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DISTINGUISHED GUESTS 

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

LET ME BEGIN BY THANKING THE ORGANISERS FOR GIVING ME THE HONOUR OF 

DELIVERING THE KEYNOTE ADDRESS TO THE INAUGURAL ASIA MEDIA SUMMIT. IT IS A 

PLEASURE TO BE ABLE TO SPEAK TO SO MANY DISTINGUISHED GUESTS FROM THE GLOBAL 

MEDIA COMMUNITY. I AM MADE TO UNDERSTAND THAT THERE ARE OVER 400 PARTICIPANTS 

FROM OVER 50 COUNTRIES HERE TODAY. 

 

2. INDEED, THAT THE PARTICIPANTS HAIL FROM ALL PARTS OF THE PLANET IS A 

REFLECTION OF HOW THE WORLD IS SUCH A COLOURFUL KALEIDOSCOPE OF HUMAN 

DIVERSITY. WE BELONG TO MANY THOUSAND ETHNIC GROUPS. WE SPEAK IN THREE 

THOUSAND DIFFERENT TONGUES. WE RECOGNISE AND WORSHIP GOD IN DIFFERENT WAYS. 

WE ARE PROUD OF OUR OWN DISTINCTIVE CULTURES.  

 

3. WE SHOULD BE THANKFUL FOR THIS INCREDIBLE VARIETY, AND INDEED REJOICE IN 

IT. PEOPLE OF DIFFERENT RELIGIOUS, ETHNIC AND CULTURAL BACKGROUNDS SHOULD BE 

ABLE TO PROSPER TOGETHER NOT ONLY ON ONE PLANET, BUT IN ONE SOCIETY. 

CONSIDERING THAT WE ARE ALL GOD’S CREATIONS, WE SHOULD BE ABLE TO WORK OUT 

WAYS BY WHICH WE ARE ABLE TO LIVE WITH ONE ANOTHER IN HARMONY AND MUTUAL 

REGARD, JUST AS WE WOULD WITH PEOPLE OF OUR OWN KIND. 

 

4. UNFORTUNATELY THIS IS TOO OFTEN NOT THE CASE. WE ARE MORE INCLINED TO 

SEARCH FOR DIFFERENCES RATHER THAN RECOGNISE COMMONALITIES. WE TEND TO 

REJECT DIVERSITY RATHER THAN EMBRACE IT. THIS IS TRUE EVEN IN RELATIVELY 



HOMOGENOUS SOCIETIES. BUT SOCIETIES THAT ARE MULTIRELIGIOUS, MULTIETHNIC AND 

MULTICULTURAL ARE PARTICULARLY VULNERABLE.  

 

5. IT IS NOT SURPRISING THEREFORE IF HISTORY IS VERY MUCH A STORY OF HOW 

SOCIETIES AND GOVERNMENTS SEEK TO ADDRESS AND MANAGE THIS PROFOUND 

DIVERSITY. TODAY WE ARE WITNESSING NEW AND MORE COMPLEX CHALLENGES TO THE 

MANAGEMENT OF DIVERSE SOCIETIES; CHALLENGES THAT HAVE ARISEN DUE TO 

GLOBALISATION, THE REVOLUTION IN INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY, 

AND THE SPREAD OF DEMOCRACY. THESE CHALLENGES, I MUST EMPHASISE, HAVE OFTEN 

RESULTED IN THE GREATER GOOD. THERE IS GREATER AWARENESS OF THE RIGHTS OF 

ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS AND LINGUISTIC MINORITIES, AND THEIR PROTECTION AND 

PROMOTION IN DIVERSE AND PLURAL SOCIETIES.   

 

6. THE GENOCIDE AND BRUTAL DISEMPOWERMENT OF MANY INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

AND THE SEIZURE OF THEIR TERRITORIES THAT WAS CARRIED OUT BY MORE POWERFUL 

IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES WITH IMPUNITY JUST A FEW HUNDRED YEARS AGO ARE LESS 

POSSIBLE TODAY. NO LONGER CAN SUCH ACTIONS BE CONCEALED FROM THE OUTSIDE 

WORLD. THE GLOBAL MEDIA WILL QUICKLY EXPOSE THE CRIME, AND THE COLLECTIVE 

CONSCIENCE OF THE WORLD, ACTING THROUGH INTERNATIONAL BODIES AND 

RESPONSIBLE NATIONS, WILL BE A POWERFUL DETERRENT. THERE IS GREATER 

APPRECIATION OF THE RIGHTS OF ALL COMMUNITIES IRRESPECTIVE OF RACE, RELIGION 

AND LANGUAGE, AND PRESSURES TO CONFORM TO GLOBAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS 

ARE PERSISTENT AND POWERFUL.    

