SPEECH BY: DATO SERI DR MAHATHI R BI N MOHAMAD
( PRIME M NI STER )

EVENT: THE SENATE HOUSE, CAMBRI DGE UNI VERSI TY
VENUE: LONDON
DATE: 15 MAR 1995

TI ME

I amgreatly honoured to be able to address this

di stingui shed audi ence of academ cs, dignitaries and
students at the Senate House of this fanmous university.
VWen | was told that | will be given the honour to speak at
this old and prestigious university, no indication was nmade
as to suitable subjects. You nust therefore excuse ne if

t he subject chosen is not quite right. I hope you will bear
with ne if | sound unnecessarily contentious and

argunent ative

2. Because | ama Malay and an Asian, because the Asian

val ues debate has so often been over-sinplified and

m sunder st ood, because there is a need for greater nutua
under st andi ng and regard anong the peoples of this world and
because | am speaki ng before an inportant audience in the
West, | have chosen to speak on Asian values. Let ne

however argue for nutual respect. Let ne urge nutua
enrichnent.

3. Let ne begin by offending the nany Western

uni versalists who insist that there are only universa

val ues, that there is no such thing as "“Asian val ues', that
Asia is too diverse to have comon val ues and that
proponents of “Asian values' are doing nothing nore than
justifying authoritariani sm dictatorship and uncivilised
behavi our.

4. There are many, of course, who believe that the world
has seen such a convergence of cultures and val ues t hat
there is no longer any value in tal king about “Wstern

val ues', "Eastern values' and so on. Wuat | have found
striking in recent years -- especially after the end of the
Cold War and the so-called “end of history' -- is the

aggressiveness of this Iine of thinking and the intol erance
for those who beg to differ.

5. The dem se of comuni sm and the discrediting of Fabian
soci al i sm have not inpressed the Western universalists on
the need to be a little circunspect, on the need to be | ess
insistent that the West is always right. They still insist
that what is right for themis right for the world.



6. There is no denying that over the |last few hundred
years, especially over the last half century, there has
devel oped enornous areas in which the degree of comon

val ues and attitudes is renmarkable and stunning -- and
historically unprecedented. Yet it seens equally clear that
there are great areas of difference. There are major areas
of potential friction. And there are sonme areas of serious
political discord

7. You will be surprised the nunber of tinmes | have been
rem nded by the French people that when | speak of “the
West', | should not confuse "the West' or identify it with
t he Angl o- Saxon world or the Angl o-Saxon way. ltalians have
told ne the sane. Swedes have told nme this. Even | have
often told nyself this.

8. | often wonder, therefore, why there is such ferocious
enoti onal denial of cultural pluralismand such intense
i ntell ectual denial of the obvious -- although | have ny

suspi ci ons.

9. Asia is of course a nuch bigger

continent than Europe. The diversity of its civilisations
is much greater and older. For every generalisation
however, some exceptions can be found. And yet, there is a
body of conmon val ues and beliefs that nobst of us in Asia
hold on to in order to guide our way in the world.

10. Wth regard to East Asia, David H tchcock, the forner
Director for East Asian and Pacific Affairs of the United
States Informati on Agency, has actually conducted the first
ever quantitative survey conparing East Asian and Anerican
val ues.

11. Last year he asked Americans and East Asians (Japanese,
Thai s, Chi nese, Koreans, Mal aysians, Singaporeans,

I ndonesi ans and Filipinos) to choose six “societal values
and five “personal values' which they regarded as core and
critical. The results were published a few nonths ago in a
publication called Asian Values and the United States: How
Much Conflict?

12. The survey found that the six societal val ues nopst

val ued by the East Asians were: first, having an orderly
soci ety; second, societal harnony; third, ensuring the
accountability of public officials; fourth, being open to
new i deas; fifth, freedom of expression; and sixth, respect
for authority. On the other hand, the six nost inportant

for the Anericans polled were: freedom of expression
personal freedom the rights of the individual, open debate,
thi nking for oneself and sixth, the accountability of public
officials. Interestingly slightly nore East Asians

enphasi sed the i nportance of “new ideas' and public
accountability than did Anericans.

13. Despite Hitchcock's interest in discovering
commpnal i ti es between East Asians and Anericans, he found



fundanmental differences also with regard to personal val ues.

14. The five nobst inportant personal val ues stressed by

the Americans polled were: self reliance, persona

achi evenent, hard work, achieving success in life, and
fifth, hel ping others. Wiereas the sixth nost inportant

core value stressed by the East Asians -- “fulfilling
obligations to others' -- was stressed by 39 percent of the
East Asians, only 19 percent of the Americans polled

enphasi sed this. \Wereas 59 percent of the Americans
stressed "“achieving success in life', half as nany East

Asi ans did so. Whereas 59 percent of the Anericans

stressed " personal achievenent', only 33 percent of the East
Asian did so. On the other hand, whereas 69 percent of the
East Asi ans enphasi sed respect for learning, only 15 percent
of the Anmericans did. Wereas 48 percent of the East Asians
stressed self discipline, only 22 percent of the Americans
di d.

