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INTRODUCTION 

The topic of my talk today is Malay Literary  Theory. I call this theory “Malay 
Methodology”. I first introduced this at the International Seminar on Malay Literature 
which  was held from the 29th of October to the 1st of November 1989 at the National 
University of Malaysia in Bangi, Selangor. Since then, the discussion of Malay 
Methodology has continued on regular basis; this has not just occurred at the theoretical 
level but also at the practical level. In this respect , I have used the methodology to 
evaluate the novel and short stories written by Malaysian writers. Discussions have also 
continued at seminars and workshops held by local institutions of higher learning; on 
the 8th of August 1992, the Academy of Malay Studies, University of Malaya, held a 
special seminar to discuss Malay Methodology based on the paper I presented entitled 
“Malay Methodology in the Study and Criticism of Local Literature”. From the 5th to 
the 8th of September 1993 at the International Seminar on Malay Literature organized by 
the National University of Malaysia, Bangi, I was again involved in the discussion of 
Malay Methodology as I chose to use it in the analysis of the novel Hidayah written by 
Harun Hj. Salleh. Then in 1996 and 1997, I was given two more opportunities to 
develop my ideas as well as to hear the views of the others concerning Malay 
Methodology through the presentation of two papers, the first at the Post-Graduate 
Seminar held by the Department of Malay Letters, National University of Malaysia, 
from the 7th  to 9th of June 1992, while the second at the UM-USU Forum held by the 
Academy Malay Studies, University of Malaya, from the 3rd to 4th  of January 1997: the 
titles of these seminar papers were” Theory of Malay Literary Methodology” and “ 
Malay Values in Literary Theory” respectively. The theory continued to receive the 
attention of the researchers into Malay literature, particularly those in the field of 
comparative literature; in conjunction with the  4th AGM of the Malaysian Association 
for Comparative Literature held on the 20th  of September 1997, at Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka, Kuala Lumpur, where I was given the honour of presenting a lecture entitled “ 
Theory of Malay Methodology”. And outside of Malaysia, on the 14th of  March 1998 at 
the Department of Malay  Literature, University of Brunei, Brunei, I was also invited to 
discuss the issue at the Weekly Seminar on  Malay Literature, 1997/98 session, based on 
my paper entitled “Theory  and Criticism of Malay Literature;” in Indonesia, I discussed 
this theory at 14th  HISKI International Conference of Literature, Jakarta, in August 
2006, The theory has also attracted the higher degree students to use as their theoretical 
frame works for MA and PhD degrees. 

RATIONALE 

At every presentation or discussion of, this methodology, I always emphasize 
the rationale for establishing Malay Methodology. There are TWO main facts which 
underpin this rationale. The first is that Malay people are members of the world 
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community, they belong to a large and independent race; and secondly, it has its own 
special characteristics and strengths: 

1. The Malays are capable of creating a special pattern of civilization and a system of 
belief based on Islam: they are people who have culture, technology, manners, 
knowledge and creativity. 

2. They act according to a way of life (weltanschauung) and the clear world view; their 
life is organized within systems of government, law, economy, education and social 
interaction which are based on tradition as well as religion.  

3. They possess a specific and special theory of nature, or cosmology. Their lives are 
closely and intimately connected to the world of nature, their thinking and creativity 
frequently uncovering the secrets of the condition, orderliness and unity of that 
world. 

4. They are people who are well-mannered; their actions and speech emphasize 
courtesy and refinement. 

The specialness of the Malays as one of the major peoples of the world produces 
the second fact supporting my rationale. This is that Malay literature – as one of the 
most important products of Malay thinking and creativity – has its own special theory 
about its creation; it is based on   Islamic belief and Malay culture. This has produced 
three types of Malay literature which are based on three core elements, i.e. philanthropy, 
religion and morality. These three elements have become the basis for its foundation as 
the product of the Malay author’s interpretation of the world of nature, which itself is 
also thought to possess the following three core elements: 

1. Philanthropy has produced many Malay literary works which are didactic in nature; 
that is literature which asks moral and educational questions in order to raise living 
standards, bring about success, as well as build character and instil the spirit of 
Malay nationalism.  

2. Religion has inspired Malay literary works to raise questions concerning the 
fostering of feelings of humanity and love between people, whether they are of the 
same religion and race are not. The growth of this love can then strengthen loyalty 
and belief in God, which is also one of the most important questions in Malay 
literature. Questions also arise here of how important it is for Malays and Muslims 
to understand and deepen their religious knowledge in the right way; this is stressed 
to highlight the beauty and superiority of Islam as well as to portray the image of a 
genuine Islamic community.  

