conserved and protected as part of the society’s cultural heritage because it consists of
precious elements in every aspect of the design. Traditional Malay houses are symbolic of a
way of life and have many characteristics that do not exist in contemporary architectural
design. Furthermore, Malay society is well recognised for their skills and creativity in blending
architectural composition with environmental factors. In addition, the beauty of woodcarving
in traditional Malay houses further combines aesthetic and pragmatic values in the form, both
externally and internally.

5.1.3 Architectural Issues
The success of architects in translating Malaysian architectural elements into their
design is a significant issue among themselves. To begin with, ARC1 raised a question
regarding Malaysian architectural issues of today by asking:
"Have you seen all of the buildings in Putrajaya? The design? Its 'rojak' (a term
Malaysians use when we mix something that is not blending well together). It is sad to
see when we look at all of the buildings, they didn't blend together, and from where do
they get the influences?"
Today, the introduction of unrelated ethnic identity characters to building facades such as the
Federal Court Complex in Kuala Lumpur, Sunway Pyramid Shopping Complex, Bursa Saham
building, and not to forget the mixture of foreign design influences for the buildings in
Putrajaya, has no connection to the history and culture of Malaysian society. This scenario
shows that there are critical conflicts and confusion in the minds of architects and
organisations involved in the development. It shows that there is a kind of disrespect towards
the local culture, beliefs and civilisation of the society, and instead an application of their
personal knowledge and symbolism.
In developing the idea for every project, society’s way of life and socio-cultural aspects
of the community have been set aside by the developers. Failure of the built environment to
take into consideration factors such as the socio-culture of the population, geographic
location, climate etc., and other factors relating to technology, materials, funding and policies
that are suitable to the project requirements are the issues identified here. ARC1 and ARC2
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both agreed that this will then lead to a failure to develop a sustainable, safe and comfortable
environment for society, which had been applied successfully in traditional Malay houses
before.
The discussions concerning the issues then go further with ARC1 stating that:
"Usually the developers (including the designers) didn't appreciate the beauty of our
culture, and yet they value foreign practices more than us. Does it fit us? Of course not."
She then added more:
"Sometimes I feel sad for those who went abroad to study architecture and design. Of
course, it is a brilliant effort from the government to have more educated people coming
back and work for the country, but what happens is, most of them were in awe of foreign
culture until they tend to forget their own. As a result, when designing those buildings
out there, they proudly feel that they know better, and foreign practices are much more
practical than ours. That is what they believe. But does it suit our climate? Does it apply
to another context of local life? I can say it does not."
The possible reason behind those issues is the misunderstanding, lack of knowledge
of Malaysian architects or designers about the dynamism of their cultural ideas and way of
life. The traditional built environment around Malay architectural areas in the past, involving
woodworker, craftworkers, patron and carpenter, valued all their cultural aspects. Everything
needed to be considered in the architectural development because they lived locally, and
shared same culture and time. Meanwhile, this modern era shows why the architects,
technocrats or policy-makers do not understand people's culture when looking at the
Malaysia context; they do not consider environmental and climate factors during
architectural development, because the profession has become an issue of globalisation.
Some did not know about the values and norms of the culture which led to misinterpretation
and disrespect because they had been educated outside the country or in a different kind of
education system. Moreover, the inequity between status and power has become more
significant in Malaysian society. Therefore, this research analysis found there should be a
substantial amount of knowledge injected into the syllabus of study in the education
programmes to alert the society as to how vital and unique our traditional architecture is.
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5.1.4 Architecturally successful design products
There are various attempts from the designers to embed Malaysian-architectural
influences into their design products, in the clusters of product, furniture and automotive
design. This effort shows that Malaysian designers know how important traditional
architecture is in the indigenous societies’ life, where their way of life is visible in every aspect.
Malay architecture, which is the most dominant influence, encompasses a different
translation of space, decorative elements, sense of respect etc.

Figure 37: Cas Ligas, town bus design with the influence of 'Istana Lama' (Old palaces)

The effort to design Malaysian products with Malaysian architectural or Malay
traditional houses influence can be seen in specific successful products across the country,
such as 'Cas Ligas', 'Masjid Negara' or the National Mosque, Telekom Tower, etc. These
examples are the examples from which the designer has successfully extracted the elements
of Malaysian architecture and embedded them into the final design.
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Initially, the researcher also interviewed one of the designers involved in the design of the
Malay house-influenced bus, Cas Ligas. The key point was stated by DES1:
"I can say it is a very successful design. But sometimes people are insinuating the design
saying it looks like a 'moving wardrobe'. But they love it; it does represent the city of
Terengganu. Of course, there are misconceptions of where the influences came from.
Some said it’s Malay houses, but it’s actually the palace.
DES1 then continues:
"The king's palace influences the design of Malay houses, the Malay, they adore it so
much, and they used the same designs, decorations, at their houses. Since that, we can
rarely see king's palaces today, and the new build is so much influenced by the Arabs
and foreign designs etc., Malay houses is the closest reference."
Cas Ligas is a bus operating around the city of Kuala Terengganu in the east peninsular
of Malaysia. The elements used in the design were particularly taken from Istana Terengganu;
in the roofing design, the decorative elements such as the 'hanging bee' below the roof; and
use of the local wood panels is a very successful effort in showing the identity of traditional
architecture. The interior decoration has been designed to look classic. Some said that the
design mirrors the traditional Malay house, and there were many arguments on that issue.
The designer said that most traditional Malay houses were influenced by the king's palace,
due to the respect felt by the people for the king, and they applied the details in their homes.
A palace during that time was not just a home for a king, but also an institution for
ceremonies, festivities, education, religious and legal activities.
The discussion went on to find another successful Malaysian identity building. ARC1
stated that, from his and his colleagues perspectives, they believe that the National Mosque
is the most suitable reference to show the success of Malaysian architects in designing
Malaysian identity buildings. He begins by saying:
"The most notable design that can represent Malaysian identity as of today that we can
see is the National Mosque in Kuala Lumpur. It has a blend of various social contexts,
with the Malay practices as the root in defining the design base."
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Figure 38: National Mosque - symbol of country's unity and multi-ethnic harmony, and also a way of giving
thanks to Allah for the country's peaceful independence

'Masjid Negara', the National Mosque built between 1963 and 1965, has become a
national legacy. The purpose of building it was to memorialise Malaysia's independence, and
it was a suggestion made by the Federal Executive Council a month after the independence
ceremony. The first idea was to name the mosque after Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra Al-Haj,
the country's first Prime Minister, but he refused the honour and suggested that the mosque
be named Masjid Negara. He said it would act as a symbol of the country's unity and multiethnic harmony, and was also a way of giving thanks to Allah for the country's peaceful
independence - independence achieved without war.
The designing process took about three years, taking inspiration from other mosques
in Pakistan, India, UAE, Turkey and Spain. The most vibrant features of Masjid Negara are its
73 metre-high minaret, resembling a folded umbrella and its unique roof design which give
an impression of standing beneath a gigantic open umbrella. The design of the dome as an
idea of architectural style in Malaysia caused quite a discussion. The viewer needs to
understand the context in the aspect of time, cultural beliefs and geographical location. The
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mosque was built in a country where Islam came from outside (by trade, marriage of the royal
family etc.), which led to influence from other cultures concerning architectural design.
Nevertheless, it was built in 1965, shortly after Malaysia's independence, when modernist
architectural design was thriving. It falls into the category of modernist expressionism, where
the architectural design rejects traditional revivalism and ornamentation in any form, but
celebrates structural expression and abstraction in forms in architecture.
For example, the architects were inspired by how royalty was always escorted with an
umbrella when walking outside - that became their influence when they sketched the roof.
Furthermore, the umbrella roof also signifies that the nations are always under the protection
of Allah. Concerning technology and building construction, reinforced concrete for the
mosque's dome construction also affected the style of architecture. It eased the construction
process as well as resulting in a simplicity and clarity of form.
From the cultural context, it is uniquely suited within Malaysia’s socio-cultural context
and does not suggest any other foreign influences. It also portrays a modern interpretation
of Malay traditional architecture together with Islamic influences; a folded plate becomes a
'dome' that resembles a royal umbrella, thus signifying the importance of the building as a
national monument. It is unique modern Malaysia architecture, with a blend of cultural
aspects, tradition, climate and modernity together; all were taken into consideration.
The effort to identify Malaysian identity based on this architectural context resulted
in this case study. Before this study decided the topics needed to be researched, the
researcher referred to statements made by the participants. As ARC1 stated:
"...we refer to the local practice, or we say 'Rumah Kampung', how unique and detailed
is the work of Malay houses. And not just that, these idyllic house design genuinely
belonged here, as I said, they were practical design based on various geographical
factors, seasons, weather, climate, etc."
When asked about where this research should focus, ARC2 added:
"I think it’s the Malay house design. It resembles every aspect of life, and most important
is, it is practical, relevant until today."
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5.1.5 Case Study: Traditional Malay Houses – The Cultural Aspects
The researcher went to various historical sites and rural areas to study in-depth the
philosophies that form the foundations of the design of Malay houses. ARC1 and ARC2 both
agree that these traditional 'Kampung' houses were most valuable cultural heritage that
needs to be preserved. The design and its technical aspects are still relevant today (given the
geographical location that affects its natural context such as weather, seasons etc.), but
society rarely sees any new development of residential areas using this kind of approach.

Figure 39: One of the traditional houses visited by the researcher during the case study at Kuala Berang, Kuala
Terengganu

Malay architecture explains the abstract, symbolic and metaphorical approaches to its
originality in the design. The harmonious life of cultural practices, lifestyle and beliefs in Malay
traditional houses design are in association with essential elements of their culture. The
creation of spatial and physical characteristics of traditional architecture was inspired by the
society’s needs and customs. Furthermore, the belief in religious and moral implications
embedded in traditional Malay architectural philosophy plays a vital role in determining the
design, arrangement, and decorative aspects. Adaptation of the model to incorporate social
lifestyle, culture, and economic needs of the Malays, has resulted in an excellent housing
quality, where they fit with the built environment. The elements of repetition demonstrates
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the significant consistency of traditional Malay architecture. The sign of aspects in detail
depicts the operation of ordering principle in the form of designs. Additionally, the
interrelated systems of these principles later constitute a 'device' in traditional Malay
architecture, a device that tells the story of the society.
Certain aspects related to exterior design as well as interior arrangements of Malay
houses being discussed. ARC1 stated that:
"The most dominant element of Malay houses is the roof, and then it goes to the spatial
arrangement of the interior where it covers the cultural aspects of the family, where the
family gathers, where the women sleep, which door the visitors come in. And then the
technical aspects of the design, how the air is ventilated, why it was built on stilts to
avoid flooding during the monsoon season - all aspects are taken care of."
She then added more points about decorative elements:
"...as you know, Malay people won't accept something (a design) that isn't finished
properly. At the end of the wood, they usually put something to make it complete, and
blend together..."
"The motifs used for the decorations also come from the Malay world’s floral influences,
something that they found around their house, something useful to their everyday life."

164

Figure 40: The front profile of Malay house design, with symbolic meaning in every detail that carries a unique
cultural philosophy related to life and Islamic teachings

The physical characteristics and form of Malay traditional houses can be explored and
observed through the main features of the design. These main visual characteristics are
created due to systems or rules of orders and customs. The roof, the most dominant element,
flooring, and walls are essential elements in a manifestation of traditional Malay architecture,
which have been the most significant aspects through the majority of the scholar's research
on Malay traditional house design. The various elevation levels above the ground for houses
in different regions across the country is one of the common features and obvious visual sense
of the character of traditional Malay houses. The different styles or types of design are
categorized, based on the form of the most dominant element of architectural - sometimes,
the roof's design, but in some cases, these variations were determined by the number of
columns. The different roof shapes are a reaction to the tropical climate of the regions. Also,
they explain the construction of the floor of the houses on stilts to overcome the dampness
of the ground below, facilitating ventilation, and avoiding flooding as this has a high tendency
to happen every monsoon season. Besides, the structure of high-sloped roofs counters humid
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and hot weather through open spaces under the roof overhang as well as protecting against
seasonal rainfall. Other than facilitating ventilation, the art of carving the panel of ornaments
regulates the ventilation and penetration of the sun’s rays through fenestrations of the
external vertical plane as well as its visual interest being the first place. It shows that the
traditional and cultural way of life has influenced the spatial, physical and functional elements
of the house itself.

Figure 41: Malay house design anatomy where it explains the constitutions of spaces in relation to lifestyle,
function and constraints

The constitutions of space in the traditional Malay houses design always have a strong
relation to the lifestyle, constraints, and functions of the area, such as furnishing and utensils.
The organisation of space provides convenience for the occupants by considering the
activities, daily needs and cultural aspects of the family. The spatial design of traditional Malay
houses expresses the influence of culture in planning the layout. The cultural beliefs are
connected with creating a stable relationship with the occupants, respect for the elderly, and
the definition of women's position in the family.
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The characteristics of space in the traditional house design is connected with the
control of the three-dimensional character of volume, mass and surface as structural, physical
and invisible attributes. Today, the traditional Malay house has to be seen as a flexible
solution and guideline for the scholars, which can be applied in current housing design.
Moreover, the physical attributes of this traditional architecture lead to a determination of
an underlying system or principle, which is embedded in regulations of the built construction.
The integration of principles has influenced the form of Malay traditional houses design,
despite several variations of forms in the design, all of which have three common basic spacial
layouts. These are the 'Serambi’16 or male reception area, 'Rumah Ibu’17 - the private living
space, and 'Dapur’18 - the kitchen.
Usually, the three layouts have the property of subtraction, additivity and
translocation based on the structure of the grid. The grid system in most traditional house
design is irregular, based on asymmetrical layouts. The flexibility and variation of the layout
design are in a prefabricated construction system, to suit the needs of the family.
Culture is a vital part of moulding and operating the form of the design in Malay
architectural design. The style of Malay architecture frequently constructed by the
juxtaposition of solid wood columns and voids consists of numerous openings on the wall
panels and windows. These design decisions have emerged from the lifestyle and culture of
the society. The most common aspects of physical characteristics in traditional Malay house
design act as real indicators of the values in architectural phenomena. Those values can be
seen through common patterns either in the beautiful ornaments or carvings, structure, roof
design etc., which applies to the determination of form in the design.

16

An interior space design, or verandah, commonly identified to be one of the distinctive spatial characteristic of
traditional Malay house
17
The main living room, in honor of the mother (ibu)
18
A kitchen, separated from the main house for protection against fire
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5.2

Arts and Crafts

5.2.1 Scenarios
This research interviewed several experts regarding this field to get to know their
input and ideas concerning Malaysian identity based on the cultural component of arts and
crafts. The interviewees’ are fine artists, art gallery curators, academicians, government
officials who work in governmental heritage-related departments, and designers. The
discussions topics are based on the issues of the origin of local arts and crafts, roots and
identities, and preserving local traditions by looking at the artworks of the people in the past.
As with most of the interviewees, they agree that cultural heritage personified in
traditional arts and crafts is essential in reflecting the tradition and culture of Malaysia.
Participants ART1 and ART2 both agreed that the arts and crafts sector offers and plays a
significant role in providing incomes for the locals. This nearly forgotten sector also acts as a
medium to promote and preserve local artistic and cultural traditions, such as craft skills and
techniques which are passed down from one generation to another. Even though the
government has recognised the importance of the arts and crafts industry, their agencies and
the societies, this sector has not been saved from facing the challenges due to
industrialisation and globalisation.
ART3 states that:
"...last time when I start building a project with local artisans in Terengganu, in the '80s,
there were about 200 local people still working on the handicraft’s product making, such
as batik, weaving, brassware. But today, brassware making only, there are no more
than ten people who still working on it. Our brassware product can't compete with the
one that comes from the neighbouring countries especially Thailand and Indonesia.
They have high-end production machines, low-price materials..."
Because of this, local artisans who still worked on local art-based products were
incapable of competing with modern merchandise and had to sell their products at lower
prices. This current situation is the main issue affecting most local arts and crafts products in
the country like carving, weaving, batik painting, brassware making etc.
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These were not the only challenges faced by local artisans making art and craft products; the
society didn't show interest in using the products they were making. ART3 then elaborates
that:
".. let us see the value of labu sayong itself, why do Malay people store water in it? It
cools the water, and scientific studies show that the interaction between water and the
ceramic wall of labu sayong, I am not sure what is the correct term, but it benefits those
who drink it. But today, who keeps water for drink in labu sayong? We go for fancy jugs
instead."
ART2 than added:
“...handicrafts, in the past, the locals used them on a daily basis. But we don't use them
anymore. As a souvenir, maybe."
Consumers of local arts and crafts products are now limited to the tourist attractions
as souvenirs to take home. Today, the locals do not use the locally made 'labu sayong’19 to
wash their feet or to hold drinking water, or beautifully made 'tikar mengkuang'20 as their
carpets. These issues are related to the development of lifestyle, and trends in modern living,
which force local artisans to abandon their business and stop producing their products and
move to cities to find another job. Therefore, some traditional craft skills, knowledge and
techniques are disappearing as only just a few of the younger generation are interested in
learning about the tradition. Therefore, the locally made art products or handicrafts have lost
their place in the community after making way for industrial products to flourish. This is
because, those well-organised industrial units are superior in their functionality, durability
and having better economic value. Based on the discussions, the interviewees mentioned that
traditional products carry more value than industrially made ones, but due to a lack of public
knowledge and more effective advertising, traditional locally made products have lost their
place in society.
Malaysians are facing a major development in their quality of life due to rapid
economic changes and globalisation; therefore, local heritage such art and craft products
19
20

Famous traditional craft, earthenware – a gourd-shaped jar to keep water for drinking or cleaning
From ‘mengkuang’ leaves, beautifully woven into mats, souvenirs or home appliances
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needs to be protected, or it may disappear. Hence, the government should be aware of the
importance of safeguarding this cultural heritage by enforcing a stringent policy to preserve
local identities, and giving economic advantages to the societies.

5.2.2 Developing the Focus – Towards Malaysian Identity
The efforts to define the national identity in the Malaysian art scene started with the
establishment of the National Congress of Culture's resolution in the 1970s. Based on this
resolution, they have managed to change artisans’ perspectives towards local culture by
developing an awareness of Malay culture, symbols or motifs by doing an in-depth study. An
interesting explanation of this has been given by ART1:
"Since the beginning of Malaysia (independence), local artisans have been exploring
various ways of voicing their ideas concerning ideas, from political views, cultural views
etc. And one of the strong guidances for them in constructing pictorial arts or other craft
arts was traditional local symbols (motifs)."
This was supported by ART4:
"There are so many hidden philosophies in Malay symbol (motifs) which acted as strong
guidance in local lifestyle in the past. No wonder the artisans of today appreciate it so
much, and it has become their influence in doing any art forms, whether paintings,
sculptures, textiles and more."
Influence applied by the artisans called 'symbol', has been a strong guidance for them
in searching for national identities. Malay symbol was widely expressed in their artwork
between the 1980s and 1990s. Hence, local artisans have started to refer back to the
traditional form of local cultures such as architecture, literature, legends, carvings, batik,
songket etc. These so-called symbols served as references for artisans in the form of themes
and motifs, and as visuals help them to understand more of their culture.
The discussions then began to appreciate the earliest ways of doing arts by the local
people. When asked about the question of regarding the first notable art forms in local
societies, ART3 stated that:
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"When we look back at the earliest way of the locals doing arts, it can be seen in their
daily life items such as the kitchen utensils, earthenware, something that they used
every day. We can see those items, and they were decorated with various motifs which
are beautiful and so meaningful."
ART2 added to this context:
"...well, the paintings and sculptures, all of the fine arts work that we can see today is
very much a western approach. It happened when the Colonials came to the land and
started to draw the surroundings, for their maps and everything, and only then the
locals started to follow it, and it evolved from scenic-type drawing to figurative, abstract
and more. The traditional ways of the locals doing arts is by doing craft products,
decorating, using themt..."
When this research was trying to find the identity of Malaysian arts and craft arts, this
study needed to establish an understanding of how the local people were doing art in the first
place. There were no definite answers from experts regarding this matter. But as discussion
continued, one of the experts said that the earliest way the locals did art was by making
handicraft products to assist their daily life activities. That includes making pottery and
metalwork for kitchen utensils, woodwork for hunting tools etc. The form of art in painting
and sculpture only started when foreign powers came into the land and began drawing maps
of the area. From there, the locals started using various mediums to explore pictorial and
other forms of art.
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Figure 42: One of the
craft products made by
traditional motifs. As
about 6-7 motifs applied as
this item.

examples of traditional
locals that applies various
stated by ART3, there are
decorative elements on

The exhibition

of motifs on the

artworks featured a

uniqueness of visual

effects as they were

composed according

to the Malay customs, ethos and Islamic values. The exploration of the application of
traditional Malay motifs is not restricted only to the traditional form of influences such as
flora or fauna, but rather the inclusion of legends, tales, architecture and literature. These
influences have served as references for artists in the form of motifs or themes for decades
now in the effort to understand Malaysian identity. Based on the discussion, the motifs in
Malay artworks are the kind of element that shows Malaysian identity. There are several
types of motifs, and these will be explained in the Case Study section.
The form of visuals and motifs used by artisans have proved to be a successful method
in understanding Malaysian identity in this cultural context. However, the artisans also need
to look from the perspective of Malaysian society as a whole. As GP1 observed:
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"When we tend to get to know the identity of Malaysians and to create a better product
by using it, these motifs and symbols will help to devise better understanding and create
awareness among societies, but the form or technicality of the product itself should
cover a wide range of social disciplines and how it will interact with the locals based on
their cultural practices."
This issue has been discussed with several experts on where the artist or designers
should add their knowledge when establishing their understanding concerning Malaysian
identity and using the elements to design Malaysian identity products in the future. This
information is very helpful in designing the Malaysian identity taxi at a later stage as it
confirms that a wide cultural knowledge is needed to determine the success of doing so.
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5.2.3 Case Study
Nature’s Influences in Malay Traditional Arts and Crafts
5.2.3.1 Arts and Crafts in the Past
To get a more in-depth knowledge of these Malay symbols and motifs in traditional
arts and crafts, this study conducted case studies in Kuala Terengganu, where there are many
artisans still doing traditional craft arts from various areas such as the Batik and Songket,
woodcarving, brassware making etc. Based on the interviews with experts, most of the
discussions will be around the idea of how significant these Malay symbols or motifs are that
influenced the traditional Malay arts since the very beginning of the Malay world. As ART3
observed:
"Art motifs in Malay world are so close to their heart. It signifies their life, beliefs and
practices. That is why we can see it everywhere, decorative elements in their houses,
dress... When I mean close, it is very close that these motifs have something to do with
their foods, medicinal values, things that nothing can separate it from them."
ART4 added:
"Islam plays a significant role in shaping the art life of the local. It also shows how
beautiful was the life of Malay people in the past. We can see it through their lifestyle,
through the design of their houses, how to walk in front of the elderly, where the young
sit when visiting people, in the living room - where father seats. All have everything to
do with Islam which shaped the culture of the Malay society - which we can rarely see
today."
He then elaborated:
"...the concept of Islam in their daily life and practice then visualised in their artworks,
craftworks. For example, the woodcraft motifs named 'tajam tidak menikam, tinggi
akhirnya menunduk' shows it doesn't matter how successful a person is; he always
knows how to respect people. This element is shown in Malay woodcarving motifs.
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The early creation of Malay arts and decorative concepts can be traced back to the
ancient Malay kingdom of Srivijayan and Langkasuka, which were heavily influenced by
Hinduism. Nevertheless, since Islam came into the Malay world, the philosophy of
implementing motifs onto arts and crafts, changed dramatically. Traditionally, the motifs,
themes or influences used in creating the arts and craft arts had a principle that guided the
artisans which differed from other traditions around the world. Ancient Malay motifs were
categorised into decorative patterns and ideas inspired by flora, stalks of leaves and tendrils
(meandering clouds or 'awan larat'). This issue is because, based on Islamic teaching, it
forbade the Muslims to depict living things in crafting their artworks. ART3 explains that:
"That is our practices since Islam came to the land. We are very careful in selecting the
elements to become a motif in our design, so we are not acting to the contrary of what
Islam taught us..."
Islam has been influential in driving artisans and designers to come up with motifs that
are appropriate to Islamic teachings. Even though elements of fauna can still be found in some
motifs, they are meant for decorative designs only. Given the example of the carved heron at
the bow of the fisherman’s boat is said to bear some values in animism, but the meaning has
been switched to a decorative element by combining plant motifs around it. Therefore, motifs
based on this change are associated only with the Malay socio-cultural aspects and do not
incorporate the beliefs.
Many fauna motifs have replaced with flora motifs. In all craftwork during the early
days, the selection of floral visuals were from the artisan's surroundings. The motifs selected
were from the plants that had a significant impact on the society such as medicinal values,
ability to be eaten, and fragrant scent. The example of food that is edible or fit to be consumed
in the Malay world is the edible aquatic flowering plant - 'daun Melayu' or 'daun sayap', or
often called the 'daun Dewa' during the Langkasuka empire. Those with medicinal values are
Leucas Levandulifolia or 'ketumbit', a common herbaceous plant, Ipomoea aquatic or
'kangkung', and Vigna Marina or 'kacang laut'. Plants that have both a unique fragrant scent
and aesthetic values are the 'Bayam Peraksi', 'Bunga Kenanga', 'Bunga Cempaka', and 'Bunga
Cina'. Motifs do not simply focus on definitive or natural sources. Based on the creativity of
the artisans, motifs are usually translated and explained according to their compatibility
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consistent with the culture and values of the society, and should not be in conflict with Islamic
teachings and beliefs.
5.2.3.2 Sources of Motifs and Pattern Composition
During the case study, the researcher learned that the origin, principles and beliefs in
applying motifs in most of the Malay traditional artwork are quite similar for all kinds of
craftworks. However, there are differences in their sources of motifs, composition of pattern,
and motif selection based on technique. Given the situation of the current finding, this study
needs to categorise the types of art work to get a better understanding of the motifs applied.
This study has decided to choose two types of artworks: Malay carvings and textiles.
In this section, the researcher will cover the study of motifs for Malay woodcarvings,
and Batik and Songket , which fall under the cultural context of textiles and fashions. As ART3
observed:
"The motifs used in decorating Malay artworks in the past can be seen throughout
various craft arts produced by the locals regardless of any form. It can be seen as
decorative elements at their houses (which covers the woodcarvings), their beautiful
textiles, kitchen utensils, hunting gear, anything."
FAS3 added:
"As we can see this motif (while drawing on a paper) of 'Parang Patah' (broken
machete), I am not sure where it started, but we can find it on traditional textile
decorative elements and also on the woodcarvings. But the stylisation of the motifs is
pretty different whereby it is a lot smoother on fabrics rather than carvings on the
wood."