 

7. YET GLOBALISATION, THE INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY 

REVOLUTION AND THE APPEAL OF DEMOCRACY HAVE ALSO MADE THE GOVERNANCE OF 

MULTICULTURAL SOCIETIES MORE DIFFICULT IN SOME INSTANCES. THE EMPHASIS ON 

RIGHTS WITH SCANT MENTION OF RESPONSIBILITIES AND OBLIGATIONS HAS MADE THE 

PRESERVATION OF SOCIAL ORDER MORE DIFFICULT, ESPECIALLY IN SOCIETIES THAT ARE 

STILL UNDERDEVELOPED POLITICALLY AND INSTITUTIONALLY.  

 

8. THERE IS A GREAT TEMPTATION TO INSIST ON A ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL MODEL FOR ALL 

COUNTRIES. UNFORTUNATELY, THIS APPROACH DEMONSTRATES LITTLE REGARD FOR THE 

HISTORY AND UNIQUE CHARACTERISTICS OF DIFFERENT SOCIO-POLITICAL CLIMES. IT 

IGNORES THE NEED TO ADAPT SYSTEMS TO LOCAL PECULIARITIES AND CHARACTERISTICS, 

AND THEREFORE CREATES MORE PROBLEMS THAN IT SOLVES. THE CURE TO AN ILLNESS 



CANNOT BE SO SEVERE THAT IT LEAVES THE PATIENT CRITICALLY ILL OR EVEN DEAD. ONE 

GETS THE IMPRESSION THAT IT DOES NOT MATTER IF NATIONS ARE DESTABILISED, IF 

PEACE GIVES WAY TO VIOLENCE, AND IF ECONOMIES CRUMBLE, SO LONG AS A PARTICULAR 

BRAND OF DEMOCRACY IS PURSUED. WHEN THIS HAPPENS TO COUNTRIES WITH PLURAL 

SOCIETIES, THE RESULT IS OFTEN THE DISMEMBERMENT OF THE STATE, OR SUSTAINED 

TURMOIL. THE ULTIMATE VICTIMS ARE UNFORTUNATELY THE CITIZENS, THE VERY PEOPLE 

WHOSE WELFARE WE WANT TO IMPROVE. AS WE ARE SEEING IN IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN, 

NATION BUILDING IN MORE DIFFICULT IN REALITY THAN IT LOOKS ON PAPER. 

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

9. MANAGING SOCIETIES WITH MANY CULTURES, ETHNIC GROUPS AND RELIGIONS IS 

AN EXTREMELY COMPLEX TASK, ESPECIALLY IF THE FOUNDATIONS OF THESE SOCIETIES ARE 

NOT YET SECURE. I MUST CONFESS THAT I AM NO EXPERT ON THESE MATTERS. I DO NOT 

KNOW ENOUGH ABOUT HOW OTHERS ARE RESPONDING TO THE CHALLENGES POSED BY 

THEIR SOCIETIES. BUT I BELIEVE I DO KNOW A LITTLE ABOUT HOW IT IS DONE IN MY 

COUNTRY, GIVEN THAT I HAVE HAD THE PRIVILEGE OF PARTICIPATING IN ITS DEVELOPMENT 

FOR THE BETTER PART OF FOUR DECADES. TODAY, THE BUCK STOPS AT MY TABLE. 

ULTIMATELY, I AM RESPONSIBLE FOR HOW WE ADDRESS THE CHALLENGES OF ETHNIC, 

RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN MY COUNTRY. 