3. Malay literary works based on morality also indicate that Malay literature highly 
prizes courtesy or special type of writing technique which produces a sense of 
beauty of literary art. In this type of work, the Malay author usually begins his 
writing with words of praise for greatness and strength of God; this is followed by a 
blessing on the prophet Muhammad, and then he explains his pure intentions in 
creating the work.  Only after this, does the text begin; while at the end of the text, 
there is a short explanation of the moral or lesson that can be derived from the work. 
The use of clear and beautiful language is stressed in this type of work as well as the 
use of worthy poetic forms; the author is continually reminded not use words or 
sentence constructions which could confuse the reader, or which are ambiguous. 
The intention hidden within the text should be good and sincere, so that slander or 
hurt feelings can be avoided. Many Malay literary works comply with these 
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requirements, especially classical literature and those works written in the period of 
pre – World War II. 

DEFINITION 

Based on these special characteristics of Malay literature we should undoubtedly 
seek to establish our own complete methodology or critical theory, one that can be used 
more appropriately and to the point in the criticism, evaluation and study of our own 
literature. In our enthusiasm of trying to achieve this, we frequently face question of 
whether or not Western theories, which currently abound in our country, have become 
irrelevant or whether or not they can be used in criticism of our literature. The answer is 
they can, and the effort to produce our own theory of literature does not mean that we 
reject the use of these new theories. However, we must create our own theory, the use 
which would be more to the point and more appropriate for Malay culture and the 
Malay way of life as for the characteristics of our literary works. As important person 
who has capable to create premier literary works, we have the ability to create a theory 
of literature and criticism. We should not be dependent forever on other people’s 
theories, like those from the West, particularly when we know that those theories have 
certain weaknesses. It is because of these factors that I have made the effort to shape my 
own theory of literature, I call MALAY METHODOLOGY, as I mentioned at the 
beginning of my talk.  

What meant by Malay Methodology is a theory of Malay literature which is 
wholly shape and based on the culture, way of life (weltanschauung), world view, 
natural world perspective (cosmology) and the religion (Islam) of the Malays. From this 
strong foundation, I have developed two methodologies which could be considered 
highly appropriate and meaningful; the first is NATURAL METHODOLOGY and the 
second is RELIGIOUS METHODOLOGY.  The two are closely related. However, in 
this talk I will pay greater attention to the first of these methodologies. Religious 
Methodology shares many characteristics with other theories of Malay literature which 
have been developed based on Islam, especially their basic elements, characteristics and 
objectives. 

FEATURES/METHODOLOGY 

As can be seen from the explanation above, Natural Methodology came into 
being based  on the patterns of culture and attitudes to life, world view, beliefs and 
religion of the Malays, all of which place great importance on the natural world: 

1. The world of nature is part of themselves and part of their life, especially in 
traditional society; nature is their primary source of work, resources, experience, 
teaching and knowledge, goodness or philanthropy. 

2. This attitude has also been strengthened by the Malays adherence to Islam, which 
greatly values the natural world. This is because the natural world is the creation of 
God and this creation is balanced and measured, both in terms of quantity and of 
quality. 

3. Allah created the natural world with wisdom, moral values and objectives. The 
creation of the natural world is a sign of the strength and greatness of Allah. 
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4. Humans are also part of the natural world created by Allah; they have been created 
to become His vicegerent, entrusted with the responsibility of caring for, and 
bringing benefit to the natural world, as best they can, because this natural world 
provides all of the facilities and resources that humans require to work, give praise, 
think, be entertained and experience beauty.  

Based on this view there are three approaches to the study of literature within 
Malay Methodology. The first is the UTILITARIAN APPROACH; the second is the 
MORAL APPROACH; and the third is the INTERPRETATIVE APPROACH. The 
first approach or Utilitarian Approach considers literature in terms of the following 
features or contexts: 

1. Literature is one of nature’s creations; it is created with the permission of Allah. 
Like other natural objects literature is also an object created to be useful and 
beneficial, to have size and volume, and beauty.  

2. A literary creation has a certain purpose, end result and function. In this context a 
literary work is weighed, evaluated and analyzed by paying careful attention to all of 
its elements, whether intrinsic or extrinsic. This includes issues which touch on the 
background of the creation itself, society, reader, author and ideology.  

