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ABSTRACT

The aims of English literature component in the Malaysian English Language curriculum as 
outlined by the Ministry of Education (MoE) (2009) are to improve the students’ proficiency 
through reading, respond to texts, understand and appreciate other cultures and relate events and 
characters to one’s own life. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to assess the intercultural 
elements in a short story titled Tanjung Rhu used as the Form Four English literature component 
text and another Malaysian English literary text (MELT) titled Deep Fried Devils. The assessment 
of intercultural elements in the two MELTs will provide opportunity for a MELT that can better 
advance intercultural competence among national secondary school students. Qualitative data 
comparing two MELTs is collected using a checklist for selecting and evaluating multicultural MELT 
by Harper and Brand (2010). Content analysis comparison of the story, characters, plot and settings 
was conducted using Atlas.ti 7.0 version software. Findings indicate Deep Fried Devils has better 
intercultural elements to promote intercultural competence among Malaysian national secondary 
school students of diverse ethnicity. This research recommends Deep Fried Devils to be considered 
as part of the English literature component in next text selection cycle by the Malaysian MoE or as 
extensive reading material for Form Four students to develop their intercultural competence. The 
findings provide insights to guide policy makers, curriculum designers and literature text selection 
committee in recognizing cultural diversity elements in MELT and choosing suitable MELT for 
promoting intercultural competence among Malaysian national school students.

Key words: English Literature; Intercultural Competence; Intercultural Elements; Malaysian 
English Literary Text (MELT)

INTRODUCTION
Promoting unity among national secondary school students 
has always been a top priority agenda of the Malaysian Min-
istry of Education (MOE). In this respect, the responsibili-
ties of national schools are not only constrained in providing 
education for academic excellence and training students to 
excel in sports and co-curricular activities but also with the 
task of providing knowledge and educating Malaysian stu-
dents on multiculturalism to maintain positive relationships 
among themselves. This responsibility is crucial due to the 
nature of Malaysia as a very pluralistic society. Malaysian 
pluralist society is characterized by multiple races, ethnics, 
and cultural differences (Jamil & Raman, 2011) with three 
major races that are the Malays (50.1%), Chinese (22.6%), 
and Indians (6.7%). As a country that is made up of multi-
ple ethnic groups, each group portrays their own unique cul-
ture and heritage including languages, identities, and values 
(Najeemah, 2008). Thus, in instilling unity among national 
school students, Pillai, Menon and Vengadasamy (2016) as-
serted that English literary text has been used gainfully in 
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the Malaysian curriculum during English language period 
for language learning as well as a tool to showcase the diver-
sity of Malaysians and ultimately become a tool in forging 
nation building.

In Malaysian secondary schools’ curriculum, Ong, Ong, 
Ong and Ting (2010) and earlier supported by Badger, and 
MacDonald (2007), MacDonald, Badger and Dasli (2006) 
and McKay (2001) one avenue of familiarizing the students 
with variety of cultures and at the same, help in building 
positive relationship between the teacher and the students, as 
well as among the students is through reading activity in the 
classroom. MoE (2010, 2011) commended the role of En-
glish literature component that is integrated in English lan-
guage classroom to engage students with text and enhance 
their English language proficiency through intercultural 
reading, as well as understand and appreciate Malaysian 
local cultures that are represented in the English literature 
component. The edge provided by intercultural reading ac-
tivity is that it has always been a medium that bring readers 
across borders, build bridges across cultures and communi-
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ties and enable the readers to see and analyze critically the 
complex texts that influence the readers’ beliefs, everyday 
lives, moral commitments, and social investments (Luke, 
2003, p. 20).

In this context, Malaysian English Literary Text (MELT) 
is the best medium to reflect the cultural diversity of the Ma-
laysian plural society. For this research, a text is considered 
MELT if the elements and textual characteristics, such as 
the story, characters, setting, and plot includes and describe 
cultures, values, and practices of Malaysians. According to 
Quayum (2007), none of the ethnic groups in Malaysia is the 
native speaker of English language, however, English liter-
ary text has become the Malaysians or local authors’ choice 
of read, and as a part of their efforts to incorporate local con-
text, through a process of appropriation and infusion of local 
blood.

Within texts in Malaysian English literature component 
used for Malaysian Form Four students by MoE for the year 
2015/2016, only one short story was by a local writer, while 
the other short stories, poems and dramas were by foreign 
writers. According to Wan Kamariah (2009), foreign writ-
ers have the tendency to present different cultural norms and 
cultural representations in their writing. Lacking knowledge 
of the culture that the foreign writers represent in the texts 
creates distance between the texts and the Malaysian students 
as they might interpret the message that the author is trying 
to deliver differently, which will then lead to inappropriate 
cultural representation. As mentioned by Siew, Daljeet, Yow, 
Mun, Malenee and Anuar (2015), if students in learning en-
vironments are not aligned with their own culture, they will 
experience significant conflict. This will lead to struggle in 
trying to maintain a connection with their local cultures.