 

10. MALAYSIA IS TRULY A MELTING POT. WHILE ONE ETHNIC GROUP, ITS LANGUAGE 

AND CULTURE FORM THE MAJORITY, OTHER ETHNIC GROUPS WITH THEIR RESPECTIVE 

LANGUAGES AND CULTURES ARE ALSO STRONGLY REPRESENTED. IN FACT, THERE ARE 

ABOUT 60 ETHNIC GROUPS, LARGE AND SMALL, IN MALAYSIA. MALAYS MAKE UP 54 PERCENT 

OF THE POPULATION. THE CHINESE CONSTITUTE A SOLID QUARTER OF THE COUNTRY’S 

POPULATION, WHILE 8 PERCENT ARE INDIANS.  OTHER INDIGENOUS GROUPS COMPRISE 

ANOTHER 12 PERCENT. 

 

11. WE ARE HOME TO MANY MAJOR RELIGIONS, SUCH AS ISLAM, BUDDHISM, 

CHRISTIANITY AND HINDUISM. MALAYSIA IS ALSO A POTPOURRI AND CONFLUENCE OF THE 

MAJOR ASIAN CULTURES – MALAY, CHINESE AND INDIAN. SOME SEE IN MALAYSIA A 

MICROCOSM OF ASIA, “TRULY ASIA” AS WE LIKE TO SAY, ALTHOUGH WE ARE ALSO OPEN TO 

OTHER CULTURAL INFLUENCES, NOT LEAST FROM THE MIDDLE EAST AND THE WEST.  

 



12. OVERSEEING SUCH A POTENTIALLY VOLATILE MIX IS A MAJOR CHALLENGE, 

COMPOUNDED BY THE FACT THAT WE ARE A YOUNG NATION, NOT YET EVEN FIVE DECADES 

OLD. OUR TERRITORIAL CONFIGURATION AND POLITICAL CONSTITUTION ARE RELATIVELY 

RECENT. WE BEGAN WITH A LARGE IMMIGRANT POPULATION WHOSE ATTACHMENTS 

UNDERSTANDABLY LAY ELSEWHERE. THEIR POLITICAL STATUS AT INDEPENDENCE WAS ONE 

OF THE KEY ISSUES WITH PROFOUND CONSEQUENCES THAT HAD TO BE RESOLVED. 

 

13. AT THE TIME, THERE WAS LITTLE TO BIND THE PEOPLES OF MALAYSIA TOGETHER. 

WE HAD NO COMMON HISTORY AND DID NOT SHARE A VISION OF A COMMON FUTURE. WE 

LIVED APART FROM ONE ANOTHER, THE BUMIPUTERA GROUPS IN THE TRADITIONAL 

VILLAGES, THE CHINESE IN THE TOWNS AND TIN MINES AND THE INDIANS IN THE RUBBER 

ESTATES. ECONOMIC DISPARITIES EMPHASISED ETHNIC AND CULTURAL CLEAVAGES.  

 

14. POLITICALLY, WE HAD NO EXPERIENCE OF WORKING TOGETHER AS ONE 

INDEPENDENT ENTITY. OUR DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS WERE BRAND NEW. A MALAYSIAN 

POLITICAL CULTURE HAD YET TO EVOLVE. A COMMUNIST INSURGENCY WAS STILL IN FULL 

SWING, APPEALING IN PARTICULAR TO ONE COMMUNITY AND CAUSING TENSION WITH 

OTHER COMMUNITIES.  

 

15. AGAINST THIS BACKDROP, FEW GAVE US A CHANCE TO SURVIVE, MUCH LESS 

THRIVE. WE WERE AN ETHNIC TIME BOMB, WAITING TO EXPLODE. THAT WAS HARDLY FIFTY 

YEARS AGO. SINCE THEN THERE HAS BEEN A SEA CHANGE. BY THE GRACE OF GOD, WE 

HAVE MANAGED TO TAKE MALAYSIA FORWARD, DESPITE OUR MANY AND MONUMENTAL 

MULTICULTURAL, MULTIETHNIC AND MULTIRELIGIOUS CONTRADICTIONS. 

 

16. OUR ETHNIC COMMUNITIES HAVE NOT LOST THEIR RESPECTIVE IDENTITIES, YET 

THINK OF THEMSELVES AS ONE – THEY THINK THEMSELVES AS MALAYSIANS. NO ONE 

QUESTIONS LOYALTIES ANY MORE. OUR SHARED HISTORY AS ONE PEOPLE AND ONE NATION 

CONFRONTING COMMON PROBLEMS HAVE HELPED US TO BOND. IT HAS ENABLED US TO 

SHARE A COMMON VISION FOR THE FUTURE. 

