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Good morning ladies and gentlemen.

Ferrante (2008 p. 60) states that culture includes “human-created strategies for adjusting to the environment”. He argues that we tend to think in terms of differences among people and that we identify certain people within a particular cultural context. Trask and Hamon (2007-p. 4) state that culture has to be viewed in the context of family through a dynamic process passed from generation to generation. Brislin (1993 p, 23) offers an extensive checklist of features of culture that include:

· Ideals, values, and assumptions about life 

· Transmitted ideas that come from parents, teachers, religious leaders and respected elders of a society

· Childhood experiences

· Aspects rarely discussed by adults because they are accepted concepts

· The allowance for emotional reactions, even rebellion, such as among youth

2. Culture therefore, is a learned behavior that revolves around beliefs, practices, behaviors, symbols and attitudes of a particular group of people. It becomes clearest when there are clashes between cultures. Change requires time and can be difficult. I am reminded of Doxa from the Greek, which represents cultural blindspots.
3. UNESCO’s project for the promotion of intercultural citizenship is indeed a visionary and far-sighted initiative. As the forces of globalization gather pace, the need for cultures not only to co-exist but to interact and find common ground with one another has become compelling. Within nations as well as across the globe there is a growing imperative for cultivating the intercultural citizen who develops meaningful relationships with those around him through dialogue, mutual empathy and mutual respect. A multicultural society built on these premises is our best hope for sustainable peace and prosperity.

4. Education plays a critical and central role in developing the intercultural citizen of a multicultural society. Focusing as it does on the young it is our best insurance for the making of a better world in the future. A multicultural society that nourishes an intercultural citizen also presupposes an environment where diversity is celebrated and cultures are allowed to flourish freely.

5. These ideals and objectives have inspired UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity of 2001, the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions of 2005 and the Guidelines on Intercultural Education of 2006. The international community has committed itself to pursue these goals in a practical and pragmatic manner, fully cognizant of the importance of contextuality in applying these instruments across the globe. We must all become culturally competent, that is, we must have the ability learn from and relate respectfully to people of our own culture as well as people from other cultures.

6. The world is indeed a highly heterogeneous place. Each nation and each region is unique. Geographical location, historical experience, demographic composition and cultural milieu make the challenges for each society different from the other. In some countries indigenous culture has been virtually extinguished and cries to be restored. Other countries have a generally homogeneous population. Yet others have been transformed from originally homogeneous communities into multicultural societies as a result of colonial policy and economic migration. Many are still in the throes of nation building. They are in the process of cultivating a new national identity that is a difficult compromise between the dictates of the past and the realities of the present. Europe is also increasingly subject to the stresses of foreign migration.  

7. For each of these nations the path towards building a multicultural society of intercultural citizenry will pose different and often complex challenges. Intercultural competence is a key goal because it indicates an awareness and understanding of culturally diverse others and situations, as well as the presence of behaviors that promote productive and effective communication among and across cultures (Emert and Pearson, 2007 p. 68). The Greek word kairos comes to mind, which is used by communications theorists for the qualitative moment in time where communication occurs (Crowley, 1999). Cross-cultural communication is always situated in a specific time at a specific place. I am sure the international community understands this only too well.
8. My country, Malaysia, is a multicultural potpourri of various ethnic groups, languages, religions and cultures. We have made impressive advances as a multicultural nation that is based on sound principles of interculturalism as envisaged in the UNESCO initiative. 
9. The picture was very different at our independence 53 years ago. There was a loose sense of unity and a rather vague sense of national identity. Yet with some wisdom and good sense, our past post political leadership and community elders did their best to work with the elements that were already in existence – our ethnically heterogeneous population; myriad languages and dialects; diverse cultures; and different religions. Their most important task was to address the disproportion in the social, economic and educational standing of the people, as well as widespread poverty. A fine balancing act was required to forge the different groups together and to maintain socio-political stability, while at the same time ensuring that the country did not lose out on global competitiveness. Our policy has been to integrate, not assimilate.
10. Malaysia has always placed great emphasis on the role of education in instilling the right values among children in order to foster greater understanding and mutual respect among the various races, religions and cultures. The imperative of building a united nation with a common identity has required the establishment of a national education system with a common syllabus. The Malay language is the national language and the medium of instruction in the national schools. 
11. However, true to the spirit of intercultural citizenship, the Chinese- and Tamil-speaking communities were allowed to exercise their right to education in their mother tongue.
12. Islam is the religion of the Federation, but all communities are free to practice their respective faiths. Malaysia is one of the few countries in the world where a public holiday is declared on every major religious and cultural festival of our diverse people. Our unique practice of holding ‘open houses’ during these respective celebrations, with all ethnic groups jointly participating in the revelry, further strengthens the fabric of Malaysian society.