The case studies were conducted in different, prominent places where the activity of
producing the artworks/craftworks/handicrafts occurred. These activities were conducted in
two different states on the Malaysian peninsula.
•

Woodcarving
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The researcher met with several woodcarvers in Terengganu at two different places, Seni
Ukiran Kayu Terengganu and Warisan Seni Ukir Kayu. While doing the case study of
traditional Malay houses In Kuala Berang, the researcher also managed to get some data
to support the study, as there, the craftspeople applied traditional woodcarvings onto the
house designs.
•

Batik and Songket

The case studies conducted regarding these cultural elements were conducted at Batik
and Songket industrial places alongside Jalan Pantai Cahaya Bulan located in Kelantan,
and Noor Arfa Craft in Chendering Industrial Complex, Terengganu.
Participants of the interview sessions suggested these places to conduct the case studies.
This is because they produce distinctive carvings and decorative elements with excellent
craftsmanship towards their products. However, the case study findings for Batik and Songket
will be presented in the next section when this study analyses the interviews concerning
fashions and textiles in Malaysia.
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Motifs in Malay Woodcarving

Figure 43: The researcher during case study field research investigating the motifs applied in traditional Malay
art

Figure 44: One of the motif drawings before the carving process began, showed to the researcher during the site
visit

The inspiration for motif compositions in woodcarving products is inspired from
different plant sources, such as tendrils, fruit, flower, stalk and leaf. Usually, the leaf motifs
and patterns are composed of odd numbers such as 1, 3 or 5, depending on the available
surface and the level of intricateness and details of the carving. The character of a leaf chosen
in regular carving usually includes the leaves that split 2, 3 and 5 - with an odd number. The
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two-part-split of leaf category consists of the 'daun jari buaya' of the aloe plant family, and
together with 'Daun Dala', a unique three-edged leaves tree, which consists of a 'Petola leaf'
and 'Peria leaf', a climbing-type plant which is from the bitter gourd plant family. The example
of a five-edged leaf carving motif is the 'Sekun leaf'. To produce a soft-finish carving, the leaf
is usually carved in a curved shape as in the character of the traditional shadow puppet
theatre motifs, the 'Wayang Kulit'.

Figure 45: Design elements on carved wood. Source: Shaffee (2011)

The plant stalk is the second essential element in influencing the carving motifs. The
stalk or shoot is considered the base and foundation of the carving structure as it connects
the designs onto one another. Commonly, the stalk is carved in an outlined drawing to ensure
that the carvings will balance in the artwork before the artisans apply the flower, leaf and
tendril motifs. Plants selected for the base, or outlining the idea (Lingkaran) of the stalk, are
from those that have nutritional, medicinal and also aesthetic values. Examples are: 'telinga
kera' (Henslowia Umbellata); 'sesayap leaf', a kind of climbing plant; 'kerak nasi' (Polianthes
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Tuberosa), a kind of herbal plant; 'telipot', a kind of lotus plant grown in the water; 'ketam
guri' which are leaves and flowers of a common grass; bayam peraksi, a kind of weed; and
'geroda' motifs, which are from the mythical mountain of the Hindu god Vishnu (all previous
Malay motifs that have long been established among the society). These motifs are then
combined with flowers and leaves and joined by the tendrils in a stylised form until it displays
a complete designed piece of woodcarving.

Flower Bud

Source (Vase)
Main Branches (Stalk)

Tendrils

Leaves

Fruit
Flower

Figure 46: Example of floral elements in composition on carving panel. Source of motifs: Vase

Regardless of what the purpose is of the carving itself, it holds a unique philosophy of
how the motifs are planned into the idea. The preliminary conception of carving is inspired
by how the carving is created from plant sources or how it begins with the reference of the
carving. It is linked to how it is inspired by natural sources, particularly plants in the Malay
world. The fundamental principles of woodcarving are also correlated with the primary source
or the beginning of growth. The term 'tumbuhan berpunca', or source of plants, symbolises a
special creation which originates from the same lineage in a drawing or design on the carving.
From this, it is evident that the idea and carving creation of Malay society in Peninsula
Malaysia is based on a floral motif or plant sources. There are six plant sources which are the
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origin of its growth. They are the seed, flower pot, earth, land, and secret source. In
introducing each idea or woodcarving design, the foundation or base (often described as
'tapak') begins with a story that is relevant to an underlying philosophy in life, which has a
beginning and an end. It clearly shows why each carving is inspired by the five plant sources
and should first begin at the beginning or base.
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5.3

Fashions and Textiles

5.3.1 Malaysian Fashion Scene
Since textiles and fashion deal with how we look based on what we are wearing, it is
mostly controlled and influenced by the culture of a society. In the past, textiles and fashion
were segmented as local culture changed, but with the growth of knowledge, practices and
beliefs, and not to forget the globalisation that affects the world today, we are turning
towards more global fashion consumerism. Malaysia is no exception, as a fast-growing
country economically and culturally, its society can see the vast differences as to how
traditional fashions and textiles are trying to adapt to the current lifestyle of today. As FAS2
observed:
"...the society, they are kinda like a sponge, where we absorb everything that was given
to us. It’s also funny where we don't actually know what we are wearing, but we are so
proud of it. I give you one example of how confused our society now. Let's look at this
new wave of 'hipster'. Is it our culture? Why do all Malaysian designers 'hipsterise' the
traditional clothing during the last Aidilfitri? Why do we appreciate this 'hipster' thing
so much, and blend it into our culture? And now we can see hipster coffee shops, hipster
restaurants, hipster here, hipster there, why?"
FAS1 added:
"Don't get confused between 'Baju Kurung' (women’s traditional wear) and 'Jubah'
(dress). We can see today that Jubah became popular among women to wear instead
of Baju Kurung. Jubah is actually outerwear for Arabic women, yet here, it becomes the
main dress. I didn't say it is wrong, but we blindly accept it and practise it differently,"
The Malaysian fashion scene seems to follow the trends of fashion outfits of today,
and the society seems to quite easily absorb any new fashion style. That is why one of the
issues about fashion in Malaysia is that the people tend to neglect the importance and value
of their traditional costume, which is one of their valuable cultural traditions. The job of
preserving tradition and culture through fashion is the responsibility of all, designer,
researcher, government and non-government body etc. They should understand global
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consumerism of fashion and how it affects the local culture. They also need to learn how
society interprets fashion these days, and whether it is more influenced by the global trend
of fashion style or by their own culture. In a country like Malaysia, local culture plays little
influence on consumerism and people are usually seen wearing trendy clothes matching the
global trend. Even though there are efforts to style traditional costumes to suit the current
fashion, it has been perceived to be outside the context of culture and traditions. FAS2
discussed this matter by giving examples and explanations by saying:
"...what makes it so off in the market now, let's talk about Jubah as an example. The
Jubah's shoulder should fall a little, but these horrible designers add shapes, darted
fittings, so it will be well shaped, follow the body, and in short, it is fit in cutting. Which
is against the culture of how our people wear clothes. One of the other examples is when
these methods of designing the Jubah or dress for the men, looks like Baju Kurung for
women. Oh my god, that is why it so off."
It is essential to learn how culture influences the fashion industry and to foresee social
and cultural movements to comprehend the fashion environment. It is a vital element in
cultural matrices not an isolated factor of accessories, clothing, or textiles, but one that is
connected to every aspect of our life. Fashion goes further than dress into the manner in
which we desire to live our lives. This explains how fashion influences our lifestyle. Fashion,
styles, the way we dress, are affected by the changes in cultural practices, just as
technological advancement, modernisation and art.
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5.3.1.1 Baju Kurung as Malaysian Fashion Identity
In an attempt to understand the Malaysian identity, the researcher discussed the
predominant entity that represents society by looking at this cultural context. Respondent
FAS2 responded by saying:
"I am not Malay, but I can say that Baju Kurung and Baju Melayu is the most dominant
element to represent Malaysia as an ethnically diverse country. You know, we even wear
Baju Kurung when we go to church, and most schoolgirls wear that to school even
though we have other choices."
GP6 seems to agree with the statement made by FAS2 when he said:
"On any given occasion, ceremonial or celebration, nationally or internationally, we
wear Baju Melayu when we represent our nation. Look at our athletes during any major
sports opening, when we march around the stadiums; we wear that kind of dress. That
is one example."
ART4 also added to the context by giving an opinion from different perspectives by saying:
"Do not look at these traditional dress as it is. They have meanings, the stitching,
layouts, silhouettes; and not just that, the Malay ethics in dress also reflects the dress
itself; the clarity, philosophies embodied in the design signifies the unique culture of
Malay society."
The use of traditional Malay clothes includes several types of men's and women's
apparel. In general, the use of Baju Kurung is often associated with the practices of Malay
customs. This evidence is closely related to the establishments of Islamic teachings in the
Malay community, believed to have been in the in the country since the 12th century. Baju
Kurung was born through the assimilation of culture that entered Malaya with foreign traders.
Baju Kurung is well-known for its loose design for both genders, according to the wishes of
Islamic clothing that demand their people to cover their 'aurat’21. The use of the original
Kurung Dress always accompanied with the wearing of a hood or head cover called

21

The intimate parts of human body that must be clothed as required by Islam.
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'Kelubung’22. However, the head cover was not part of female culture before the advent of
Islam. The same goes with the Baju Kurung worn by men. In the Malay historical writings,
shorts and narrow shirts were forbidden, and that action was taken by Temenggung Tun
Hassan, the Bendahara23 of Melaka and Johor Sultanate. It shows that the styling of this
traditional Malay wear was not a coincidence but blends an Islamic philosophy with the
culture of Malay society.

Figure 47: Baju Kurung for women. Source: Asliza (2015)

Figure 48: Baju Kurung for men.

22

An additional piece of cloth to cover the body. Kelubung also mean ‘wrap’ in English
An administrative position, chief minister or second only to the Sultan (king) in rank, power and authority. This
position is comparable to a vizier.
23
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During the interview with GP6, he elaborated a few things concerning this unique cultural
dress:
"Today we call 'Baju Kurung' for women, and 'Baju Melayu' for men. Originally, it is 'Baju
Kurung' regardless of which gender is wearing it. That is our traditional daily wear, and
there are different kind of fashions and cuts depends on the wearer's preferences."
Malay men and women wore Baju Kurung as their daily clothing in the past. Not only
in Malaysia, this kind of attire could be seen in most countries in the Malay Archipelago. The
shape of the neckline is loose and is categorised as a type of 'tunic' clothing. It is because to
wear the shirt, the wearer needs to tie the Baju Kurung around the head. Formerly the Kurung
shirts worn by the men were matched with a sarong. After various types of trousers were
introduced over the years, Baju Kurung began to be matched with trousers. The dresses used
by women are worn with sarong fabrics that are styled with a unique binding called 'Ikatan
Ombak Mengalun'. There are three types of Baju Kurung cuts for women, the Cekak Musang,
Potong Riau and Buluh Karung. The women wear this shirt with a Sarong cloth. Meanwhile,
men only wear Baju Kurung Cekak Musang and Baju Kurung Pesak Buluh, which are matched
with long trousers. The difference of the design lies in the neckline, 'kekek' and 'pesak', are
part of the shirt's construction. Male Baju Kurung is also better known as Baju Melayu. The
possibility of this name is given to differentiate the use of design between men and women.
5.3.1.2 Malay Ethics in Dress
The discussions concerning this fascinating cultural heritage in traditional dress then
moved to the ethics of the wearer. There is a clarity in the type of clothing in the Malay style
that makes the Malay dress a a whole thing in itself. GP5 stated that it refers to the cloth,
shirt and trousers that became the basis of clothing called 'three changes' or 'Tiga Persalinan'
and became complete when coupled with a headdress and belt; which is referred to as 'five
changes' or 'Lima Persalinan'. In the history of Malay society, they also limited the use of
colours that symbolise the stature of the sultanate or kings from being used by the general
public, for example, the colours of yellow and white are the priorities of the Malay rulers.
However, as observed by FAS1, the ethical rules in Malay clothing also emphasise
social symbolism which intends to protect the user's dignity. For example, for married
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women, when wearing a sarong, she should place a 'head of a cloth' or 'Kepala Kain' on the
back. If the one wearing a sarong is a virgin, then the head of the cloth must be on the front.
For men, when wearing a 'Sampin' (the kind of cloth tied around the waist, normally Songket,
or Batik etc.), the bachelor should wear it at knee length, while the married man wears it at
calf length. This method is indirectly an indication of the status of the user, and thereby acts
as a control of social interactions between the opposite genders according to the Malay
customs.
ART4 explained five ethical rules of dress in the Malay world; 1. the limit for 'Aurat',
2. Cloth that is too thin, 3. clothes that are too tight, 4. 'mengada-ngada'24 and 5. 'memandaimandai'25. These five ethics reflect the perfection of the Malay dress design, especially those
in the Baju Kurung, regardless of for men or women. Furthermore, the same applies to the
meaning of a button that closes the opening of the shirt, it is said to mean the divine, 'the
only god' of Allah. While the stitching of 'Tulang Belut' (a unique kind of stitching which can
only be made by hand) circling the neck means the strength of 'Ukhwah' or unity; shown in a
neat and tightly knit thread.

24

Malay term or phrases that usually implies annoyance. A person who ‘mengada-ngada’ is one who creates and
exaggerates a situation to get attention from people around him/her.
25
Malay term or phrases that implies someone who wants to be clever at something foolish.
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5.3.2 Malaysian Traditional Textiles
The next component studied in this cultural context is fabrics or textiles. When
discussing traditional Malaysian textiles, it directly points to Batik. Batik is the most significant
entity in traditional Malaysian clothes. There are other textiles traditionally made by the
indigenous people of Malaysia such as the Songket, Telepuk, Kain Pua and clothes with 'Seni
Tekat', but Batik is the most important, and it can easily be seen worn by Malaysians every
day. As a fashion designer and lecturer in the field, FAS2 observed:
"Well, I can say that Batik is the most dominant entity in Malaysian culture. We all
Malaysians acknowledge that."
FAS1 added to the issue by saying:
"...because we appreciate this heritage so much, we have fashioned these Batik designs
accordingly to our culture. Do not take Batik literally as how the Indonesians wear it,
and we tailored it to suit market trends, that's why Malaysian Batik is much more
elegant, beautiful, and rich in our own ways."
As one of the famous fashion and textile designers in Malaysia, FAS3 justified the situation
and suggested:
"these two elements can strongly justify the identity of Malaysians (Batik and Songket).
But as I can see, Batik is the most dominant, it carries beautiful visual representations
of the culture of the wearer, and it is powerful...it is worth for you to get to know more
of these two elements."
Based on the discussions with experts, this study believes that it needs to get more in-depth
knowledge of these two elements that strongly signify the Malaysian identity based on this
cultural context. However, what differentiates Malaysian textile design (particularly in Batik
and Songket) from those from the neighbouring countries? As FAS1 observed:
"I don't know if the public knows, but we (textile designers) can see the difference, and
there are no issues of who copied who. The motifs are obviously different, colour and
lots more where we can see it clearly."

188

Given the confusion among the public concerning Malaysian Batik , ARC1, ART3, FAS1
and GP2 all agree that Malaysians and their neighbouring countries belong in the same family
of what used to be the Malay Archipelago or Nusantara. So, there is no question of why the
Malaysian Batik have similarities in some aspects and not just that, but also in the context of
the lifestyle itself. As the discussion with the participants continues, this study has come to
conclusions where it will expand its field study concerning this matter by conducting case
studies. The case study aims at a more in-depth understanding concerning motifs used in
designing Batik, given that it is the predominant entity in this cultural aspect.

Malaysian Batik

Indonesian Batik

Figure 49: Visual differences between Malaysian and Indonesian Batik

The researcher carried out field studies to investigate traditional motifs applied to
Batik at Batik industries alongside Jalan Pantai Cahaya Bulan located in Kelantan, and Noor
Arfa Craft in Chendering Industrial Complex, Terengganu. These places were suggested by
FAS1, FAS3, ART3 and ART4 since they are producers of unique decorative textiles, particularly
Batik. Also, these places were the only ones left in the whole peninsula that are still actively
working on these cultural heritage products.
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5.3.3 Case Study
5.3.3.1 Traditional Batik
Batik art is known throughout most Asian countries. Batik were originally fabrics and
textiles for nobles and aristocrats, but today it has become common for all Malaysians to wear
it. Tracing the origin of batik design and production is difficult. Nevertheless, the Indonesians
are known to have influenced the batik making techniques in Malaysia as well as the
development of the designs. Batik is considered as one of the valued heritages to be
preserved. Batik is also recognised as one of the most decorated textiles to originate in South
East Asia. Today, after government efforts to encourage people to wear batik, it has become
everyday wear in Malaysia. Batik clothes are not specifically worn by the Malays; other races
also wear it as it has become synonymous with Malaysian society as a whole and it represents
the culture.
Given that Malaysia is a multi-ethnic country, batik design has changed to suit the
society. Since the batik industry involves many people, it has diverse and various perspectives
as there are so many talented designers working on designing the fabrics. There is also
assistance from the government where they encourage public servants to wear batik every
Thursday as their new dress policy. The government also gives funding to local organisations
which fight to sustain the batik industry in their making and designing processes. Given that
there is a variety of batik designs in the market, it has not moved away from the religious
influences in applying the motifs. As Islam is the main religion in Malaysia, it is forbidden to
depict any living figure in the motifs; hence, the motifs for batik in Malaysia are based on
nature.
Batik design has developed since locals started creating it. Batik in today’s Malaysia
has been following the current trends of society and has changed to suit the current fashions
and people’s tastes. To get to know the Batik design and motifs used in the work of batik art,
this research studied and examined various data to analyse the traditional motifs that are
available.
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5.3.3.2 Batik Motifs
There are various types of batik motifs ranging from the past until today. The study
also differentiates between batik produced 20 years ago and the batik of today. The motifs
and the application on fabrics also vary based on the fabrics used; batik on dress for certain
functions or occasions or batik for decorations (tablecloths, souvenirs, etc.). There are a great
many elements in forming the batik motifs. It is unique to see how this kind of traditional
motif still has high status for the batik designer of today.
Batik motifs in Malaysia are heavily influenced by the environment. They are
generated due to the sensitivity of local society to the environment and a strong belief in
Islamic teachings. For them what is exciting and contains the philosophy itself can be used as
a pattern. Therefore, this research can conclude based on findings that these motifs
demonstrate the unification of traditional society with nature. There are five types of natural
motifs that are transformed into interesting patterns or ornaments, and they are; 1. floral
motifs, 2. fauna motifs, 3. geometrical motifs, 4. the combination of human-made ideas, and
5. filling or 'Isen' motifs. This research has found that there are a large number of faunas
motifs in batik design of today even though the traditional Malay batik forbade artisans doing
it as it is against Islamic teaching. However, the explanations of doing it and how they are
applied are given in point 2 later.
Floral Motifs

Figure 50: Examples of floral motifs found on Batik

Several well-known floral motifs of local flowers were found when this research
analysed the batik design during the case study data collection. The application of decorative
floral motifs have been popular since the beginning of Malaysia's batik history as it is the
alternative to decorating the fabrics with living things, as such motifs contradict with Islamic
teaching. Foliated patterns and floral designs are dominant in Malaysian art. This study has
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found that most of the motifs used in designing batik are derived from local flowers. For
example, 'Bunga Cempaka' is manifested as a single print or a scattered pattern. Another case
is Bunga Buluh or bamboo flowers, inspired by the beautiful flowers of the bamboo grown on
the river bank. A tiny fragrant white petalled flower or 'Bunga Kerak Nasi' is designed in
various combinations with other motifs. Today, the national flower, Hibiscus Rosa-Sinensis or
'Bunga Raya' has recently become famous and can be found in most batik design in Malaysia.
Badan (Body)

Pinggir
(Margin)
Kepala (Head)

Tulang (Bone)

Figure 51: Batik anatomy and floral motifs analysed during case study.

The anatomy of the batik fabric, like human wearer, has all the parts named, such as
the body and the head. Different motifs are applied to both parts. The motifs applied to the
body part of the fabrics are usually a combination of floral leafs, flower petals, twigs and
flowers. The decoration and combination of the motifs will be in a single pattern or scattered
across the fabrics. For the head of the fabrics (Kepala kain), sometimes known as 'Gunung'
(mountain), the designer normally applies the motifs of 'pucuk rebung', a triangular shape of
traditional Malay medicinal plants.
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Fauna Motifs
Various fauna motifs can be found in traditional and contemporary batik design. At
the first stage after interviewing the experts, this research assumed that the use of fauna
motifs was entirely forbidden and avoided when designing Malaysian batik. But during the
case study the researcher discovered that there are many fauna motifs applied in batik design
today. Some of the living visuals and fauna motifs found on batik were butterflies, birds, hens,
deer, beetles and fish.

Figure 52: Some of the fauna motifs applied on Batik

The use of fauna motifs happens because some of them have a nostalgic significance
for existing Malay beliefs. This research believes that some of the fauna, for example, chickens
or fish, around the Malay village have long become their source of inspiration. Looking back
at the findings from the interviews, the Malay society was always inspired by what
surrounded them when doing their artworks. These fauna motifs became their influences,
and most of the motifs were surrounded with floral images. Where we can see how Islamic
teachings help most, is where the motifs have been stylised and highly modified up to the
point where they cannot be recognised in their original form except by their names. For
example, the hanging bee motifs or 'lebah bergantung', a hanging triangle shape which a
stylized form of bee that represents how important the bee is that produces honey to be used
as a medicine in traditional Malay life.
Some newly develop motifs were from the local societies’ activities or environment
such as the 'Jaring Ikan' motif which depicts the image of a net full of fish. However, it lost its
depiction of fish and became a composite pattern of petals and scales. There are also the
motifs related to weather; a depiction of a heavy rain cloud or 'Mega Mendung' is rather a
modern abstraction in design. There are also motifs based on stories such as the 'singing
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palace maid' or 'Dayang senandung' - an image telling a tragic story of a maid living in a palace.
Some modern Malaysia batik of today also has a depiction of the mythological Indonesian
bird, a giant Garuda, or phoenix, but this motif has been highly stylised, and they appear as
flowers rather than the bird itself.

Figure 53: Stylisations of Batik motifs influenced by flora and fauna

Regarding motifs and pattern decorations that have a significant role in designing
batik textiles, one of the other important factors is that it independently becomes a unique
visual and is considered as one of the motifs. The effects are created based on the designer’s
creativity. Without any plan, and just having a mental image of the background and various
techniques, effects are produced. No effect is repeatable, and indeed both their strength and
weakness are in their uniqueness and being non-recurrent.
Geometric Motifs
This research has analysed many batik examples to study the motifs used in decorating
the design. Given that the society is used to floral motifs, which is a non-geometric shape, the
geometric shape is a new touch in traditional batik design in Malaysia to create variety. The
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geometric motifs’ origin is very hard to explain given the time limitation of this study, but this
research has somehow managed to discover what is the most important aspect when it
involves using geometric elements in batik design. Geometric shapes are not the main
element, but appear to be the supplementary motifs which create a beauty when the creation
is completed. A combination of both geometric and non-geometric motifs lends attraction to
the fabrics as it plays around with a simple yet varied elements based on the Malaysian style
of batik.

Figure 54: Geometric motif examples that supplement the main Batik design

There are several geometric motifs with different functions when applied to the
fabrics. To decorate the bottom of the fabric or the 'kaki kain', sometimes called the fabric's
tooth or 'Gigi kain', the motifs used are the 'broken sword' (parang rusak), 'banji', 'swastika'
or clouds (pinggir awan). These motifs will form a straight-line drawing alongside the end of
the fabrics together with minimal, decorative geometric shapes such as triangular shapes
(representing the 'pucuk rebung' or 'lebah bergantung'). Some of the other shape to be added
on the line were shells and snails, but again, they were highly stylised and can barely be
recognised except by their name. To decorate 'batik Panjang', a batik produced in long lengths
of fabric for mass production before it is cut into small pieces, different kind of motifs are
used. This is because the availability of the batik block, the mould to guide the design, was
limited to small-scale production. In this case, the 'kawung' (four oval shapes) motif is used
as it is much simpler to be applied to long pieces of fabric. 'Ceplok' motifs, a rectangular
arrangement containing geometric shapes of flowers, birds or animals combined with barred
lines are the example of a uniquely developed geometric motif used by modern batik
designers today. Some other geometric motifs found during the case study were the 'keluk
pinggir awan persegi', 'pilin berganda', 'buntut siput' and 'jalur'.
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Figure 55: Geometric patterns that form the foundations of motif placements

Man-made Motifs

Figure 56: Example of man-made motifs applied on Batik

Newly discovered motifs were found during the case study which had been
established by batik designer for quite some time as it is the alternative to the current motifs
available. Usually, this kind of motifs can be found on a long piece of fabric or 'kain ela' as the
main decoration. The example of human-made motifs are 'abor', 'jaring ikan' (fish nets),
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'kampung' (village) and 'layang-layang' (kites). The reason why this kind of motif appeared in
modern batik design is that the artisans feel there is a significant need for the current
generation to appreciate the local traditions of their society when they wear batik. This new
human-made motif tells a story about the daily life activities of Malaysians in the past.

