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Abstract
This research focuses on political culture with a special reference to political participation of the Malays and the
non-Malays in district of Hulu Langat, Malaysia. Political landscape in Malaysia is normally being observed in
term of ethnicity. This is why political observers in Malaysia claim that the goal of development and individual’s
behavior towards politics are habitually govern by ethnicity. Therefore, this paper aims to scrutinize the
significance of value and attitude in political participation between Malay and non-Malay. These two vital factors
are constanly being neglected in observing political participation. Value and attitude are also positively involved
with conventional and non-conventional political participation, while socio-economic status only acts as an
underpinning principle. The research was held in Hulu Langat District in Malaysia and rationally being chosen due
to its ethnic composition is similar to Malaysian’s ethnic composition, namely Bumiputera, Chinese and Indian.
Data was collected through qualitative method that emphasized political participation and respondents’
perspectives on politics and leadership. A total of 400 respondents were sampled involving 208 Malays, 148
Chinese and 44 Indians. The pattern of political participation in this area can explain the politics scenario or
political culture among multi-ethnic society in Malaysia.
Keywords: political participation, value and attitude, political efficacy, cynical political attitudes, political trust
1. Introduction
In Malaysia, political objectives, development goals, education and economic policy, aven attitude is dependent on
ethnicity factor (Indorf, 1979). According to Handelman (2000) the Malays have dominated the political system
and bureaucracy, while the Chinese dominate the private sector. However, the reviewer believes ethnicity bias may
only be acceptable in the context of institutions only, such as the dominance of the political party, election,
economic, educational and public administration. The dominance of institutions is an effective way to guard the
ethnic conflict. But more importantly, the dominance and ethnicity bias exists due to the institution as a mechanism
for controlling the interest of the ruling party and political power (Esman, 1973). Political control such as this has
in fact created a large gap in political participation between Malays and non Malays in Malaysia.
However, if Malaysian politics is seen in its micro form, which is outside the influence and control of institution,
the question arising will be are there other factors that could explain the phenomenon of political culture in
Malaysia? This question is worth examining because until now ethnicity is considered a key factor in politics in
Malaysia. The researchers assume that there are other factors that could explain the political scenario in Malaysia,
namely the question of political culture. This assumption is based on the view by Almond (1990) that social role
and experience is often overlooked in research related to political participation, whereas this factor is so important.
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Milbrath and Goel (1977) claim that values and attitudes have a positive relationship with both conventional and
unconventional political participation. Socio-economic status is only the basic principle of political participation
(Mishler & Clarke, 1995).
This paper examines the importance of values and attitudes in understanding the political culture, especially
political participation, between the Malays and non Malays. The study involved 400 respondents who were
selected using purposive sampling method and the location of the study is Hulu Langat, one of the areas with
multi-ethnic population. The rational of choosing Hulu Langat is that its ethnic composition is representative of
Malaysia's population. For example, the ethnic composition of Malaysia is 65.9 per cent Bumiputera, Chinese 25.2
per cent and India 7.5 percent. The ethnic composition of Hulu Langat is as follows: 52 percent Malays, 37 percent
Chinese and 11 percent Indians. Based on the ethnic composition of the community here, it can be defined as
multi-ethnic. Thus, the patterns of political participation here could explain the patterns of political participation /
political culture of multi-ethnic society in Malaysia.
2. The Concept of Political Participation
Political participation is defined as any form or activities that impact on decisions. In most liberal democratic
countries, political participation is to influence the outcome of a policy. In countries that have a non-democratic
system, participation generally means accepting the final decision from the government. Political activity refers to
the given votes, support or withdrawing oneself from the support.
In countries that practice authoritarian system, most of the people are receivers and in a totalitarian system the
people are the participants (on the output side) (Isaak, 1987). According to Conge (1988), participation can be by
an individual or a group, local or national, oral or written and by force or not. Participation is a manifestation of
support. It is based on the needs and expectations of the people to show their role as strugglers of interest,
legitimacy strugglers, voter, in certain circumstances as policy makers or protesters (the opposition) (Martin,
1992).
Wasburn (1982) discusses political participation by dividing it into two aspects. The first is a behavioral routine
(routine act) that is political participation which is encouraged such as being a member of an organization that
champions the welfare of students and this participation does not violate the power, authority and social system.
Apart from that, voting also has been categorized as a routine political participation. In contrast, a non-routine
participation is a political act or behaviour which is not encouraged or which violates the social system. It is based
on feelings of dissatisfaction about something like a political and socio-economic, policy and activities of
politicians. All this can encourage a non routine participation such as involving in a social movements to demand
for changes relating to social order.
3. Level of Political Participation
According to Isaac (1987) and Rodee et. al (1983), one measure of the level of political participation is the number
that come out to vote. In this case Rodee et. al (1983) has identified the level of political participation based on the
number of voter turnout as shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Level of political participation based on percentage of exit polling (come out to vote?)
Percentage