Vethamani (2004) argued that the choices of text for En-
glish literature component syllabus have a strong preference 
towards American and British literature text that are known 
worldwide. However, there is also a crucial need to consid-
er Malaysian literature by local writers to be introduced in 
national schools. Instead of using foreign literature, Vetha-
mani (2004) recommended that integrating Malaysian based 
literature in English language in the national syllabus would 
create a more familiar setting and cultural environment for 
student learning. Thus, it will indirectly allow the students 
to enjoy MELT as the local characters, settings and cultural 
issues represented by the local writers can be identified eas-
ily as the students are more familiar with local settings as 
compared to foreign cultures that are promoted in foreign 
literary texts.

It is also crucial to use MELT in English literature com-
ponent as a medium to study and expose the students to Ma-
laysian culture especially revolving around the three main 
ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian) and cultivate 
reading habit as Jia (2017) contended that the popularity 
of literature as a subject among Malaysians is declining as 
literature is regarded as elitist, a difficult subject to study 
and a difficult subject to score well in. Furthermore, Man-
jet, Marsani, Jaganathan, Karupiah, and Abdullah (2017) 
and Marsani, Manjet, Jaganathan, Karupiah and Abdullah 
(2016) also concurred that constructive initiatives and inter-

vention in school reading programmes to improve the level 
of intercultural knowledge and behaviour among Malaysian 
secondary school students are acute. However, the selection 
of texts used for English literature component in national 
schools was found lacking in terms of promoting local in-
tercultural scenes. Ganakumaran (2003) and Wan Kamariah 
(2009) mentioned that foreign texts were found to be more 
in numbers as compared to local texts. Secondly, the texts 
in the English literature component are supposed to be re-
newed once every 10 years (Pillai, Menon & Vengadasamy, 
2016) since it was first implemented in 2001. Surprisingly, 
there were not many changes during the text selection in the 
second cycle (2011–2020) by the MoE in terms of MELT. 
Therefore, this research aims to compare two literary texts 
and identify the text that promotes Malaysian intercultural 
elements highly compared to another.

LITERATURE REVIEW

English Literature in Malaysian Educational System

According to Ganakumaran (2003), English literature com-
ponent was first introduced in 2000 by MoE and the select-
ed texts were written by both English and Asian writers. 
The objective of the literature component is to enrich and 
enhance Form Four students’ English language proficiency 
level using English literary texts (MoE, 2011). Ganakuma-
ran (2003) further added that the main aims of the literature 
component are to enhance students’ proficiency in English 
language through the study of a set of prescribed literary 
texts; to promote interest in reading in English language; to 
appreciate aesthetic values and the beauty of the English lan-
guage; and to know and understand other cultures and uni-
versal values. Consequently, a variety of complete literary 
works in English, translations, and adaptations or simplified 
versions of novels are used to achieve these aims.

When the literature component was first incorporated in 
English language syllabus of Malaysian secondary schools, 
the aim is to assist students to enjoy reading good written lit-
erary texts for self-development and pleasure. Concurrently, 
the students are to share their ideas, thoughts, beliefs, and 
feelings that are related with the societies, cultures, values 
and traditions that they learned from the texts (Curriculum 
Development Centre, 2000). Ling and Eng (2016) later 
concurred with Ganakumaran (2003) that English literature 
component in school plays a significant role in exposing the 
students to other people’s cultures, traditions, beliefs and 
customs. Thus, it is important for the selection of English 
literary texts to be culturally diverse as it can help in promot-
ing unity among the national school students by improving 
their knowledge about other cultures and their intercultural 
competence simultaneously.

Past research concerning text selections for English liter-
ature component as a part of English language syllabus for 
Malaysian national secondary school students has resulted in 
different feedback and conclusions by researchers (Othna & 
Melur, 2016; Sivapalan & Subramaniam, 2008). According-
ly, research by Othna and Melur (2016) on the evaluation of 
English literary text used by Form Four and Form Five Ma-
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laysian national secondary school students concluded that 
the English literary text in English literature components for 
the students did not give take into consideration the cultural 
practices of the students as most of the texts in all genres 
were by foreign writers and the elements in the texts were 
too foreign for the students. Hence, students without back-
ground knowledge of the foreign countries’ cultural practic-
es could hardly understand the text and they also found it 
challenging to improve their level of English language profi-
ciency at the same time.

Earlier, Kaur and Mahmour (2014) examined the role of 
the English literature component in national curriculum and 
indicated various fundamental issues arising from the imple-
mentation of English literature component such as the lack 
of cultural elements in the English literature component. The 
researchers agreed with Ganakumaran (2003), Ghazali, Se-
tia, Roszainora, Muthusamy, and Jusoff, (2009), and Veth-
amani (2004). It concluded that it is challenging to select 
the appropriate texts that play a crucial role in the literature 
component. The texts chosen to need to be manageable in 
terms of the language used, the cultural aspects and also be 
of interest to the students. Secondly, the text must provide 
more meaningful engagement as it would motivate students 
to engage in literature reading and identify themselves with 
the local characters and issues. Hence, the researchers above 
stressed that the interest factor of students must take prece-
dence in any text selection tasks.

