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MALAYSIA:
THE WAY FORWARD

The purpose of this paper is to present before
you some thoughts on the future course of our
nation and how we should go about to attain
our objective of developing Malaysia into an in-
dustrialised country. Also outlined are some
measures that should be in place in the shorter
term so that the foundations can be laid for the
long journey towards that ultimate objective.

Hopefully, the Malaysian who is born today
and in the years to come will be the last gen-
eration of our citizens who will be living in a
country that is called “developing”. The ulti-
mate objective that we should aim for is 2 Ma-
laysia that is a fully developed country by the
year 2020.

This is the text of the working paper presented by
YAB Dato’ Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad at the in-
augural meeting of the Malaysian Business Council
held in Kuala Lumpur on 28 February 1991. It is
now known as Vision 2020.
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What, you might rightly ask, is “a fully de-
veloped country”? Do we want to be like any
particular country of the present nineteen
countries that are generally regarded as “devel-
oped countries” Do we want to be like the
United Kingdom, like Canada, like Holland, like
Sweden, like Finland, like Japan? To be sure,
each of the nineteen, out of a world commu-
nity of more than 160 states, has its strengths.
But each also has its fair share of weaknesses.
Without being a duplicate of any of them we
can still be developed. We should be a devel-
oped country in our own mould.

Malaysia should not be developed only in
the economic sense. It must be a nation that is
fully developed along all the dimensions—eco-
nomically, politically, socially, spiritually, psy-
chologically and culturally. We must be fully
developed in terms of national unity and social
cohesion, in terms of our economy, in terms of
social justice, political stability, system of gov-
ernment, quality of life, social and spiritual val-
ues, national pride and confidence.
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Malaysia as a Fully Developed Country:
One Definition

By the year 2020, Malaysia can be a united na-
tion, with a confident Malaysian society, infused
by strong moral and ethical values, living in a
society that is democratic, liberal and tolerant,
caring, economically just and equitable, pro-
gressive and prosperous, and in full possession
of an economy that is competitive, dynamic,
robust and resilient.

There can be no fully developed Malaysia
until we have finally overcome the nine central
strategic challenges that have confronted us
from the moment of our birth as an inde-
pendent nation.The first of these is the chal-
lenge of establishing a united Malaysian nation
with a sense of common and shared destiny.
This must be a nation at peace with itself, terri-
torially and ethnically integrated, living in har-
mony and full and fair partnership, made up of
one Bangsa Malaysia with political loyalty and
dedication to the nation.
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The second is the challenge of creating a
psychologically liberated, secure, and devel-
oped Malaysian Society with faith and confi-
dence in itself, justifiably proud of what it is, of
what it has accomplished, robust enough to
face all manner of adversity. This Malaysian So-
ciety must be distinguished by the pursuit of
excellence, fully aware of all its potentials, psy-
chologically subservient to none, and re-
spected by the peoples of other nations.

The third challenge we have always faced is
that of fostering and developing a mature
democratic society, practising a form of ma-
ture consensual, community-oriented Malay-
sian democracy that can be a model for many
developing countries.

The fourth is the challenge of establishing a
fully moral and ethical society, whose citizens
are strong in religious and spiritual values and
imbued with the highest of ethical standards.

The fifth challenge that we have always
faced is the challenge of establishing a matured,
liberal and tolerant society in which Malaysians
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of all colours and creeds are free to practise
and profess their customs, cultures and relig-
ious beliefs and yet feeling that they belong to
one nation.

The sixth is the challenge of establishing a
scientific and progressive society, a society that
is innovative and forward-looking, one that is
not only a consumer of technology but also a
contributor to the scientific and technological
civilisation of the future.

The seventh challenge is the challenge of
establishing a fully caring society and a caring
culture, a social system in which society will
come before self, in which the welfare of the
people will revolve not around the state or the
individual but around a strong and resilient
family system.