13. Malaysia’s Education Development Master Plan is a comprehensive guideline for ensuring that all students receive fair and equal educational opportunities regardless of ethnic or other background.

14. Moral education, Religious Education, and Civic and Citizenship Education is taught at primary and secondary level with the purpose of enabling students to acquire knowledge, skills and values in understanding the cultures and religions of the various communities. Further, Malaysia has launched specific programmes such as the Pupil’s Integration Programme for Unity and Vision Schools to encourage acceptance of other cultures among the younger generation. The openness that we espouse also extends to encouraging and facilitating Malaysians to travel abroad to gain knowledge and have the opportunity to be exposed to and subsequently to understand and respect other cultures and civilizations. Malaysians are present all across the globe – in Japan, China, Korea, South Asia, West Asia, Europe, Africa, Australia, New Zealand, North and South America.

15. Since independence, the government has championed the cause of cultural acceptance and national unity. However, after 53 years, we recognize that there still exists many intercultural challenges that need to be addressed and we are ever-searching for creative solutions to both new and recurring issues. The present administration led by Prime Minister Dato’ Sri Mohd. Najib Tun Abdul Razak has introduced the concept of “1Malaysia” which seeks to further strengthen a culture of acceptance among Malaysians so that they respect and cherish all cultures.

16. At the international level Malaysia has been an ardent champion of dialogue, understanding and cooperation for mutual peace and prosperity. It has hosted several dialogues among civilizations to help heal the rift that has become pronounced between the West and the Muslim world.

17. The principles and guidelines for intercultural citizenship that are advocated by UNESCO have therefore animated Malaysian domestic and foreign policy for a long time. However, I would be the first to admit that like other countries we also continue to have our share of constraints and deficiencies. Racial, religious and cultural cleavages are stubborn and persist to some extent. Prejudice and ignorance of the other are still all too evident. 

18. Moving ahead, let me make the following suggestions: 

19. There is dire need for the development and implementation of a curriculum designed to foster what theorists Carl Lovitt and Dixie Goswami (1999) term “intercultural competencies,” or the increasingly important skill of approaching others with consideration for and sensitivity towards diverse cultural contexts. The impetus for such a curriculum emerges from a very practical goal: to prevent deep misunderstandings that can lead to conflagrations such as seen a few years ago in the fury over a series of cartoons depicting the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). This incident focused worldwide attention not only on the power of images but also on the violence that can result from miscommunication stemming from narrow perspectives that fail to take into consideration intercultural contexts. 
20. In developing such a curriculum, teachers, who are at the same time citizens, need to themselves be educated to adopt an intercultural approach that will allow them to engage reflectively, critically and responsibly with their students. Non-governmental organisations can be useful partners to schools for they would have the practical knowledge of transformations taking place in society. The media also plays an important role for they have the task to filter information that is provided and disseminate it responsibly to the general public.
21. The Arts and Humanities are obvious subjects particularly suitable for the development of intercultural competencies. Music, language, visual and performing arts are appropriate tools for increasing the visibility of and developing an acceptance and affinity towards different cultures. 
22. We should also look to innovatively employ collaborative digital technologies such as blogs, myspace, facebook, wikis and so forth, which are perfectly suited to and readily accepted by students who are globally distributed. I believe that through pedagogical activities involving cross-cultural and transnational connections, we should be able to teach students to communicate with multicultural audiences and teach them how best to negotiate and learn about intercultural perspectives.  

23. It is only through sharing and continuously striving to learn from each other can we successfully bridge cultures and build lasting peace. I end with a verse from the Holy Quran:
“O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another.” (Surah Al-Hujurat verse 13)

Thank you.

Notes:

Pupil’s Integration Programme for Unity (Rancangan Integrasi Murid Untuk Perpaduan) is a programme introduced in 2005 to encourage integration by grouping together Tamil and Chinese schools with national schools to allow them to conduct selected joint co-curricular, sports and academic related activities

Vision Schools (Sekolah Wawasan) – Developed to address the problem of racial polarisation through the division of public education into national and national-type schools. Under the concept, three schools (typically one SK, one SJK(C) and one SJK(T)) would share the same school compound and facilities while maintaining different school administrations, to encourage closer interaction.
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