Developing Intercultural Competence through Reading
According to Bennett (2008) intercultural competence is 
a set of beliefs, values, and behaviors learned, shared and 
practiced by a group of interacting persons. It is also a com-
bination of capacities and of cognitive, affective and behav-
ioral characteristics which when applied, allowed effective 
and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts. 
Earlier, Bennett (1998) also quoted that knowledge as a part 
of intercultural competence. Intercultural knowledge is a 
systematic way to measure a person’s capacity to identify 
their own culture with others, and adapt empathically and 
flexibly to unfamiliar ways of being. In agreement to Bennett 
(2008), Ashwill and Hoang Oanh (2009) later mentioned 
that intercultural competence is a set of skills that enables a 
person to function effectively according to different cultural 
settings, with people of different origins, which include the 
understanding and knowing the existence of cultural differ-
ences and the right ways to apply their knowledge.

In addition, Bradella (2003) concurred with Ashwill and 
Hoang Oanh (2009) that intercultural reading contributes 
to self-reflection and imaginative immersion in otherness 
among students hence, fostering intercultural skill. In return, 
there will be improvements in students’ intercultural compe-
tence or students’ ability to adapt to different cultures, with 
people of different origins, which include understanding and 
knowing the existence of cultural differences and the right 
ways to apply their existence knowledge. In developing in-
tercultural competence among national secondary school 
students, exposing Malaysian secondary school students to 
MELT is encouraged as one of the methods to facilitate inter-

cultural learning process. Besides that, the ability of reading 
to construct sociocultural images and help in reflecting dif-
ferent ways of experiencing the world with the right literary 
texts has been widely acknowledged (González-Rodriguez 
& Puyal, 2012). Therefore, there is the need to expose stu-
dents to MELT as it does not only contribute to emotional 
development of the students (Ghosn, 2002), but at the same 
time, nurture interpersonal and intercultural attitudes of the 
students.

Furthermore, Adam and Harper (2016) indicated that 
literary texts with diverse cultural elements will help the 
students to identify different heritages and values of oth-
er cultures. As such, readers should be exposed to literary 
texts that convey respect and acknowledgement of diver-
sity as part of the cultural values. For example, the colour 
black symbolizes death in Western society. However, death 
is linked to the colour white in the Muslim society (Bortoli & 
Maroto, 2001). Thus, the misconception of cultures tends to 
happen without the justification from the right source of cul-
tural reading materials. Skopinskoja (2003) argued and men-
tioned that Malaysian textbooks play an important role in 
developing students’ awareness of their own cultural identi-
ty, which includes providing the right material that promotes 
cultural awareness of the target culture. Thus, in promoting 
intercultural reading through literature, aspects such as plain 
language, proper organization, as well as thought-provoking 
themes equally play important roles.

The background knowledge of the learner interacts with 
the reading task and illustrates how a student’s knowledge 
and previous experience with the world is crucial in deci-
phering a text. The ability to use schemata or background 
knowledge is seen to play an important role in one’s trial to 
comprehend a text (Pardede, 2010). Kitao (1990) describes 
that interaction between readers’ knowledge and the text re-
sults in comprehension while Gunning (1996) asserts that 
past experiences lead to the creation of mental frameworks 
that help a reader make sense of a new experiences. Ander-
son (1994) mentioned that when readers cannot locate a 
schema that fits a text, readers may find it incomprehensi-
ble. In some cases, readers might not have a schema that is 
significant to the text or assistance is needed to activate the 
pertinent schema to be able to comprehend the text.

Therefore, in finding the suitable MELT that can accom-
modate the students with local intercultural elements, the 
objective of this research is to assess the intercultural ele-
ments of two literary texts to identify which text is better to 
develop intercultural competence among Form Four national 
school students. The MELTS analyzed are a short story from 
the current Form Four English literature component syllabus 
titled Tanjung Rhu by Mingfo Ho and another short story not 
currently used in the current Form Four English literature 
component syllabus by a Malaysian writer, Shih Li-Kow ti-
tled ‘Deep Fried Devils’.

The storyline of Deep Fried Devils reflects what it means 
to be Malaysian. As such, the storyline is capable of nurturing 
the mentality of the nation by portraying a truly unified soci-
ety in which peace is dominant. According to Farahmandian 
(2012), Deep Fried Devils is replete with themes common 
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in Malaysian literature; themes such as search for identity, 
ethnic pluralism and cultural multiplicity. At the same time, 
even the themes which seem to have been repeated over and 
over, follow the same objective of forming a national iden-
tity and bridging the ethnic gap, more successfully than oth-
er texts. As for Mingfo Ho, the author of Tanjung Rhu, she 
was born in Rangoon and raised in Singapore and Thailand. 
Tanjung Rhu was published in 1986, with Singapore as the 
setting and the time frame in the study goes back and forth 
between the present and past time.

