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Introduction

The emergence of globalization has resulted in increased movement of peoples of 
differing ethnic and / or religious extraction across national borders. Although, in 
PDQ\�FDVHV��FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DQG�WKH�PHGLD�SOD\�D�UROH�LQ�LQÁXHQFLQJ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�
multiculturalism, this paper limits itself to `state led multiculturalism` in South Korea, 
Singapore and Malaysia. State led multiculturalism refers to governments that are 
proactive in establishing, managing and developing a normative framework to govern 
multiethnic relations that is designed to achieve national integration. In this framework, 
a government provides a normative standard guide by playing the role of a facilitator in 
building social cohesion, within its multicultural population, by ensuring some measure 
of equity in social, economic and political institutions. Whilst most states have attempted 
to assimilate migrants into the dominant local culture, such attempts have had a mixed 
record of success in addressing the increasingly multicultural demographic populations. 
This is evident in the cases of South Korea, Singapore and Malaysia.

:LWKRXW�GHQ\LQJ�WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�PDQDJLQJ�D�PXOWL�HWKQLF�QDWLRQ��ZH�UHMHFW�WKH�
notion that multicultural societies are destined for social breakdown, as illustrated in 
the emerging backlash against multicultural societies in Western Europe. Thus, for 
instance, former French President criticized the increasing emergence of ethnic ghettoes 
that failed to integrate into the national community, that ‘if you come to France, you 
accept to melt into a single community, which is the national community, and if you do 
not want to accept that, you cannot be welcome in France. We have been too concerned 
about the identity of the person who was arriving and not enough about the identity 
of the country that was receiving him.2

:H�DUJXH� WKDW�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�PHDQV� LQWHJUDWLRQ�� LQFOXVLRQ�DQG�D� UHGHÀQHG�
national identity which impacts on nation building and national security. To this end, 
the paper addresses the question of to what extent and how South Korea can learn from 
multiculturalism policies and mechanisms embraced by the Singaporean and Malaysian 
governments. This paper engages with these questions through a comparison of the 
policy responses of the South Korean, Singaporean and Malaysian governments in 
integrating multicultural populations.

1 This study was sponsored by a grant from the Korea Foundation (2013/2014) in South Korea.
2 ‘Sarkozy Joins Cameron, Merkel, Condemns Multiculturalism’, The New American, 14 

)HEUXDU\�������KWWS���ZZZ�WKHQHZDPHULFDQ�FRP�ZRUOG�QHZV�HXURSH�LWHP������VDUNR]\�
MRLQV�FDPHURQ�PHUNHO�FRQGHPQV�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP��DFFHVVHG����$SULO������  
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South Korean Multiculturalism

In recent years, South Korea has been confronted with unprecedented rapid changes 
LQ�LWV�GHPRJUDSKLFV�IURP�D�KRPRJHQRXV�WR�DQ�HWKQLFDOO\�GLYHUVH�VRFLHW\��&KXQ�������3 
)RU�QRZ��6RXWK�.RUHDCV�IRUHLJQ�SRSXODWLRQ�VWDQGV�DW����PLOOLRQ�ZKLFK�LV���SHUFHQW�RI�LWV�
total population (Korea Herald 2013).4 Many factors have contributed to a multicultural 
South Korea. One main reason for this is the aging population and low fertility rate 
WKDW�KDV�FUHDWHG�D�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�QHHG�IRU�IRUHLJQ�ODERXU���HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�VR�FDOOHG�
¶WKUHH�'·�MREV���GLIÀFXOW��GDQJHURXV��DQG�GHPDQGLQJ��DQG�WKH�DVSLUDWLRQ�RI�UHPDLQLQJ�
a tanil minjok ��RQH�EORRG�QDWLRQ��&KXQJ�	�.LP�������� Besides the need for temporary 
workers in lower levels of the economy, another factor that contributes to the diversity, 
is delayed marriages or lack of brides in the rural areas, mainly due to South Korean 
ZRPHQCV�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�KLJK�OHYHO�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�HFRQRPLF�DFWLYLWLHV��7KH�UHOXFWDQFH�
RI�ZRPHQ�WR�PDUU\�HDUO\�RU�EHQHDWK�WKHLU�HFRQRPLF�VWDWXV�LV�SURGXFLQJ�D�VXUJH�RI�FURVV�
border brides or international marriages. 