The eighth is the challenge of ensuring an
economically just society. This is a society in
which there is a fair and equitable distribution
of the wealth of the nation, in which there is full
partnership in economic progress. Such a soci-
ety cannot be in place so long as there is the
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identification of race with economic function,
and the identification of economic backward-
ness with race.

The ninth challenge is the challenge of es-
tablishing a prosperous society, with an econ-
omy that is fully competitive, dynamic, robust
and resilient.

We have already come a long way towards
the fulfillment of these objectives. The nine
central objectives listed need not be our order
of priorities over the next three decades. Most
obviously, the priorities of any moment in time
must meet the specific circumstances of that
moment in time.

But it would be surprising if the first strate-
gic challenge which | have mentioned—the es-
tablishment of a united Malaysian nation—is
not likely to be the most fundamental, the
most basic.

Since much of what | will say this morning
will concentrate on economic development,
let me stress yet again that the comprehensive
development towards the developed society



VISION 2020 7

that we want—however each of us may wish
to define it—cannot mean material and eco-
nomic advancement only. Far from it. Eco-
nomic development must not become the be-
all and the end-all of our national endeavours.

Since this Council must concentrate on the
issues of economic development and eco-
nomic social justice, which for this nation must
go hand in hand for the foreseeable future, let
me expand on the perception of the central
strategic challenges with regard to these two
vital objectives.

At this point it is well to define in greater
detail the objective of establishing an economi-
cally just society.

Of the two prongs of the NEP [New Eco-
nomic Policy] no one is against the eradication
of absolute poverty—regardless of race, and
irrespective of geographical location. All Ma-
laysians, whether they live in the rural or the
urban areas, whether they are in the south,
north, east or west, must be moved above the
line of absolute poverty.
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This nation must be able to provide enough
food on the table so that not a solitary Malay-
sian is subject to the travesty of gross under-
nourishment. We must provide enough by way
of essential shelter, access to health facilities,
and all the basic essentials. A developed Malay-
sia must have a wide and vigorous middle class
and must provide full opportunities for those
in the bottom third to climb their way out of
the pit of relative poverty.

The second prong, that of removing the
identification of race with major economic
function is also acceptable except that some-
how it is thought not possible to achieve this
without any shuffling of position. If we want to
build an equitable society then we must accept
some affirmative action. This will mean that in
all the major and important sectors of employ-
ment, there should be a good mix of the ethnic
groups that make up the Malaysian nation. By
legitimate means we must ensure a fair balance
with regard to the professions and all the ma-
jor categories of employment. Certainly we
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must be as interested in quality and merit. But
we must ensure the healthy development of a
viable and robust Bumiputera commercial and
industrial community.

A developed Malaysia should not have a so-
ciety in which economic backwardness is iden-
tified with race. This does not imply individual
income equality, a situation in which all Malay-
sians will have the same income. This is an im-
possibility because by sheer dint of our own in-
dividual effort, our own individual upbringing
and our individual preferences, we will all have
different economic worth, and will be finan-
cially rewarded differently. An equality of indi-
vidual income as propounded by socialists and
communists is not only not possible, it is not
desirable and is a formula for disaster.

But | do believe that the narrowing of the
ethnic income gap, through the legitimate pro-
vision of opportunities, through a closer parity
of social services and infrastructure, through
the development of the appropriate economic
cultures and through full human resource de-
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velopment, is both necessary and desirable.
We must aspire by the year 2020 to reach a
stage where no one can say that a particular
ethnic group is inherently economically back-
ward and another is economically inherently
advanced. Such a situation is what we must
work for—efficiently, effectively, with fairness
and with dedication.

“A full partnership in economic progress”
cannot mean full partnership in poverty. It
must mean a fair balance with regard to the
participation and contribution of all our ethnic
groups—including the Bumiputeras of Sabah
and Sarawak—in the high-growth, modern
sectors of our economy. It must mean a fair
distribution with regard to the control, man-
agement and ownership of the modern econ-
omy.

In order to achieve this economically just
society, we must escalate dramatically our pro-
grammes for national human resource devel-
opment. There is a need to ensure the creation
of an economically resilient and fully competi-
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