METHOD
Qualitative research design in the context of content analy-
sis is used to evaluate intercultural elements in two selected 
MELTs. Miles and Huberman (1994) describe content anal-
ysis as archival strategies, whereby the main research sub-
ject relates to documents. According to William, Donnelly, 
and Arora (2016), evaluative based research is a systematic 
assessment of the worth or merit of the subject and the pur-
pose of evaluative research is to provide useful feedback to 
the readers. Formative evaluation is used specifically in this 
research to evaluate both MELTs. Formative evaluation by 
doing content analysis is used to help identify a text that is 
suitable in advancing intercultural competence among na-
tional secondary school students.

Research Procedures
The three steps data analysis by Miles and Huberman (1994) 
namely data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing 
is used as a part of the procedures. In analyzing the data from 
the two MELTs, the texts were read thoroughly. Pages and 
lines with the elements and characters based on the checklist 
was marked by using memo pad from the data analysis soft-
ware. Qualitative data analysis involved identifying, coding, 
and categorizing the checklist based on the text, hence, Atlas.
ti version 7.0 was used in analyzing the MELT. Based on the 

elements in the checklist such as story, characters, setting, 
and plot, the textual characteristics in each of the element is 
used as guidance. The same procedure was repeated for each 
element of both stories. The analysis for both MELTs then 
is compared. The findings obtained were used to answer the 
research questions.

The purpose of developing codes is mainly to ease the 
data classification and data analysis. The codes were con-
structed based on the elements and textual characteristics of 
the checklist. Table 2 shows the codes used while analyz-
ing the data. The elements represented by number 1 is sto-
ry, number 2 is character, number 3 is settings, and element 
number 4 represents plot. The alphabets A, B, and C after 
‘Characters’ represent the textual characteristics marked ac-
cordingly in Table 1.

After the texts were coded, marked, and updated into At-
las.ti version 7.0 software, two general worksheets were then 
generated. The worksheet for Deep Fried Devils and Tanjung 
Rhu were generated separately through the software. These 
worksheets were used as a primary source in tabulating the 
data as according to the elements and characters to fulfil the 
objective of this research.

Instruments

The instruments used for this study are two MELTs, Deep 
Fried Devils by Shih Li_Kow and Tanjung Rhu by Min-
fong Ho. The second instrument is the adapted checklist 
by Harper and Brand (2010). Deep Fried Devils written by 
Shih Li Kow was published in Ripples by Silverfish Books 
Sdn Bhd in 2008. Ripples, which consists of 25 short sto-
ries was shortlisted for the 2009 Frank O’Connor Short Sto-
ry Award (Shih-Li Kow, 2008). The reader was chosen for 
this research because the short stories in the reader utilized 
local cultures of Malaysians as its background theme. Be-
sides that, ‘Ripples’ offers short stories with rich cultural el-
ements especially cultural practices, traditions and customs 
that most Malaysians will be able to relate with especially in 
their daily practice. Thus, one of the short stories in Ripples, 
titled ‘Deep Fried Devils’ was chosen via random sampling 
as one of the MELTs.

The second MELT, Tanjung Rhu is selected from a group 
of short stories from the Form Four English literature com-
ponent. The Tanjung Rhu is written by a Chinese-American 
award-winning author, Minfong Ho. The story was selected 
as a part of teaching material for the English Literature com-

Table 1. Coding system
Codes Meaning
E1CA Element 1 Character A
E2CA E2CB E3CC Element 2 Character A, B
E3CA E3CB Element 3 Character A, B, C
E4CA  E4CB Element 4 Character A, B

Table 2. Adapted version of the checklist 
Elements Textual characteristics
1. Story a. Overall, is this a high-quality story, independent of its multicultural aspects?
2. Characters a. Is the lifestyle realistic?

b. Are females as well as males depicted in leadership roles?
3. Setting a. Does the story reflect a variety of places and times?

b. Are urban, suburban, and rural settings represented realistically?
c. Are cultural settings and geographical features represented accurately?

4. Plot a. Are various conflicts presented for readers to explore and discuss?
b. Are rigid boundaries of class, culture, religion, and ethnicity dismissed?
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ponent of Four Four syllabus. Tanjung Rhu was purposively 
chosen as the MELT for this research as some of the ele-
ments and textual characteristics, such as the story, charac-
ters, setting, and plot includes and describes one of the major 
race’s cultures, values, and practices in Malaysia.