2QH�RI�WKH�IHDWXUHV�RI�JOREDOL]DWLRQ�LV�ZRPHQ�IURP�SRRUHU�FRXQWULHV�RIWHQ�ÀQG�
spouses from richer countries, it is not surprising then that South Korea`s multicultural 
society is also a result of marriage migrants, particularly from China, Vietnam and 
the Philippines, who obtain citizenship by marrying Korean citizens (Freeman 2013).� 
:LWKLQ�WKH�.RUHDQ�FRQWH[W��PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�SROLF\�KDV�XVXDOO\�EHHQ�IRFXVHG�RQ�PXOWL�
cultural families and does not include foreign migrant workers who are considered 
temporary migrants. While multicultural families are under the purview of the Ministry 
of Gender, Family and Culture, migrant workers are the focus of the Ministry of Labour. 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�(FRQRPLVW��RQH�VHYHQWK�RI�PDUULDJHV�LQ������ZHUH�EHWZHHQ�.RUHDQV�
DQG�$VLDQV��7KH�QXPEHU�RI�PDUULDJH�PLJUDQWV��PRVWO\�ZRPHQ�� LV� DURXQG���������
(Korea Herald 2013).7 In 2009, 44% of farmers in South Jeolla province took a foreign 
bride.� Among others, the increase of foreign migrant workers, marriage immigrants 
and children of international marriages, speaks to the growing necessity for integration 
of foreigners in Korean society. Given Korea’s racial and cultural homogeneity, biases 
and discrimination against foreigners remain entrenched.9�7KLV�ZDV�UHÁHFWHG� LQ� WKH�
recent controversy surrounding ‘Little Psy’, a boy born to a South Korean father and 

3 Chun, S. J., `Multicultural education as a social integration mechanism, in Ewha Womans 
University (ed.), Globalization and households in East Asia: Policy. 

4 ¶.RUHD�)DFHV�0XOWLHWKQLF�&KDOOHQJHV�DV�)RUHLJQ�3RSXODWLRQ�5LVHV�WR����P�·�Korea Herald, 10 
-XQH�������DYDLODEOH�DW�KWWS���ZZZ�NRUHDKHUDOG�FRP�YLHZ�SKS"XG ��������������

�� (ULQ�$HUDQ�&KXQJ��'DLV\�.LP��¶&LWL]HQVKLS�DQG�0DUULDJH�LQ�D�*OREDOL]LQJ�:RUOG��0XOWLFXOWXUDO�
Families, and Monocultural Nationality Laws in Korea and Japan`, Indiana Journal of Global 
Legal Studies��9ROXPH�����,VVXH����:LQWHU��������S��������

� See review by Andrew J Nathan of Caren Freman`s book entitled, Making and Faking 
Kinship:Marriage and Labor Migration Between China and South Korea, featured in Foreign Affairs, 
March/April 2013.

7� 3DUN��<RXQJ�EXP��¶6RXWK�.RUHD��%DODQFLQJ�/DERXU�'HPDQG�ZLWK�6WULFW�&RQWUROV·��Country 
3URÀOH, Migration Policy Institute, December 2004, available at http://www.migrationinformation.org/
3UR¿OHV�GLVSOD\�FIP",' ����

�  ‘The Flight from Marriage’, The Economists, 20 August 2011 (online edition, page number 
unavailable).

9 ‘Korean Society Struggles to Embrace Multiculturalism, Jakarta Post, 19 June 2012, available 
DW�KWWS���ZZZ�WKHMDNDUWDSRVW�FRP�QHZV������������NRUHDQ�VRFLHW\�VWUXJJOHV�HPEUDFH�
multiculturalism.html.
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Vietnamese mother, who, despite the popularity of his impression of Psy’s ‘Gangnam 
6W\OH·�GDQFH��UHFHLYHG�D�WRUUHQW�RI�UDFLDO�DEXVH�DV�D�¶KDOI�EUHHG·�10 