Figure 57: Examples of man-made motifs influenced by traditional local games of the local - the Wau
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Isen Motifs
'Isen' motifs are used to fill or add beauty and value to the decoration in batik design.
Normally 'Isen' motifs will be applied as a background or the pattern structure that set the
design. The example of 'Isen' motifs are 'ada-ada', 'atap' (roof), 'sirapan', 'berangan', 'cacah
gari', 'cantlel', 'cecek-cecek', 'cecek pitu', 'cecek sawut daun', 'galangan', 'grinsing', 'mata
dara', 'penutup', 'poleng', and 'sisik'. It is hard for this research to find the English terms for
these names as they are traditionally locally made and the names were based on the
experiences of the society in the past.

Figure 58: Examples of Isen motifs to complete the Batik design
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5.3.3.3

The Beauty of Traditional Textiles

The concept of beauty in traditional Malay art does not come from human genius but
from Islamic teaching and the belief in Islam itself.
FAS1 observes the issue by saying:
"We might not understand the Batik maker and all of his/her artworks, but through their
Batik's design, how they apply the motifs, it is very much portraying themselves, the
world they live in."
FAS3 also elaborated on this, being more specific about the context of Malaysian Batik. He
stated that:
"Of course, Batik resembles Malays in this Malay Archipelago, no doubt. And yes, it’s
very Islamic in the application. We don't see dragons on the motifs, or humans, or other
than nature. That is one of the ways of how they (the Batik maker) expressed
themselves."
The beauty of every piece of artwork is portrayed and hidden in the individual’s talent,
which has everything to do with discipline and intimacy with the artistic process of the work
as a whole. Hence, the beauty and uniqueness of Batik and other traditional textiles rest in
the motifs and patterns that decorated the cloth. Malay society respected and admired
nature and their surroundings; therefore, they incorporated flora and fauna into their textiles.
For example, the use of jasmine flowers in a lady's hair indicates that they love the sweet and
pleasant smell. Therefore, the jasmine plant is usually grown in their garden. In Batik and
Songket, the motif of jasmine flowers always decorates the 'Teluk berantai' pattern at the
body of the cloth and at the end of the fabric.
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5.4

Traditional Activities: Sports and Games

5.4.1 Transformation of Communal Activities Today
Malaysia has much local heritage and an incredible history that are useful for the
present generation's successful progress. But this cultural heritage is getting lost and
forgotten due to the rapid development of lifestyle and technology. TG1 and TG3 both agreed
that this situation has caused traditional games to gradually become extinct over time. DES5
and DES6 both agreed that today's younger generation is more fascinated with the latest tech
and video games than with the conventional games. This heritage might have been forgotten,
but there are efforts by government, organisations and non-government bodies to preserve
this. However, the impact cannot easily be seen as the people do not much significance in it.
Before discussions concerning traditional games started, TG2 begins by saying:
"Communal activities like those shown on the television, or as we have been told, are
rarely seen nowadays. These traditional games are what defined societies during their
times, the interaction, ukhwah, togetherness...they are not totally forgotten, at least
schools have put an effort to put it as one of the choices of activities during Pendidikan
Jasmani (sports module of the subject in primary and secondary schools)."
Malaysian's strong sense of community is reflected by their pastimes - and one of
them is traditional games. Today, as the interviewees stated, these activities are still played
by local children, during sports activity hour in primary school, or as a communal activity
during festival celebrations. . Today, society is more exposed to other entertainments such as
digital games, television, cinemas, shopping centres etc. Moreover, in the literature it states
that Malaysian society is more interested in elite sports brought by the colonialisers, such as
football, volleyball, rugby etc. As a result, , the creative and sporting faculties of the locals,
especially children, are not stimulated as in the past - they lack physical activities, real human
interaction and the most important thing, the sense of being in a community.
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5.4.2 Traditional Sports and Games: The Cluster and Understanding
There are a few different understandings when placing the type of play and games in
the traditional sports and games cluster. When this question was put to local people in
general, they talked about activities which involve the use of surrounding materials to create
a game and are played with specific rules that are agreed upon together. From the
government’s perspective, as GP2 explained, traditional sports and games are clustered
together with some activities including martial arts, and small-scale theatre performances.
What they all have in common are that these activities are communally executed; there are
real human interactions; and involve lots of physical movement.
In general, traditional Malaysian play (sports and games) can be divided into two main
categories, 'permainan Anjung' (indoor games) and 'permainan Laman' (outdoor games).
Permainan Anjung is the simple, limited movement and more relaxed-type of games that are
usually played indoors and by women. Examples of these games are Congkak, Dam Haji, and
Batu Seremban. Meanwhile, permainan laman is the type of game that needs a large play
area and lots of active movements such as galah panjang, konda-kondi and sepak raga. From
the government’s point of view, TG1 said:
"We have been working towards preserving these valuable heritages by having public
activities, with the help of people, we can do that. It aims at using culture as an aid to
foster racial integration."
These traditional games can help in realising the government’s agenda of '1 Nation Malaysia'
or 'Gagasan 1 Malaysia' which is based on the unique touch of the art form in culture by
reinforcing relations among the community. Meanwhile, the government hopes that in the
future, by reintroducing these traditional activities into society, it will help strengthen the
relationships among people and build a community that is more appreciative of traditions
and heritage and practising local values in their daily lifestyle.
The next table explains the cluster of traditional sports and games based on the
interviews with experts. The classification of these traditional activities has been established
at the national level to make the public understand where there is need for future study.
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Table 30: Activities Cluster - Source: Visit Malaysia Tourism Department and Heritage Department, agencies
under Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Industry

Cluster

Types

Indoor
1

Play and Games
Outdoor

Activities/Games
•
•
•
•
•
•

2

3

4

Registered under
UNESCO

Martial Arts

Performances

Congkak
Batu
Selambut
Wau
Gasing
Sepak
Manggis
Sepak
Takraw

Indoor

•

None

Outdoor

•
•
•

Rampanau
Cari Cucu
Tarik Upih

•

•

Descriptions
Games, which are simple to play,
during free time or at family
gatherings.
Games which require a large
space for active movements, and
are usually played during the
evening with the neighbourhood.
It is more like a daily social
activity.
An effort made by the Heritage
Department to open the eyes of
the world to the beautiful culture
of Malaysian society.

Silat

Even though Silat is a Martial Art,
the government had categorised
it under 'Games and Pastimes'
given that it is also one of the
activities that is sometimes
performed by the locals during
leisure time.

Wayang Kulit

Wayang Kulit is a small-scale
theatre performance that draws
together playfulness and puppet
show. This performance has the
elusive quality and beautiful
simplicity of a shadow play.
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5.4.3 Case Study: Wau as Malaysian Identity
5.4.3.1 Developing the Case Study
The researcher found out that it was hard for him to identify experts that work in the field of
Malaysian traditional sports and games. As a result, this matter was discussed with personnel
working at museums and the National Heritage Departments. However, during the
interviews, the interviewees themselves said that they were not experts in the field, but only
in cultural research as a whole. This situation is because, as GP2 observes:
"I can say that you have put an effort in searching people that can really talk about this,
but we couldn't identify them ourselves, we are working on it, yes, in the general context
of traditional games, we have some knowledge or info, but talking as an expert, maybe
not"
The researcher discussed this matter with ART4, giving that he has vast knowledge concerning
Malaysian culture. When the discussion was about traditional games, he began by saying:
"We have some of the artefacts here displayed, and some of the written info to tell the
people what the artefact is about, but I couldn't suggest any experts to discuss
regarding this."
The researcher struggled to find the correct person to discuss about this cultural context, due
to the lack of information available to the public. To find Malaysian identity based on these
cultural perspectives is quite problematic as the resources such as documents and experts
are quite limited. TG1 suggested:
"You don't have to go through all of them, for a start, let us just focus on Wau (kite), it’s
a strong visual representation used by MAS (Malaysia Airlines), our tourism
advertisements and much more."
TG1, TG2, DES2 and DES5 agreed that Wau should be one of the elements that strongly
signifies Malaysian identity based on this cultural context. However, the limited amount of
information and resources then led to GP2 suggesting:
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"You can have a look at JMBRASS's documents at the National Archive to dig more on
this maybe our blogs, but of course, deep research regarding its originality needed to
form the foundation of Malaysian identity and to signify it as one of those elements."

Figure 59: Several images of Wau as an influence or to commemorate certain events in Malaysia retrieved from
Warisan Kelantan (2015).

Based on the discussions with interviewees, the researcher constructed a field study
to understand more about the uniqueness of Wau. The case study aims at understanding the
origin of Wau, how it became established among societies, and design elements that can
reflect the belief of the locals. The methods of approaching the data were through document
analyses, observations and site visits. The visits and observations were conducted at the
famous old Wau maker’s house in Pantai Cahaya Bulan, owned by Wan Anuar Sapie, and a
visit to the Wau museum at Pantai Sri Tujoh. Both these places were in Kelantan where the
famous Malaysian kite of Wau Bulan is still being made and played.
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5.4.3.2 Overview
As TG1 observes, this traditional game contains the authentic elements of Malay
culture. This can be seen in the form and design of the pattern found on the Wau. The origins
of the actual Wau activities are not recognised even in some Malay History books that
mention the game. However, as DES5 stated, most people think that this game started in the
reign of Sultan Mahmud Shah (1488-1511). This opinion is based on the book ‘Sulalatus
Salatin’ or The Malay History which tells about the game. Wau making and its activities are
one of the communal activities of society, especially for the states in the Northern Peninsula
such as Kelantan, Terengganu, Kedah and Perlis. The game has become a common activity
held during festivals that celebrate the end of the harvest seasons.

Figure 60: The researcher while doing more in-depth study concerning the origins of Wau by talking to the kite
makers. Photo was taken at Galeri Wau Pak Sapie.

Today, Wau has become a business in several parts of the country in Malaysia,
particularly in the east of the peninsula. The states of Kelantan and Terengganu have the
largest industry of making kites in the world. Malaysian society believes that the art of making
kites is so important as it elaborates the symbolism connected to the human soul as well as
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the operation of magic and shamanism. This art of kite-making is said to be related to the
well-known tale, and famous traditional theatre performance - the Mak Yong. The content in
these two traditional activities have similarities and the beliefs of the origins of the games
(Wau) and theatre (Mak Yong), are the story of Dewa Muda.
5.4.3.3 Wau and the Relations to Dewa Muda (Young Goddess) Tales
Wau or Kite was invented by in China where the ideal materials for building it are
readily available; fabrics made out from silk for kite sailing and resilient bamboo for a
lightweight yet sturdy frame. The date and origins of the arrival of this traditional game of
Wau in Malaysia cannot be confirmed accurately. This research has reviewed several
documents and discussed Wau histories with the museum curators as well as kite makers
during the field study, and the researcher can conclude that it evolved from the Chinese kite.
This is because the basic shape of the Wau in Malaysia has similar characteristics with
traditional kites from China. In Malaysia, the locals used wide wooden leaves to construct the
frame of the Wau.

Figure 61: Discussions with museum curators concerning the origin of Wau

According to the origins that are closer to the myth, the story of Wau begins when the
Dewi (goddess) Dewa Dani gives birth to Dewa Muda (Young Goddess). Bidan Ketujuh (The
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Seventh Midwife) who helps Dewi Dani give birth throws the Dewa Muda placenta into the
sea. Dewa Muda's mother (Dewi Dani) who went to meditate in space right after giving birth
to her child felt strange being there, so she went down to the earth to the 'Medan Kulum
Laman Yang Rata' (a sacred place based on the tales). She saw that her child's placenta was
floating on the river Nile. She then took the placenta and restored it to become a god named
'Awang si Jambul' and the placenta's wall was transformed into a frame for Dewa Muda's kite
as a present.
To prepare the Wau, Dewi Dani took several influences from her son as inspiration to
complete the present. She took Dewa Muda's heat rashes to become a flower as the
decorative elements of the Wau, his hands as the wings, his feet as the hands and body of the
Wau, and his hair as the 'Jambul' (crown) of the Wau. According to the myth, when Dewa
Muda flew the Wau, the arch will sound with twelve different languages and styles. According
to the origins of this tale, a Wau which does not have an arch or the arch does not sound with
this twelve languages and styles, is not fit to be called a Wau, it will then be just a kite.

Figure 62: Suhaimi explains the anatomy of Wau based on the tale of 'Dewa Muda' and the society’s beliefs
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5.4.3.4 Decorative Elements on Wau: Malay Aspects of Life
The story of how the traditional game of Wau evolved emerged from a bigger scale in
the context of the Srivijaya empire, Malay Langkasuka and the cultural intermingling between
the societies in the Malay Archipelago. But since Islam came in around the 14th century, the
belief in the mystical tales, and the practice in shamanism and animism had slowly faded
away, and this traditional game had been given Islamic and more local cultural colouring.
In Malay society, there are several types of Wau played by the locals such as Wau
Tukung/Kekek, Wau Barat, Wau Kucing, Wau Merak etc. but Wau Bulan is the most famous.
At the beginning, when Wau was trying to adapt to the local societies, there were not so many
decorative elements as people see today. The graphics and beautiful decorative aspects, such
as the flora, fauna and geometrical shapes on Wau that the people can recognise today
started in the ‘60s. It all began when the artisans and craftsmen in Kelantan and Terengganu
implemented the motifs of local traditional culture onto the Wau surfaces (paper). The colour
of the papers used to construct the Wau was often the royal colours of gold, silver, maroon
or Jade green. Wau of today can be divided into three categories; 1. Wau that can be flown
up to 500 feet, 2. Wau for decoration, and 3. Wau that is beautiful.

Figure 63: The researcher during the field study to investigate the uniqueness of Wau and its decorative elements
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The motifs used in designing the Wau were usually influenced by the walls and craft
elements on Malay traditional house, the ‘Keris’ hilt, and the body of Malay traditional boats
etc. Then the decorative elements within and surrounding the dominant character of the
motifs usually came from the Malay floral world such as Pokok Ketumbit, Pokok Bunga Tikam
Seladang, Pokok Ketam Duri and Pokok Bunga Raya.
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5.5

Traditional Foods and Cuisines
Malaysia has been well recognised as a food paradise throughout the world, and this

recognition does not come by accident; it is due to the uniqueness of being a multi-ethnic
country. That is one of the results of synergistic effects brought by the mix within the
societies. Furthermore, Malaysia culinary heritage has been further enriched by what it
shares with the neighbouring countries around the regions. Even though there are lots of
developments and modernisations affecting the lifestyle of the society of today, Malaysians
still manage to preserve their proud heritage of cuisine and gastronomy. Because of that,
Malaysia is among few places in the world where people can find an amalgamation of
varieties and flavours of heritage food, which then gives proof to the famous tagline
established by the government's tourism agency, ‘Malaysia, Truly Asia’.

5.5.1 The Quest for National Identity: The Definition of Malaysian Food
Based on the interview, the interviewees mentioned that there is no exact definition
to answer the question of 'What is Malaysian food?'. FO1 says:
"There is no exact or firm decision to signify the question of 'What is Malaysian food'.
But based on my experience, Malaysian food is the amalgamation of flavours and
tastes. However, you need to be able to differentiate between Malaysian foods and
ethnic foods, as the similarities between these two types of foods are what I believe
signifies the term of Malaysian food, which will then justify the Malaysian identity."
FO1 then elaborates further:
"Every Malaysian food such as Char Kuey Teow, Mee Goreng Mamak...has all the
similarities with the base ingredients used when making them. These kinds of fresh
ingredients found in those foods were native to the land, and the same kind of base
ingredients found in the ethnic food of the Malays. I think some point there did justify
what Malaysian foods are I guess."
The quest of finding the explanation for Malaysian food then led the interview to
discuss previous research made by scholars about the foreign elements in the local cuisine.
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The closest term that can define Malaysian food so far, and has been discussed by the scholars
in this field is: Malaysian food is the real fusion cuisine. This term fits in associating the
characteristics of Malaysian food because of the synergistic force brought by the
intermingling of the diverse ethnic groups. The most important thing to define the cuisine of
Malaysian is the use of local ingredients, ingredients that are native to the land. Then, the
exciting part is where the root of all these cuisines found in Malaysia is – with the Malay

5.5.2 Malaysian Food of Today
The interview then discussed the few examples of food that can be categorised as
Malaysian foods, such as the 'Mee Rebus', 'Mee Goreng Mamak', 'Char Kuey Teow', and
'Rojak'. These foods use ingredients such as dried chillis, dried spices normally used by
Indians, and 'Kuey Teow' or mee for the dishes, which is a staple of the Chinese. But all of
these foods have one thing in common, which is the use of ingredients that can be found in
all traditional Malaysian cuisine - wet spices such as fresh lemongrass, turmeric, 'Cili Padi' and
galangal. The interviewees also suggested that other than these cuisines, we can classify it as
ethnic food.

Figure 64: Example of fresh ingredients in Malaysian cuisines and Malay traditional cookery. Source: Vermillion
(2016)

The local cuisine that can be found in Malaysia regardless of which ethnicity is
preparing it uses ingredients that can be found in this land. It has also been suited to the taste
and lifestyle of the people; as culture develops, so does the food. FO2 then discussed an
example of a so-called western food that cannot be found in any western countries; the
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'Chicken Chop'. This is one of the examples of outside culture that has been adopted here and
tailored to suit the local culture and lifestyle, and is also based on available ingredients. When
the British came to Malaya (the name used before the Federation of Malaysia build in 1963),
one of the favourite foods for the officers was Chicken Maryland, and this dish was cooked
and served by the Chinese, who were employed by the British to work in the kitchen. When
the British left, Chicken Maryland was still there, but the taste and look developed over the
years due to the availability of ingredients. Around the ‘90s, when the Kopitiam culture
started growing, developed by the Chinese, they brought Chicken Maryland into their
businesses as part of the western menus, and then the name changed to Chicken Chop.

Figure 65: Chicken Chop, western menu that has been tailored to suit local taste

Looking at the Malaysia’s historical and geographical situation, the culture of the
society is quite similar to the communities in neighbouring countries such as Brunei,
Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand, as agreed by ARC1, ART3, FAS1 and GP2. Given that,
it is difficult to make a firm claim that certain cuisine is genuinely Malay or Malaysian because
the use of ingredients and cooking methods have influenced each other. However, in this
study and from the interviews, it has been agreed that the traditional Malaysian food of today
and in the past, have been improvised by the locals to suit their taste and were based on the
availability of ingredients they have. Every cooking method, technique and ingredient used in
Malay cuisines has a unique flavour, taste and aroma, depending on the settlement area and
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the assimilation or intermingling process with other local societies. The availability of
ingredients also results in a distinct form, taste and aroma of Malay cuisine from other
regional ethnicities.

5.5.3 Local Food Practices: Source of Ingredients
Unique traditional types of equipment, the use of fresh ingredients, spices and herbs,
and cooking methods, are the secret behind the uniqueness of real Malay cuisine. In the past,
the Malays found or harvested the main ingredients for their cookery from the backyard, or
in the woods - which made it an exciting experience in the culinary world. This interesting fact
then led to the development in the rural areas or so-called 'kampung' (as the Malays live in
the rural areas made by the British by their policy of 'divide and rule'). 'Kampung' houses (or
‘Malay houses’ as stated by most interviewees) have an element particular to itself - the
garden. Malay houses will have a garden as part of their culture, and it has been shown to act
as the essential cognitive and intrinsic values based on its functional characteristics. Malay
house gardens act as a provision of food, shade, cosmetic (decorations) and even a source of
medicine. In Malay culture, the gardens sustain the community by supporting the economy
in providing food for the family and sharing with the community. The discussion about the
resources for Malay cookery have stated that the garden, together with the availability of
other resources that add up to local Malay practices, creates delicious, flavourful, unique and
authentic recipes.
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5.6

Religions and Festival Celebrations
Based on the literature review, this research has chosen seven cultural components

to be researched and understood. There are many other social activities under the cultural
matrices, but the researcher decided to select just these seven components to represent
Malaysia as this study feels that it is enough to justify and create good Malaysian identity
products by looking at the components chosen. Two of them were religions and festivities.
From the field study, and by looking at the data gathered, this study feels that these two
components need to be combined as they are so closely related to each other. In this section,
this research will discuss and describe the situation in Malaysia today, where people of
diverse religions and ethnicities are co-existing seemingly in relative peace, understanding
and respect for each other. However, society remains separated institutionally, creating a
situation that has been described as ethnic diversity.

5.6.1 Religions in Malaysia
REL1 and REL2 agreed that, in most situations, religions and beliefs tend to coincide
with ethnicity. Malays are by definition Muslim, Chinese are Buddhist, Indians are Hindus, and
others might be Christians or other animism beliefs. Islam has a long history in this country.
As stated by FO1 and GP2 based on National Cultural Policy 1971, Islam has been said to be
the root of identity that shaped the Malay world. Nevertheless, Islam in Malaysia has also
contained some foreign elements of pre-Islamic Malay custom called 'adat', as described by
ART3. As for the Chinese and their main religion, Buddhism, the faith was a practice from
Mahayana school and is deeply inspired by Taoism, Confucianism and other beliefs from their
ancestors. There are some Chinese who are Christians, and Muslims, the same as the Indians,
with their original religion is Hinduism, but some of them are Christians and Muslims. The
majority of the indigenous people in Sabah and Sarawak are Christians, though there are also
animists and Muslims among them. Orang Asli, the indigenous people of peninsula Malaysia,
practised various forms of animism, though many have been converted to other religions,
mostly either Islam or Christianity, in recent years.
Historically, this multicultural society lived side by side but remained culturally and
institutionally separated. This situation is one of the moves practised by the colonisers, using
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the term 'divide and conquer' where certain ethnicities work in a certain economic sector. As
ARC1 observed:
"When I was a kid, I was thrilled when I have the opportunity to visit my father in KL,
which is a big city and I only heard stories about them before I have the chance. I was
living in Kampung most of my childhood. When I went there, it is quite surprising where
in this Islamic country, we struggle to find Halal food there."
Malays normally live in villages, or so-called 'kampung'. The Malay society engages in
agriculture, fishing, craft arts and handicrafts, and other traditional activities. But, there are
also numbers of Malays who live in urban centres or small towns; however, their number is
not significant. There are also Chinese living in the villages with the Malays, they are often
called the 'resident stranger', and they act as a middleman between Malay peasants working
in the village and markets in town where they sell their goods. But most Chinese live in towns
where they were 'assign' for the trading activities, or some of them lived near the tin mines.
As for Indians, most of them lived in rubber estates, but there are also Indians residing in
towns and engaged in the trading and services activities. Historically, ARC1 describes that the
intermingling between ethnics was rarely taken place except in the market during the trade
activities. In addition to that, the society even has their own school for their children for each
of the communities. But today, the separation is no longer that complete where this study
can say that there is a certain degree of interaction between the communities. The population
is mixed in town and cities, though in varying degrees. The societies are working together to
achieve their goal regardless of what ethnicity they are.
Religious diversity has been one of the Malaysian characteristics since its
independence. Given that there is a diverse culture in the society which involved differences
in all cultural aspects, there is a serious question about how Malaysia is very successful in
meeting the challenges of religious diversity? In answering the question, this study has
interviewed several experts in the field, to get ideas about what the government or
authorities have done to promote goodwill among followers of the many religions in this
country. Also, this research had been asked by some of the interviewees to look at the effort
by society to foster understanding and goodwill between the various religious groups.
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At the very top level, Islam has been made the official religion of this country, and the
Constitution guarantees the freedom of worshipping any belief. Therefore, other religions are
freely and visibly practised everywhere in Malaysia. The Malaysian government supports
Islamic religious establishments and has infused Islamic values into all government
administrations throughout the country. Another effort by the government to promote
goodwill, harmony and understanding between the people was the conscious attempt to give
national significance to religious festivals. As REL3 observe:
"Unlike any other countries, we allow people to burn firecrackers whenever they want.
We know that these are part of their celebrations, so nothing much to discuss. I guess
during Chinese New Year, for example, the Malay also burn firecrackers for fun (while
laughing)."
The festivals in Malaysia are celebrated not only by the adherents of that particular
religion but also enjoyed by the rest of society. Aside from making these festivities public
holidays, the government also started to organise 'open houses' at both national and state
levels to celebrate the festivals. Therefore, Aidilfitri is celebrated not just by Muslims, but by
people of other religions too. This situation applies to all festivals, regardless of how big or
small they are. The celebration of festivals with these government's organised 'open houses'
will be attended by national or state leaders, who will always remind the people of the need
to embrace religious diversity as one of the key elements of culture.
For the efforts made by the non-government bodies or civil societies, Malaysians can
see that there are lots of organisations playing their role in fostering harmony among people
by looking at diversity in religions. The researcher has made a quick review on some literature
and found examples of the organisations working on this matter. They are Institute of Islamic
Understanding, Islamic Economic Development Foundation of Malaysia, the Malaysian
Chinese Muslim Association, Hindu Sangam, Council of Churches, etc. During the early days
as an independent country, the government had long foreseen the importance of having
inter-faith cooperation to maintain harmony within society. Due to that, in 1956, a year
before national independence, there was an exploratory religious meeting held in Kuala
Lumpur. After that, a few groups emerged due to the awareness of the importance to have
the inter-faith religious understanding. One was the Malaysian Interfaith Cooperation which
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later changed into MIRO, the Malaysian Inter-religious Organisation, Aliran Kesedaran
Negara, MCCBCHS, the Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism
and Sikhism, and INSaF, the Interfaith Spiritual Fellowship. All of them strive to foster wellbeing at the national level by promoting religious harmony and providing society with a
platform and means for the communities of various faiths to sit together and discuss common
principles embraced in all religions.