 

17. WE HAVE JUST CONCLUDED OUR ELEVENTH GENERAL ELECTIONS, PROVING THAT 

WE HAVE MATURED INTO A POLITICALLY STABLE, PEACEFUL, WORKING DEMOCRACY IN 

WHICH ALL RACES AND RELIGIOUS GROUPS PARTICIPATE.  

 

 



 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

18. THERE IS NO MAGIC POTION TO OVERCOME THE CHALLENGES OF MANAGING A 

DIVERSE SOCIETY, ESPECIALLY WHEN NATIONS ARE YOUNG AND INSTITUTIONS STILL IN 

THE EARLY STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT. ALL SOLUTIONS ARE PROBABLY A MIXTURE OF 

CAREFUL PLANNING AND GOOD FORTUNE. WHILE I BELIEVE MALAYSIA CAN POINT TO SOME 

MEASURE OF SUCCESS IN ITS EFFORTS, I WOULD NEVER PRESUME TO PROSCRIBE OUR 

FORMULA TO ANYONE ELSE. WHAT HAS WORKED FOR US MAY FAIL MISERABLY WHEN TAKEN 

OUT OF THE MALAYSIAN CONTEXT. EACH NATION MUST CHOOSE THE PATH THAT SUITS IT 

BEST. NONETHELESS, PERMIT ME TO OUTLINE SOME OF THE CORE MEASURES THAT WE 

HAVE TAKEN TO KEEP OUR GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT ON TRACK. 

  

19. OUR FIRST AND MOST FUNDAMENTAL TASK WAS TO BUILD A CONSENSUS AMONG 

ALL THE COMMUNITIES ON THE CHARACTER OF THE NATION WE WANTED TO LIVE IN, AND 

OUR RESPECTIVE RIGHTS AND OBLIGATIONS WITHIN IT. THIS WAS OUR SOCIAL CONTRACT, 

SOLEMNISED IN NO LESS THAN A LEGALLY BINDING CONSTITUTION. A CONTRACT BUILT ON 

THE SPIRIT OF GIVE AND TAKE. THERE WAS A CONSCIOUS COMMITMENT TO SHARE POWER 

AMONG ALL THE GROUPS, AND BETWEEN THE FEDERAL CENTRE AND THE CONSTITUENT 

STATES. OUR APPROACH WAS INCLUSIVE, EMPOWERING ALL ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS 

GROUPS BY GIVING THEM A SHARE IN DECISION-MAKING, A SAY IN COLLECTIVELY 

CHARTING THE FUTURE OF THE COUNTRY. ALL WERE STAKEHOLDERS IN THE MALAYSIAN 

DREAM. 

 

20. PERHAPS THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ASPECT OF THE CONTRACT WAS THE AGREEMENT 

BY THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO GRANT CITIZENSHIP TO THE IMMIGRANT CHINESE AND 

INDIAN COMMUNITIES. THIS CHANGED THE CHARACTER OF THE NATION, FROM ONE THAT 

ORIGINALLY BELONGED TO THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO ONE THAT CHINESE AND INDIAN 

CITIZENS COULD ALSO CALL THEIR OWN. CHINESE AND INDIANS NOW SHARE POLITICAL 

POWER WITH THE MALAYS, AND SIT IN THE FEDERAL CABINET AND STATE EXECUTIVE 

COUNCILS.  

 

21. IN RETURN FOR BEING GRANTED THESE POLITICAL RIGHTS, THE IMMIGRANT 

COMMUNITIES AGREED TO SPECIAL ECONOMIC PRIVILEGES FOR THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

GIVEN THEIR DISADVANTAGED POSITION. THIS CONSTITUTES THE POLITICAL, ECONOMIC, 

LEGAL AND MORAL FOUNDATION FOR THE DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE POLICIES OF THE 



COUNTRY. THESE ARE POLICIES THAT HAVE SOMETIMES BEEN UNFAIRLY CRITICISED AS 

DISCRIMINATORY BY THOSE WHO ARE IGNORANT OF THE AGREEMENT ENTERED INTO BY 

ALL PARTIES, AND THE CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING IT.  