In guiding the analysis of the MELTs, an adapted check-
list for selecting and evaluating multicultural MELT by 
Harper and Brand (2010) is used. The analysis of the texts 
involved cultural elements comparison of Deep Fried Dev-
ils and Tanjung Rhu. The evaluation is based on four main 
elements that are story, characters, plot and settings. The 
aim of the checklist is to identify which MELT promotes 
better intercultural elements in developing intercultural 
competence among Form Four national school students. The 
checklist was chosen as the guideline of this research as it 
provides an evidence-based guideline to evaluate potential 
books for use in the classroom (Adam & Harper, 2016). It 
is also developed to provide the teachers an evidence-based 
guideline to evaluate the potential texts for use in the class-
room learning.

RESULTS

Assessment of the Story
Based on textual characteristic from the first element in the 
checklist, the quality of the story is divided into four quality 
categories, which are low, medium, good and high. A MELT 
is rated as low-quality story if it does not involve any cultural 
practice throughout the whole story, medium quality refers to 
the introduction of at least one cultural practice in the story. 
Good-quality is for a story that portrays two cultural practic-
es, and high-quality story is rated for story with three or more 
cultural practices portrayed throughout the story (Table 3).

Using E1CA as a guideline, Tanjung Rhu is categorized 
as a good quality short story as it portrays two cultural prac-
tices throughout the whole story that is independent of its 
own multicultural aspects. Deep Fried Devils portray a very 
well diverse cultural background as the essence of the story. 
It is categorized as a high-quality short story as it portrays 
four cultural practices.

Characters
Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s character assessment is 
summarized in Table 4

Setting
Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s setting assessment is 
summarized in Table 5

Plot
Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s plot assessment is sum-
marized in Table 6

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The story element shows that Deep Fried Devils has good 
quality storyline compared to Tanjung Rhu. Although both 
MELTs are independent of its multicultural aspects, the tex-
tual evidence from the text itself shows that Deep Fried Dev-
ils highlights more than three different cultural practices as 
compared to Tanjung Rhu that only promotes two different 
cultural practices. Besides that, Deep Fried Devils shows 
that Malaysia is a melting pot for multicultural diversity as 
more than three cultures can live harmoniously despite their 

Table 3. Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s story assessment
Chinese Foreign Malay Indian
Tanjung Rhu
Ah Ma  
(Mr. Li’s 
mother) speaks 
Cantonese, one 
of the Chinese 
dialects.

Ah Ma still 
practices 
old Chinese 
customs and 
rituals, such 
as prayers in 
the altar room 
for her dead 
husband.

Deep Fried 
Devil
Lan Jie sells 
yow cha 
kwai, Chinese 
twin crullers 
and a round 
version with a 
glutinous rice 
centre.

Ah Wai sells 
noodles full 
of pork, 
beef, prawns, 
squid, and 
vegetable at 
an all-night 
coffee shop.

Tanjung Rhu
 Mr. Li, Helen 
(wife) and Ying 
(daughter) are 
moulded in 
modernism 
practices.

Mr. Li and Ying 
speak English 
with each other.

Helen is an 
active host for 
the tea sessions 
with her high 
society friends.

Unnamed Mr. 
Li’s son studies 
in Cambridge 
University

Deep Fried 
Devil
Foreigners 
from 
Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, 
and Myanmar 
were 
introduced 
as maid and 
labourers.

Lan Jie uses 
English to 
promote her 
pastries to 
backpackers 
and Rahimah 
(Din’s wife) 
described the 
backpackers 
as mat saleh 
or westerners.

Tanjung Rhu Deep Fried Devil
Din sells chakoi, 
a pastry that 
Lan Jie claimed 
as a traditional 
Chinese snack, 
which is 
equivalent to 
yow cha kwai at 
‘Din’s Chakoi’ 
stall.

Lan Jie claimed 
that Malay’s 
pastry or known 
as Malay kuih 
are mostly made 
of sugar and 
coconut milk.

Tanjung 
Rhu

Deep Fried 
Devil
Din had 
his 
breakfast 
at Indian 
Muslim 
restaurant 
while 
ordering 
roti canai 
and dhall 
curry.
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Table 4. Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s character assessment
E2CA
(Are lifestyles realistic?)

E2C2
(Are females as well as males 
depicted in leadership roles?)

Tanjung Rhu
1.Ah Ma 
A mother of nine, grandmother of 
thirty-four and great 
-grandmother of seventeen year 
old.

Speaks Cantonese

A traditional woman who keeps 
chickens in the garden and 
practises the old Chinese customs 
and rituals.

Particular and meticulous when it 
comes to taking care of the altar 
and performing her prayers.

Yearns to see Tanjung Rhu, where 
she used to live years ago.
2. Mr. Li
A successful businessman in the 
shipping sector
Has a happy childhood with his 
family in Tanjung Rhu.

Close relationship with his mother 
but does not open to her easily.

Modern in his ways and ideas - 
makes sure no  
one is about when he bows to 
show respect to his dead parents.

Patient and respectful - waits for 
mother to finish prayers although 
he must leave for office - does not 
hurry her

Filial - made sure funeral of 
mother is done in the right way, 
customs and tradition.

Strict and  
does not entertain disrespect from 
the young - expects daughter to 
respect elders.