Given the deeply internalized concept of an ethnically homogenous Korean national 
identity, the racist backlash against an increasingly multicultural Korean society is not 
surprising, inasmuch as it underscores the need for the South Korean Government 
to adopt a more coherent strategy for coping with changing demographics. The 
JRYHUQPHQW�WKXV�UHGHÀQHG�LPPLJUDWLRQ�DQG�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�SROLFLHV�E\�SURPRWLQJ�
“an open society coexisting with foreigners”.11�6LQFH�������PXOWLFXOWXUDO�SROLFLHV�KDYH�
attempted to improve migrant participation in education, as well as in the social and 
economic sectors. A series of legislations were enacted but policies are fragmented and 
uncoordinated as there is no single agency that coordinates the policies. Consequently, 
PRQLWRULQJ�LV�GLIÀFXOW�DV�WRR�PDQ\�RYHUODSV�H[LVW�GXH�WR�WKH�VLPXOWDQHRXV�LQYROYHPHQW�
of several ministries. 

Kim Choong Soon (2012) observes that discussions of multiculturalism in South 
Korea focuses on multicultural families rather than on broader social issues.12 There are 
supportive programs for multicultural families and foreign students but not foreign 
workers who are perceived as short term migrants. Kim Nam Kook notes that the 
government perceives the nurturing of multicultural families will overcome future 
problems of labour shortages and low birth rates.13 This is a misplaced strategy as 
migrant workers are essential for the development of the Korean economy, and in some 
instances, the same migrant workers get married to Korean citizens and become part 
of the multicultural family. 

)XUWKHUPRUH��VFKRODUV�VXFK�DV�6HRO�'RQJ�+RRQ�DUJXH�WKDW�.RUHDQ�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�
follows the assimilation model.14 The latter is based on the notion that new migrants 
should abandon their existing national and cultural identity and assimilate into their 
host nation. Foreign migrants in South Korea face numerous problems from domestic 
violence to racial discrimination. Inclusiveness is still lacking and policies that help both 
native Koreans and foreign immigrants to adapt into the society remain underdeveloped. 
Such demographic realities underscore the necessity of devising policies to create a more 
inclusionary society that can assist in the integration of migrants, whilst simultaneously 
persuading native Koreans to accept a country that is multicultural and cosmopolitan in 
FKDUDFWHU��6XFK�REMHFWLYHV�UHTXLUH�WKDW�WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�HUDGLFDWH�EDUULHUV�WKDW�UHGXFH�
social exclusion that impedes full participation of migrants into society. In this context, 
we argue that South Korea can learn from the varied state led multicultural policies 
RI� 6LQJDSRUH� DQG�0DOD\VLD� WKDW� FHOHEUDWHV�GLYHUVLW\�� DFNQRZOHGJHV� VRFLR�FXOWXUDO�
differences, but encourages inclusiveness.

10 “Little PSY” Hwang Min Woo Suffers from Racist Hate Speech, http://www.soompi.
FRP������������OLWWOH�SV\�KZDQJ�PLQ�ZRR�VXIIHUV�IURP�UDFLVW�KDWH�VSHHFK�

11 .LP�1DP�.RRN�� C0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&KDOOHQJHV� LQ�.RUHD��7KH�&XUUHQW� 6WDJH�DQG�D�3URVSHFW, 
International Migration, 12 October 2009,�GRL����������M����������������������[��S���

12 Kim, Choong Soon, Voices of Foreign Brides: The Roots and Development of Multiculturalism in 
Korea��5RZPDQ�	�/LWWOHÀHOG�������

13 .LP�1DP�.RRN�� ¶0XOWLFXOWXUDO�&KDOOHQJHV� LQ�.RUHD��7KH�&XUUHQW�6WDJH�DQG�D�3URVSHFW·��
International Migration�����2FWREHU�������GRL����������M����������������������[��S��

14 6HRO�'RQJ�+RRQ��C:KLFK�0XOWLFXOWXUDOLVP��'LVFRXUVH�RQ�WKH�,QFRUSRUDWLRQ�RI�,PPLJUDQWV�
into Korean Society, Korea Observer��:LQWHU�������9RO������,VVXH����S�����
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Singaporean and Malaysian Multiculturalism Policies

Multiculturalism constitutes a defining characteristic of the Singaporean and 
Malaysian population. Both Singapore and Malaysia share a British colonial past that 
predominantly saw the bringing of Chinese and Indian labourers as well as professional 
classes into the Malay heartland. As a result, British Malaya and Singapore emerged 
DV�PXOWLHWKQLF��PXOWL�OLQJXDO�DQG�PXOWL�UHOLJLRXV�HQFODYHV��VHH�7DEOH���DV�H[DPSOHV�RI�
multiethnic population in both countries).