 

22. THE MAJOR COMMUNITIES WERE ALSO GRANTED THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION IN 

THEIR MOTHER TONGUES, BUT THE MALAY LANGUAGE WAS ACCORDED THE STATUS OF 

OFFICIAL AND NATIONAL LANGUAGE. THOUGH MALAY IS THE MEDIUM OF INSTRUCTION IN 

NATIONAL SCHOOLS, CHINESE AND INDIANS ARE ALLOWED TO HAVE PRIMARY EDUCATION 

THROUGH THE MEDIUM OF THEIR RESPECTIVE MOTHER TONGUES. FEW COUNTRIES IN THE 

WORLD ACCORD THIS MEASURE OF FREEDOM. 

 

23. SIMILARLY, THERE IS FREEDOM OF WORSHIP, AND ALL COMMUNITIES ARE FREE TO 

PRACTISE THEIR RESPECTIVE RELIGIOUS BELIEFS. HOWEVER, ISLAM IS ACCORDED THE 

STATUS OF THE RELIGION OF THE FEDERATION.  

 

24. AS FOR COPING WITH THE POLITICS OF A MULTIETHNIC SOCIETY, OUR PLAN HAS 

BEEN TO ALLOW THE PEOPLE TO DETERMINE WHAT IS BEST FOR THEM AT THE BALLOT BOX. 

WE HAVE NOT OUTLAWED ETHNIC POLITICS. INSTEAD, WE ALLOW IT RESPONSIBLE 

EXPRESSION. AS A CONSEQUENCE OF THIS, OUR POLITICAL PARTIES HAVE GENERALLY 

TURNED OUT TO BE ETHNIC AND REGION BASED, ALTHOUGH OVER HALF OF THEM, 14 TO BE 

PRECISE, HAVE JOINED IN A MULTI-ETHNIC COALITION THAT COMPETES IN ELECTIONS AS 

ONE POLITICAL PARTY, THE BARISAN NASIONAL. ETHNIC AND REGION-BASED INTERESTS 

ARE THEREFORE MODERATED WITHIN THE COALITION, A FORMULA WHICH THUS FAR HAS 

ACHIEVED CONSISTENT SUCCESS.  

 

25. I BELIEVE THAT ANY SOCIETY, AND ESPECIALLY DIVERSE MULTICULTURAL 

SOCIETIES, WILL BENEFIT IMMENSELY FROM A SOCIAL CONTRACT. IT PROVIDES A 

FRAMEWORK FOR POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC INTERCOURSE THAT IS AGREED UPON 

BY ALL COMMUNITIES. IT REDUCES MISUNDERSTANDINGS AND CONFLICT OF INTERESTS, 

AND ALLOWS PEOPLE TO FOCUS UPON IMPROVING THEIR LIVES IN PEACE AND HARMONY. 

THE FAILURE TO PUT IN PLACE VIABLE SOCIAL CONTRACTS IS AT THE ROOT OF MANY 

CONFLICTS AFFLICTING NATION-STATES AROUND THE WORLD. 

 

26. MALAYSIA’S EXPERIENCE IS THAT A STRATEGY OF INCLUSION, PARTICIPATION, 

RESPECT FOR THE LEGITIMATE RIGHTS OF ALL ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL GROUPS, 



AND JUST RECOGNITION OF THE SPECIAL POSITION DUE TO THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, IS 

THE BEST FORMULA TO MANAGE ITS DIVERSITY. 

 

27. WE ARE PROBABLY FORTUNATE BECAUSE OUR PEOPLE’S VALUES, ATTITUDES AND 

CHARACTER PROBABLY HAD A LOT TO DO WITH THEIR ABILITY TO ARRIVE AT A 

CONSENSUS. AS IN OTHER SOCIETIES, WE TOO HAVE THE LUNATIC FRINGE. BUT THE 

PEOPLE ARE GENERALLY MODERATE, RESPECTFUL AND ACCEPTING OF EACH OTHER. THEY 

ARE LAW-ABIDING AND THEY VALUE PEACE. THEY ARE ALSO PRAGMATIC, AND PREPARED TO 

COOPERATE FOR THE SAKE OF THE LARGER INTEREST.  EVEN THE PEOPLE AT THE FAR ENDS 

OF THE IDEOLOGICAL SPECTRUM WILLINGLY SUBMIT TO THE DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL 

PROCESS, WHICH IS ULTIMATELY REASSURING FOR THE COUNTRY’S FUTURE. 