Level

85 – 95

Very High

70 – 85

High

65 – 70

Average

55 – 65

Low

Source: Rodee et. al (1983).
Based on the percentage and the level used by Rodee et. al (1983), the number who came out to vote for the Hulu
Langat is shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Level of political participation based on number of exit polling (those who come out to vote)
Parliment
Hulu Langat

Year

Number of Voters

Percentage of Voters

Level

1990

64,264

76.59

High

1995

66,747

71.60

High

1999

70,819

75.63

high

2004

79,999

75.97

High

Source: General Election Report for 1990, 1995, 1999 and Utusan Malaysia 23 Mac 2004.
The number of voter turnout for 1990, 1995, 1999 and 2004 General Elections are high. There are several factors
that can be associated with a high percentage of the number of voter turnout, particularly in terms of urban
population, which is high at 97 percent as compared to rural areas, which is only 3 percent. Large urban
population showed a good level of urbanization in this area. It also provides good access for people to vote.
Increased level of urbanization is accompanied by a high literacy level. Many people are literate and have the
opportunity in education, and awareness of responsibility as citizens in a democratic country has also increased.
Political participation may consist of several stages such as indirectly involve, just voting, involved in the
collective activity, campaigning for the party and fully engaged (Verb & Nie, 1972). Hierarchy of political
participation in some form as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1.
Source: Rush (1992:112)
4. Values and Attitude in Political Participation
Value is defined as a parameter for what is right and wrong, acceptable and not acceptable in politics, including a
policy such as freedom, safety, welfare or participation process, compromise and agreement. Value is also the
results from other components of political culture such as values and attitudes towards politics and political
behavior (Deutch, 1974). Values and attitude factors involves three key concepts of Political efficacy, cynical
political attitudes and political trust.
As discussed previously, political efficacy is the optimistic view of someone who believes that he can make a
difference, whereas cynical political attitudes is rather pessimistic assumption by and an individual politics and
also leaders. The concept of political trust on the other hand is the belief of an individual towards politics and also
a leader who can make a difference and bring about change.
4.1 Political Efficacy
Between participation which can explain about political efficacy is "politics is something which is very
difficult.” A study by Marsh and Grant (1977) in Britain showed that 74 percent of respondents strongly agree or
agree while 23 percent strongly disagree or disagree that politics is something that is difficult to understand.
The next statement is "people like me have no right to say the impacts of each of the government." The study of
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Marsh (1975) showed that 14 percent strongly agree, 47 percent agree, 32 percent disagreed and two percent
strongly disagree. This finding is similar to studies in Japan, where 61 percent of the respondents felt they had
little voice compared to 61 percent in Britain, 66 percent in West Germany and 59 percent in the United States.
According to Kavanagh (1980), the level of competition and political participation in Britain is higher among
less-educated voters. In Japan, the efficacy was also associated with less education and in the United States,
Flanagan (1978) found that low efficacy is in urban areas than rural areas.
Table 3. Political efficacy based on ethnicity
Political Efficacy

Eth

Score (Percentage)
A

L.A

N.S

DnA

M

46.2

19.2

9.6

25.0

NM

51.6

20.3

13.5

14.6

M

72.1

17.8

6.3

3.8

NM

52.1

18.2

13.5

16.1

M

68.3

7.2

12.5

12.0

NM

53.6

20.3

8.9

17.2

Sometimes politics and
government is very difficult for
people like me to understand.

People like me have no right to
say something about what the
government does.