Figure 66: The most remembered racial riots which erupted on 13th May 1969. All Malaysians know and
remember this day and hope that it will not happen again. Source: Comber (2013)

These organisations had lots of discussions among themselves and with the
authorities to put themselves in-line with the national agendas, and of course to suit the
needs of National Cultural Policy, 1971. All of them, including individuals, played their role in
promoting goodwill, understanding and harmony among societies of diverse religious groups.
Though, despite the coexistence efforts by both civil organisations and authorities to maintain
peace in the community, the harmony relished by the people was been breached at some
points. In the past 20 years, three cases were noted as the tensest situations regarding interfaith harmony. The first was the word 'Allah' being banned for the use in churches; the second
was the freedom of faith; and the third was the declaration of Malaysia as an Islamic state.
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This study has discussed these three main issues to get an understanding of how this situation
could have possibly happened.
Given that the situation happened and hopefully would not repeat itself in the future,
the issue of education was pointed out by GP3 and GP6 as a suggestion to maintain interreligious harmony among the different groups. This research has summed up that there are
two major solutions to counter the issue of inter-faith tension in the future by looking at the
early multicultural education and types of school in Malaysia. GP3 went on the discussion by
saying:
"This is one of the steps to understanding the culture. We know that this country was
built based on the strength of their belief in religions, and from there they can
understand the culture better."
Having agreed with the same point, GP6 then elaborated further by saying:
"The integration between ethnics will never happen if we have different schools for
different ethnics. Why don't you put them together during their early education, why
separate them? That's why they don't understand why we are together in the first
place."
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5.6.1.1 Education Stream – Barriers to Ethnic Integration
This research then reflected on the issues within education in Malaysia - the types of
school. Malaysian education systems performed very well during the early days after
independence. During that time, the Malays, as the indigenous people in the country who
fought for freedom from the British, dominated the country in every aspect but gave
opportunities to other races to develop at the same time. There were no significant issues
that could bring tensions among ethnicities, and the integration between races seemed to be
going very well. Looking at the education system in Malaysia, the government allowed several
types of school specifically for each race (alternative streams or ethnic schools) rather than
just a National School (mainstream education), or 'Sekolah Kebangsaan'.
This ‘ethnic segregation’ showed tolerance but was one of the emerging features of
Malaysia's education system. The first aim of Malaysia's education system during
independence was to act as a unifying force for the country's multi-ethnic society. However,
the underlying difficulty was that the alternative streams, or ethnic schools, were allowed to
coexist alongside the mainstream education built by the government. Hence, these ethnic
schools did not reinforce the national agendas of fostering racial integration, as in the
mainstream education or National Schools (Sekolah Kebangsaan). Alternatively, these ethnic
schools were divided along ethnic lines when looking at their language of teaching, curiculum
and practices. These situations became critical when these alternative schools were in
competition to rather than complementary or supplementary with the mainstream
education.
The segregation of ethnicity has displayed a deep-seated issue in the systems of
education in Malaysia. Given that school is one of the vital agents in socialising the
community, continuing ethnic separation has become one of the causes for concern that
prevents interaction between races. The racial separation problems in Malaysia's education
system have become more serious as each culture evolves, and they start demanding a
position in society. In the early days of independence, the government believed that by
allowing the alternative stream of education to coexist with the mainstream, it would foster
excellent ethnic relations as it showed tolerance by the government. The government felt it
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was important to preserve each ethnicity’s culture as they are precious - and education is one
of the ways of doing that.
As has been stated in this literature review of this study (page 45, paragraph 2),
Malaysian society is largely diverse, and people can speak different languages (the Malay
language is the primary language for interaction), have different cultures, are diverse in
religions and beliefs, all of which act as barriers to interaction between ethnicities.
Furthermore, most children before school age, regardless of ethnicity, have only brief
encounters with members of other ethnicities. Due to that, education and schools act as the
main platform upon which all ethnicities can interact and come together to achieve a
significant point of understanding. In education, there could be at least small possibilities that
can make up all the fundamental differences that have segregated them into disparate units.
The interaction between ethnicities can, among other things, develop a practical sense of
inter-cultural integration.
The aim for Malaysia's education system is to foster national integration among
societies, and the standard platform for doing that is on the mainstream education or 'Sekolah
Kebangsaan' where all ethnicities, stays under one roof, and learn the same module of study.
But, at the same time, the government allows the alternative streams or ethnic schools to
coexist alongside the mainstream, as an act of tolerance, to fulfil different needs and interests
in a belief that it will help to preserve their culture. The alternative stream education have
their own modules of education and claim to be under close supervision by the government.
But, these alternative streams are very much divided along ethnic lines. Due to that, as
education evolved, they have severely impaired the avowed purpose of using education as a
medium to foster ethnic integration and nation-building. The interviewees said that, as this
research concludes, the coexistence of the alternative streams or 'Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan'
alongside the mainstream would not create problems if there were no division created along
ethnic lines. But somehow, as this study can see today, they have evolved into competing
elements, rather than supplementary forces, which are capable of challenging the
mainstream. Society might say that the availability of the alternative streams is significant for
the notion of diversity in this multicultural society, but diversity has to be achieved in the
central and broader context of national unity.
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5.6.1.2 Why does the Malaysian Government allow Alternative Stream Schools?
This research then tried to find when all of this issue started. Having various types of
school is one of the policies implemented by the British when this study reviewed the 'laissezfaire' policy introduced by them during the colonial period. In this policy, children of
immigrants, Chinese and Indians, who came to the country in the early 20th century to work
as indentured labourers, were allowed to go to school or a vernacular education, which was
in their mother tongues, while the indigenous population, the Malays and all other Bumis,
were encouraged to attend the Malay-medium schools. Therefore, this study believed that a
divisive force was already there before independence, in a belief to support the need of this
ethnically plural population. When Malaysia achieved independence, out of political
suitability, this divisive system in the education of primary schools was allowed by the
government as one of the elements in the education of this country.
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5.6.2 Festival Celebrations in Malaysia
In this section where this study discusses the cultural element of festivals in Malaysia,
the researcher went to several organisations and met peoples to talk about it. Unfortunately,
some problems occurred as it was challenging to obtain data or find experts in this field.
Looking at the previous data collection gained from other cultural components, the
outcome of the discussion can quickly point to the elements that answer the question that
relates to the design aspects such as design elements in Malay traditional architecture, motifs
in local textiles, art concepts in making the traditional games pieces of equipment etc.
However, the study could not find experts that could talk about this cultural context.
Therefore, the researcher needed to construct a new way of gaining the data required. As a
result, there are two steps in collecting data for this. First, the researcher used the data gained
from literature to guide the discussion concerning elements within festival celebrations in
Malaysia. There was not much to get to know regarding this cultural context, as GP2
observed:
"Before this, we have pamphlets that tell the public regarding this matter, but as you
can see in front (the Heritage Department reception), there are none left. Maybe we
have stopped printing it. And I believe we don't have any expert to talk about this here
or anywhere that I know."
In solving this study issue concerning data collection, GP2 suggested that:
"You can find lots of detail about the festival celebration on our website, and JKKN as
well, they have lots of info related to it.
The researcher went to JKKN , but unfortunately, they couldn't provide any person
who could talk specifically about this. As a result, based on GP2’s suggestion, this research
used the data from literature as the sole information concerning this matter. The researcher
then used the data gained from secondary research as the guideline to discuss designers’
approach in designing Malaysian identity products based on this cultural context. This study
has managed to identify two companies that are actively involved in this matter. A
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combination of these two perspectives create a better understanding of the active elements
that create the uniqueness of festivities in Malaysia.
Malaysia has been promoted as being a 'Truly Asian' country for many years now, and
there are good reasons why they have been described as that. Malaysia is home to diverse
ethnicities who still endure the practice of religions and cultures of their forefathers. Also, in
the spirit of Malaysia’s multicultural identity, many of these religious and cultural festivities
are enjoyed by society as a whole and celebrated nationwide, regardless of ethnicity and
beliefs.
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5.6.2.1 Celebrated Festivals
As stated in the literature (Section 3.3.1, paragraph 2), Malaysian society consists of
diverse ethnicities, with three major ethnic groups: the Malay, Chinese and Indians, along
with many smaller minority groups. Given that situation, Malaysians celebrate numbers of
festivals according to the religious belief of its people. As for the Malays, they celebrate
festivals such as the Aidilfitri, Aidiladha, Early Muharram, etc. The Chinese in Malaysia
celebrate festivals such as the Chinese New Year and Chap Goh Meh, with cultural activities
like the lion dance and Chingay. The Hindus celebrate Deepavali, and Thaipusam, where they
all gather and make their way up to the Batu Caves. The famous celebration in Sabah and
Sarawak is Gawai Dayak and Tadau Keamatan. These two celebrations are of significance as
the occasion to mark the rice harvesting season.
5.6.2.2 Effects of Various Festival Celebrations in Malaysia
Religious festivals celebrated in Malaysia have not just stayed with the guidelines of
the religion, but also have some ingredients of culture and norms of the larger society, making
it unique and one that can't be found anywhere else in the world. As mentioned by GP5:
" ...you couldn't find the same situation as here at other places around the world. The
intermingling between diverse society is what bring about the uniqueness of different
culture in Malaysia."
Given that situation, this study also discusses the effect of these various festivities on
the society and the country as a whole, aiming to find what is the uniqueness of having these
festivities viewed from several factors.
The effect of these festivities has had a more significant impact on the society’s belief
in their religions, relationships with family and friends, strengthened the integration between
ethnicities, and had implications for the country's economy. From the religious perspective,
society feels like they are blessed each time they honour the celebrations and will be
rewarded with a prosperous life and sustained sustenance from the gods. The effects these
festivities have on the relationship in the families, is that they strengthens ties between them
as they take a week off from work and go back to their hometown to gather together. They
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seek forgiveness from each other and visit relatives they haven't seen for a long time. From
the perspective of ethnic integration, festivities can act as a medium to strengthen ethnic
relations as they cherish the celebration all together. The government has made a significant
effort to make major festivals a national holiday for the people to celebrate them together.
As stated by GP6, the government also held open houses in each of their divisions and
agencies to make sure that the people can have a chance to feel the vibe of the celebration.
These unique festivities also had significant impact on the tourism industries in Malaysia. This
impact was due to the recent studies made referring to the effects given by the uniqueness
of festivities held in Malaysia towards 'cultural tourism'. Cultural tourism is something new to
Malaysia, since the government started to promote Malaysian cultural diversity into the
world and introduce the slogan of 'Malaysia truly Asia'. The concept of cultural tourism was
re-defined by the government under the Tourism Industry Act, 1992, looking at the broader
cultural contexts of society, such as festivities, food, arts, etc.
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5.6.3 Festivity Design Products
Overview
This research then tried to study and understand the way designers interpret the
cultural elements of society into their designed product. This study has focused mainly on
how they use the unique aspects under the context of festivities in Malaysia and what the
designers chose to use to represent a particular ethnicity in certain products. This research
has managed to interview two designers regarding this matter, who design premium products
as gifts for a specific festival celebration. There are several points discussed during the
interviews which bring this study to conclude it as a design criteria that needs to be addressed
while designing a product related to certain festivals. As stated by FES1 and FES2, they are; 1.
the sensitivity of the people who celebrate the occasion, 2. colours associated with the
religious beliefs, 3. several elements that have been established as a visual to address the
festival.
5.6.3.1 Sensitivity
Malaysia is a country often associated with great wisdom in managing ethnic
integration and their endless effort of moving towards racial harmony. This situation is
because, after over half a century of independence, there is no serious racial tension.
Furthermore, the uniqueness of Malaysian society is where it consists of three major
ethnicities with three main religions. FES1 observed the situation by saying:
"Our references and approaches are clear, and we understand the basis of religious
practices in Malaysia. The Malay are Muslims, most Chinese are Buddhist, and most
Indians are Hindus."
The elements of Malay culture are clear in Islamic practice in Malaysia as well as many
Islamic influences on Malay culture. Similarly, the traditions of Buddhism and Hinduism are
also influenced by the impact of Chinese and Hindu religions.
The fusion of elements in this mixed cultural heritage in the traditions of a people in
their religious practice creates various aspects of sensitivity. FES1 explains that, animals such
as cows (to the Indians), pigs and dogs (to the Muslims) are among the potentially sensitive
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beings if they are discussed in the context of religious belief. Such a situation is what makes
the cultural environments in Malaysia very different from outside countries. These sociocultural factors also affect the selection of residential locations, forms of education, career
paths, and designed products. Before the design process, the interviewees stated that the
selection of a particular animal needs to be critically reviewed as it will trigger religious
sensitivity and most clients want to avoid that happening.
FES1 elaborated by saying there are several items that trigger religious sensitivity. For
the Muslims, ifn the item given as a gift depicts an animal, or any living things except floral
shapes. As for the Chinese, in selecting an item as a gift for the Chinese New Year, the client
and designers will avoid choosing an object such as footwear or a watch as the Chinese believe
these to represents death.
5.6.3.2 Colour
The element of colour plays a significant role in the life of humans. It has been said
that, with the absence of colour, a civilisation will lose its vitality. Based on the discussion
during the interviews, FES1, FES2, DES1 and DES2 all agreed that colour also plays a significant
role in addressing the product that relates to a particular ethnicity or religion. This is because
colour plays an essential role in a particular religion to create a stronger belief, strengthen
their worship to the almighty God, and is a representative of the values of their believers.
Colour in the Malay World
Traditionally in the Malay world, colours act as an indicator or symbol to represent
the status of a person. It also has been said that colours show the obedience of a person
towards the system. For example, the ordinary people wouldn't wear a gold-coloured dress
to a formal occasion as it is strictly for the kings; people will wear dark clothes to a funeral;
and most people will wear a white-coloured dress when performing the salat. Colour has been
interpreted uniquely in the daily life of the Malays.
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Figure 67: Malay Kings dressed in yellow traditional Malay attire

The Malay interpret gold and yellow as a symbol of holiness, success and glory. In the
past, this colour was an official dress colour for the kings and aristocrats. Today, the society
can see gold-coloured ornaments on dresses in the most prestigious occasions such as the
king’s birthday, convocations, etc. The white colour is a symbol of purity, sincerity, and
worship of god. The red colour is a symbol of courage and brotherhood. Historically, red was
used as a flag or banner by warriors. Red is usually associated with black, as it represents the
symbol of strength and power. And because of that, the traditional Malay martial art dress,
silat, is all black regardless of its state of origin.
Although these are the colours discussed during the interviews, a few other colours
are also important in the Malay world. To be specific, this research has made a review of the
literature and found out that there are seven generics of colours in the Malay world:1).
Twelve types of white, 2). Fourteen types of yellow, 3). 26 kinds of red, 4). Eleven types of
blue, 5). Three types of grey, 6). 4 types of purple, and the most important colour, which
isusually used by the designer to represent Malay society, 7). Green. Green has been said to
be the main colour for the Malays. There are 10 types of green, including dark green, light
green, leaf green, 'Serindit' green, 'banana shoots' green, 'Cekur Manis' green, 'Terusi' green,
'Duck Head' green, oceanic green, and emerald green.
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Figure 68: Malay families celebrating Aidilifitri in green theme. Source: Deskgram, (2018)

Even though the designers use green to represent the Malay society in their products,
there are no exact resons for doing so. This situation has brought the researcher to look back
at previous interviews with the experts from the other fields to find the solution. This study
can say that green is synonymous with Malay society as it is their culture that adores nature,
and particularly the flora. From Islamic teaching, they believe in the words of God that, if they
want to be close to Him, they need to cherish His creation. In addition, Malay society has
adopted green as a traditional colour for Islam, due to its close relationship with nature. The
prophet Muhammad once said that 'the water, green nature, and beautiful faces' are the
three elements that can bring prosperity. Also, there is a verse in Al-Quran saying that the
people who live in heaven wear beautiful green silk and live in happiness. This research
believes that this is why green, out of other colours in the Malay world, stands out more to
represent its society as it is not just addressing their ethnicity, but also the religion they
believe in.
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Chinese Colour
The colour often associated with Chinese society is red, but there are few other
colours that they believe have a significant meaning, such as blue, green, gold, purple, white
and black. During the interview with the designers, this study gained very little insight about
the meaning of these colours as they were not significant, in representing Chinese society in
their products. Thus, this study needed to look at the other interviews with experts that
touched this context of cultural elements and found out that there was little discussion
related to this topic. Given that these colours (other than red) are also important to Chinese
society, this study needed to review some of the related documents and found out the
justification of the meaning of these colours that is buried deep inside the Chinese
community.

Figure 69: Malaysians celebrating Chinese New Year. Source: OhBulan (2018)

Blue is the colour of the wooden elements in Chinese culture, and it represents
immortality and progress. It also represents the spring. However, blue also carries negative
connotations because it is associated with bad luck or interpreted as bad images, while green
is a primary colour and brings a symbol of happiness, health and harmony. Green is also
associated with the elements of wood, the Dynasty of Ming and lucky numbers of '8'. It is
widely used in Chinese artwork to pair with red to show contrast. This colour symbolises
renewal, development, health and well-being in Chinese culture. The Chinese also believe
that purple has a significant meaning in their culture. This mystical colour is summarised by
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the elements of restoration, romance and astrology. In Chinese opera performances, purplepainted faces represent trust and loyalty. But because it contains the basic blue colour, purple
is also associated with sadness. Then there is white, the colour that brings the elements of
metal, which represents enlightenment, holiness and perfection. The white lotus in Chinese
culture is associated with purity and fertility. It is also associated as a mourning colour and
widely used in burial and ritual related to ghosts. In Chinese opera, a white-coloured face
symbolises betrayal, and white flowers in one's hair mean luck. After white, it comes to its
opposite which is black. In Chinese culture, black and white are associated with the balance
of Yin and Yang, one of the opposing concepts that complement each other. However, black
is not the preferred colour for the celebration of Chinese celebrations. It carries the meaning
of darkness, death and a bad future. Even so, society can still see many modern Chinese do
not care about wearing black clothes as their perceptions change and feel that black attire
can bring out elegance in their appearances.
Red and gold are colours the most synonymous with Chinese tradition. Red is
associated with the elements of fire, joy and luck. Given the positivity brought by this colour
into their life, this colour is strictly forbidden to be used on mournful occasions. It is a great
colour choice for attire during significant events and major celebrations such as Chinese New
Year and Chap Goh Meh. The 'Ang Pau' and lantern decorations in the Chinese New Year are
all red, aiming to invite the spirit of prosperity into their lives and guarantee a joyful life in the
future. Gold is also synonymous with Chinese society. The society often sees that gold is
always paired or slightly added as a decoration in red-coloured items. In their culture, gold is
a colour used by the Chinese emperor and referred to as the colour of 5 legendary Chinese
empires. The colour that brings this earth element is the most prestigious colour and the
central colour for good luck. It is also associated with power and wealth.
The discussion with the designers during the interview concluded that they would
choose red and gold in most of their design items, if they were to represent that society, in a
belief that it holds a strong meaning for that society.
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Indian Colour
The Indian culture is known for its vibrant colours. As for the designers, the colour
chosen to represent this society is somehow blurry, and there is no specific colour they can
refer to. General knowledge of the Indian culture states that they adapt to represent
themselves as a colourful culture, given that few celebrations in Hindus relate to the use of
vibrant colours and eventful occasions. During the interviews with the designer, it has been
said that, as of today, they believe that vibrant colours are strong in representing this
ethnicity. The colour choices are based on several influences such as the 'Kolam design',
decoration of their temples, and Holi festival in Indian culture.

Figure 70: Deepavali celebration in Malaysia. Source: Utusan (2018)
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5.6.3.3 Established Items
When discussing this matter, it is evident that the common elements or objects that
represented a particular festival have been established in society for quite some time. These
objects have been used by designers, regardless of any field, graphics or product designers,
to specifically symbolise certain festivals in their designed products.
The points mentioned by them were elementary and straightforward; the objects and
elements chosen were the most vibrant and familiar to society. For example, gifts or presents
for the Aidilfitri were influenced by the various shapes of 'Ketupat', the 'Pelita' design, a dome,
and then they would apply several colours associated with Muslim society such as white and
green to show purity and holiness of the celebration. For the Chinese New Year celebration,
the designers defined the designed products based on the influence of the famous Chinese
tiger dance, lantern lamps, etc. And of course, the product would be coloured red with a
minimal gold finish to show the sense of prosperity, richness and luxury which manifested the
inner spirit of the celebration.

Figure 71: Clutch design influenced from 'Ketupat'

There is not much to be emphasised about the designed products related to the
Deepavali and Christmas. During the interviews, they said that due to the celebration falling
within the minority groups, less concentration has been given and not so many clients wanted
to invest in them. But still, there are always demands to design products to celebrate these
festivities. For the Deepavali, the gifts and products designed were composed by looking at
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the influence of Indian religious, cultural elements such as their beautiful temples, the
beautiful ornamental design on their 'Kolam' arts, and of course, the application of the variety
of colours that are associated with that celebration.
For Christmas, it was exciting that the designers said that the designed gifts were
influenced by the outside culture, even though it was celebrated in Malaysia. Of course, given
the nature of the Christmas celebration, the people celebrated it with Christmas trees inside
their house and they dressed like a Santa during the festival, but there is something else. The
interviewees said that most of the gifts such as the 'Ang Pau' (one from Chinese culture as the
act of giving now established in the broader society) or other items were designed with
external visual influences. They are such as the visual of a London Bus on it; a money box in
the shape of the famous London telephone booth; small dolls as a decoration on the flower
influenced by the famous children’s cartoon series like 'Peppa Pig' or 'Paw Patrol'. Those
elements are not from the local culture, and the designers never had the idea to tailor them
to suit the lifestyle of the society that celebrated Christmas here in Malaysia. This issue then
brought to the discussion to compare the Aidilfitri celebrated by the Muslims in Malaysia, and
those in Arab countries where the religion originated. The only similar things that the society
can see between Muslims in Malaysia and Muslims that celebrated Aidilfitri in Arab countries
were in the activity of worshipping the Almighty God. They go to pray early in the morning,
they will do some fun activities afterwards, and they will visit their siblings. Those are all the
activities that were practised by the Prophet Muhammad, and of course, followed by all
Muslims around the world. But when we look at the outside, how they celebrate the festival,
it is very much culturally-integrated activities where the foods served are different, the dress
is different, but it still follows Islamic teaching. This study can conclude that, based on the
interviews, this situation happens because of Christmas falls under the minority groups and
there is less focus given to suit these minor celebration into the culture of the society.
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5.7

Interviews – Pre-Outcome
To find the relations between cultural elements (gained from the interviews) and

designers’ work, the researcher needed to review some of the literature contents related to
the effort of designing Malaysian identity products. This study has been looking at the tools
that help the designer to start developing a product at the very beginning of the design
process - the visuals/mood boards. It has been stated earlier in the literature section that the
compilation of visuals related to Malaysian culture is contrary to the exact content of culture
in Malaysia, and by having a redefined form of visuals, might help the designer to start
constructing their visual inspiration before they start to put pen to paper. The designers have
been getting inspirations from images at the very beginning of the design process as a
guideline to form a shape to their products, normally called the mood boards.
Again, why visuals? How can visuals help designers communicate with the aspects of
culture in the context of this research? There is a saying that 'pictures tell a thousand words',
and 'we learn when we see', which means that there is a real value in using visuals to promote
content, or understand something. In this research's context where it aims to find suitable
ways of designing a Malaysian taxi, it is important that the designers are inspired by
appropriate images for them to know and understand their subject, and predict the outcome
of their design. Humans are susceptible to visuals. It is evident from scientific studies that our
brain dedicates a significant amount of its processing areas to analysing images. Our love of
pictorial subjects lies with our ability and cognition to pay attention. Visuals can grab our
consciousness quickly so we are immediately drawn to them.
Next, how did this research gather all the images to compose suggested mood boards?
As indicated by the interviewees, aside from understanding the context of culture as a whole,
and to avoid misinterpretation, designers should have a word or concept in mind which brings
great significance to the studied subject - the components of culture. This situation means
that the researcher, and designers, in the future, need to have significant words that will
indicate the content of the mood board - or in short, the keywords. In this study approach,
during each interview, the researcher asked the interviewees to conclude the discussion and
sum up topics discussed in few words, which this study believes will be the keywords to help
the researcher construct the mood boards. With the keywords which help to give ideas and
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topics that define the contents, together with the analysis from interviews, this study
managed to comes up with a suggested visual representative for each cultural segment to
symbolise and embody the Malaysian society.