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

28. OUR SOCIAL CONTRACT WOULD FAIL IF IT WAS NOT UNDERPINNED BY A GROWING 

ECONOMY. INCOME DISPARITIES BETWEEN THE VARIOUS COMMUNITIES WERE UNHEALTHY 

FOR COMMUNAL HARMONY. THE FAILURE TO ADDRESS THIS ISSUE WAS THE PRIMARY 

REASON FOR THE RACIAL RIOTS OF MAY 13, 1969, AN EVENT THAT ALMOST TORE THE 

NATION APART. HENCEFORTH, POLICIES TO ERADICATE POVERTY IRRESPECTIVE OF RACE AS 

WELL AS NARROW THE GAP BETWEEN THE BUMIPUTERAS, WHO ARE THE INDIGENOUS 

PEOPLE AND THE OTHER COMMUNITIES, BECAME A DEFINING FEATURE OF MALAYSIA’S 

DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY. THESE POLICIES WERE TO BE CARRIED OUT WITHIN THE 

CONTEXT OF AN EXPANDING ECONOMIC CAKE, SO THAT ASSISTANCE FOR THE WEAKER 

COMMUNITY WOULD NOT BE AT THE EXPENSE OF THE COMMUNITIES THAT WERE BETTER 

OFF.    

 

29. THE DISTRIBUTIVE POLICIES ADOPTED BY THE GOVERNMENT DO HAVE THEIR 

DRAWBACKS. UNFETTERED AND INDISCRIMINATE ASSISTANCE WILL CREATE A CLASS OF 

PEOPLE WHO WILL FOREVER BE RELIANT ON SUBSIDIES. BY AND LARGE HOWEVER, OUR 

POLICIES HAVE PROVED SUCCESSFUL AND HELPED REDUCE TENSIONS BETWEEN THE 

COMMUNITIES.  

  

30. AS HAS BEEN THE LESSON ELSEWHERE, WE HAVE FOUND THAT ECONOMIC GROWTH, 

AND MORE IMPORTANTLY THE EQUITABLE SHARING OF THE FRUITS OF SUCH GROWTH, HAS 

A POSITIVE IMPACT ON THE STABILITY OF MULTICULTURAL SOCIETIES. IT PROVIDES AN 

ENVIRONMENT CONDUCIVE TO SOCIAL HARMONY. THREE DECADES OF ECONOMIC 



EXPANSION HAS BEEN ESPECIALLY CRITICAL TO OUR NATION BUILDING EFFORTS. WE HAVE 

BEEN ABLE TO AVOID THE KIND OF DIFFICULT ECONOMIC CONDITIONS THAT BREED 

HOSTILITY AND CONFRONTATION BETWEEN GROUPS.  

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

31. A THIRD KEY INSTRUMENT IN OUR EFFORTS TO CREATE A COHESIVE AND 

FLOURISHING MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY IS EDUCATION. WE HAVE DEFINED FOR OURSELVES 

SEVERAL FUNDAMENTAL GOALS. ONE IS TO FOSTER A COMMON NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

AS MALAYSIANS THAT TRANSCENDS ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS AND PAROCHIAL IDENTITIES 

WITHOUT IN ANY WAY UNDERMINING THEM. ANOTHER IS TO INCULCATE VALUES, 

ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOUR THAT SUPPORT A HEALTHY MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY. THESE 

INCLUDE MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING, MUTUAL RESPECT, REGARD FOR THE FUNDAMENTAL 

RIGHTS OF ALL, MODERATION, AND PEACEFUL AND DEMOCRATIC APPROACHES TOWARDS 

RESOLVING DIFFERENCES. A THIRD GOAL OF THE EDUCATION PROCESS IS TO PROMOTE 

INTERETHNIC AND INTERRELIGIOUS HARMONY THROUGH SOCIALISATION. 