Table 1: Population Statistics of Singapore and Malaysia

Singapore (2000) Malaysia (2004)

Total population (2013) ��������� ����������
Malays 13.9% �����
Chinese ����� 23.7%
Indians 7.9% 7.1%
Others 1.4% ����
Indigenous � - 11%

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, USA, available at KWWSV���ZZZ�FLD�JRY�OLEUDU\�SXEOLFDWLRQV�WKH�
worldfactbook/geos/sn.html 

After independence, both states promoted ethnic relations in a myriad of ways. 
,W� LV�UHDVRQDEOH�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�IRU�ERWK�6LQJDSRUH�DQG�0DOD\VLD��QDWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ�DQG�
national unity remains a basic national agenda that is yet to be fully resolved. Basically 
ERWK�JRYHUQPHQWV�DUH�GULYHQ�E\�IHDUV�RI�DQ\�IRUPV�RI�UDFLDO�FRQÁLFWV��+HQFH��LW�LV�QRW�
surprising that state led multiculturalism governs policies relating to race, language, 
use of public space and funds in these states. Both the People’s Action Party (PAP) of 
Singapore and Barisan Nasional (Malay for National Front) of Malaysia regulate racial 
and religious discourse in order to avoid hostilities from emerging between ethnic 
groups.

There are various conceptions of multiculturalism and as such policies differ 
from country to country. Both Singaporean and Malaysian multiculturalism policies 
are mostly similar in that they accept diversity and support ethnic identities within 
a framework of common laws and shared notion of a national identity. But they are 
distinctively different in allowing every ethnic group to participate equitably. For 
Singapore, meritocracy (which is based on talent and merit) is key to political and social 
cohesion. Individuals are assessed based on their capabilities regardless of class, race 
or creed. In other words, the system does not discriminate and offers everyone equal 
opportunity. Multicultural policies differ according to country, even when citizens are 
JLYHQ�HTXDO�ULJKWV�LQ�WKH�H\HV�RI�WKH�ODZ��FHUWDLQ�JURXSV�PD\�VWLOO�EHQHÀW�PRUH�WKDQ�RWKHUV��

2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��0DOD\VLD�SUDFWLFHV�DIÀUPDWLYH�DFWLRQ�DV�D�QDWLRQDO�SROLF\��7KH�
policy is a result of the unequal economic backgrounds of its multiethnic population. 
Whilst the unique political and socioeconomic characteristics of Singapore and Malaysia 
mean that it would be necessary to avoid excessive extrapolation in deriving a model 
of a successful multicultural society, we nonetheless argue that certain features of 
the Singaporean and Malaysian models aimed at building a distinct national identity 
VRPHZKDW�VWDQGV�DV�D�TXDOLÀHG�VXFFHVV�DQG�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�ZRUWK�H[DPLQLQJ�DQG�DGDSWLQJ�
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WR�VXLW�WKH�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�FKDOOHQJHV�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD��7KLV�LV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�DQ�H[DPLQDWLRQ�
of four features of multicultural policies in Singapore and Malaysia –basic orientation 
towards multicultural policies by the state, the promotion of national values, the policy 
of language pluralism and national curriculum in public schools.

1)  Basic Orientation towards Multiculturalism Policies

On one hand, Singapore opted for a multicultural approach based on seeking harmony 
EHWZHHQ�GLIIHULQJ�HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��,WV�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�SROLF\�UHÁHFWV�
the theme of ‘unity amidst diversity’. Thus, for instance, even whilst encouraging its 
component communities to embrace and celebrate their unique cultural heritage, there 
LV�VWURQJ��QDWLRQ�ZLGH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�D�VKDUHG�6LQJDSRUHDQ�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�
that is based on secular values that transcend communal boundaries. On the other 
hand, Malaysia practises policies that prioritize the Malay language and providing 
socioeconomic advantages to the Bumiputera community in return for guaranteed 
constitutional rights for minorities to practice their religion and cultures. The government 
fears future instabilities arising out of economic disparity between Bumiputeras and 
QRQ�%XPLSXWHUDV��:KHQ�XQYHLOLQJ�WKH�ODWHVW�%XPLSXWHUD�SROLF\��3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�1DMLE�
7XQ�5D]DN�SRLQWHG�WKDW�RYHU�����RI�WKH�FRXQWU\·V�%XPLSXWHUDV��PRVWO\�0DOD\V�DQG�
QRQ�0XVOLPV�RI�6DEDK�DQG�6DUDZDN�ZHUH�VWLOO�HFRQRPLFDOO\�PDUJLQDOL]HG��+RZHYHU��
he assured the public that this new policy will be carried out without neglecting the 
QRQ�%XPLSXWHUD�FLWL]HQV�

2)  National Ideology/ Identity/ Philosophy

Living in a multicultural society requires a high level of understanding and respect of 
those from other cultures. Consequently, fostering greater integration among the various 
ethnic groups is of paramount importance in multicultural Malaysia and Singapore. 
To achieve this, both states constructed a national ideology (or sometimes referred to 
as civic identity or national philosophy) whereby all races and faiths could subscribe 
to and live by. For example, drawing on the different cultural heritages, among others, 
Singapore introduced the concept of Shared Values (1991) and Malaysia, the Rukunegara 
(1970) (see table 2).��

Table 2: National Ideology/Values/Philosophy

Singapore (Shared values) Malaysia (Rukunegara)

Nation before community and society above self Belief in God

Family as the basic unit of society Loyalty to King and Country
Regard and community support for the individual Supremacy of the Constitution
Consensus instead of contention The Rule of Law
Racial and religious harmony Good Behaviour and Morality

Source: Rukunegara, KWWS���SPU�SHQHUDQJDQ�JRY�P\�LQGH[�SKS�SURÀO�PDOD\VLD������UXNXQ�QHJDUD�
html��DVVHVVHG���'HFHPEHU�������Singapore Shared Values, http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/
6,3B���B�����������KWPO

�� See more at Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport, Singapore, 14 January 2013, available at 
http://app.mccy.gov.sg/Newsroom/KeyValuesandPrinciplesforSingapore.aspx#sthash.
5VEMRG�9�GSXI��&HQWHU� IRU�3XEOLF�3ROLF\�6WXGLHV�� DYDLODEOH�DW�KWWS���ZZZ�FSSV�RUJ�P\�
5HVRXUFHV�#�5XNXQB1HJDUD�DVS[�
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While Singapore emphasizes the secular nature of the state, Malaysia stresses 
RQ�LWV�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLW\�E\�SURPRWLQJ�,VODP�DV�LWV�RIÀFLDO�UHOLJLRQ��%RWK�VWDWHV�XVH�WKLV�
prevailing national value system to unify a culturally diverse mix of peoples into one, 
single nation. With the expectation that these values and elements would be practiced 
by individuals and institutions, both states believed that in time, all communities would 
develop more distinctively Singaporean or Malaysian characteristics. 

6XFK�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQV�ZHUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�LQFXOFDWH�D�JUHDWHU�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ�DQG�
identity in being a Singaporean or Malaysian, irrespective of race and creed. Further, 
Singapore also introduced ‘unity amidst diversity’ aiming to establish social harmony 
and cohesion. In promoting a common unique Malaysian identity and national unity, 
Malaysia introduced several concepts which include Bangsa Malaysia (one Malaysian 
race) and the notion of One Malaysia. Since there are no perfect multicultural models, 
both Malaysia and Singapore have achieved different degrees of success in integrating 
their polyglot citizenry. It should be acknowledged that the shaping of a multicultural 
VRFLHW\�WKDW�IROORZV�D�WRS�GRZQ�DSSURDFK�LV�IUDXJKW�ZLWK�WHQVLRQV��$V�6XGKLU�7KRPDV�
Vadaketh observes,

in Singapore there exists a degree of harmony and integration, but there are deep 
uncertainties about what Singaporean identity actually means. In Malaysia, by 
contrast, there is more ethnic and religious strife, often centred on disagreements 
DERXW�KRZ�0DOD\�0XVOLP�FRQVWLWXWLRQDO�SUH�HPLQHQFH�VKRXOG�EH�DSSOLHG�LQ�VRFLHW\��
+RZHYHU�� HYHQ�ZKLOH�0DOD\VLDQV� UHSHDWHGO\� UH�QHJRWLDWH� WKLV� VRFLDO� FRQWUDFW�� RQH�
might argue that they are more comfortable in their own skin — they have a stronger 
sense of identity.��

3)  The Policy of Language Pluralism

In order to foster equality, promote fairness, and encourage the socialization among 
different races, both Singapore and Malaysia promote language pluralism in education.17 
7KH�PHGLXP�RI�LQVWUXFWLRQ�LQ�6LQJDSRUHDQ�SXEOLF�VFKRROV�DW�DOO�OHYHOV�LV�(QJOLVK��WKLV�LV�
XQGHUWDNHQ�LQ�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�UHTXLUHPHQW�WKDW�VWXGHQWV�WDNH�RQH�RWKHU�ODQJXDJH��
usually their mother tongue. In the Malaysian education system, Malay has been 
GHVLJQDWHG�DV�WKH�QDWLRQDO�DQG�RIÀFLDO�ODQJXDJH��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��(QJOLVK�LV�D�FRPSXOVRU\�
language taught in all Malaysian schools. In most national schools, students are not 
required but are given opportunities to learn Tamil and Mandarin Chinese. The existence 
of Tamil and Chinese vernacular schools at the primary level within the national 
education system, equally protects minority language rights. In short, English and 
0DOD\�DV�RIÀFLDO�ODQJXDJHV�LQ�6LQJDSRUH�DQG�0DOD\VLD�KDYH�EHFRPH�NH\�WR�QDWLRQDO�
unity and racial integration of polyglot societies. Furthermore, the promotion of mother 
tongue or minority languages in mainstream education in Singapore and Malaysia 
shows that the state understands the need to protect cultural and linguistic pluralism. 
Such multicultural policies provide citizens the freedom to maintain their languages 
and cultures within a socially cohesive framework of shared values.

�� Sudhir Thomas Vadaketh, ̀ The End of Identity?`, Institute of Policy Studies, available at http://
LSVFRPPRQV�VJ�LQGH[�SKS�FDWHJRULHV�IHDWXUHG����WKH�HQG�RI�LGHQWLW\��'DWH�XQDYDLODEOH�

17 Ministry of Education, Singapore, http://www.moe.gov.sg/�� DVVHVVHG����'HFHPEHU�������
0LQLVWU\�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��0DOD\VLDKWWS���ZZZ�PRH�JRY�P\���DVVHVVHG����'HFHPEHU������
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4)  National Curriculum

National curriculums in public institutions of learning play a key role in forging 
DOOHJLDQFH�DQG�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�IXOÀOO�JRDOV�RI�QDWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ��&RQVLVWHQW�
with this aim, Singaporean primary and secondary schools have included Social Studies 
DV�D�VXEMHFW�WKDW�DLPV�WR�LQVWLOO�QDWLRQDO�OR\DOW\��SDWULRWLVP�DQG�D�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ��� 
Accordingly, the curriculum exposes students to their historical roots and their physical 
DQG�VRFLDO�HQYLURQPHQW��'HVSLWH�VRPH�YDULDWLRQV�RI�HPSKDVLV��WKH�0DOD\VLDQ�HGXFDWLRQ�
V\VWHP�VKDUHV�VLPLODU�JRDOV�E\�WHDFKLQJ�VHYHUDO�VXEMHFWV�OLNH�0RUDO�(GXFDWLRQ��+LVWRU\��
Local Studies as well as Civic and Citizenship Education at various levels.19 While the 
Social Studies syllabus emphasizes a sense of loyalty, pride, ideas of equal opportunity 
DQG�PHULWRFUDF\��WKH�0DOD\VLDQ�VXEMHFWV�IRFXV�RQ�LQVWLOOLQJ�SDWULRWLF�VSLULW��WKH�VSLULW�
RI� ´ZH�QHVVµ� �semangat kekitaan) and cultivating citizens who are knowledgeable, 
*RG�IHDULQJ��ZHOO�EHKDYHG�DQG�FRPSHWHQW��$OO�LQ�DOO��ERWK�VHWV�RI�QDWLRQDO�FXUULFXOXP�
formulate values that prepare young Singaporeans and Malaysians to become informed, 
loyal and participative citizens.

What Can South Korea Learn from Singapore and Malaysia?