5.7.1 The Keywords
This research believes that by having a proper selected visual for designers, such as a
mood board, is crucial in guiding them towards achieving their target - designing Malaysian
identity products. In this research aim, the same steps needed to be taken to achieve a
successful Malaysian identity vehicle that effectively conveys the character of its society.
In this section, this study will come up with suggested mood boards representing each
cultural component as a guideline for the designers. However, these images are not final, and
they can be changed from time to time when future studies see fit - as the culture changes.
The images were selected based on the analysis of the interviews, and an explanation toward
each mood board will be described after every image.
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5.7.1.1 Architecture

Figure 72: Suggested visual compilation for Malaysian architectural mood board based on six selected keywords
discussed with the participants

Malaysian styles in traditional architecture are one of the greatest achievements of
the local architectural design history. The history of Malaysian architecture was critically
discussed by Ho (2005) and Finch (2015, p. 4), it shows that even though there are many
influences from foreign countries, the style of design still shows the identity of this region.
The combination of images in the above figure represents six main keywords which were
critically discussed with the experts:
•

Iconic (Section 5.1.4)

Even though there are confusing discussions of the originating elements that help established
the design of iconic buildings in Malaysia, those designs, however, need to be added as
references to the contents of identity from time to time. This issue is because those designs
will somehow become established among the people and will mature through time and there
are possibilities that the public will accept them. This keyword refers to the design of the
iconic buildings in Malaysia such as the National Mosque of Kuala Lumpur, and it was also
suggested that designers should look also at KLCC, KLIA, KL tower, etc.
•

Masjid Negara (Section 5.1.4)

It represents modern Malaysia with various aspects of culture, tradition, and modern society
all being taken consideration.
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•

Malay Houses (Sections 5.1.4 and 5.1.5)

Often known as 'Rumah kampung', it portrays the wisdom and beauty of Malay traditional
architecture, of sharing a roof with others, and of living in harmony close to nature. The
traditional Malay house is a structure high above the ground raised on stilts, enclosed with
wooden walls, perforated with windows and lattices, and covered with thatched roofs. The
form, size, and ornamentation of the houses represent the size, wealth, and status of the
family in society. It is important that society knows that traditional Malay houses are a source
of identification of societies’ belief, morality and ideology, which is situated on the platform
of cultural legacy.
•

Modern Malay Islamic (Section 5.1.5)

Today, most Malay or Islamic buildings incorporate the elements of Moorish design and can
be seen at the Islamic Art Museum, several government buildings in Putrajaya, and most of
the mosques designed throughout the country.
•

Roof (Malay houses description in Section 5.1.5)

The experts said that the most dominant identity of Malay houses is the roof, as it also leads
to the identification of the type of houses. The roof is one of the three basic main elements
(floor, wall and roof) in manifesting the traditional Malay houses, which have become primary
considerable elements through research on traditional Malay house. The design of the roof is
not just an aesthetic value to complete the look, but the shape is also significant to the tropical
climate.
•

The sense of space (Section 5.1.5, Figure 42)

After the roof, it comes to the value of space in traditional Malay house design. The
organisation of space is associated with use, and constraints in beliefs and human activities.
The spatial structure of the Malay traditional house provides convenience for occupants by
considering their cultural aspects, daily needs, and activities. The porous internal spaces
express the influence of culture in the planning of the layout. These cultural beliefs are in
connection with building strong relationship bonds in the family, respect for the elderly, and
the definition of women’s position in the house.
238

5.7.1.2 Arts and Crafts

Figure 73: Suggested image compilations for a mood board from three selected keywords to represent arts and
crafts

Malaysian arts and craft are as vibrant and colourful as the country’s multicultural
background (Ashbee, 2014). Most Malaysian arts and crafts are influenced by nature such as
leaves, flowers and animals, and most are hand-made which results in an emotional value
being placed on the product (Haron et al., 2014; Hays, 2013). From arts and expressions on
clothes to kites, Malaysian artisans use various media to express their intentions. The
internationally renowned Malaysian crafts and arts are pewter products from the Royal
Selangor Company (Ashbee, 2014). Each state in Malaysia has their own kind of products as
artistic work, making the souvenirs from Malaysia unique, colourful and vibrant in their own
ways. Based on the discussions with experts, three selected keywords were chosen to
represent this cultural segment:
•

Carvings (Section 5.2.3.2 and Malay woodcarvings on traditional Malay house in
Section 5.1.5)

The traditional Malay's woodcarvings are one of its most intricate and wondrous heritages.
This heritage of woodcarving activities is slowly fading away as the current generation does
not feel it is significant to the culture, leaving only a few groups of older generations still
working on it as their passion. The legacy of woodcarving inheritance has been passed
through many generations until today - therefore, it is only logical to uphold and preserve this
tradition. The interviewees did suggest that to understand this keyword, the designer should
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also know the type of carvings and the motifs applied by the carver as there are unique
philosophies embedded into each carved product by looking at the art of doing it, materials,
motifs etc.
•

Craft (Section 5.2.1)

The traditional ways of the indigenous people doing art are by doing craft arts or handicrafts.
These activities cover a wide range of traditional handicrafts products such as textile weaving,
pottery, wood-craft, embroidery, metal craft etc. These unique handicraft products were not
just made for daily use, they were also made for ceremonial occasions, festival celebrations
and a means to commemorate something in society.
•

Motifs (Section 5.2.3.2)

This third keyword is the most important where it is an important element embedded in most
carvings and handicraft products - the motifs. It is important to recognise the role of motifs
in Malay craft arts to allow it to exist for future generations. To follow the Islamic teaching
where God forbade the craftsman to depict living things, the motif designs pictured on any
craft products in the Malay world were influenced by floral motifs and stylised fauna images.
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5.7.1.3 Fashions and Textiles

Figure 74: Proposed visual combinations based on selected keywords to represent fashion and textile cultural
components

The diversity and richness of traditional Malaysian dress and textiles can be seen
throughout the country. There is a variety of beautiful and colourful clothes which vary in
style and design from one state to another (Mohd Shuhaimi Ishak, 2010; Mun et al., 2015).
The dress and textiles of modern Malaysia in the early 1960s added to the fascinating
collection of traditional dresses. Malaysian clothes include those of Borneo , Sabah and
Sarawak, which are also rich in culture and tradition from the diverse ethnicity and indigenous
people, and contributed further to the Malaysian fashion heritage (Thomas Willamson, 2011).
Three keywords were found to actively represent this cultural context:
•

Batik (Section 5.3.3.1)

Malaysian batik design or textile products have a global edge since they bring brighter hues
and more versatile motif patterns than the illustrations of flora and fauna and compared to
the more mystically-influenced batik from Indonesia. It has been stated several times by the
experts during interviews (FAS1, FAS2 and FAS3) that Malaysian batik design has its own
identity due to the ethnic and multi-cultural diversity of the country. Moreover, Malaysian
batik also has a wide artistic perspective and a pool of very talented designers in the fashion
industry. In line with the concept of “1Malaysia”, the government is now endorsing Malaysian
batik as a national dress for every level of the society. The government also has encouraged
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young and local designers to create new batik designs which reflect the idea of the concept
of 1Malaysia.
•

Songket (Section 5.3.2)

Songket is derived from the act of 'menyongket' the activity of embroidering threads
becoming a complete cloth. This rich and luxurious fabric illustrated the social structure of
the Malay elite when it was the formal wear of kings and government officials. The symbolism
of thread colours to signify the title and status of royalty and aristocrats has been in use since
the period of the Melaka Sultanate. Today, this elegant textile is transformed from a mere
form of attire into fabric for individuality, personal triumph, and is regarded as a symbol of
the prestige of the wearer.
•

Colourful and diverse (Section 5.3.1)

The diversity of Malaysian traditional attire can be seen throughout the glory years of
Malaysia. There is a numerous variety of stunning costumes which differ in design and style
from state to state. The beginning of modern Malaysia in 1963 began to add more to the
marvellous collection of traditional wear. Today, Malaysian society is fortunate to see the rich
legacy of traditional attire of diverse communities and ethnic groups in Malaysia as their very
own cultural identity of which they can be proud. The Malaysian traditional wear has become
a kaleidoscope of colours and it is a visual delight for current and future generations.
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5.7.1.4 Traditional Food and Cuisine

Figure 75: Suggested images to represent this cultural context based on the selected keywords

It has been quite difficult for this study and the interviewees to find the relationship
with this cultural component and how its elements can contribute to product design.
However, both parties agreed that we need to find ways to do so as food and cuisine are a
unique and distinct form that helps to shape a society’s culture. Food or traditional cuisine
had a profound influence on cultural identity through ethnicity, and some elements in food
preparation and consumption, are part of the ethnic identity.
Malaysian foods and cookery consist of culinary traditions and practices discovered in
Malaysia and indicate the multiethnic society of its people. As a result of foreign powers’
colonisations, historical migrations, and its geographical position within the Asia Pacific
region, Malaysia's food and culinary style today is primarily an assortment of traditions from
its diverse ethnic society of the Malay, Chinese, Indian and Bornean peoples. Malaysian food
also is highly influenced by the style of cooking from the Middle East, India, Europe, China
and Indonesia; this is because the peninsula was a trade centre for centuries (SBS Food, 2015).
The mixture of influences then resulted in a harmony of tastes, making Malaysian dishes
incredibly complex and distinct.
Thus, some keywords might help define the society concerning their identities, which
then, help this research in establishing and images for its mood board:
•

Base Ingredients (Section 5.5.1)
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Regardless of any kind of Malaysian food that is available, the base ingredients are native to
the land. This has been explained in the food and cuisine section whereby the basic
ingredients were used by the indigenous people of the land to make their dishes. This means
that, whatever it is, the development of Malaysian food always traces back to the practice of
its indigenous people - the Malay.
•

Creative (Section 5.5.1)

The term creative here refers to the acts of a society who creatively incorporates healthy
vegetables and fruits into their dishes. For example, they use banana blossom, green jackfruit,
unripe pineapple, unripe papaya or young banana in the making of their dishes. These fruits
and vegetables are then boiled in water before mixing them with coconut milk, shallots, dried
prawn, chili shrimp or birds eye chili. They do this to enhance the flavour, aroma, or for
medicinal values that have on those vegetables have.
After understanding the essence of these keywords, it is for the researcher and
designer to make sense of them and apply them to the design process figuratively. As been
discussed with the experts and designers regarding this, their explanations on how to apply
these keywords into the design are explained as follows:
1. Base Ingredients
It is important not to take this keyword literally as the researcher needs to understand its
meaning and purpose. Based on the description and explanation from the findings, this
keyword refers to the ethnicity or the original people of the land. It is congruent with the
explanation at the start of the Findings section where the activity of their indigenous people
strongly influenced the culture and identity of Malaysians, and that covers broad aspects of
cultural activities such as architecture, fashion, religions etc. This situation means that,
whatever stylisation is made during the design process, the roots of the elements in design
should refer to the culture of the Malays before it evolves further and loses its originality.
2. Creative
This refers to the process of how designers incorporate cultural elements into the design.
Creativity here refers to the 'recipe' needed by designers to creatively arrange and stylise the
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unique cultural aspects of society into their products that can effectively convey the identity
of the nation.
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5.7.1.5 Religions and Festivals

Figure 76: Mood board for religions and beliefs cultural component

Figure 77: Proposed image combinations for festival and celebrations cultural context

One of the unique aspects of Malaysia is the mixture of religions that live together, despite
the country often being identified as an Islamic country. Each of the diverse societies derives
from equally different religious traditions (W. N. W. Husin & Ibrahim, 2016; Malaysian
Government, 2014; Yaacob, 2011). Calling for prayer adhan of the mosque is blended with
scents of burning incense; women in hijab walk next to women wearing saris; storefronts sell
wooden carvings of Ganesh next to sculptures of the Buddha. By experiencing these
traditions, the tourists’ sensory experience changes into a broader context of culture, which
will enrich their everyday lives.
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In this study, religious beliefs and festival celebrations are closely related to one another.
Based on the interviews with experts, six dominant keywords were selected to represent
these two cultural components:
•

Adat (Section 5.6.1)

Alongside the official Islamic teaching and practices, there is animistic recognition from old
civilisations which traces back to the Hindu period in Malay society, which stands outside the
strict doctrines of the religions. These animistic beliefs, often called 'adat' in Malay society,
are still important in the functioning of the community as a whole. Adat, or customary
practices are allowed to be practised concurrently, however, if any of the practices are found
to be contrary to Islamic teaching, it has to accede to the religion. In the history of the Malay
world, the customary practices were allowed to co-exist with Islam, and it has been always
an important element in Malay culture.
•

Islamic Teaching (Section 5.1.5, Figure 40, part of the philosophy that is related to
Malay house concepts)

As society can see of today, Islamic teaching applies to most aspects of life in Malaysia; the
official dress for women to work (particularly government servants); longer lunchtime that
allows Friday prayer; call to prayer (adhan) in every corner of the country, etc. This is because,
from the perspective of Muslims, Islam is not just as a religion, but a complete way of life.
From the designer’s perspective, to use design elements that could portray this
keyword, needs careful selection of approaches or influences that do not contradict Islamic
beliefs. For example, in designing the interior space of taxi, the designer should be aware that
from the Islamic perspective, men and women can't sit close to each other, so, the solution
might be to have a safe dividing line that can separate them based on the perspective of
'syarak'.
•

Tolerance and Respect

Tolerance and respect are used as a tool to invite people from different backgrounds to coexist and work together for the betterment of society. Religious beliefs and practices are the
sources of ethical and moral foundations in the community, that must be duly respected
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through mutual tolerance, as has been practised by the society since independence.
Tolerance of halal food, adhan, burning of joss sticks and ceremonial gifts to the ancestors
during Thaipusam are among the examples in which Malaysians rejoice and celebrate
together as an act of understanding, tolerance and respect. This keyword is one of the strong
identity descriptions of Malaysians that can truly portray their uniqueness.
•

Sensitivity (Section 5.6.3.1)

Living in a society of religious pluralism like Malaysia, the topic of sensitivity is one of the
important issues needing to be discussed. Discussions with the interviewees raised how
designers can address and manage this issue in their design work. Examples given were to
choose or avoid colours that can offend a sensitivity (such as black for the Chinese); using
sensitive animal figure elements on designs (shape of a cow for the Hindus); or applying
forbidden animal elements in designs (such as a shape of pigs in a product for Muslims). As
Malaysian designers, they are all aware of these major issues, but during the discussions, a
few cases were stated where there were attempts to trigger religious tensions by doing the
opposite. As a designer, they should be able to justify their work and shouldn't act on the
contrary to society’s beliefs.
•

Graphic Motifs/Objects (Section 5.6.3)

This keyword refers to the established objects that represent the religious festivals celebrated
in the countries. Even though the root of origin for these objects isn't clear, they have been
established long enough that society can relate the origin to a particular ethnicity. These are
the examples given by the participants during the interviews:
1. Malay-'Ketupat', 'Pelita', 'Lemang'
2. Chinese-'Lantern', Tiger Dance
3. Hindus-'Kolam', Candlelight, sweets
These are three major religious festival celebrations in Malaysia that this research
managed to study based on the festivities cultural context. However, the researcher wasn’t
able to find an expert who could discuss in detail the festival celebrations in Sabah and
Sarawak, due to the limitation of this research. Nevertheless, the researcher believes that
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these three major festivals are enough to cover the findings as they are the events celebrated
by the largest ethnic groups in the country.
The discussions regarding these graphic motifs and objects sparked arguments between
the experts. There were suggestions that only Malay items should belong to the
representation of the country’s festivities. The objects or items from other ethnicities trace
back their origins to the originating country of the religion, such as Buddhism, from China,
and Hinduism from India. However, these objects might have the elements that have been
tailored to suit society’s tastes and culture such as the sweets from Hindu festival
celebrations, but the interviewees couldn't explain it in detail and it was just a suggestion
made during the interviews.
•

Colour/Religious Colour

Based on this research findings, colour plays a significant role in ethnic identification. More
detailed explanation of how colour acts within society has been explained in Section 5.6.3.2
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5.7.1.6 Traditional Activities: Sports and Games

Figure 78: Suggested image combinations for a mood board to represent the society’s traditional activities
cultural context

The selection of keywords to represent this cultural context was quite difficult as there
are no documentations viable enough to be a reference for this study. The discussion
regarding keywords selection then led to the selection of games, which later needed to look
at the elements of the game itself, i.e., playing style, equipment, art motifs, etc. Based on the
discussion with experts, two dominant activities were selected as keywords to represent this
cultural context:
•

Makyung

Makyung is a traditional Malay performing art that combines the elements of dance, music
and drama. This type of performance started in Pattani and later spread to the east coast of
the Peninsula through trade and political activities. Various other types of performance are
quite similar to Makyung where it combines multiple events for a theatre performance such
as 'Bangsawan'. However, Makyung is more dominant, and it is still practised by the locals as
one of their forms of entertainment today. Makyung performance uses unique and mystical
costumes and is accompanied by traditional musical instruments such as the violin (Rebab),
drum (Gendang), 'Tawak', gong (Canang), small cymbals (Kesi) and flute (Serunai).
Even though Makyung haven't been explained extensively in the findings, the
interviewees have suggested that future studies look into it as it does influence many art
forms in the Malay world. For example, there are so many connections between Makyung
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history and Wau, but it is necessary to keep it simple for this first attempt in studying
Malaysian identities.
•

Wau (Section 5.4.3.2)

Wau has become a unique Malaysian icon, an inspiration for most designers in designing their
products in the hope that they will succeed in portraying the nation's identity in their design.
Picturing or having Wau as an influence in a design should not just look at the silhouette of
the object. The designer should look at the philosophical elements of the design, the
construction of it, and the motifs applied to Wau as their true inspiration. The combination
of these various aspects of Wau is what makes it unique as a whole.
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5.8

Discussion and Summary
Based on discussion with the experts, this research has built a strong foundation in

understanding the cultural identity of Malaysian society. The understanding of the elements
under each cultural component then brought the researcher to establish a few relevant
keywords to construct effective mood boards. Those mood boards will act as a reference for
designers to help them at the beginning of the design process.
The following diagram shows how this research relates the findings from the
interviews to understanding the Malaysian identity.

Figure 79: The whole concept of Malaysian identity based on the analysis of supporting elements in the
establishment of culture leading to the design keywords and visuals to assist the designers

Referring to articles discussing Malaysian identity, Malaysians should look at several
components to factor into their identity; these are the National Principle, the Constitution,
Vision 2020 and National Cultural Policy (O. C. Abdullah, 2012; Mohamad Salleh, 2009).
Extracting elements from those four components in searching for the national identity should
not change the rights of the bumiputras, national language, free culture, special rights of
Malay kings, and religious practice by all races. But, by having the four basic elements that
signify national identity would help the designers to understand the content of culture. This
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research believes that adding the keywords and supporting images will help designers to
better understand the culture by having a visual aid to hand.
The summary of keywords discussed with the experts is summed up in Table 31.
Table 31: Selected keywords for next design development stages.

Cultural Components

Other Keywords

Selected

Iconic Buildings, National
Mosque, Malay Houses,
Modern Malay Islamic,
Roof, Space.

1

Architecture

Hospitals, Temples,
Colonial buildings

2

Arts and Crafts

Tekat, Kain Pua, Paintings,
Theatre, Music

Carvings, Crafts, Motifs

3

Fashions and textiles

Spicy, Aromatic

Batik, Songket, Colourful
and Diverse

4

Food and Cuisine

Tolerance, Mutual
Respect, Togetherness

Base Ingredients, Creative

5

Festival Celebrations

Togetherness, Mutual
Respect, Dress

Graphical Motifs, Religious
Colours

6

Religions and Beliefs

Acceptance, Diversity,
Education

Adat, Islamic Teaching,
Tolerance, Respect,
Sensitivity

7

Traditional Activities:
Sports and Games

Community, Pastimes,
Nature, Gasing,Tradition,
Silat

Makyung, Wau

The table shows available keywords that happen to be the most relevant and
interesting topics discussed with the experts during the interviews. However, during the
concluding session and follow-up discussion, only a few words were selected as the best
representative for each cultural component. This situation is because the interviewees
suggested that, if this study wants to establish a knowledge of the Malaysian society’s culture,
it needs to start by understanding the very essence or root of the society before it moves
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further. It is understandable that there are various elements under the cultural matrices, but
a small selection is a good start to create a strong understanding as guidance for designers.
By having enough ingredients from the findings in the form of keywords and visuals,
this research then moved to the next field study, by conducting focus group activities. The
detailed activities of the focus group session will be explained in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6
Findings: Focus Group Research
Introduction

First Phase Activity

Second Phase Activity

Discussion and Summary
The outcomes from the interviews then resulted in a supporting element when the researcher
conducted the focus group activities. The result (mood boards), will help the participants to develop Malaysian
identity design taxis. The focus group activities were held in two phases. The first phase of this activity aimed at
answering the question of 'What do we want'? which aims at setting the absolute path of designing Malaysian
identity taxis (or other Malaysian identity products in the future). The second phase aims at executing the ideas,
with the title of 'How do we get there’? in order to realise the concepts of developing Malaysian identity taxis.
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6.0

Introduction
After establishing the outcomes from the interviews which led the researcher to

produce the keywords and mood boards to aid designers in designing the taxi, this study
started to conduct focus group activities to explore the possible outcomes and study the
design process needed to achieve the goal of developing Malaysian identity taxis. During this
first phase of focus group sessions with the title of 'What do we want?', this study aims to
find the general idea of how the designers collaborate with other experts in coming up with
a design.
As stated in the analysis section under the Methodology (Figure 32), the first focus
group study was joined by several parties involving taxi users, policy experts, town planners
and general designers. However, this research wasn't able to find enough participants from
the area of policymakers and planners to join the session due to time limitations and it was
hard to schedule them together to do the activities at the same time as the designers. This
study then conducted the focus group activities with the users and designers and contacted
policy makers and planners afterwards, to get their feedback on the outcome.

6.1

First Phase: Activity Analyses – What do we want?
Before every focus group activity began, the researcher briefed the participants

concerning its aims and objectives. A short presentation regarding Malaysian identity based
on the outcome of this study's interviews was also presented to the participants to give them
an idea of what this study is all about. After that, the discussions began, and they started
sketching taxi ideas based on their perspectives and understandings. Through the discussions
and findings of these activities, this study will show a figure, or a snapshot of the analyses
made for each group. For the screenshots of the analyses, the important points that need to
be looked into are the areas that the participants have been addressing, which in this study's
context, are the themes or codes. The explanation of the codes can be found in the Analysis
chapter under the section on focus group activities.
The first phase of focus group activities involved 49 participants from various
backgrounds, forming six groups in total. The activities were held at different times and
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conducted by the researcher himself. The snapshots of the group analyses and summaries
will be shown later.

Figure 80: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 1

Seven individuals participated in this group activity. The topics discussed during the
sessions were merely surrounding the issue of the standard layout of the taxi and the
technical factors that ensure its viability. After the process of determining the suitable layout
for the interior, the session then moved into adding the aesthetic values on to the design with
the application of several cultural elements. These varied according to individual taste, and
no critical discussions concerning the details took place. Also, the researcher found that there
are elements of culture which were not rooted in the society, but were established among
the people, and used as references to signify Malaysian identity, such as the sea turtle,
hibiscus, etc.
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Figure 81: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 2

There were six participants in this group activity, which started with them discussing
the visual form of the taxi interior. A few aspects were mentioned such as safety, accessibility
etc., and then the added values of the appearance, such as the aesthetic and technological
appliances. Quite surprisingly, some participants had significant knowledge of the local
culture regarding some cultural contexts, which added value to the whole discussion.
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Figure 82: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 3

There were seven participants in this activity. During the sessions, this study found out
that they were more interested in discussing the technical aspects of the designs including
the layouts, technical specifications, user added values, and basic criteria required by taxi
users (including drivers and passengers). The cultural elements to be inserted into design
were also discussed, not simply for enhancing the aesthetical values of the ideas, but also the
technical aspects that reflect the norms in society (space, sensitivity, etc.). The cultural
elements discussed during the session were around the general ideas of the public, such as
iconic buildings, traditional costumes and games. There was also extensive discussion about
how emotions reflected the outcome of the design, leading the participants to apply the
ideas, taking care to reflect the values of the interior design.

259

Figure 83: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 4

The researcher heard extensive discussions on how to come up with a traditional yet
contemporary design during this group's activity. However, the sketches from the participants
couldn't quite reflect that as some of them were struggling to put their ideas into visuals. They
came up with an idea of how to modernise traditional concepts to suit the current needs and
trends of the society, as they were suggesting the word 'futuristic', and high-tech materials
such as carbon fibre etc.
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Figure 84: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 5

Ten individuals participated in this focus group activity. The discussion started by
exploring the various layouts of the taxi interior, to find the suitable one from the perspective
of the whole group. The researcher also heard interesting discussions on how the
arrangement of the interior, visuals and materials applied reflect the users’ emotions. As a
result, topics were discussed related to material application, motif selections, technical
factors, etc., which were examined extensively by the participants.
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Figure 85: Focus group activity Phase 1, Group 6

Eight individuals participated in this group activity. Looking at the outcome of the
sketches, and from observations made during the activity, the researcher found that the
participants were struggling with visualising the idea they had in mind. But this was not
important as most were not from an art & design background, and for the purpose of this
study, the ideas emerging from the discussion are much more important. This study also
observed that the discussions held in this group were quite superficial in most aspects. They
discussed topics concerning the cultural elements without any further justification (direct
translation of the motifs onto the product without the intrinsic value or meaning explained),
and there was little opinion given to Malaysian identity as they suggested the Malaysian flag
was enough.
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6.1.1 Discussion
Focus Group 1 Outcome
The first phase of the focus group activities was an exploration to get a better
understanding of Malaysian identity taxis from a collective group of people. With the title
'What do we want?', it explored every possibility of achieving the target of coming up with a
Malaysian identity taxi. In this section, this study explains the findings based on the code
groups or themes that highlight the participants’ statements. The results were based on five
aspects of findings: 1. Cultural elements; 2. Socio-cultural factors; 3. Malaysian Identity, 4.
Government criteria and technical perspectives; and 5. Other suggestions related to cultural
elements or Malaysian identity.
Even though the foundation of Malaysian identity has been established during the
interviews (keywords and visuals), the participants were allowed to discuss it again and to
share their insights concerning the matter. This is because, with the various backgrounds of
participants - designers, policy makers, planners - it might have given them ideas as how they
thought the identity should be.
Cultural Aspects
During the first phase of these activities, the researcher found that no new cultural
components were suggested to be applied. The exploration of cultural context was based on
the seven selections as the participants believed that these actively represented the society,
and also were quite easily visualised. Also, the elements found under the selected cultural
components were among the most significant visuals they can see every day, such as the
'Tikar Mengkuang', 'Ketupat', 'Batik' etc.
Nevertheless, the application of the cultural elements varied depending on the place
it would be applied. For example, the Batik textiles should be applied at any place fabric is
used, e.g. cushions or door panels. However, the Batik motifs could be used elsewhere, such
as on door knobs, seat handrests etc. because they appear in most traditional local arts, found
on the detailing of architecture, traditional game items, brassware etc.
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Socio-Cultural Factors
The are several aspects discussed by the participants which helped give added value
to the taxi design. Through the application of several cultural elements onto the designed
items, emotional value would be created, helping to address society’s needs or other social
practices. There were also discussions of how to cater to the current needs of taxi users by
implementing several technological applications such as electronic payment methods and
entertainment screens, which led towards a discussion of the technological factors.
However, the discussion of these factors was quite shallow. The decision was to keep
their design just as it is and no further elaboration was given. Most of the participants only
believed it was important based on their experience. For example, the application of real
wood and woodcarvings as the interior part of the vehicle would illustrate the identity of the
locals as it is one of the local heritages. But, there was no further elaboration on the type of
woods or carvings as they didn't have any reliable knowledge of that particular topic.
Given that this study has observed that there were quite extensive discussions
concerning the aspect of socio-cultural practices, even there was no further elaboration on
the content, the researcher explore it more during the second phase of the activity. As stated
by the participants during the activities, designers or experts in culture might have an idea
how to justify the proper placement of the elements, which would then explain the sociocultural practice relating to the design, as they would be more aware of the topic
(technicalities of the design).
Malaysian Identity
The discussion concerning Malaysian identity continued, and the researcher explored
the suggestions. The discussion was about several supporting aspects the tourism perspective
and art motifs The researcher found that, the established elements that currently
representing Malaysian identity had been firmly planted into the participants’ mind, leading
them to believe that the elements are somehow rooted in society. For example, the use of
hibiscus flower (national flower), sea turtle, orangutan, etc., were the selection of neutral
elements chosen by the society to avoid favouring other ethnicities in visual identity
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representation. These elements, then stylised in various forms and styles, would be applied
to advertisements and local products.
Regarding these issues, the discussions then progressed to gain more understanding
regarding this matter. They suggested that a clear understanding of cultural aspects was
needed by both designers and all parties involved in designing Malaysian identity products in
the future. This is because, if this misconception continues, Malaysian will lose its identity and
forget about the uniqueness of their local heritage.
Government Criteria and Technical Aspects
The issues discussed in this section will be elaborated in point form below;
•

Technical aspects: The layout
The participants explored various styles of arrangements for the taxi interior to

suit current needs of taxi users based on their perspectives and experiences. Some of the
ideas were newly developed concepts (which needed to be tested to confirm the validity
of the ergonomics and safety), and some were a development of the current taxi design.
It was interesting to see how they explored the designs which promised various
possibilities in future design.
•

Government Criteria
The participants were aware of the technical requirements set by the government

for future taxi design. They included aspects of safety, space, technological applications,
and accessibility. It was interesting to see how they incorporated the technical aspects
into their creative design and concepts, even though some were not very good at
visualising the ideas.