 

32. WE HAVE NOT BEEN FULLY SUCCESSFUL IN THE PURSUIT OF ALL THESE GOALS, AND 

PARTICULARLY WITH REGARD TO THE LAST. PARALLEL STREAMS OF EDUCATION, EACH 

EFFECTIVELY SERVING ONLY ONE COMMUNITY, HAVE LED TO SEGREGATION OF SORTS. 

HOWEVER, WE CONTINUE TO SEEK CREATIVE AND POLITICALLY FEASIBLE WAYS OF 

PROMOTING INTERACTION AND INTEGRATION. THE SEEDS OF NATIONAL UNITY MUST BE 

SOWN AMONG THE YOUNG. THEY, ABOVE ALL OTHERS, MUST BE TAUGHT AND CONVINCED 

OF THE BENEFITS OF PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE. 

 

 

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

33. LET ME FLAG ONE MORE IMPORTANT DIMENSION OF OUR STRATEGY TO RESPOND TO 

THE CHALLENGES OF OUR MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY. THIS IS THE RESTRAINED AND 

RESPONSIBLE USE OF SECURITY MEASURES TO ENSURE HEALTHY RELATIONS AMONG THE 

VARIOUS COMMUNITIES. EVERY SOCIETY REQUIRES THE USE OF SECURITY MEASURES TO 

ENSURE ORDERLY FUNCTIONING. MULTICULTURAL SOCIETIES THAT ARE VULNERABLE TO 

ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS STRESSES ARE IN SPECIAL NEED OF THEM.  

 



34. THERE ARE SOCIETIES THAT TAKE A RELATIVELY RELAXED AND RATHER PERMISSIVE 

APPROACH TOWARDS CONFLICT MANAGEMENT AND PREVENTION. THEY CAN TOLERATE THE 

ODD RACIAL RIOT WITHOUT CONSIDERING IT NECESSARY TO TAKE EFFECTIVE PREVENTIVE 

MEASURES. A FEW HUNDRED DEATHS ARE TAKEN IN STRIDE, WITHOUT UNDUE CAUSE FOR 

ALARM OR THE INTRODUCTION OF LONG-TERM MEASURES TO AVOID SIMILAR 

OCCURRENCES.    

 

35. MALAYSIA IS NOT ONE OF THESE. WE WERE BORN IN THE CRUCIBLE OF CONFLICT, 

IN THE MIDST OF ARMED INSURGENCY THAT ALMOST BROUGHT US TO OUR KNEES. WE 

HAVE BEEN TOO VULNERABLE TO ETHNIC CONFLICT, LARGE AS WELL AS SMALL, IN THE 

PAST. THE RACIAL RIOTS OF MAY 13, 1969 WERE ESPECIALLY TRAUMATIC. WE THEREFORE 

HAVE ZERO TOLERANCE FOR ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS EXTREMISM THAT THREATENS THE 

PEACE AND THE WELFARE OF OUR CITIZENS. WE CONSIDER ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS 

EXCESSES PARTICULARLY DANGEROUS, FOR THEY HAVE A TENDENCY TO EVOKE POWERFUL 

PASSIONS THAT ARE DIFFICULT TO REIN IN ONCE THEY TAKE HOLD. THE POLITICAL, 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL DAMAGE THEY CAUSE CAN BE PROHIBITIVE, AND LINGER LONG 

AFTER THE EVENT.    

 

36. WE THEREFORE HAVE IN PLACE TOUGH LAWS, AND SOME OF THEM ARE PREVENTIVE 

IN NATURE. WHILST WE WOULD PREFER NOT TO HAVE THEM, WE DO NOT APOLOGISE FOR 

THEM. THEY HAVE BEEN LEGISLATED THROUGH DUE DEMOCRATIC AND LEGAL PROCESS. 

CONTRARY TO WHAT SOME CRITICS BELIEVE, OUR LAWS AND THE RESTRAINTS THEY 

IMPOSE ON FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOMS ARE ENTIRELY CONSISTENT WITH RECOGNISED 

UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS. THE RIGHTS WE DEROGATE FROM ARE FULLY 

PERMISSIBLE UNDER THE INTERNATIONAL BILL OF RIGHTS. RESTRAINTS ON RIGHTS ARE 

APPLIED SPARINGLY AND RESPONSIBLY, AND THEY ARE ONLY EXERCISED WHEN THERE ARE 

CREDIBLE INSTANCES OF THREATS TO PUBLIC ORDER, PUBLIC MORALITY AND NATIONAL 

SECURITY. WE ARE DRIVEN BY A STRONG POLITICAL WILL TO PRESERVE NATIONAL UNITY. 