Multiculturalism carries a plethora of meanings to different quarters of society. However, 
for governments, one of the challenges to multiculturalism is to provide opportunities for 
different groups to maintain cultures while at the same time building a nation in which 
everyone is included and to which they feel committed to. For this reason, in Singapore 
and Malaysia, multiculturalism is interrelated with national identity/ ideology/ 
philosophy and nation building. Being a Singaporean or Malaysian today means that 
everyone has multiple identities (a national as well as ethnic identity). Both governments 
continuously pursue policies that meet national needs as well as community needs. 
The success of these policies is questionable as they are mostly enforced by legal and 
structural means within a semi authoritative/ paternalistic environment. However, the 
result so far has shown that both Singapore and Malaysia have successfully contained 
DQ\�PDMRU�UHSHDWV�RI�WKH�LQWHU�FRPPXQDO�����V�ULRWV�LQ�ERWK�FRXQWULHV�

We have argued here that the quest in forging a successful multicultural nation is 
D�SROLWLFDO�SURMHFW�OHG�E\�WKH�VWDWH�DQG�WKDW�ZLWKRXW�DQ�DFFRPPRGDWLQJ��LQFOXVLYH��DQG�
pluralistic society, a multicultural identity will be hard—if not impossible—to create. 
The state conceives policies with a focus on the nation, common identity and shared 
values. Consequently, the construction of a national identity, ideology and philosophy 
that is dynamic and encourages different communities to embrace and celebrate their 
XQLTXH�FXOWXUDO�KHULWDJH�LV�RI�HTXDO�LPSRUWDQFH��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�OHDUQLQJ�RI�RQH�RIÀFLDO�
language together with mother tongue languages and a national curriculum that 
emphasizes integration is promoted in order to boost the inculcation of national identities 
ZLWKRXW�VDFULÀFLQJ�WKH�FXOWXUDO�KHULWDJH�RI�PLQRULW\�JURXSV��7KHVH�SROLFLHV�HQFRXUDJH�
the development of citizens’ appreciation for cultural diversity and promote common 
denominators in providing opportunities for mixing and accepting a multicultural 
society. Finding the right policies for South Korea is an important challenge to Seoul. 
�� Ministry of Education, Singapore, http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/

KXPDQLWLHV���DVVHVVHG�'HFHPEHU������
19� 0LQLVWU\�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��0DOD\VLD��DVVHVVHG�'HFHPEHU������
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Based on the discussion above, we believe that the salient aspects of Singaporean 
DQG�0DOD\VLDQ�H[SHULHQFHV�RIIHU�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�WKH�EDVLV�RI�D�FRKHUHQW�ORQJ�WHUP�VWUDWHJ\�
for Koreans to adapt to an increasingly diverse demographic. The fact that efforts are 
being made at policy level indicates that the Korean government is serious in embracing 
PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP��7KRXJK�WKHUH�LV�PXFK�WR�GR��LW�KDV�GRQH�WKH�ULJKW�WKLQJ�E\�ÀUVW�WDNLQJ�
WKH�OHDG�LQ�HPEUDFLQJ�WKH�LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI�PXOWLFXOWXUDO�IDPLOLHV��HVSHFLDOO\�DV�DQ�RIÀFLDO�
national policy. However several elements need to be improved. Given that many 
native Koreans continue to identify the myth of tanil minjok as the basis for Korean 
QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�WKH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�*RYHUQPHQW�WR�GHÀQH�WKH�WHUPV�
and rights of political and social membership in society in order to support the new 
demographic changes.

7KH�PDMRULW\�RI�.RUHDQV�KDYH�KDG� IHZ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV� IRU� LQWHUDFWLRQ�ZLWK� WKH�
JURZLQJ�QXPEHUV�RI�IRUHLJQ�QDWLRQDOV�ZRUNLQJ�DQG�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�FRXQWU\��'XH�WR�IHDUV�
RI�HURVLRQ�RI�.RUHD·V�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��WKH�SURVSHFW�RI�D�PXOWL�HWKQLF�.RUHD�KDV�DOUHDG\�
led to some calling for restrictions in immigration. Further, evidence indicates that 
Korea`s assimilationist approach is not working as foreigners constantly face various 
degrees of discrimination. Policies need to be put in place to encourage native Koreans 
to embrace migrants as fellow citizens with ‘shared values’ and a stake in society. If 
successful, this would enable a changed mindset amongst native Koreans on what it 
means to be a citizen of a multicultural Korea. If Koreans can be encouraged to move 
away from an ethnic conceptualization of the Korean nation in favour of ‘shared values’ 
espoused by Singapore, such an outcome may lead to the emergence of a nation that 
is culturally strengthened by a more inclusive, pluralistic society composed of citizens 
from different ethnic backgrounds.