Regrets not 
talking to Ah Ma and never 
listened when she spoke.

Tolerant - does not interfere in his 
mother’s traditional ways

Deep Fried Devil
1. Lan Jie
A Chinese hawker that sells pastry for a living.

Ability to speak English to  
promote her pastries to western backpackers.

Very outspoken about other 
 races stealing Chinese traditional recipes.

Protective towards her own culture’s traditional recipe. 
Lan Jie wanted to report to Chinese Traders Association 
about  other races trying to steal Chinese traditional recipe  
and tamper them with new ingredients.
Meticulous about the request from her customers.

2. Ah Wai
An all-night coffee shop owner who is also a noodle chef.
A concerned friend to Lan Jie  
when he asked about her   
business and informed her about a new stall opened  
 nearby her stall, which the  
owner happens to be her former maid.

3. Datin
Lan Jie’s regular customer with a Malay driver.

Ignorant - she stopped in the middle of the road and  
blocked the traffic just to buy pastries from Lan Jie.   
She also named all her Malay drivers as Ahmad, f 
ollowed by the car that they  
are driving as she cannot remember all their names. 

4. Driver
Known as Ahmad who is 
 knowledgeable about food of other cultures. 

5. Din
Owner of ‘Din’s chakoi’ stall.

Bold and daring - He made a bold remark  
on racism issue by chasing Lan Jie to go  
back to her China and be with the Communist. 
Patriotic - Protective towards Malaysian business 
 from foreign workers and agreed to put his ego behind  
 by cooperating with Lan Jie to report to Immigration  
Department about stalls owned by foreign workers.

6. Rahimah (Din’s wife)
Defensive towards Lan Jie’s accusation of her stealing  
Chinese traditional business 
 by saying that it is an open market.
She’s not sensitive with her words.

Tanjung Rhu
1. Mr. Li
Played the role 
of the head 
of the family 
of four.  The 
daughter and 
the wife are 
obliged to 
listen to him as 
a father and a 
husband in the 
family.

2. Ah Ma
Played the role 
of Mr. Li’s 
mother.  Mr. 
Li listens to 
her and tried to 
fulfil her wishes 
in his own 
ways.

Deep Fried Devil
1. Din
Played the role 
of the owner of 
Din’s chakoi 
stall. 

Displays a 
masculine 
role when he 
protected his 
stall and business 
from Lan Jie’s 
accusation of his 
business stealing 
her cultural 
traditional recipe.

2. Lan Jie
Played the role 
of the owner of 
Chinese pastries 
stall nearby 
‘Din’s chakoi’.

Portrayed a 
very strong 
character as she 
does not hesitate 
to argue with 
Din, reporting 
illegal business 
to Immigration 
Department.

(Contd...)
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different values, beliefs, and practices. Hence, the findings 
align with Bishop (1997) that suggested culturally diverse 
literature serves as a mirror or a window, whereby the stu-
dents can see their own reflections or in this case, better in-
sights of their own culture, and in addition, students can also 
peek into the cultures of their peers through MELTs.

In the context of characters, each MELT introduced char-
acters with strong roles in representing their cultures and 
relevance in the story. In terms of realistic lifestyles, both 
MELTs have the same weightage, whereby Deep-Fried Dev-
ils introduced seven main characters with strong roles in 
portraying their characters with cultural values. In Tanjung 
Rhu, four main characters play a very significant role and 
all four characters represent realistic lifestyles. However, the 
second textual characteristics, or the depictions of males’ 
and females’ leadership roles show that Deep Fried Devils 
has equal weightage of leadership role on both genders. The 
male character is represented by Din, whereby the female 
character is represented by Lan Jie. Both male and female 
characters show positive leadership roles that could be great 
examples to the students. Although Tanjung Rhu also has 
two lead characters that represent leadership roles, the char-
acters are bound to be a leader due to relationship with fam-
ily members, such as mother (Ah Ma) and son (Mr. Li). In 
this case, one is obliged to follow the other as they are bound 
with the family bondage. Rosch (1993) suggested that the 
best books break down borders as they change our views 
of ourselves. Agreeing to that, characters portrayal in MELT 
plays a very important role in building the students’ emo-
tional development, as well as nurturing interpersonal and 
intercultural attitudes of the students (Ghosn, 2002).

In comparing the settings of both MELTs, Deep Fried 
Devils, however, used a very limited timeline whereby Tan-
jung Rhu plays with the past flashback and the present as the 
theme of the short story itself is traditional values vs. modern 
cultural values. The tradition in the short story was repre-
sented by the older generation’s cultural practices, hence, the 
flashback from the past is showcased. Besides, the title of 
the MELT itself shows that Tanjung Rhu plays a very signif-
icant role throughout the short story. Other than that, another 
setting in Tanjung Rhu with a very important cultural repre-
sentation is the altar room in the main character’s house. The 
short story, Deep Fried Devils, however, introduced all three 

major cultures’ spots to eat food that are associated to those 
ethnicities such as Malay and Chinese hawkers, Chinese 
coffee shop, and Indian Muslim restaurant. Besides that, the 
author also represented the geographical feature and the cul-
tural issue precisely. Hence, Deep Fried Devils has better 
settings’ elements.