EVERYTHING THAT WE HAVE AND THAT WE ARE PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE IS PREDICATED 

ON THE ASSUMPTION THAT WE WILL BE ABLE TO KEEP OUR COUNTRY TOGETHER. 

 

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 

 

37. I HAVE NO ILLUSIONS ABOUT THE FUTURE. I DO NOT PRETEND THAT WE HAVE ALL 

THE ANSWERS. OUR WAY IS FAR FROM PERFECT, AND NEEDS TO BE CONSTANTLY 



REVISITED, REVISED AND IMPROVED. WE MUST ESPECIALLY GUARD AGAINST 

COMPLACENCY AND CONSTANTLY TEND TO OUR FAULT-LINES. NATIONS OLDER THAN US 

AND SOCIETIES SEEMINGLY MORE COHESIVE AND SECURE HAVE SUDDENLY DISCOVERED 

THAT THEY ARE IN FACT VULNERABLE. SOME MULTIETHNIC COUNTRIES THAT WERE ONCE 

STABLE AND TOUTED AS THE MODEL FOR OTHERS HAVE LAPSED INTO PROLONGED 

INTERNECINE WARFARE. SOME ARE PRONE TO FREQUENT OUTBREAKS OF COMMUNAL AND 

SECTARIAN VIOLENCE. YET OTHERS HAVE SIMPLY DISINTEGRATED. 

 

38. THE MEDIA, IN MY MIND, IS WELL PLACED TO MAKE A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION TO 

THE PROCESS OF BRINGING PEOPLE CLOSER TOGETHER. THE MEDIA HAS ASSUMED THE 

ROLE OF ACTING AS THE WORLD’S EYES AND EARS, ALLOWING PEOPLE TO HAVE ALMOST 

DIRECT AND INSTANT ACCESS TO EVENTS THAT HAPPEN THOUSANDS OF MILES AWAY. 

EMBEDDED REPORTING AND ROUND THE CLOCK COVERAGE ETCHES IMAGES INDELIBLY 

INTO OUR CONSCIOUSNESS, SHAPING PERCEPTIONS AND FORMING OPINIONS. CLEARLY, 

THE MODERN MEDIA MACHINE HAS AN ENORMOUS REACH AND AN UNPARALLELED ABILITY 

TO INFLUENCE HEARTS AND MINDS. 

 

39. I BELIEVE THAT THIS REACH AND INFLUENCE CAN BE USED PRODUCTIVELY, BY 

FAIRLY AND COMPREHENSIVELY TELLING THE TRUTH AND BY EDUCATING ABOUT THE 

NUANCES AND SUBTLETIES THAT EXIST IN THE REAL WORLD. THIS REACH AND INFLUENCE 

CAN BUILD UNDERSTANDING AND DEVELOP EMPATHY. CONVERSELY, LOOKING AT OTHERS 

THROUGH ONE’S OWN TINTED LENSES, WITHOUT AN APPRECIATION OF BACKGROUND OR 

CONTEXT, WILL ONLY SERVE TO INCREASE THE DISTANCE BETWEEN PEOPLES AND 

ACCENTUATE CRACKS WITHIN COMMUNITIES. 

 

40. IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS HOWEVER, IT IS THE PEOPLE THAT WILL COUNT. IT IS THEY 

WHO WILL DETERMINE IF THEIR PARTICULAR MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY SURVIVES AND 

THRIVES. THEIR VALUES, THEIR PERCEPTIONS, THEIR PRINCIPLES AND PREJUDICES, AND 

THEIR DREAMS AND ASPIRATIONS FOR THEMSELVES AS WELL AS THEIR NATION, WILL 

ULTIMATELY GOVERN THE KIND OF WORLD THEY LIVE IN. EITHER THEY LEARN TO LIVE 

TOGETHER IN HARMONY AND STABILITY OR PERISH TOGETHER IN DISCORD AND RUIN. 

 
THANK YOU. 