6.2

Second Phase: Activity Analyses – How do we get there?
The second phase of the focus group activities 'How do we get there?' aimed at using

the outcomes from the interviews (the foundation of Malaysian identity) and the first phase
of the focus group to develop a suitable Malaysian identity design. The first phase was an
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exploration or test pilot with a collective group that included public users and non-designers
to get their insights concerning the issues. During this phase, this study solicited designers
and policy experts to work on the topics and to find the most appropriate solution to come
up with the design process or considerations that could effectively convey Malaysian identity
taxis. Several aspects were taken into account such as the current approaches by designers,
market influences, and manufacturing constraints etc. Also, throughout this phase, the
discussions took account of the current scenario of the design scene in Malaysia and how to
supersede it to achieve the target of this research successfully.
The first two groups of this phase were attended by designers from various fields of
expertise and policy experts from the government and non-government bodies. The groups
were going to reflect the outcomes from the first phase and work their way to achieving this
research's goal. The third, and last, group of this phase were a group of automotive and exautomotive designers. The researcher was trying to extract as much information as possible
regarding the current scenario of automotive design in Malaysia, and how this study could
achieve success in developing a Malaysian identity taxi, given the challenges faced by them
today.
The contexts of the discussion were very much the same as the previous phase, but
the weight of the debate was slightly different in that they were more extensive discussions
related to the technical issues of the design. Their perspectives towards embedding cultural
elements into the design were also somewhat different. Even though they appreciated the
value of cultural heritage, the limitations of manufacturing constraints, and trend-driven
markets, changed the way the design looked at the end of the process. It was interesting to
observe how these designers made their way to the end of the discussions where there were
lots of deliberation and consideration taking place, and making the design with minimal
errors, but suiting the current needs of the people.
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Figure 86: Focus group activity Phase 2, Group 1

The study observed much discussion among the activity’s 10 participants, concerning
application of cultural elements in the design ideas in this group's activity. Extensive studies
explained how the elements of culture interact with specific parts of the design. Many
suggestions were made by as to how the Malaysian identity should appear as a visual, even
though this included were significant arguments on certain topics of element selection.
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Figure 87: Focus group activity Phase 2, Group 2

Even though the standard design layout for the taxi was established to act as a
reference during this phase of focus group study, the researcher found that they were still
looking at new arrangements to explore new possibilities. Elaborate yet extensive discussions
related to the technical aspects of the design and considerations concerning the Malaysian
identity were pointed out. However, the suggestions concerning Malaysian identity were not
quite able to reach a conclusion as the participants weren't able to relates the elements of
culture towards the cultural context. This is because, a selection of cultural symbols, such as
the hibiscus, iconic buildings like KLCC and TM tower, and beautiful islands in Malaysia,
weren’t quite the elements that are rooted in the culture. However, those elements have
been sufficiently established in society, and the people see them in advertisements, gifts, and
merchandises, to be regarded as representing Malaysia.
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Figure 88: Focus group activity Phase 2, product and automotive designers group

In this product and automotive designers group, the study was trying to observe how
designers reflect the outcomes provided by others and translate them into a design. The
purpose of doing this was to see how designers work among themselves without influences
from the outside. The researcher observed that there were many discussions related to
technical aspects, how appearance affected the user's behaviour and emotions, and the
added value of the product by using technologies.
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6.2.1 Discussions
Cultural Aspects
The researcher noted participants’ knowledge and discussions regarding this topic and
compared them with the outcomes from the interviews. This study found out that, even
though they appreciated the local culture, however, their understanding of the elements was
quite superficial. Below are explanations of the misconceptions in of some elements
discussed;
•

Festival items
Two of the elements mentioned were: 'Kolam' from the Deepavali celebration, and

paper lanterns as an influence in design from the Chinese New Year festival. Given that
these two elements were the most active visual identities to represent religious
celebrations in Malaysia, however, their origins were questioned during the sessions. For
example, Kolam, or Rangoli (the name given by the people from Northern India), which
means beauty, is a floor drawing or decoration made from coloured flour that represents
spiritual aspects of Hinduism during their festivities or celebrations. Meanwhile, the paper
lanterns that symbolise Chinese festivals originated from the Eastern Han Dynasty (25220CE) and were mainly used as functioning. In the early 600s CE, Chinese people made
lanterns to celebrate their happy life, they symbolised the prosperous, sturdy and
powerful country.
Further discussion regarding this matter created some tension among the
participants. But at the end, they reached the conclusion that if elements like these need
to be part of the cultural aspects that represent Malaysian Indians, or Malaysian Chinese,
they should be tailored to incorporate the ingredients of the local culture.
•

Object as cultural identification
The significance of choosing an authentic object as a representation of Malaysian

identity must ascertain that the origin of the item is definitely from this country. In the
context of Malaysia, which shares various cultural similarities with its neighbouring
countries, particularly Indonesia, Brunei and the Philippines, the selection of an object
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should be sure to avoid false claims. This study gives the example of the 'Keris', a
traditional Malay dagger. The Keris has been an influence in various design works for the
designers in Malaysia, because it has become a symbol of the Malay warrior and a strong
cultural identification of Malay society. However, the Keris was not only used by the
Malays in Malaysia. There are also Keris from other countries within the area of the Malay
Archipelago.
During the discussion, the participants stated that various aspects can differentiate
Malaysian Keris from those of other countries, for example, the material used, motifs
applied, size, and purpose, reflected in its design. By considering these aspects, designers
can differentiate and use the true Malaysian Keris to act as an influence in designing a
product. The participants were also aware that this critical knowledge in understanding
what belongs to us and what does not, is vital to preserve the local heritage. The taxi user,
for example, wouldn't know about these critical selected elements and the processes that
the designers went through, but if it is out there for the public to feel and get a close look
at every day, for example when riding in a taxi, the designers could help preserve this
precious heritage. This issue applies to other cultural objects such as Songket, 'Lemang'
(rice in bamboos), and Wau (traditional Malay game), all of which Malaysian society
shares with other countries in the Malay Archipelago.
•

Established items
Some of the designers were cautious and avoided risks by using neutral elements such

as the national flag, national flower, sea turtle, etc., to be incorporated in their design
ideas. The discussions regarding this kind of selection then raised arguments about what
is their value to the local culture? How can these elements represent local society in a
broader context of their local heritage? Aren't there other valuable and exciting elements
to be shown instead? These arguments showed how critical the discussions are and how
the designers understood the value of local culture and the importance of using it when
representing the identity of the nation.
These selections of elements are neutral, established long enough to avoid favouring
one ethnicity more than the others. But they led to arguments whether it is crucial to have
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elements that are really rooted in the culture and show them to the world, instead of
keeping them safe and be cautious, when, potentially, the society will lose its identity.
This issue then prompted a discussion of the current TEKS1M design, which has been given
the name Exora, to become a Malaysian identity taxi. Exora, a native flower, was a neutral
selection but it didn't contain any significant aspects of the society. From the design
perspective, the participants, particularly the designers, failed to justify the influence of
Exora on the design, and as a conclusion, the group agreed that it was simply a name given
by the car manufacturer to their product.
Technical Aspects
Given that the designers were very particular about the technical aspects of the
design, there were extensive discussions concerning this with regard to various issues:
suggested layouts from previous focus group activities; criteria demanded by the government
for taxis; and factors that influenced the functional objectives of the vehicle.
•

Layout design
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Figure 89: Current airport taxi interior layouts - review and comparison

The participants reviewed the suggested layouts from earlier focus group activities.
The designers were aware that the suggestions were made by public users, policy experts
and designers together before they came to any conclusion. Nevertheless, the designers
during this second phase of activity felt they needed to compare the ideas with the current
layout of taxis, to see the validity of the ideas and to see if any changes should be made.
During their analyses, several factors were taken into account, such as the number of
passengers, amount of luggage , vehicle partitioning, and vehicle performance.
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As a result, the groups considered the suggested design from the earlier phase to be
valid as it followed the current size of taxi trends, offered enough space and extended
comfort to the user.
•

Government's criteria/guidelines
The groups understood that the criteria set out by the government act as formal

guidelines in determining the critical aspects of the design. Criteria such as space, safety,
and technological appliances were main factors in designing the Malaysian identity taxi.
The groups also agreed that any added value to the design should not neglect the
standards set by the government.
•

Factors that influenced the functional objective
In the current scene, designers are aware that the biggest mistake is if they do not

consider the functional objectives of their concept in enough depth at the very beginning
of the design projects. Every product and vehicle design should serve a purpose for both
customers and manufacturers. In the context of designing the taxi, this process needs to
be thoroughly considered before they determine the package (term used in automotive
design) or design. By considering the critical aspects of the vehicle's functional objectives,
it will make the designers stop and think about what they are going to do and approach
the ideas with a fresh perspective. This step also applies to all product designing processes
for the designers to succeed in their goals.
Three main areas shown on the next three figures need to be considered when
this research sets out the objectives for the project : 1. the customer, 2. the manufacturer,
and 3. the market or environment. These three factors will drive the basic architecture of
the design with the support of available technologies. The discussion concerning this
matter wasn't very thorough, but briefly captured the general overview of current market
needs and forces. The next figure shows factors that work within functional objectives
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that will help in determining the viability of the taxi design. Even though there are various
factors within the matrices, only a few were selected based on the project needs.

user always complaint
about the amount that they has to
pay as it was not ﬁx and
there are tines where the driver
refused to use the meter

There are several issues rearding
the economic attributes either it is
the economic-based why Malaysia used
their national car as taxis or how
economic it it is the car operating for
the user and does it worth paying for?

the average user per-time
for taxis is 1-3 person
per-ride. Most of the time
there were only a single passenger but
the consideration of space always
there when there are friends and
family

factorsthatdrive
the FUNCTIONAL

OBJECTIVE

customer focus attributes

it’s about time consumed
for each ride. It doesnt merge
as we can see, most of
the Proton cars were based on with the design but somehow it’s
about how long the journey takes,
the Japan, or other car
and how long the time consumed
manufacturers. There’s a lot
using the taxi
to dig in what is the actual
brand identity that resembles
this Malaysia car manufacturer

we can see that up-to-date
the type of taxi used is a Proton.
Where is the image?

it’s the issue mentioned by the
authorities, and the user as well.

+

Figure
90:

cost | image | size | interior space | cargo volume | number of passenger | economy | weight | handling | speed | off-road capability
flexibility | durability | comfort | trim level | security | colors | noise @ vibration @ harshness (NVH) | emissions | towing capacity
customizing potential | loading capacity | aftermarket component availability | brand identity | command-of-the-road seating | easy ingress/egress
maneuverability | range | sound | power | safety/crashworthiness

Selection of suitable customer focus attributes in designing a Malaysian identity taxi

Proton's sales grew at a stable rate
in the ﬁrst decade, but plunged in 1998 due to the
1997 Asian ﬁnancial crisis. Nonetheless, Proton bounced back
and recorded its highest sales volume in 2002 at 214,373 units.
Sales gradually decreased in the following ﬁve years
due to cheaper and more competitive oﬀerings from Perodua.
Proton's sales have recovered slightly since 2008, but their
market share is in a current state of decline. Proton has
sold over 3,500,000 cars in Malaysia
between 1985 and 2013.

the total industry volume forecast
for 2016 - 2018 for commercial vehicles
is 83’900 and rising 0.1% each year
and 87’900 in 2018

factorsthatdrive
the FUNCTIONAL

OBJECTIVE

manufacturers considerations

by the end of 2013, Proton had managed to
raise its market share to 21.2% with a total
of 138,753 units sold.

there are 12’000 workers at Proton
with the parental company which is
DRB-HICOM

manufacturer | manufacturing costs | product lineup | platform sharing | derivatives | production volume | dealer network
marketing strategy | manpower | paint | available components and systems | warranty

Figure 91: Manufacturers’ consideration of aspects based on the participants’ experiences in the Malaysian
automotive industry
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although, there are less proper
taxi stops (based on the pilot study, most
of the user hailed the taxis by taxi stops),
there are about 61’349 taxi license operating
around Malaysia
there are only 2 NGV stations
in KL to accommodate

38’257 taxis
in KL and Klang Valley

the taxi driver needs to pay
RM45 - RM150 per-day in order
to operate the taxi. It is because there
are less individual permit granted by the
authorities (SPAD). Most of the taxi
drivers hold the company permit to operate

there are 91 millions
trip reported in 2013 generating
RM960 million incomes
for taxi services

factorsthatdrive
the FUNCTIONAL

OBJECTIVE

market forces

1600cc and above
speciﬁc colour of vehicle.
diﬀerent purpose taxis, diﬀerent colours
top lamp
licensed sticker on the
right and left front door

infrastructure | population density | parking | economy | taxation | insurance | ecology | culture | legislation | security
climate | consumer advocate groups | sales volume | discrimination

Figure 92: Market forces for taxi services in Malaysia

The three figures above are essential in stating the primary elements needed to be
taken care of every time designers want to execute a design project. However, the selection
of items within each factor will vary based on the different circumstances, such as target user,
market segments, trends, government policies etc.
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Socio-Cultural Factors
The researcher has identified that this is one of the elements discussed among the
participants in all the focus group activities. Apart from technical factors and government
standards, this issue was addressed and acted as an added value towards the design, with the
help of other factors. This study has determined that there are four key factors considered by
the participants in the activities : 1. Emotional factors, 2. Material factors, 3. Social practices,
and 4. Technological factors. The designers in particular highlighted that, apart from
understanding the functional objectives of a design, these socio-cultural factors are
somewhat new and play a significant role in determining a successful process of designing a
Malaysian identity taxi.
•

Emotional factors
Emotional factors are essential ingredients to design products that elicit

appropriate emotions, aimed at creating a positive experience for the user. To achieve
that, designers need to consider the connections that can form a bond between objects
and the user, and the emotions that arise. The emotions evoked by a product can heavily
influence users’ opinions of it. Emotions play a significant role in the human ability to learn
and understand about the existence of everything: positive experiences kindle their
curiosity, and negative ones protect them from repeating mistakes.
In this research context, there was extensive discussion concerning this issue,
particularly on how the cultural elements were applied to the taxi design. The questions
such as 'What elements?', 'How much?' and 'To what extent?' often arose when an
element had been selected and was ready to be applied. These were critical arguments
when designers needed to deliver maximum outcomes from the design to achieve the
aims of this research. Each selection will affect user experiences as well as their emotions,
and that is why they are very critical in the decision-making process. For example, in the
use of Batik as upholstery for the seating fabric, the surface covered and material usage
need to be considered. These aspects will help to increase or decrease the aesthetic value
of the design and how it affects the user’s experience.
•

Material factors
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The material choice is one of the first functions in designing aspects that can
ensure effective production. Well-chosen materials will determine its reliability in
industrial and economic terms. Since this study deals with many cultural elements in the
design, the participants agreed that a critical selection of material would avoid failure in
a product’s reliability for the market. For example, if the design were to apply Batik as the
fabric inside the taxi, the designer should be aware of its capability to meet the safety
standards expectations for vehicles. Also, the cost implications must be taken into account
as original Batik would cost the manufacturer a great deal. These are the challenges faced
by designers as choice of materials is one of the major constraints encountered in the
industry. High-quality materials cost a lot of money and decrease in value, but low-quality
materials are sometimes not durable and need to be replaced over time. Therefore,
designers should make a creative decision to solve the problems and achieve the design
goals at the same time.
•

Social practice
This issue is one of the aspects often neglected by designers in the context of

Malaysian design. The current scenario of Malaysian design products, even though not as
much today, is still based on reverse-engineering and development of the existing
product. These issues are often denied by the manufacturer, but the public can see the
similarity of the new products compared to what is already available. The focus group also
raised the issue of Proton cars and their products over the past five years, where they
could see how they had developed an existing vehicle to produce the new Proton car. This
issue was strongly denied by Proton, but the designers questioned whether, 'Has Proton
designed that particular vehicle?'.
This way of converting existing designs must not happen in a country that is as
advanced in technological capabilities as Malaysia. Regular conversion products will affect
the social practice of the people, as every culture has its unique practices. Social practice
is significant for any design products, but particularly towards the effort of designing
Malaysian identity taxis, as it is a medium that focuses on the engagement of humans
towards the designed products. Proton has been converting existing vehicles into taxis for
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nearly 30 years now, and their current effort of turning the Exora car into a taxi is also not
a success.
The 'everyday' context or social practice is where design lives and interacts, where
the consumption happens, and where the relationships and desires of people take place.
The social practice context demands a closer look at user behaviour, as a dynamic site of
social and material circumstances that are mobilised within embodied patterns of social
performance.
Several related aspects were discussed during the activities, such as the number
of passengers, passenger space, and the safety of both driver and passengers, which can
all effectively reflect the social practice of Malaysian people.
•

Technical and technological factors
Given that the technological appliances are one of the standards mentioned by

the government, the participants began exploring every possibility to embed the
technological aspects into the taxi design. These include payment method, safety
features, GPS and guiding system, advertising and promotion, and all aspects that increase
the user experience when riding in the taxi.
The participants were all aware that these technological appliances are not just an
added value to the products, but essential in assisting the user in most aspects during
their ride. The participants were also aware of how the society of today is quite dependent
on technology, and it has become a key cultural aspect. But, they noted that is essential
to apply the technologies to the suitable areas, and not too much, as this will interfere
with other elements of design and have other implications for other design aspects such
as costing, manufacturing etc.
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6.3

Summary
In the next chapter, the researcher will apply all of the findings gained from the data

collection and utilise them in the designing process. The next step is to find the most suitable
way and technique for implementing the outcome in designing Malaysian identity products,
which in this study case is the taxi.
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Chapter 7
Design Processes and Discussions
Overview of Findings

Designing

Designing the Taxi

Analyses and Evaluation Towards the Design

Discussion

Summary

In this chapter, this study will compile all the findings and apply the process of designing, as suggested
during the final discussions with designers through the second phase of focus group activities. The detailed
process of designing where the researcher applies all the ingredients indicated by participants during the data
collection is explained in Section 7.2. Following that, the study went back to the designers to validate the outcome,
when, outcome was analysed and evaluated. The design analyses and evaluations are explained in Section 7.2.5.
At the end of this chapter, the study determined several essential aspects that are important in designing
Malaysian identity taxis. These aspects also are crucial in developing future Malaysian identity products.

280

7.1

Overview of Findings
This research has conducted two phases of data collection in gathering information.

These include the use of three instruments in data collection processes - interviews, case
studies and focus group activities. The first phase of field studies involving interviews and case
studies was to understand the foundation of Malaysian identity. In the context of this study,
the conception and understanding of Malaysian identity were not only reached with a
statement but with the help of keywords to form sets of visuals as support. The sets of visuals,
which became mood boards, were the outcomes which acted as tools for the designers in
designing Malaysian identity taxis during the second phase of data collection.
The second phase involved two stages of focus group activities and aimed at
identifying the suitable ingredients or steps needed to to succeed in designing a Malaysian
identity taxi. In addition, the outcome or process identified was to be used as a tool or
guidelines to help Malaysian designers in the future in developing Malaysian identity
products. The first phase was an exploration of the design process as well as understanding
the needs of taxi users from the perspectives of users, designers and policymakers. During
the first phase 'What do we want?', the users voiced their concerns, policymakers set the
limitations, and designers helped to visualise suitable ideas. During this phase, the ideas and
solutions were quite random and no boundaries were set, allowing the participants to explore
their ideas as much as possible.
Limitations were set for the second phase of focus group activities. This is because the
researcher had a vague idea concerning the possible solutions for the design and presented
the outcome from the previous activities to the participants. The first phase had set several
standards and limitations, and the participants had addressed the question 'What do they
want?'. The second phase activities 'How do we get there?' aimed at solving the issues of the
taxi users as well as finding appropriate steps in designing a Malaysian identity taxi.
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7.2

Designing
Given that this study has all sorts of ingredients and suggestions for designing a

Malaysian taxi, the researcher started with a quick design process to test the outcome and
validity of the design. As stated earlier in the Literature Review (Section 3.6.1), due to the
limitations of this study to construct a full model of the vehicle, it aimed to produce a
proposed design of a taxi interior based on the Malaysian experience. Based on the outcomes
of the findings, three aspects needed to be taken care : 1. the interior space layout, 2.
government standards which include several stated elements that should be incorporated in
the taxi’s interior, and 3. aesthetic values of the designs which involve the application of
cultural elements. After the researcher completed the designing process which included the
2D, 3D and high-quality renderings, this study then conducted testing and evaluation
processes to assess its validity and the integrity of the outcomes.
Two aspects needed to be validated during the testing and evaluation processes: the
aesthetics of the design; and the socio-cultural factors that help to achieve the design target
regarding users’ needs. The aesthetic values were very much related to the application of
cultural elements and how the design resembled the Malaysian experience. The sociocultural factors involved the testing from several aspects such as emotional and material
values, social practices and technical considerations. These elements were very much related
to the government standards and the spatial design of the taxi itself. Having established the
target of the design steps and what needed to be evaluated at a later stage, this study then
embarked on the design process of the Malaysian identity taxi’s interior.
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7.2.1 Space and Layout Design
Before the researcher constructed the interior layout, this study reviewed the
suggested layout proposed by the field study participants during the first phase of focus group
activities. It was an exploration of various possibilities, and some decisions were made during
the designing process in the second phase of the exercises. Having reviewed all of the
outcomes of the focus group activities, the researcher began to visualise and come up with
summaries of layout designs based on the findings. The next figure shows sketches explored
by the researcher based on these suggestions.

Figure 93: Drafts/ sketches where the researcher is trying to relate the interior space design to the standards
provided by government

Figure 94: Exploring seating arrangements
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After the researcher was satisfied with the sketches, and making sure that they had
covered the most suitable layout arrangements from the focus group findings, this study then
proposed four main designs as a reference.

Figure 95: Several layout designs explored by the participants and summarised by the researcher

The layout size referred to the Proton Exora based on two factors: 1. This vehicle
partitioning is the current trend of taxi size used around the world today; and 2. Proton Exora
is the main taxi used in major cities around Malaysia. The researcher summed up the
suggestions into four main layouts as shown in the figure above. The researcher then sent
these to the participants as a follow-up process to obtain their insights. Based on discussions
with the selected participants (designers), layout number 4 was chosen as the most suitable
to be carried forward and act as the standard in the design process.
Several justifications were made in choosing this layout as a final design.
•

The suggested adjustment was minimal as it would not cost a lot to do the conversion.

•

Given the culture of a maximum of 2-3 people Malaysians riding together in a taxi, the
amount of seating is more than enough to fulfil the needs.
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•

The layout would offer enough convenient space for hand-luggage as well as
wheelchair space if necessary. This is because most taxi passengers would carry hand
luggage or medium-sized personal belonging and they wouldn’t need to use the rear
luggage compartment.

7.2.2 Government Standards
The government has established several criteria or standards for the design of a
Malaysian taxi : 1. Sufficient and appropriate space, 2. Safety (particularly with barriers) and
3. Technological appliances (particularly electronic payment methods). Also, given that there
are also accessibility issues for disabled people s, these criteria were included in the design.
The researcher and field study participants explored several options in implementing these
criteria into the design. The Figure 96 shows the detailed interior parts that include
government standards.

interior layout with government's main criteria

Figure
96:
Final

Various ideas were explored during the field study to express these standards in the
design. After establishing the final layout which encompasses them all, the researcher sent
out the design again to the participants for their insights. Most agreed with the outcome, but
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there were also suggestions to go for more conceptual design or layouts to make it
interesting. However, most participants during the follow-up sessions argued that such steps
would cost a lot of money and it wasn't economically sensible. Given that the Proton Exora
had just come out as a taxis in the last five years, it was unlikely that it would go through
another major conversion at this time.