In a study of developing intercultural competence through 
literary texts among school students, Garza (2008) found that 
the selection of reading materials and reading activities in 
classrooms to promote intercultural competence is important 
as they allow students to broaden their perspectives and fa-
miliarity of cultures other than their own. Magos (2015) also 
highlighted the same issue in educating Malaysian students 
with intercultural values and in choosing the right literature 
to promote intercultural reading, students must be introduced 
to texts that suit their interest. Therefore, the plot of a MELT 
plays a very significant role to attract the students’ interest 
and attention, and at the same time develop their intercultural 
competence. In Tanjung Rhu, the conflicts revolve around two 
main issues that are generation gap and traditional values vs. 
modern cultural values. These issues are interrelated with each 
other whereby the younger generation is less likely interested 
in embracing the traditional cultural practices as part of their 
lifestyle. The conflict in Tanjung Rhu also strongly relates to 
the students’ daily life. However, there is no rigid boundary 
of class, culture, religion, and ethnicity portrayed in Tanjung 
Rhu. In Deep Fried Devils, however, interracial harmony issue 
is prioritized throughout the whole story, whereby two major 
races in Malaysia were fighting over the ownership of tradi-
tional recipes. Yet, the conflict was solved at the end when 
both races agreed to protect their ancestors’ recipe from being 
stolen by foreigners who were also doing business as hawkers 
selling foodstuff at the same area. Both races united as Malay-
sians once an element of foreign competition is introduced. 
Other than that, in Deep Fried Devils, the main character did 
not retaliate in a verbal argument with slurring racial remarks 
when was provoked. This shows that Deep Fried Devils also 
promotes values such as tolerance, patience, as well as brav-
ery, which are the key to sustaining a harmonious multicultur-
al community in a country such as Malaysia.

The comparison of the intercultural elements of both 
MELTs shows that one MELT promotes better intercultural 
elements than the other. Overall, Deep Fried Devils provides 

E2CA
(Are lifestyles realistic?)

E2C2
(Are females as well as males 
depicted in leadership roles?)

She called Lan Jie stupid for hiring foreign maid and she 
talked down on Lan Jie for being  
a Malaysian Chinese that sells chakoi.
7. Lan Jie’s Indonesian helper
Manipulative - she went missing from Lan Jie’s stall after  
she became familiar with  Lan Jie’s recipe for  
her pastries and she opened a stall that  
sells the same thing with her 
Bangladesh boyfriend nearby Lan Jie’s and Din’s stalls

Table 4. (Continued)
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better textual evidence examples in all intercultural elements 
as compared to Tanjung Rhu and it is best used to develop 
intercultural competence among Form Four national school 
students. Malaysian national secondary school students are 
exposed to cultural issues that are no longer practiced in 
their family or society and cultures that have been improved 
to suit modern era such as Malaysian traditional foods. Be-

sides, students from the monoculture societies and schools 
located in rural area may not be exposed just as much as 
students from intercultural societies and schools located in 
urban area. Thus, intercultural elements in MELT play a sig-
nificant role among national secondary school students and 
if it is nurtured appropriately, the results could lead the stu-
dents to increase their universal cultural general knowledge 

Table 5. Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s setting assessment
E3CA
(Does the story reflect a variety of places and times?)

E3CB
(Are urban, 
suburban, and 
rural settings 
represented 
realistically?)

E3CC
(Are cultural settings and 
geographical features represented 
accurately?)

Tanjung Rhu
The story took place in 
Singapore and the time 
frame revolves around the 
past and the present. 

The past was described 
as before the death of Ah 
Ma.

The present was described 
as after the death of Ah 
Ma.

2. Tanjung Rhu, a 
shipping port where Mr. 
Li grew up.

The past was described 
as far as eighty years ago, 
the place used to have 
small shipyards where 
fishing boats were built.

The present was described 
by the buildings and 
skyscraper built in 
Tanjung Rhu.

3. Present day:
Mr Li’s office located 
on the 18th floor above 
Shenton Way, a central 
business district in 
Singapore.

Mr. Li’s house with 
many rooms, a garden, 
and a swimming pool.  
However, the altar room 
in this house plays a 
significant role in this 
story.
The hospital where Ah 
Ma passed away.

Deep fried devil
The story took place in an open 
area where hawkers’ stalls and 
restaurants are located. The author 
mentioned several countries 
throughout the story to introduce 
the characters’ origins.  

Lan Jie’s stall 
Din’s chakoi
Indian Muslim restaurant, 
Restoran Hameed 
Ah Wai coffee shop
Foreign workers’ stalls

2. Countries’ name dropping
 
Chinese China and Malaysian 
Chinese
Din mentioned about chasing Lan 
Jie back to her hometown in China 
in a verbal argument when Lan Jie 
is a Malaysian Chinese. 