15. | do not know how accurately this American study
reflects reality. But Hitchcock gives figures to support
the intuitive assunptions of nost East Asians and those who
really know East Asia

16. | do know that these values are sonetinmes nore honoured
in their breach than in their practice. | do know that many
of these "“Asian values' were once also "Wstern val ues'.
Sonme are a function of our stage of devel opnent and will be
chal | enged and di scarded as we nove forward.

17. | hope that my exposition on Asian values so far has
not by any stretch of the inmagination justified

di ctatorship, authoritarianism anti-denocratic practices,
t he suppression of human rights, the denial of denocracy. |
hope that ny arguments also do not in any way justify
torture, the exploitation of child I abour, the suppression
of wonen and the wanton destruction of the environnent.

18. Having of fended the universalists, the nost mlitant

of whom are congregated in the West, let ne now be permtted
to offend the authoritarians, so many of whomare said to
congregate in “the East'

19. The first thing that mght usefully be said is that
atrocity anywhere must not be tolerated. It should be

puni shed. No one should be allowed to hide behind the cl oak
of cultural relativism

20. Secondly, many Asian val ues shoul d obvi ously be
destroyed.

21. In many parts of Asia, there is excessive materialism
and in many parts, there is excessive anti-materialism
there is extrem st spiritualism or what passes for
spiritualism

22. In sone societies, there is the ethic of fatalism In



ot hers, the dom nance of contentnment, smugness, even
arrogance. Feudalismis still very nuch alive so that in
some Asi an denocraci es and even Comuni st states | eadership
is inherited and confined to neo-royal famlies, or the new
aristocracy. In far too many Asian countries, there is
excessi ve deference to authority. There is social and
psychol ogi cal authoritariani sm

23. The record of Asia with regard to fundanental econom c
social and cultural rights has too often been as bad as the
Asi an record on fundanental civil and political rights.

24. Inequality, the repression of wonen and the weak. The
econom c, political, intellectual and social disenpowerment
of millions. A deep psychol ogical sense of inferiority.

The lack of self confidence and the sense of self worth.
Uncaring societies that have not an iota of |ove and regard
for God's living creatures, for the infirm the

di sadvant aged, the handi capped, the physical environment

whi ch man holds only in trust.

25. Undiluted adherence to tradition, superstition

and magi c. Deep and wi despread corruption and tol erance of
corruption -- equally deep and w despread. The list is too
long to even enunerate.

26. Athird point is equally obvious. If “Asian' does not
nean "~ good' exclusively, “Wstern' does not nean " bad'
exclusively either. Asia's process of learning fromthe
best in the West is far fromconplete. There are nmany
Western val ues, found in the best Western societies, which
we shoul d adopt or internalise nore deeply.

27. | remenber in my country's own history, that we had to
do a |l ot of persuading before we were granted the right to
have el ections and to vote. It was we, Ml aysi ans, who were
deni ed denocracy and many of our human rights. But in the
end the powers that be relented and retreated w thout
scorching the earth which doing so. W took over our
country largely intact. Qur neighbours did not fare so
wel | .

28. \Wen Ml aya becane i ndependent in 1957, our per capita
incone was |ower than that of Haiti. Haiti did not take the
path of denocracy. W did. Haiti today is the poorest
country in all of the Americas. W now have a standard of
living higher than any najor econony in the Americas, save
only for the United States and Canada.

29. W could not have achi eved what we have achi eved

wi t hout denocracy. Let ne reiterate this point because
there are so many young Mal aysi ans in the audi ence. Never
forget. W could not have done it without denocracy. This
is why, for exanple, a resolute commitnent to denocracy is
such a central pillar in Malaysia' s 2020 Vision

30. W& could not have achi eved what we have achi eved



wi t hout Mal aysi an denocracy, which owes nore to British
denocracy than Anmerican denocracy. | suspect that given the
excesses of sone denocratic practices, we would have becone
one of those countries where incessant street
denonstrations, strikes and frequent violent changes of
Governnment have resulted in near anarchy and economc
regressi on. \When peopl e speak of denocracy, they assune

t hat denocracy must mean their country's special and
particul ar brand of denocratic institutions and practices.
O her forms nmust be undenocratic or |ess denocratic. Yet
even anong the chanpi ons, concepts and practices of
denocracy differ w dely.

31. Qbviously, it is often difficult to distinguish the
denocrat fromthe anti-denocrat, the honest |eader trying to
do an honest day's work and the dishonest politician who has
his own agenda. But there is a need to be fair to and not

to denonise those in |ess than ideal circunstances who do
not want gridl ock denocracy, weak and cowardly denocracy and
denocratic practices and forns that over-enphasise the

i ndi vi dual and neglect the community, that glorify conbat,
that foster unbridled conflict, that guarantee against

har mony, consensus and cohesion, that threaten to destroy
order and denocracy itself, and that engender the prospect
of total chaos.