7.2.3 Applying the Elements of Culture onto the Design: Existing theory and
researcher's approach based on the findings
The design process then began to apply the cultural elements of society on to the
design. To ensure the validity of the design, this study reviewed scholarly articles related to
culture-oriented design products. This step was to ensure the discussions during the focus
group study related to current research and increased its integrity in moving towards the
validation process.
Initially, this study examined the three layers of culture - physical and material, social
behavioural, and spiritual. Physical and material culture is very much to do with tangible items
such as garments, sports items etc. Social behavioural culture works in the context of human
relationships and social organisations. While spiritual culture is to do with the inner qualities
or senses related to art, religion, belief etc. These three layers of culture corresponded with
the three levels of culture-oriented design products in this study:1. Outer level, 2. Mid-level,
and 3. Inner level. The outer level of culture-oriented design products relates to how humans
respond to the physical attributes of the design such as the colour, texture, forms or
patterns/motifs. The mid-level works within the aspects of functions, operations, ability, and
safety which are very much the technical features of the design. The inner level deals with
the intrinsic values of the products such as the stories, emotions or cultural highlights.
The correlation between 'three layers of culture' and 'three levels of cultural design'
with 'three layers of design' by Donald Norman (2014) is more than just coincidence. He states
these are: 1. Visual design which encompasses the outer form values of a product such as the
aesthetics, form and styling, 2. Behavioural design which involves the aspects of engineering,
function and usability, and 3Reflective design which includes user's concerns, emotions and
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desires. The researcher then reviewed the activity outcomes of the focus group sessions to
find the connection between the findings and established theories.
Table 32: Form, Technical Aspects and are the basis for the researcher's guideline to execute the development
process in the design stage

The sections of the three levels and layers are relative to our knowledge, thoughts and
Group
Position

Considerations

Elements

Physical/Material Costumes/Dress,

Foods, Heritage Items

1
Form

Outer Level

Form, Pattern, Motifs,
Colour, Texture

Visual Design

Aesthetics, Forms,
Styling

Social &
Behavioural

2
Technical

Mid-level
Behavioural

3
Affection

Relationships, Social
Organisations
Operation, Function,
Usability

Design

Engineering, Function,
Usability

Spiritual

Arts, Religions, Beliefs

Inner Level

Cultural Features,
Emotions, Stories

Reflective Design

Emotions, Concerns,
Desires

Activity Outcomes
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Batik, Songket as fabrics
inside the vehicle.
Application of woodcarving
motifs on certain finishes.
Floorings with inspiration
from traditional woven mats.
Most technical aspects meet
the government standards to
suit the current needs of the
users.
Standards: 1. Space, 2. Safety,
3. TechnologicalAppliances
and 4. Accessible for the
disabled
Applications of traditional
architectural elements
resemble the elements of
space of traditional houses.
Motifs and craft itemsinfluences applied on the
design have significant
meaning in local society’s life.

perceptions of the world around us. Our brain will go through several processes in
understanding a design before we can really appreciate it. At first, the mind processes the
surface details of the object by capturing the visuals through sight, sound, and touch. Second,
through interaction, the sense of cognitive satisfaction obtained as the purpose of the object
is recognised and understood. And after that, through memory recall, the object is associated
with emotional content and cultural context. These principles are essential for all designs. To
reflect on this research intention’s aims to succeed in designing Malaysian identity taxi, it can
succeed if the study manages to capture all three layers of culture and include them in the
three layers of a product experience.
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Prior to the globalisation experienced by most countries around the world, design and
culture were never at odds with each other. The modern capabilities for mass production
allow one culture to develop new products and artefacts. This leads to the question: What
would our designs of today tell the people of tomorrow? Would the designs accurately
describe our culture and what are the differences between them and the existing products?
Based on the discussions with the participants and current efforts by the designers in
Malaysia, most of the designs were developed aiming at working with the culture. Societies
will learn how to adapt and achieve it themselves. This study aims at designing a Malaysian
identity taxi to represent its culture to the world. This is because, the identities of a culture
will never completely disappear when it is exported, if the designers succeed in interpreting
the cultural elements of the societies within it. A glimpse into that culture and tradition that
are embedded in the design would be exported too.
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7.2.4 Designing the Taxi
7.2.4.1 Sketching
After establishing the design criteria which includes the layout package, technical
aspects and design features to be considered in designing the taxi, the researcher began to
sketch ideas. The following figures show several ideations made by the researcher before
transforming the concept into digital 3D drawings.

Figure 97: Several design sketches and cultural elements embedding processes done by the researcher

The researcher used the manual sketching process to explore various expressions of
cultural elements onto the design. The elements chosen were based on the established mood
boards and suggestions emerging from the focus group activities. The next step of the process
was constructing the digital 3D data of the design to see the exact form and aspects of the
ideas. Some digital ideas were constructed using various suggested layouts to explore new
possibilities with the technical issues. The researcher was aware that the interior layout
decision had been made. However, at this stage, and due to a slight curiosity towards a
particular outcome, this study explored digital visuals of other layouts too to see their
compatibility and whether there were any changes of mind regarding participants’ first
selections.
7.2.4.2 Digital 3D Ideation
The following figures show the digital 3D design developed by the researcher
throughout the ideation process. The design was then resubmitted to selected participants
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for further review. At this stage, this study tried to tackle the technical issues of the design
before embarking on the aesthetic development stage where it applied cultural elements
onto the design. It aimed at creating a 'blank canvas' which met the technical aspects and
standards established during the field study.

Figure 98: First trial of digital 3D data construction

Throughout the development process, the researcher noticed that there was not
much that he could do to change the look of the design as it was bound with existing technical
aspects and government standards. However, the researcher played with the amount of
seating and proper storage units to test the compatibility. The first ideation was just an
exploration of the visual data. The second construction of digital 3D ideas and renderings
were solely based on the outcome of the field study. Before the researcher produced the 'sets
of standards' of the design, preliminary visualisation was done to experience the idea. There
weren’t very many changes from the first 3D construction, in that it only added more seating
and removed the unnecessary items from the design, following the field study's concept.

Figure 99:
idea

The basic
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7.2.4.3 The Set of Standards
The next steps in the design process are where this study established the set of
standards for the ideas. During this part, the researcher made sense of all of the ideas and
suggestions and determined the final measures. Figure 100 shows the last ideation of the
concept.

Figure 100: Overview of the final design

2

1

3

4

5

Figure 101: The set of standards for Malaysia taxi interior

Figure 101 shows the set of standards for the Malaysian taxi’s interior. The labelled
parts were the critical elements that had been established during the field study as primary
criteria or basic standards for the interior. Below are the explanations for each component:
1. The barrier

The barrier or partition glass acts as a safety component for both driver and passengers. When
this research reviewed the iconic taxi designs around the world, this barrier was a required

291

specification, to increase the safety of the users. This criterion had been voiced by the
previous minister as one of the requirements needed for future taxi design to improve safety.
2. Technological Appliances/Entertainments/Electronic Payment

The application of technologies in the interior environment is one of the factors suggested by
participants and also one of the government standards. During the focus group activities,
various suggestions were made such as the implementation of the LED screen for
entertainment purposes, GPS guidance, interactive media, advertisements etc; the electronic
payment method was suggested by the government. In the design, the researcher developed
one large LED screen for all these purposes.
3. Foldable backward-facing seating

This backward-facing seating is an addition to the current seating. Based on findings from the
discussions, this seat will rarely be used since the usual number of passengers taking taxis is
between 1-2 or 2-3 person at any one time. This seat needs to be foldable to accommodate
a baby’s pushchair or a wheelchair when a disabled person is using the taxi.
4. 4 and 5: Wheelchair Space and Ramp

To solve the accessibility issues for wheelchair users , area number 5 on the design shows the
ramp, to assist the wheelchair user getting in and out of the taxi and for them to place it
during the ride. This area also provides a large space for other users to put their hand luggage.
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7.2.4.4 Suggested Concept for Solving Accessibility Issues
The researcher and field study participants explored various ways to accommodate
accessibility elements in the interior design. Even though it hasn't been mentioned as one of
the government standards in designing the Malaysian identity taxis, this aspect was taken
into consideration by the participants and proved to be one of the essential criteria for a taxi
based on the literature. In many larger cities in European countries, wheelchair accessible
taxis are easy to get. In some countries, licensed taxis are now accessible and this has been
one of the requirements for them to operates around the cities. Figure 102 shows how the
concept of wheelchair and ramps operate.

Figure 102: Brief concepts of how this study solves the accessibility issues for wheelchair users in the interior
design

The aim of this research wasn't just about designing a Malaysian identity taxi, but also
to create a design which can help the country work for everyone. Given that situation, part of
this design’s aim was to ensure that disabled people would have the same access to
opportunities and services as anyone else - including when it comes to travel. The researcher
and participants started to notice that wheelchair users are often heavily reliant on private
hire vehicles or taxis for their travel. Hence, a part of this research aim was to ensure that the
changes made towards the design would be a means of providing fair and equal treatment
for all.
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7.2.4.5 Embedding the Cultural Elements
There is no doubt that this part was the most difficult of all. Fundamentally, this was
the expected section of outcome for this study where it finally developed a Malaysian identity
taxi that can effectively convey the character of the nation. The most important ingredients
in designing a Malaysian identity taxi were the components of the identity itself. This research
has established the elements that can effectively convey the character of the society by using
a pictorial form, the mood boards, as a medium to translate identities into ideas.
In this section, the researcher blended the ideas from focus group activities into a final
design based on several aspects, such as the layouts, technical standards and aesthetic
elements. Table 33 shows the details of how the participants embedded the cultural elements
into the design:
Table 33: Cultural elements and the design applications

Scope of Culture

Elements
•
•
•
•

Colour
Established Items

•
•
•
•

Carving on Actual Materials
Carving on Alternative Materials
Printing
Item Designs Influenced by the
Motifs
Carving on Actual Materials
Carving on Alternative Materials
Printing
Item Designs Influenced by the
Motifs
Actual Fabrics/Materials
Printing
Coloured Materials
Printing

1.

Colour

•

Coloured Materials

1.

Images

•

Printing Images

1.
2.

Traditional Games Items
Art Motifs

•

Item Designs Influenced by the
Motifs

1.
2.
3.

National Flowers
National Flags
Tourism Aspects

•

Printing

Architecture

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Architectural Items
Spatial Philosophy
Ornaments or Crafts Motifs
Traditional Materials
Iconic Buildings

Arts and Crafts

1.
2.
3.

Handicrafts Elements
Carvings
Art Motifs

Fashions and Textiles

1.
2.

Batik Motifs
Songket Motifs

Festivals and
Celebrations
Religions and Beliefs
Traditional Food and
Cuisines
Traditional Sports and
Games

1.
2.

Others

Applications

•
•
•
•

As discussed with the focus group participants, the process of embedding cultural
elements into the design might vary, depending on the designer's preferences. There are no
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specific ways to apply certain aspects of culture as long as the ingredients are available or
related to the mood boards, as the mood boards are the guidelines or inspirations. However,
there are also certain elements that are not suitable or inappropriate to be placed on certain
design items such as batik fabrics applied as doorknob covers.
Referring to the table showing how designers apply cultural elements to the design,
there are several ways of doing it:
o Carving on actual materials
The applications of traditional motifs such as woodcarvings or art motifs were applied
to the actual material and later into the interior. The real material examples suggested were
'Cengal', 'Meranti', 'Nyatoh', etc., which are local traditional hardwoods or others such as
bamboo and rattan. These local hardwoods can usually be seen used to build houses, pieces
of furniture, craftwork etc.
o Carving on alternative materials
Given that using local materials causes significant expense that impacts the overall
costs of the products, the designers suggested applying the carving on to alternative
materials. This would also impact the costs of running material tests to meet manufacturing
standards for the design to be used as commercial items when applied to the taxi interior.
The applications of traditional motifs onto standard materials seems reliable and much more
efficient, but the participants suggested that this should be done in a very minimal way to
avoid misconceptions concerning the local culture while at the same time preserving its value.
o Printing/Printed Images
Printing was used for some elements that were difficult to apply to the design. The
best example here are the elements from traditional food and cuisine where the designers
felt it was difficult to embed them in the design. Consequently, if there were a need to apply
the ingredients from this cultural context, image printing was one of the ways to do so.
o Printing
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This was the other way to reduce the cost in implementing the cultural elements into
the design. For example, applying actual Songket fabrics as the seating covers would cost a
lot, therefore, by having them printed, would save significant cost, and at the same time
extend the lifetime of the product itself. There were also applications of advertising purposes
such as the printed panel of iconic buildings or travel destinations applied onto the vehicle,
to increase tourism appeal.
o Item designs influenced by the motifs
Some interior details were designed using the inspirationof cultural elements with
very few stylisations. For example, the safety barrier was based on the Malay house
partitions, and headrests influenced by the traditional headdresses etc. However, the
inspirations needed a little stylisation to make the interior seem like a whole, rather than a
mismatch of separate components.
o Actual Fabrics/Materials
There are also ideas to embed the actual fabrics into the interior's design. For
example, applying actual batik as the seating fabric. There are two arguments regarding this
matter made by the designers:1. it will increase the value and attractiveness of the product,
but it will have a significant impact on maintenance cost, but 2. It will help boost the local
Batik industry as they will have an ongoing collaboration with the automotive sector.
o Coloured materials
During the field study, this research identified that there are certain colours associated
with particular ethnicities. During the focus group study, the designers approached certain
interior items with the use of these representative colours. But, the application of a colour
towards certain items should be carefully placed to avoid misconceptions or 'horrorvaqui'
(improper match of elements) in design.
7.2.4.6 Suggested Design
The figure below shows the proposed design of the Malaysian identity taxi interior.

296

Figure 103: Suggested design for Malaysian taxi interior with the application of cultural elements

297

7.2.5 Analysis and Evaluation of the Design
After the researcher had established the suggested idea of a Malaysian identity taxi
interior, the design was sent out to the designers for an evaluation process. This step was to
ensure that the outcome developed by the researcher based on the field study was congruent
with their perspectives. The evaluation processes were based on the ability of the design to
achieve the target that met the two aspects often discussed during the field study: 1. Sociocultural practices, and 2. Layers of culture-oriented design products. The components within
these aspects are listed below:
1. Socio-cultural practices

o Socio-cultural practices
o Technical factors
o Emotional factors
2. Layers of culture-oriented design products

o Form and visuals
o Technical aspects
o Reflective or inner value
The selection of these aspects was based on the theory of cultural layers by Lin (2002)
and layers of design by Norman (2010). It is important to reflect on these theories as a means
of justifying the work done by the researcher. Twenty designers were selected to do the
evaluation, and they were participants in the previous focus group activities. The next section
shows the comments based on the evaluation process concerning each aspect assessed.
However, as the comments rshow, the researcher found that the socio-cultural practice and
layers of culture-oriented design products actually correspond with each other. Although,
some aspects such as the socio-cultural practice and form might have a stand-alone
comment, they still resemble the same topic.
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Comments
Socio-Cultural Practices, Form, and Visuals
In this context, the participants were looking at the visual, form and space designed
for the taxi's interior. From the socio-cultural aspects, most were satisfied that the space
formed in the design fits the basic needs of the user (most taxi rides with 1-2 or 2-3 people at
a time). The number of seats is sufficient, and the interior is spacious enough to meet
government standards. The accessibility concerns regarding wheelchair users also seem
settled as it offers a reasonable and practical solution in approaching the issues.
The form and visuals of the design clearly show the culture of the society as it
implements several traditional motifs and local art forms in designing the interior part.
Although it is very minimal, the participants said to keep it that way to make the design
acceptable and stick to the contemporary image of the modern design trends. This is not to
say that the implementation of local heritage will make the design look old, but the way of
implementing it in a contemporary concept is quite acceptable in this proposed level as
guidelines for the designer to research further.
Technical Aspects
This context looks closely at the standards affirmed by the government in designing a
Malaysian taxi. The participants agreed that the design (on this visual level) meets the criteria
stated by the government. It has ample space to fit enough passengers for a single ride; the
implementation of safety barrier increases safety for both driver and passengers; and
technological appliances that are not just for the electronic payment methods, but also a wide
range of other services that it could offer (GPS navigation, entertainment, advertisements
etc.). Although the technological appliances still seem conceptual at this stage, it is possible
given that the technology is available to be applied in the automotive industry. Current
Malaysian taxi services have started to use electronic payment methods at their TEKS1M
operations, and introducing other technologies might increase the value of the service and
bring it up to the level with other taxi services around the world.
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Reflective Design and Emotional Factors
Most of the participants agreed that at last, this study has found new areas of
competitive advantage, in using cultural elements as added value towards a product. This is
evident when this research managed to made design play a significant part in reaching the
emotions. The proposed design was not a total success, as stated in some comments, but it
offers excellent opportunities for future designers to explore further, as it shows great
possibilities to investigate various techniques as to how to carry out the implementation or
stylisation of cultural elements in the design.
The use of local heritage elements, or Malaysian identity in design can surely evoke
the user's emotions, which create feelings towards and impressions about the design. Also,
from the aspect of tourism, it’s a significant step in advertising our culture and creating
awareness among all people, as Malaysian taxis are transformed into a moving cultural
experience.
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7.3

Discussions

7.3.1 Designing Culture-Oriented Products: Think Culturally
The processes of designing products in the industrial design field are not solely
controlled by obvious physical circumstances such as material properties, structural strength
or manufacturing constraints. It also appears to be dealing with unknown and hidden complex
factors such as the society’s cultures, social values, aesthetic preferences, sense of
connectedness, emotions and other non-physical elements. As most designers are aware,
designed products are somewhat of a physical exhibition of variables that are controllable or
uncontrollable, known and unknown. During the design development process, the outcomes,
or products, were shaped by the interaction of various considerations: designers,
manufacturers, user feedback, marketers, engineers etc. Simply put, a designed product is a
function of those contributors. Given this fact, it is evident that culture and cultural values as
key contributors, play a significant role in human life, and it is thought that the field of
industrial design is not excluded from these pervading cultural effects.
Based on the literature and field study, the researcher can conclude that designers are
not adequately informed to understand and incorporate the cultural requirements and
elements of the potential user group. This issue is evident when Proton keeps on converting
existing cars into taxis, and manufacturers re-engineer existing products into their designs
etc. Consequently, users who have a unique cultural practice (Malaysian society) can hardly
expect to use products that match their cultural needs and desires, and they often have to
somehow adapt their needs to products that are more interesting and available to them.
Designed products can be regarded as the manifestation, association and combination of a
set of physical and non-physical principles, in which designers can communicate items of their
ideas and those of their users. These principles should enable communication and will be
explained in a later section.
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7.3.2 Design with Cultural Elements: The Challenges
During the field study, the researcher managed to identify the challenges and
constraints faced by designers in designing culturally-influenced design products. Also, the
limitations faced by designers such as policy interventions, funding, manufacturers’ concerns
etc., have forced them to do the opposite of what they believe they should do. The table
below shows the contradictory beliefs in Malaysian design practice.
Table 34: The conflicts of practice faced by designers in designing cultural-influence designed products

What they believe should be done

•

•

•

Designers need to understand the local
culture clearly to make their design able
to suit the social needs of the society
A clear definition of identities in any
form should be developed to assist
designers in designing culturallyinfluenced designed products.
Implementation of social elements into
designed products can help in sustaining
the local culture.

What are they currently facing/doing

•

Working on company-interest projects
that are solely driven by general
concepts

•

Random selection of cultural elements
without strong knowledge, which lead
to a misconception of cultural identities
and representations

•

Establishing new elements in hope they
will mature over time. They believe that
culture will work its way into it.

•

Culturally-embedded elements into
design products were a by-product as
they didn’t get enough support from the
companies.

Efforts by designers to produce cultural-identity-influenced or culture-oriented design
products are happening more and more each day. In the context of taxi design, the success
of major companies in bringing identity into the design is evident in the London Black Cab,
and New York Yellow cab, while the Hindustan Ambassador, which seemed quite opposed to
design, ceased production in 2014. In modern globalised business where products exhibit
themselves, consumers and industrial designers are being challenged by culturally-oriented
design products. In an effort to appreciate culture, society loves to see that there are products
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representing their culture in the market and for them to be proud of. However, designers are
unable to do just that given the challenges they are facing.
Several works of literature in cultural theory and industrial design point to the reality
of at least five main reasons which are no different from this research's field study findings
for the negligence of cultural influence in the product design process:
•

The manufacturer's concern over additional costs involved in researching and
developing products that are culturally oriented and customised for a specific user
target group.

•

Lack of cultural know-how and knowledge of cultural integration from the designer's
view, caused by a gap in their absence or lack of cultural education.

•

Product and service globalisation.

•

Market-oriented manufacturers and technology-focused designers, who prefer to
innovate more in technological aspects rather than aiming at a cultural fit.

•

Product customisation has been seen as contrary to the norm in today's current massmanufactured industrial production approach.

There are various aspects in which culture can help to increase the value of a product.
Culture can become a resource for inspiration and innovation, it can play a role in the intuitive
use of a product, it can set trends, reflect the user's identity, become a means for user's
satisfaction - in short, culture can sell. However, given the challenges faced by designers, they
weren't able to achieve that. There no specific or recommended principles to aid designers in
Malaysia in designing culturally-influenced design products. With all of the ingredients and
findings from both the literature and field study, this research came up with a direction and/or
framework to assist designers in designing Malaysian identity products, in this research's
focus, the taxi.
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7.3.3 Towards the Final Framework (Research Outcome)
The Research Processes: Concerning Research Questions and Objectives
The researcher went through various processes in answering the research questions
and fulfilling the research objectives. Figure 104shows each process throughout the study and
their outcome at each stage, pertaining to the outcome of this research.

Figure 104: Research processes and outcomes (pertaining to research questions and research objectives)
throughout the stages. *Refer to the detail of Research Questions and Objectives in the Methodology section.

After this study had developed the Research Methods, the researcher went out into
the field gathering data using several instruments for data collection such as interviews, case
studies and focus group activities. Referring to the above figure, each stage of the data
collection process was about specific Research Questions and Research Objectives (as
highlighted in red). The elaboration of the findings are as follows:
•

The fundamental foundation of Malaysian Identity (RQ1, RO1)

To pursue the effort of finding the underlying basis or principle of Malaysian identity, this
research faced significant challenges as there is no basis nor ground theory to be based on.
The understanding of Malaysian identity is entirely inductive as there are no relevant
references concerning the matter. However, certain policies established by the authorities
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have helped shape the foundations of this research as to where it should begin, such as the
National Cultural Policy, the Constitution, National Congress on cultural resolutions etc. With
help from the interviews with the experts, it added more detailed clarification to where this
study should look into.
Given that Malaysia is a multi-ethnic country, it is challenging to find one central core
of reference concerning identity on which to build the foundation. However, given the
guidelines from the established policies, and discussions with the experts, the focus should
be on the activities of the indigenous societies of this region. This research has conducted
case studies to support the claim covering historical context, geographical location, linguistic
affiliation etc.
•

The Components of Malaysian Culture (RQ1, RO2)

There are many cultural matrices within the cultural context, and a concentrated series of
them associated with one another between forms, things, acts, space representation etc.,
form the basis for ontological and epistemological thoughts about the society. To select and
package them together to form the grounded theory of Malaysian identity is thus difficult.
But the fact remains, as Edensor discussed, those who attempt to solidify the foundation of
identity can't incorporate the whole matrix; the researcher should concentrate on a few
symbolic and selective dimensions to suit the purpose. And that is what this study did; after
reviewing a large body of literature and several theories related to culture and identity, seven
components were selected to represent Malaysian society: 1. Architecture, 2. Arts and crafts,
3. Fashions and textiles, 4. Festivals and celebrations, 5. Religions and beliefs, 6. Traditional
food and cuisines, and 7. Traditional games and activities.
•

Key Attributes of Malaysian Identities (RQ1, RO3)
Again, to determine the key characteristics of Malaysian identities seems to be

difficult given the diversity of its society. However, after reviewing many documents during
the case studies and facts supported by the experts during the interviews, the essentials of
this study should be based on the culture of people who are native to the land. Malay, as the
dominant ethnicity in Malaysian society, has a long history of living in this region of the Malay
Archipelago. It is no doubt that foreign influences have influenced and are still affecting the
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Malay culture, given the fact that this land has been under several great empires and western
colonial powers - but those influences have been tailored to suit local lifestyles and have been
given an Islamic colouring to suits religious needs. This decision was also supported by looking
at the Constitution and the National Cultural Policy, where these two components form the
law that has been and formulated to protect the culture and traditions of the people of this
land.
As this research revealed, during the mood boards construction and design
development process through focus group activities, most of the elements used to signify
Malaysian identity were Malay-derived ingredients. However, there are also other ethnicity
elements applied onto the design, but these have been tailored into the local cultural context,
to fit into the society and to blend well with the culture.
•

Culturally-Influenced or Culture-Oriented Design Products (RQ2, RO4)

This research has reviewed the literature and theories concerning this issue to support
the findings. In the following section, the research explains the outcome framework that
signifies the proper process for designing Malaysian identity taxis, given the current scenario
that causes negligence of culture towards the product design process among Malaysian
designers and other responsible parties.
•

Applying the Outcomes (RQ2, RO5)

Extensive discussions concerning this matter were held with experts during the interviews
and among participants during focus group activities. The first thing that needed to be done
was for government and its agencies, and designers to have a robust knowledge, awareness
and appreciation of culture. To create this sensitivity is done through education, and that
should be made readily and widely available by the government. The designers should then
be responsible for having a vast knowledge of cultural know-how, which would then lead to
a better selection of cultural elements as influences on their designed products.
Several efforts have been made to design Malaysian identity products today, but most
don’t attain anywhere near the mass-manufacturing level. The selection of cultural elements
as their influences, however, shows they were not critically selected and were made randomly
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based on the designers’ own preferences, which they believe suit the current trend. The
approach used by the Malaysian designers today, where they believe culture will make its
own way into the product, is contrary to the methods of culture-oriented design product
processes discovered in this research.
Government and its agencies, policymakers and designers, are all responsible parties to
make this culturally-oriented design integration happen. A successfully designed product that
can effectively portray the local culture and heritage, can help create awareness among the
society, sustain the culture, and boost the economy, especially from the context of tourism.
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7.4

Summary

Primary Consideration: The Socio-Cultural Practices
When this research conducted the focus group studies, several elements were
identified as being frequently mentioned by the participants during the discussions. These
elements or so-called factors were the key aspects that needed to be considered during the
process of designing Malaysian identity taxis: 1. Social practices, 2. Emotional factors, 3.
Material factors, and 4. Technical factors. The next figure shows these four elements and the
context of discussion.