Voting is one way for people like
me to give an opinion on what
the government does

Total
208
100
192
100
208
100
192
100
208
100
192
100

Note: Eth-ethnic, M-Malay, NM-Non Malay
A-Agree, L.A-less agree, N.S-not sure, DnA-do not agree, Tot-total
Based on the three statements above, the percentage of the agree score is higher than the other scores for both the
Malays and non-Malays. For the first statement "sometimes politics and government is very difficult for people
like me to understand", 46.2 percent of the Malays agree, whereas 51.6 percent of the non-Malays agree. One of
the respondents, Mr. Shukor thinks that, "politics is a tool for survival.”
Thus, politics is seen as a tool to manipulate the people thereby making it politically difficult to understand. This
means that only politicians themselves know what they do. Percentage score of those who agree with the second
statement is also high among the Malays at 72.1 percent and 52.1 per cent of non-Malays. The respondents felt that
the voice of the people is only heard during elections. Therefore, the opportunity to vote should be used where
possible to express the opinion of the people. This view is based on the belief by the respondents that individual
voices are not heard by the government unless they are expressed through vote.
Therefore, for the third statement, 68.3 percent of Malays and 53.6 percent of non-Malays agree. Generally, based
on the above table, it can be concluded that the respondents are optimistic and still believe that they can make
changes for their country. These findings also explain why the number of people who came out to vote for the
Parliamentary and State Assemblies is higher in Hulu Langat.
4.2 Cynical Political Attitudes
As discussed, cynicism is contrary to efficacy and is associated with a passive attitude. Agger et al. (1961)
defines cynicism as "contemptuously distrustful of human nature" and this definition is used to measure personal
and political attitudes of a person. Cynicism is then associated with political behavior, such as supporters of
Democrats are more cynical than the Republicans. Cynicism will be reduced with an increasing level of
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education, followed by a rise in the level of income. People who have a cynical attitude in politics think that they
can not be able to influence a particular issue and therefore their political participation is low. Groups or
individuals who have a cynical attitude always think politics is "a dirty business" and therefore politicians can
not be trusted.
Table 4. Items in cynical political attitudes based on ethnic
Cynical Political Attitudes

Eth

Score (Percentage)
A

L.A

N.S

DnA

M

66.8

16.3

12.0

4.8

NM

65.6

15.1

14.1

5.2

M

69.2

8.7

7.2

14.9

NM

65.6

12.5

8.9

13.0

M

46.6

25.0

4.8

23.6

NM

52.6

25.0

4.2

18. 2

M

47.6

15.9

7.7

28.8

NM

59.4

7.8

6.3

26.6

Most politicians will promise
something to get votes.

Most politicians are more
concerned with political parties as
compare to the nation.

Politicians speak more than they
take action.

When they successfully become
ministers at the helm, they will
never forget the voters.

Total
208
100
192
100
208
100
192
100
208
100
192
100
208
100
192
100

Note: Eth-ethnic, M-Malay, NM-Non Malay
A-Agree, L.A-less agree, N.S-not sure, DnA-do not agree, Tot-total
Generally, based on Table 4, the score for agree is high. This means that cynical political attitudes are also high.
Should political efficacy be higher, cynical political attitudes are also low because both are opposing each other.
Results showed that the ethnic Malays and non Malays percentage score for agree is high as compared to other
scores such as the first statement which percentage of respondents was 66.8 percent Malays and non Malays 65.6
percent. It is also clear that the respondents vote for a political party and not because of leadership. For the third
statement, 46.6 percent of the respondents are Malays and 52.6 percent were non-Malays consider "more
politicians talk of acting".
Some 47.6 percent ethnic Malays believe that "whenever they become ministers, they will forget the voters".
Generally, the four statements reflect that the respondents have high cynical attitudes towards politicians.
However, respondents put great faith in the government despite being pessimistic towards politicians. If the
leader is same ethnic with the respondents, cynical political attitudes will be low.
For Mrs. Halijah, "I do not think it has anything to do with ethnic. Either Malay or Chinese is just the same. If
they win they will forget the voters. You wait for the elections and that is the time they will appear again". This
view clearly shows that cynical political attitude is high due to the attitude of the leaders that are not liked by
voters.
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www.ccsenet.org/ass