This statement was referring to 
Tanah Melayu’s condition back 
in time when the British brought 
other races from China and India 
to work in Tanah Melayu, which is 
now known as Malaysia.

Maid from Indonesia

The maid’s boyfriend from 
Bangladesh

Backpackers from Western 
countries

Tanjung 
Rhu

Nil

Deep 
Fried 
devil

Nil

Tanjung 
Rhu 

Nil

Deep Fried Devil
Chinese traditional 
recipe was associated 
with China, as well as 
Malaysian Chinese.

Lan Jie offered Din and 
Rahimah her mother’s 
nyonya kuih recipe 
and she mentioned 
that her mother is 
second generation of 
Nyonya descendent in 
Malaysia.
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and shape the students’ character and point of views based 
on what is portrayed in the literary texts (Kaur, 2002; Gana-
kumaran, 2003).

The findings of this research provided a guideline to 
promote positive development of intercultural competence 
through MELT as part of Form Four national secondary 
school English literature component. Texts such as Deep 
Fried Devils and similar texts should be incorporated in 
the English literature component of Form Four English 
language syllabus as the content could help to improve the 
students’ intercultural competency due to its rich Malaysian 
based cultural background elements. Through sharing and 
discussions based on the relevant reading material, Malay-
sian national secondary school students would have better 
opportunities to improve their level of intercultural compe-
tence. Such integration would be the most significant contri-
bution of this research as it will help the MoE to achieve its 
goal in inculcating unity in educational policy by improving 
the students’ intercultural competence. This will indirectly 
help to provide a platform to promote unity among young 
Malaysians and at the same time fulfil one of the major 
goals of our educational policy, which is ‘to inculcate, and 
nurture national consciousness through fostering common 

ideas, values, aspirations and loyalties to mould national 
unity and national identity in a multi-ethnic society’ (Khad-
er, 2012, p.270).

CONCLUSION

This research is expected to contribute positively to the ef-
forts of MoE in fulfilling one of the major educational poli-
cy, which is to inculcate and nurture national consciousness 
through fostering common ideas, values, aspirations and 
loyalties in moulding national unity and national identity 
among Malaysian students as the text selection really play 
a major role in influencing the students’ development of in-
tercultural competence. Due to the intercultural nature of 
Malaysia, which consists of citizens of different cultures, 
racial and religion background, it is pertinent to nurture 
the intercultural values among them beginning at primary 
school level. Implementing the recommendations of this re-
search will be a part of the initiatives to properly instill the 
values and at the same time is a step forward in achieving 
the goal of MoE in achieving unity among a multi-ethnic 
society. As such the implementation can be navigated by the 
education policy makers, curriculum designers and literature 

Table 6. Tanjung Rhu and deep fried devils’s plot assessment
E4CA
(Are various conflicts presented for readers to explore and discuss?)

E4CB
(Are rigid boundaries of class, culture, religion 
and ethnicity dismissed?)

Tanjung Rhu
1. Traditional vs. modernism
Ah Ma values the importance of 
traditional practice.

Ah Ma wants everything to be done 
properly and she ‘tells’ her late husband 
about important events in her life. 
In Chinese traditions, praying to the 
ancestor and the dead is important to 
every family.

Mr Li, Helen, Ying, live a modern 
lifestyle. Mrs Li plays host to her high 
society friends with her tea sessions, and 
Ying speaks in English with her father 
but in Cantonese with her grandmother.

Generation gap
Ah Ma was portrayed as a conservative 
mother.

Mr. Li was portrayed as a severe and 
slightly self-centered father who always 
assumes young people do not respect the 
elders.

Ying was portrayed as a naive daughter 
who openly shows her feelings and 
opinions without considering her 
audiences.

Deep Fried Devil
1. Interracial harmony
Lan Jie was being protective 
towards her culture’s 
traditional recipe.

Din and Rahimah were being 
defensive and claimed that it is 
an open market.

The argument between Lan Jie 
with Din and Rahimah when 
Din chased Lan Jie back to 
China although Lan Jie is a 
Malaysian Chinese.

Two different races that 
fought with each other over 
the ownership of traditional 
recipe made amend and agreed 
to follow the true Malaysian 
spirit and fight against the 
foreigners that steal their 
traditional recipe instead.

Tanjung Rhu

Nil

Deep Fried Devil

Lan Jie did not fight back 
with racial statement when 
Din hollered to her, “Why 
don’t you go back to your 
kampong (village) in China 
if your Chinese cooking is so 
good?  You come to stay in 
people’s country and do not 
appreciate.  You dare talk like 
that.  Go back and become a 
Communist.”
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text selection committee in recognizing cultural diversity el-
ements in MELT and choosing suitable MELT for promoting 
intercultural competence among Malaysian national school 
students.
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