Figure 105: Factors that needed to be considered when designing the Malaysian identity taxi

These four elements have been discussed in the focus group chapter, and the
consideration of each aspect has been well elaborated. These factors are within the sociocultural factor's matrices, which are among the components that characterise a society or
group based on their preferences.
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From this research's context, it can conclude that design and society are inseparable.
The designed products, their processes of manufacture, the technologies applied, and their
usability and functions, are inherently reflections of social practices. Every step of the way in
realising designed products serves a social purpose and exists in a social context, regardless
of how they will be used, how they will interact with the user, what materials are used and
technologies applied; unless they were designed and developed for the sake of design itself.
Design and society influence and interact with each other, sometimes without knowing, other
times with awareness. Design outcomes were impacted by the research made through all of
the processes in its realisation, and the critical elements of the decision made through the
processes were defined by the society or users - the socio-cultural factors.
As with all other globalisation contexts, society and design are irrevocably
intertwined. In this research context, automotive designers and car manufacturers neglect or
ignore the social context in which taxis are intended to be used; by simply converting existing
vehicles into taxis. This is not simply the case for taxis, but other designed products where
Malaysian designers and manufacturers tend to re-engineer current products into their
design, which results in the negligence of social practices, since the products aren't designs
based on society’s preferences.
The next section will show the relations of these socio-cultural factors with the taxi
design development processes, which were extensively discussed by the participants during
the field studies. The next part also suggests methods or processes needed to successfully
design a Malaysian identity taxi by incorporating the societal factors into the design
development processes.

309

Chapter 8
Conclusions and Recommendations

In this chapter, the researcher proposes a suggestion for a design framework, based on the discussion
with all the participants, design process testings and design validations. Later in the chapter in Section 8.2, this
study concludes all of the matter within this research and suggests possible future research that can be done
related to this topic.
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8.0

Research Suggestions

8.1

The Design Framework Protocols - Original Contributions to Knowledge
After analysing all of the processes involved in designing a successful Malaysian

identity taxi, this study has identified several stages involved in achieving it: 1. Identifying, 2.
Extracting, 3. Classifying, and 4. Development. These four stages of the process are shown in
Figure 106.

Figure 106: Suggested framework to guide designers in designing Malaysian identity product in the future

This framework has been constructed based on the field study findings and is also supported
by the literature review. The next section describes in detail the process within each stage.
The researcher has conducted the evaluation process of the design based on suggestions from
the participants. This table is the summary of processes evaluated based on the components
in Section 7.2.5, where it defines essential elements to signify the process of designing
Malaysian identity products. Comments concerning the methods using this framework were
discussed in Section …..
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8.1.1 Identifying
(Discussed in Section 3.4 when this research is developing the focus)
The first stage of the process was to identify the proper cultural context to be used as
an influence during the design development process. In this study, the researcher has chosen
the seven most vibrant cultural elements to represent the society based on several factors,
which are that: 1. the components cover most aspects of community life based on the
literature reviews; 2. the selected cultural contexts are among the most vibrant elements in
the society’s life, and 3. The components of culture are easily visualised in pictorial form as
examples or references that will guide the researcher. Future designers need to know how
critical it is in deciding the proper cultural components to be represented as the influence
towards their product, as the chosen components will portray the identity of Malaysia. As has
been stated by Edensor (2002), there are various components under the cultural matrices.
However, it is the responsibility of the researcher to choose which components define the
intention of constructing the meanings of local identities.
For example, to design a food container that reflects the Malaysian identity, the
designer should choose the components of culture such as traditional foods and cuisines,
religions and beliefs etc., as their influence as these are much more relatable to the design
context rather than traditional sports and games. In this research, the researcher has chosen
seven cultural backgrounds in the hope of covering most aspects of the local life. Given that
the taxi has many elements that interact with the user, the seven chosen components seem
appropriate to give the user a glimpse of the local culture and the experience of living in
Malaysia.
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8.1.2 Extracting
(Discussed in Section 3.5 when this research reviews the selected cultural components. Later,
the researcher did the interviews with experts in the field to get more in-depth ideas
concerning the elements within the selected components).
After the suitable components were selected, the next step was the process of
extracting the elements within them. Various elements were contained within each cultural
component, and the proper selection determined the best way of portraying the cultural
activity itself. For example, in this research, the researcher chose 'Malay houses' as the most
dominant element in the culture based on architectural perspectives. This is because they are
traditional houses that originated before the arrival of foreign influences and modern living
styles, and were constructed by the indigenous people of the land, the Malay. Their forms,
designs suited to tropical conditions, harmonious proportions, and decorative elements are
still relevant today.
However, the elements should be chosen wisely to have the maximum impact on the
viewer, and to avoid misconceptions. For example, if designers were to select items or
elements from traditional sports and games, they could choose 'Keris' to represent the
context. Nevertheless, the designers should describe the anatomy of the Keris specifically to
avoid misjudgment since there are Keris that do not originate from Malaysia. The same ap[lies
to Batik and Songket, but some criteria differentiate Malaysian Batik and Songket from those
of Indonesia.

8.1.3 Classifying
(Discussed in Section of 5.7.1 where this research classifies all the elements and produces the
mood boards).
The next step was when the designer classified all of the elements into the design
mood boards or the visual identity representations. In this research, rather than using words
to describe Malaysian identity, it used the designer's approach of creating a pictorial form to
address the identity. So, why mood boards?
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As stated in Section 5.7 - Interview Pre-outcome, mood boards are one of the tools
that guide designers to shape their project at the very beginning of the design process. A
mood board is a visual representation of ideas and concepts that are typically displayed in
either digital or collage format. This visual tool is incredibly useful in communicating ideas,
while at the same time helping designers to build their visions and establish ideas that are
appropriate for their project.
At the very beginning of a project, it is critical to define the style and criteria of the
design. And there is no better way to do this than by organising your ideas to set a clear goal.
A mood board will help designers to do this while keeping their ideas in one place, ensuring
they don't stray from the original direction. When presenting the ideas, a mood board is a
useful medium to get the ideas across. It is challenging to define concepts without a visual
illustration, and this is precisely what a mood board does to significant effect.

8.1.4 Development
(Discussed in Chapter 7 and concluded in Section 7.4 where the researcher explains the main
considerations practised by the participants when designing the taxi interior)
o There are three areas of focus during the processes that run simultaneously
throughout the stage of developments:1. Developing the form; 2. Applying the
technical aspects; and 3. the emotions and affections towards the design. The
construction of these last steps was supported by several aspects:1. Literature
reviews describing layers and levels of design and culture; 2. Socio-cultural factors
addressed by the participants during focus group activities; and 3. The design
process and considerations made by designers during the field study, as described
above. As a result, this last means of developing Malaysian identity taxi involves
three significant steps which are form and visuals, technical aspects, and reflective
or inner value (emotional response) .
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Developing the form
(As discussed in Sections 7.2.4.1 and 7.2.4.2)
During this step, designers will develop the concept of ideas with the influences they lift from
the mood boards. The designers will deal with many aspects that involve the physical or visual
outlook of the products deal with the aesthetics, form and styling.
Applying the technical aspects
(As discussed in Section 7.2.4.3)
At the same time, when developing the shape of the product, the designers will
attempt to meet the standards given by the authorities, or in this research's context, the
criteria provided by the government in designing Malaysian identity taxi. During this step, the
designers will deal with several technical aspects such as the product functions, usability,
function, engineering etc.
Reflective or inner value (emotional response (As discussed in Section 7.2.4.5)
This process of provoking emotions and reflection towards the design happens
simultaneously during form development and technical application. This process requires
designers to critically review and refer to the mood boards while designing the product as it
will influence the ideas they are developing. However, the application of influences should be
critically analysed and discussed as to avoid misconceptions and to produce maximum impact
on the users.
For example, in the case of designing Malaysian identity taxis, the designer used Batik
as the fabric cover for the seating. False application of Batik would be, for example, to apply
the fabric as an influence in decorating the interior's flooring, as it shows disrespect, and
depreciates the value of the Batik. In this issue, the designer should choose the appropriate
element for the floor such as 'tikar mengkuang' (traditional woven rug) or 'Malay house
flooring'.
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8.2

Conclusions
Through this exploratory research, it has been possible to justify areas where

appropriate steps need to be taken by designers to succeed in the pursuit of designing
Malaysian identity design products. The researcher has also addressed challenges which need
to be tackled by the designers, and all responsible parties need to consider them to achieve
success in developing Malaysian identity designed products. Conclusions of these issues are
discussed below.
This study has revealed an absence of knowledge concerning Malaysian identity,
caused by the lack of appreciation among the people, a diversity of educational streams, etc.
Given that situation, the researcher has reviewed the challenges faced by designers in
developing Malaysian identity products due to the confusion faced by society concerning
their identities. In addressing the issues, a dialogue with all interested parties was essential
as observed by Price and Blyth (2011). These collaborations are important as the problems
faced are far more than one individual or group can solve. There is a real need to build
connections between the cultural experts, designers and policymakers to take forward the
initiative of developing Malaysian identity products.
In light of this situation, fundamental and wide-ranging knowledge concerning culture
and identities, and collaboration between designers and interested parties in developing
Malaysian identity products, have been revealed to be central to the future success of these
initiatives. The academic roles, either from the design field, cultural education, or policy
studies, should play a significant role in raising awareness among the public through scholarly
publications. This issue was established from the literature review, where academic writing
related to Malaysian identity and Malaysian product design identity was not sufficient to help
the public understand their culture, or for designers to refer to. It is understood from the
literature that there is significant interest from the public to see that these initiatives become
a reality. They would love to see Malaysian products designed with their national identities.
Hence, the work of online individuals discussing Malaysian identities should not be
overlooked. As this study experienced, there are various discussions concerning this matter
in blog posts, social media postings, YouTube channels etc. Some of the points made were
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valid but since their points of view weren’t published in any academic writing, they were
unable to engage with the industry or any interested parties.
Policy authorities, cultural experts, government agencies and NGOs play a significant
role in creating awareness among the public regarding knowledge of the culture. This study
has elaborated several aspects where they need to take action, such as the educational
syllabus, educational streams, public understanding and interpretation, etc. By having a broad
knowledge, understanding and awareness concerning these matters, and to avoid confusion,
the effort in building a firm Malaysian identity will be easier, and can help foster ethnic
integration throughout the nation.
It all comes back to the designer as to how they use the available resources at the end
of the day. The designer should work together with all interested parties to succeed in
developing Malaysian identity products. By looking at the case study of Proton (discussed in
Section 2.4), this research has proved that Malaysian designers of today tend to overlook the
fundamental aspects of culture and move towards more trend-derivative design to satisfy the
user. The interviewees GP1, DES2 and DES5 observed that there is nothing wrong in doing
that, but it is unethical to claim a design represents Malaysian identity when the basis of the
design elements is not authentically Malaysian (example study case of TEKS1M). The
designers and all interested parties should work together in understanding the very root of
culture in building the design elements of a product - to successfully portray the identity of
the society.
The launch of TEKS1M in 2014 is extremely significant; it shows that the country
believes that taxis can effectively support cultural tourism. TEKS1M, using Proton Exora, was
a national programme where the government formulateda major rebranding for Malaysian
taxis, aimed at introducing the Malaysian identity taxi, to match the efforts of other major
cities in addressing tourism issues, like the Black Cab in London, or the Yellow Cab in New
York. However, the approach in achieving it was the same as in previous practices - minor
conversions of an existing vehicle. Also, Proton Exora referred to a flower that is not
particularly significant in Malaysian culture. Moreover, in the TEKS1M programme, they
allowed diversity when they introduced Toyota's vehicles into the business. The question is,
’Isn't it a Malaysian identity vehicle programme?’ Why are they using a non-Malaysian
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identity vehicle in a product that will represent the country? Again, in this issue, all related
parties failed to achieve the original aims of the project, and the effort was shown to have
failed in several newspapers months later. This situation proved that there was a lack of
understanding concerning Malaysian identity itself, which all the responsible parties took for
granted in reaching a decision regarding this matter. It needs all related parties to make a
decisive choice concerning Malaysian identities to support the long-term goals of this
initiative, and the future of Malaysian product identities will hang in the balance until
everyone can overcome the confusion concerning this matter.
As exploratory research, this study has presented a thorough analysis of Malaysian
identities by exploring the elements within the components of culture. Those visual elements
are the ingredients that form Malaysian visual identities, that can be used as a guideline, or
inspiration for designers when designing Malaysian identity products in the future. To date,
there has been limited literature discussing the matter of Malaysian identities, particularly in
the context of its application towards product design. This study has been the first of its kind
with its focus on the analysis of cultural elements and use of visual representations to explain
the identities and act as a guideline to supplement the information during product design
processes. This study is also novel as it is the first qualitative study that explores Malaysian
culture and its unique elements to form the visual identities that represent its society.
The researcher has shown that there is very little effort being made to study and
explore the true Malaysian identities. Different understandings vary from one individual or
interested party to another. This situation has created confusion among designers and others
due to there being no definite reference for them to relate to. At the same time, this study
has highlighted the importance of having a strong visual identity for Malaysian products, not
only to support the cultural tourism but also as something of which the society can be proud.
In this way, this study will have a positive impact on the future of developing products with
Malaysian identities.
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8.3

Research Limitations
To a certain extent, this study has been impeded by a lack of cooperation, and the

disappointing absence of interest from designers, particularly in the automotive industry. The
lack of engagement by the industry's experts is perhaps indicative of their attitude to
understanding Malaysian identities, as well as an explanation of their wariness about
discussing their design practices with outsiders. However, to succeed in designing Malaysian
identity products, designers and the industries should be able to work together with other
interested parties to support the initiatives. Even though the nature of secrecy in doing
business is one of the barriers in their practices, several aspects need to be shared as outside
views are also important in determining the success of a particular design concerning
Malaysian identities. It is crucial that significant steps are taken by decision- and policymakers
to raise awareness among the public concerning Malaysian identities. This study is the first
step towards this ambition.

8.4

Future Research

Figure 107: Suggested framework in sketch view

Figure 107 shows the suggested framework in sketch view. This sketch is one among
many ideas of the possible outcome before it becomes final, as shown in Figure 106. The
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concept of this framework contains basic things the designer should well aware of when going
through the process of designing cultural-identity products. The steps are: 1. identifying
suitable cultural segments to be incorporated; 2. extracting the elements within the selected
cultural segments; 3. classifying the findings into understandable mediums such as mood
boards, collages, etc.; and 4. developing the design while taking into consideration details
such as social practices, emotional, material and technical factors. In conclusion, this
framework doesn't apply exclusively to the taxi design, or Malaysian identity product design
- it can be applied to other cultures as well, as long as the foundation of the process during
the selection of the cultural segments are carefully chosen.
During the validation process, as reviewed by participants in Section 7.2.5, they saw
potential in this kind of framework where it gives added value in addition to current design
approaches. When examining the results implemented by the researcher in designing the taxi
using this approach (shown in Section 7.2.4), GP1 observed:
"If we can start training ourselves to consider all of these aspects like you did and put
an effort practising it, we might be successful in the future to come out with good
Malaysian identity products."
DES2 added:
"This step or process is excellent. Well, some of us might have done it, but no one ever
records it. It can be applied to all product design processes, not just your taxi."
The researcher has seen potential in this framework to act as guidelines for Malaysian
designers in the future. This study also believes that this framework can encourage more
Malaysian identity design products to be developed by using this method and processes. And
for the taxi design, the researcher believes that this research's case study can help in
designing the exterior part of the vehicle when the time comes.
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Appendix 4: Malaysian traditional arts and crafts (most of them in the picture are souvenirs). Some of the craft arts are usually daily use items, but the Malaysian artisans
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Appendix 7: Malaysian festivals and celebrations. The festivals in Malaysia usually reflect the religions of the society celebrating them, while at the same time Malaysians do
celebrate other types of festivities such as food festivals, lights festivals etc.
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Appendix 10: Tables of interview keywords that help in constructing the codes Analyses
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Educate

6

Education
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Pendidikan
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BRIEF NOTES

•
•
•

‘Didikan’

3

Kampung

5

•
•

Kampong

20

•
•
•

Trend

30
•

Early education
Talking about how important early education is towards
Malaysian culture
Early education will reflect the available policy whereby no
matter how stringent the policy is, it is of no use if the people
haven’t been educated enough.

Refers to the environment of the rural areas - usually the
discussion will be about the rural society's activity, ie. traditional
games, family gatherings etc.
Looking at the traditional Malay houses, the uniqueness of the
design and beautiful parts of the ornaments or carvings
customarily called 'ukiran'.
Most of the ‘Kampung’ or ‘Kampong’ refers to the rural areas
where the Malays live.
Discusses how adaptive the Malaysian society is towards new
incoming cultures.
The changes of design/presentation style/changing of the norms
that needed to be done to one cultural product to suit the
needs of today.
e.g. 1. people won't go to see the 'makyong' theatre. 2. if there
is no significant change, the product will appear to be boring.
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BRIEF NOTES

•

Malay

•

6

Archipelago

•

•

Rumpun
Melayu /

Malay

17

•

Ethnicity in Malay
Archipelago

Politics

4
•

13

Politik

Discussion about the sameness in the cultural practices that we
have among the people in south-east Asia, i.e. traditional wear,
foods, textiles etc.
The debate also raises the issue of how some cultural products
such as textiles, music, dance, theatre and foods have been
changed to suit certain people in the countries due to the
availability of resources, religious practice, customs and beliefs.

1
•

Political

Discussion about the belonging of specific products/artefacts
that are confusing or will bring tensions among several countries
in south-east Asia.
The explanation why specific artefacts are quite similar to those
of other countries is because of the 'Malay Archipelago’.
Frequently the discussion will bring up Indonesia, while
Singapore and Brunei don't come into the debate even though
we share the same roots.

8

Refer to the constraints faced by the NGO or government
agencies to develop the culture/cultural products because of
political involvement.
Some political decisions are against the norm of what should be;
i.e., 1. the development of new buildings within the buffer zone,
2. demolishing existing cultural heritage sites to give way to the
new construction of hotels, 3. registration of 'Tokoh Orang
Hidup' based on the ministers’ advice. 4. Government projects
abandoning the importance of cultural heritage site which was
once a popular place for our cultural product making - brass,
e.g., Kampung Cina Borders - how the political borders divided
Malay ethnicity in the Malay Archipelago by the British, Dutch
and Portuguese.
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KEYWORDS
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•

Architecture

28

•
•

41
•

Senibina

13

Culture

145

Discussion about the influence of Malay architecture in
combinations with Islamic influences in shaping their social
living in the houses.
Unique design which is sustainable and gives respect to nature.
Based on Islamic viewpoints and beliefs, i.e. arrangement for
man and woman, kids and adults, 2. how to enter the houses. 3.
number of stairs etc.
High in philosophy in the construction, i.e. 1. why they plant
specific kinds of flowers, 2. why they are facing qiblah (which
now applies in all prayer rooms in the R&R areas), 3. Ornaments
giving beautiful light reflection and at the same time helping in
the house ventilating systems etc.

Discussions

Kebudayaan

36

•

•

312

Budaya

131

Culture is the way of life - in Malaysia, Malaysians practise 'Islam
is the way of life' more - that is why the religions are more
influential than the culture. Somehow, the applications of the
faith are somewhat liberal - and have been discussed in the
interview, Islam becomes just a culture as they can see the
difference of practice for Muslims in the office, Muslims in the
mosque, and Muslims in public.
The Malaysian is quite sensitive when it comes to religion.
Cultural aspects such as ethnic rights, or national language have
often been a tension in parliament but never receive much
public attention.

Confusions
•
•

Most Malaysians understand that culture or 'kebudayaan' refers
to the products of music, dance and theatre.
This issue did not arise in the interviews, but the structure of a
division under ministry's agency also stated that 'Cultural
Product Development' only focuses on music, dance and
theatre.

Budaya = Budi + Daya / Grace, Courtesy, Gentility + Effort
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KEYWORDS

Melayu

COUNT

142

BRIEF NOTES

•
•

524
Malays

•
•

382

•

China

India

Second largest ethnicity in Malaysia which has helped in
bringing the economy of the country to the level of today
Always said that it gave the significant amount of influence in
shaping the culture of Malaysian, today mostly through foods Chinese ornament also unique, is based on their culture and
was adapted into the Malaysian society.

28

•

56

•
•

Third or fourth largest ethnic group in Malaysia
They are not vibrant as the Malays and Chinese in most cultural
aspects (art scene, traditional wears etc.) but they are evident
through through their foods and festivities.

•
•

Refer to a country - China
China is where all the Chinese in Malaysia came from originally
during colonisation.
Also, a discussion about the historical artefacts found in
Malaysia that show several visits by the Chinese and tell us that
they have been in Malaysia for trade for hundreds of years.
Speaking about constraints in manufacturing whereby
Malaysian manufacturers have to fight the ability of China to
produce a product far cheaper rather than ours.

•

China

Usually discusses the roots of everything in the Malaysian
tradition
Always stated to be the base of cultural building in the nation as
the native people of the land
Associated with the Malay Archipelago where the natives of the
realm of 'Rumpun Melayu' are for the majority Malays
Most of the daily norms of Malaysians are based on Malay
traditions, i.e. 1. the ingredients in the cookery, 2. traditional
costume (baju Kurung to church), 3. Batik worn during formal
occasions, 4. Daily languages

15
•
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Synonymous with Malay life culture, in tradition but not as sure
today as the Malay also confuses with Malay Culture or Islamic
Culture.
The traditions of Malay culture are Islamic, referring to the
norms and customs which follows Islam and have been adapted
into the local culture of Malays.

Art

Islam

57

•
•

Islam has changed how Malaysia produces crafts arts or arts they are looking more at floral subject matters or motifs and
have adapted fauna motifs to be embedded into their artworks.
Islam and Art in the Malaysian context always refer to the
Malays as it is the ethnicity which strongly holds this belief in
their artwork, crafts, and architecture

Architecture
•

Islamic architecture has also been a huge discussion in the
interviews as most Malay houses applied Islamic philosophy in
their construction, i.e. the number of stairs, roof finishing,
construction facing the qiblah, spaces for family, non-family,
man and woman etc.

•

Rojak is a term use to describe a ready-to-eat food, and it is a
local but not traditional Malaysian food
It uses a traditional mixture, but 'Rojak' itself is not a traditional
food - it came late after the building of Malaysia, and it is a
combination of a few local traditional foods, introduced by the
'mamaks' in Malaysia
The term rojak commonly describe the mixture of cultures
within Malaysian society
Malaysians always use the term 'rojak' to describe the multicultural activities happening in the country

•

Rojak

14
•
•
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These are the two keywords that are always being played in the
media and discussed by the public
These terms of unity and 'kekitaan' brought the nation to a
product branding to unite the society under 1 Malaysia which
was an effort by the government to have equality for every
person - so no one would feel left behind as the nation
progressed

Batik is recognised by the fashion designers in Malaysia as the
most dominant element in the Malaysian fashion scene
Traditional Batik is facing a serious misunderstanding among
manufacturers as the term 'batik' itself is a process of using a
resist technique - using wax
Several motifs in Batik are traditional Malay motifs with
embedded local flowers, flora and fauna
Serious debates about the belonging of Batik between Malaysia
and Indonesia where they are different in design, colour and
motifs
Batik as an end product also different between Malaysia and
Indonesia (Malaysia - formal occasion, handicrafts etc.
Indonesia - daily wear)

A national heritage that has been preserved by the National
Heritage Department
Normally the locals in Malaysia are seen wearing songket during
formal occasions with Baju Melayu or ladies with Baju Kebaya during ‘Eid festivals
It is a woven cloth using silver and gold silk thread
It is a complicated process, which needs a lot of skill and passion
during the weaving process
Songket does not just show the elegance of people wearing it; it
also places the person at a higher standard based on the quality
of songket they are wearing
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The term 'kerawang' or 'ukiran' frequently refers to the unique
ornaments or carvings made by the local Malays, and it is one of
the Malay craft arts. Discussions about these two terms often
appear when it is a discussion about the Malay houses, and
sometimes about the craft arts
The Malay carving is known to be very rich in philosophy, and
each kind of carving has a different purpose or meaning
The purpose of the Malays doing the carvings or ornaments, is
to apply them to their houses or keep as a decorative product
inside the house, since they are better at craft than writing. So,
the artwork (carvings) is symbolic of passing on the story of
their life, a secret meaning voicing out their identity (they didn’t
apply the carvings onto the cave's wall like the primitives’
people did)
Food is said to be one of the essential components to show
one’s culture
For Malaysia, its food has been developed over the years and
has been very interesting as all ethnicities have been involved in
making it wonderful
several foods refer to a specific ethnicity and there are some
that can be categorised as one nation's food, or Malaysian food,
i.e. rojak, mee goreng mamak, char kuey teow etc.
Malaysian food has been described as very aromatic, using fresh
and indigenous ingredients
Food also is one of the dominant products to represent
Malaysia
The most important key point here is that of all of the food that
is either Malaysian or Malay, the base is Malay - for other
ethnicities, they have their own base of cooking, but the main
concentration here is Malaysian food
Being Malaysian, we cannot avoid sensitivity because it
increases as each ethnicity has their own beliefs and customs.
discussion about sensitivity always relates to a specific ethnicity,
i.e. Malays are sensitive about halal food and avoid pig and dogs
in every activity; Chinese are sensitive about certain numbers
(e.g. 4) and specific gifts (watches - represent death)
As a Muslim country, there is always a discussion why some
non-Muslims do not respect the sensitivity of Muslims when it
comes to beer festivals of or celebration parades during Muslim
prayer (stopping in front of the mosque)
National anthem - people not standing while the music is being
played
Some cultural product development is a sensitive issue to be
discussed when it involves a political side - e.g. digital batik (not
using wax)
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