32. Unfortunately, many who pass judgenent do not have the
time to even master the basics, still less the conplicated
picture. There are many who have passed judgenment on me who
believe that my name is ~Mhanmad' . There are those who have
passed judgenent on Ml aysia who do not even know how to
pronounce the name of ny country, and indeed where in the
world it is.

33. | have said a few things on Asian val ues and on
cultural pluralism Let me now say a few words about nutua
respect and nmutual enrichnent.

34. Before | insist that "the Wst' nust have nore

respect for other values and other cultures, let ne concede
that we outside “the West' also need a bal anced perspective
on "the West'. If it was ridiculous for so nany of our
elites to once believe that everything that was good was in
the West and everything that was in the West was good, it is
equal ly ridiculous to now believe that everything that is
bad is in the West and everything that is in the Wst is
bad.

35. Mutual regard is sinply that. There is nuch in the
West that commands respect.

36. At the same tinme, it is right and it is tinme that Asia
too is accorded the regard and the respect that is its due.

37. Miutual respect demands an acceptance that those who
have a different view are not necessarily m sguided or evil.
Mut ual respect demands a mininmum|level of humlity on al



sides. The countries of the West have a right to their
preferences. But they have no right to ramtheir
pref erences down anyone's throat.

38. In a recent speech at the "Europe/East Asia Summt"
organi sed by the World Econonmic Forum | half jokingly said
that in their nore exuberant nonents, there are many Asi an
| eaders who think they can solve the probl em of Serbian
atrocities in Bosnia, the Basque problem and the incone

i nequalities between northern and southern Italy.

39. In many Western societies there are massive probl ens of
drug addiction. There are teachers afraid of their pupils.
There is chronic vandalism There are sone societies where
there are nore illegitimte babies than legitinmte ones.
There are countries where large nunbers in their thirties or
even forties have never worked for a single day of their
lives. There are places where an unenpl oyed person is

better off not working than if he found a job. There are
some denocraci es where political |eaders are afraid to do
what they know is right, for one reason or another. And the
people and their |leaders live in fear, fear of the free
medi a whi ch they so |oudly proclaimas inviol able. |ndeed
they are quite literally oppressed by their own nedia, the
way people in feudal societies are oppressed by their

rul ers, knowing their unfortunate situation but not daring
to raise their voices against an established institution, to
curb its excesses if not to revolt against it.

40. Many Asian leaders, in their nmonents of levity, |
hasten to add, believe that they have the answers to such
problenms. If sone European countries want their help and
advice, | said, "I amsure they would be willing to give
such help and advice." But so far, it has not entered the
m nd of any Asian |eader to threaten sanctions if any
European country fails to put its house in order. No Asian
parliament | am aware of has passed a single resolution
calling on its government to take steps shoul d a European
country not reformitself.

41. 1If any Asian | eader were to so threaten or if any Asian
parliament were to so act, the West would regard them as
mad. The West would regard the whol e i dea as preposterous.

42. 1f it is preposterous and mad for Asian |leaders to

t hreat en sancti ons when Europeans fail to measure up to
their standards and norns, could it not be a little
preposterous for Europeans to threaten sanctions when
non-evil and non-uncivilised Asian countries prefer their
own standards and nornms and not Europe's?

43. To this and many ot her questions | asked, | did not get
a response. All | received was a public adnonition

Al t hough what | said about Europe m ght be true, came the
rebuttal, it was “unacceptable', | repeat "“unacceptable'.

It was not “unwi se' not "injudicious', but "unacceptable'
that | should have publicly nmentioned sone of the ills found



i n Europe. A European press correspondent asked ne

aft erwards whether | thought that the European participants
at the Forumcane to be lectured to by nme. The free press
which lectures all the tinme to the world obviously did not
think I have a right to free speech.

44. The fanous political scientist, Samuel Huntington ended
his equally famous essay, “~The Oash of Civilisations', with
the call for the civilisations to co-exist. | call not for
co-exi stence but for mutual cultural enrichnent.

45. W in Asia have learnt a great deal fromthe West. W
wi || be unnecessarily constraining our full potential if
this process were now to be stopped. At the sanme tine we
have to learn a great deal from the East', fromthe rest of
Asia, fromAfrica and Latin Arerica -- and fromthe best
that our own histories and cultures have to offer.

46. | believe that Europe too may find some value in this
message of enriching each other, of nutual enrichnent, of
rejuvenation and of self discovery. Asian values are Asian
val ues; European val ues are European values. The twain can
meet and fromthe neeting there m ght be sone understandi ng
and appreciation of the wi sdom of each, and hopefully a
weddi ng of the good and rejection of what is bad or evil,
God willing. Let us all admit that no one has a nonopoly of
wi sdom
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