Asian Social Science

Vol. 9, No. 8; 2013

This means that cynical politics will not change even if the candidates are from the same ethnicity with the
respondents because the most important factor is the attitude of the leader himself and not the ethnic he is
representing.
4.3 Political Trust
Political trust refers to the confidence and honesty of politicians, trust in the responsiveness of politicians or the
confidence that they will hear, pragmatic and can be trusted or the belief that politicians will fulfill their promises
and trust in the competency of specific Institutions, especially belief or confidence in the public services (Martin &
Stronach 1992). A study by Martin and Stronach (1992) shows that the people of Japan do not fully believe leaders
but the level of trust towards politicians and government leaders in Britain are higher.
The low Political trust in Japan refered to the instability of the ruling government, while in Britain at the end of the
19th century improved standard of living brought about a higher level of political trust. Putnam (2001) also
associate social trust with political trust. According to him, social trust refers to trust that others will take into
account our interests or at least do not do evil to us. According to Fukuyama (1995), cultural differences also affect
social trust.
Thus, Newton (1999) say a very strong social trust is determined by various political parties including the political
community, confidence in institutions and trust in politicians. Political trust in this study refers to the belief the
people have for their community leaders. Table 5 shows a high percentage score of agree as compared to the other
scores.
Some 68.8 percent of Malay respondents agree with the statement "I am satisfied with the current government."
Although cynical politics is higher among the respondents due to dissatisfaction with politicians, but on average
the respondents still have a political belief or trust in the present government now and believe the present ruling
government can bring about development to the country.
Nevertheless, the percentage for scores of do not agree should not be neglected because there are respondents who
do not agree with this statement, that is more than 25 percent for Malays and non Malays.
Table 5. Items for ethnic based political trust
Political Trust

Eth

Score (Percentage)
A

L.A

N.S

DnA

M

68.8

26.4

1.9

2.9

NM

64.6

26.0

4.7

4.7

M

42.3

29.8

13.5

14.4

NM

31.3

21.4

24.0

23.4

M

42.8

31.7

1.4

24.0

NM

40.6

27.6

3.6

28.1

I am satisfied with the present
government.

The politicians know what the people
of this area need.

Whoever holds power will bring
about changes.

Note: Eth-ethnic, M-Malay, NM-Non Malay
A-Agree, L.A-less agree, N.S-not sure, DnA-do not agree, Tot-total
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For the second statement only 42.3 percent of the Malay respondents agreed with the statement "politicians know
what the people of this area of need", while for non-Malays only 31.3 percent. This percentage is not too high as it
is less than 50 percent. Nearly 30 percent of Malay respondents do not agree with the statement, while for
non-Malays 21.4 percent. For the next statement "whoever holds power will bring about changes", only 42.8
percent Malays agreed, while 31.7 percent did not agree. The non-Malays also recorded a high score for agreeing
which is 40.6 percent.
Respondents still have a positive outlook and believe that elected leaders can bring about changes, at least in
maintaining the harmony of a multi-ethnic society, in ensuring political and economic stability.
5. The Impact of New Media on Political Participation
The development and ascendancy of the Internet as an informational medium, has altered the information
environment in which political elites and interested citizens function (Woodly, 2008). We are now experiencing
what Schoen (2008) call the “Internet insurgency” approach to political campaigning. This according to Schoen
originated with South Korea where the internet is used effectively by politicians. In Malaysia, for example, the
internet is used as an alternative to mainstream media which is viewed as being pro-establishment (Ali & Mohd,
2011).
In the present political scenario, values and attitudes of voters are influenced by the new media, irrespective of
ethnicity. As seen in the 2008 Malaysian General Elections, the opposition largely used the new media to make
gains resulting in them winning four states and maintaining Kelantan out of the 13 states contested.
Social media have become coordinating tools for political movements (Shirky, 2011). The uprising in the Arab
world is an indication of how social media play a crucial role in coordinating protests and bringing people
together. In the old days, information technology favoured those in power, because it was one to many. Today's
technologies are all many to many, networks in which everyone is connected but no one is in control.
6. Conclusion
This study found that values and attitudes do have a relationship with political participation. Other aspects that
contribute to political participation are the belief in politics or government and politicians. This sense of trust in
turn leads to political participation. From the social perspective, individuals will act on political information
which they receive in the form of political participation. The study also found that political participation is not
only influenced by external factors but internal factors of the particular individual, such as interest, also
encourage political participation. This interest is driven by their social experience through political socialization
and the surrounding political situation can sometimes arouse the interest of an individual to participate in politics.
Previous studies only take into account the economic and social aspects when discussing political behavior.
Considering the elements of values and attitudes, social roles and experience are important criterion. For
example, studies by Loh Kok Wah (1997) and Abdul Rahman Embong (1998) look into the way of life and
consumerism to describe social and political behavior of middle class in Malaysia. With the advent of the new
media and its influence, political participation has taken a new and added dimension. By using the new media to
get connected and engage politicians, the attitudes of voters are being affected all over the world. Hence,
politicians have to contend with this new development brought about by the new media.
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