3. A literary creation should be seen as an instrument which can benefit or be of great 
use to humans and their internal and external life. Most  Malay literary  creations  
have been produced in this context, whether they have been created freely or 
produced  as the result of a competition.  

The following approach, which is termed the Moral Approach, is actually a 
product of the basic view held in the first approach, which is that literature is a creation 
and an object; however, this creation is no longer something which a tool or has a use, 
but something which has the characteristics of life experience. In accordance with this 
approach, literature should be seen and studies in the context of the views explained 
below: 

1. Literature produces a benefit which is much greater than its function as a tool, that is 
a benefit which is related to the spiritual and personal life of humankind. 

2. Literature in this context no longer functions to bring about a benefit, but to explore 
and describe experience.  

3. Literature as an exploration and description of experience can use the events 
experienced  by particular people and also all of the information connected to them 
and their  surrounding environment.  

4. Literature is seen as a recorder of the events, actions and behaviour of humankind; 
all that is recorded can be seen as an example for the reader or user of literature.  

5. Literature in this context should also be studied as a source of information and 
knowledge; it is a LIBRARY, where many moral lessons and much knowledge can 
be found.  

The third approach included in Natural Methodology is called the 
INTERPRETATIVE APPROACH. This approach, like the Moral Approach, is also 
based on the view that literature is a creation of the natural world which provides and 
enriches one’s life experience. The creations of the natural world which are stressed 
here are the imagination and desires which create DREAMS. For the Malays, a dream 
is a life experience which is interesting and meaningful; dreams are frequently 
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examined in order to find the meaning behind them. This termed ta’abir mimpi or the 
discovering of the meaning of a dream through the interpretation of the symbol or 
particular sign which is seen in it. Literature is also born as a dream; thus its study 
should be carried out as if one is interpreting a dream.  

1. Literature should be seen as if it possesses both physical and spiritual aspects, or as 
they are usually termed in Malay the tersurat (written) and the tersirat (implied). The 
physical characteristics (what is written) are known as the ‘signed’ or in Malay 
terms the alamat or “ petanda” through which  the hidden meaning or ‘sign’ is 
discovered. 

2. Literature is considered to be a form of layered discourse which requires 
interpretation in order to discover its meaning  or message and to indentify the real 
intention of the author.  

3. Literature has a meaning or message which is hidden; the meaning and message 
must be analyzed either through its external features or through the system of sign 
and symbols it uses.  

4. Literature in this context should also be seen and studies as a form of symbolic 
discourse.  

STRENGTHS 

Considering its foundation, characteristics, methodology and classification, it is 
clear that, in its criticism and study of literature, Natural Methodology has the strength 
to stand on its own as a theory of literature. Among its strengths are:  

1. Its formulation is based on the realities of the life and environment of the people 
who produce the literary works; nearly every aspect of the life of the Malays, both 
physical and spiritual, is incorporated into its formulation.  

2. Its starting point is the reality of the patterns, characteristics and background of local 
literary works, the work is its object, that is, the Malay literary work itself. 

3. Every aspect of the work – internal and external – is subject or question to be 
studied, criticized and evaluated.  

4. Aspects of being human and being humane are paid constant attention and are 
constantly discussed. Natural Methodology is more complete in terms of its 
construction.  

5. Natural  Methodology can be used as a tool for the criticism, study and evaluation of 
literature with more truth, accuracy and confidence; it can compete with  literary 
theories  from other parts of the world.  

6. It was  not created  from emptiness, imagination or daydreams , but is rooted in 
reality and religion.  

SUMMARY/SUGGESTIONS 

The formulation and construction of an independent theory of literature is 
certainly full of challenges, it requires long and concerted effort in terms of research, 
thinking, discussion, formulating, writing and publication. The theory must be 
compared with other world theories; the exploration of all of its features must be carried 
out in depth and with diligence. Besides this, confidence in one’s own ability and the 
ability of one’s people to formulate a literary theory should be strong, in other words we 
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should be single-minded in making it a success. More than this, the product of these 
endeavours should be both recognized and accepted – especially  within literary  
academic circles – through participation  and involvement  in discussions, formulation, 
dissemination, evaluation  and  improvement in a sincere, caring and honest manner. 
The construction of an independent theory of literature such as NATURAL 
METHODOLOGY as MALAY METHODOLOGY can only be carried out with 
clarity, strength, breadth and splendour when we accept all statements and suggestions 
with an open mind and a sense of unity.  
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