The other possibility of course is to follow the Malaysian Bumiputera policy whereby 
DIÀUPDWLYH�DFWLRQ�SROLFLHV�DUH�SXW�LQ�SODFH�VR�WKDW�QDWLYH�.RUHDQV�HQMR\�FHUWDLQ�SULYLOHJHV�
in particular sectors so as to reduce the fear of being overwhelmed by migrants. But 
such a policy can potentially create a stigma that native Koreans are discriminatory 
towards the migrant population. Hence, the more positive strategy would be to introduce 
legislation that would allow foreigners to be a part of wider society. This may include, 
inter alia, legislation that prohibits discriminatory hiring practices that are biased against 
QHZ�PLJUDQWV�DQG�WKHLU�PL[HG�UDFH�FKLOGUHQ�UHVLGLQJ�LQ�.RUHD��7KLV�ZRXOG�FUHDWH�D�PRUH�
diverse work environment which would provide opportunities for native Koreans to 
mix with migrant populations. This can be achieved by the fostering of social capital 
across different groups. 

7KH�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�*RYHUQPHQW·V�VWUDWHJ\�WKXV�IDU�KDV�EHHQ�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�LWV�´)LUVW�
%DVLF�3ODQ�IRU�,PPLJUDWLRQ�3ROLF\�����²����µ��VWULYLQJ�IRU�D�´ZRUOG�FODVV�.RUHD�ZKHUH�
foreigners live in harmony with Koreans”.20 The plan aims to introduce policies which 
provide “foreigners with the proper environment conducive for their political, economic, 
social, and cultural participation”.21 Such a plan could work if the national curriculum 
is revamped to include multicultural policies so that native Korean and migrants can 
adapt to new realities. Policies espoused by Singapore and Malaysia, particularly in 
HGXFDWLRQ�ZKHUH�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI�D�QDWLRQDO��RIÀFLDO�ODQJXDJH�DV�ZHOO�DV�HQFRXUDJLQJ�
students to learn a second language (preferably their mother tongue) would certainly 

20 Ministry of Justice, The First Basic Plan for Immigration Policy: 2008–2012��.\XQJJL�GR�
0LQLVWU\�RI�-XVWLFH��5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD�������
21 Ministry of Justice, The First Basic Plan for Immigration Policy: 2008–2012��������

Jurnal  EAJIR  Bab 3.indd   32 19/09/2014   9:56:43



The Challenges of Multiculturalism: A Comparison of South Korea, Singapore and Malaysia 33

bring together migrants and ethnic Koreans. Trust between native Koreans and new 
migrants can built through the promotion of national and regional cultural activities 
that incorporate the languages of a multicultural Korea. Given time, this may provide 
increased social space and opportunities for both sides: native Koreans may come to 
view new migrants as fellow ROK citizens, whilst new migrants are offered a friendly 
and welcoming environment. 

Globalisation has posed an increasing challenge to the notion that national identity 
should be based on ethnic grounds. In the Korean context, past narratives of national 
identity have been based on tanil minjok, or the myth of an ethnically homogenous nation 
GHVFHQGHG�IURP�D�VLQJOH�EORRG�OLQH��6XFK�D�QDWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\� LV�RXWGDWHG�JLYHQ�WKDW�
Korea has become an increasingly multicultural society. There is thus a need for South 
Korea to revise its ‘national ideology’ (similar to the Shared Values and Rukunegara) in the 
direction of one that accepts the idea of cultural diversity in order to assist integration 
between native Koreans and migrants. In time, such a ‘national ideology’ would serve 
DV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�EXLOGLQJ�EORFN�IRU�D�UHGHÀQHG�.RUHDQ�QDWLRQ��DQG�PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\�
good citizenship.

Conclusion

The salient aspects of Singaporean and Malaysian multicultural experiences do offer 
some basis for a more coherent long term strategy for South Korean policymakers. 
One of the strongest features of multiculturalism from these countries is the fact that 
a vision of harmonization (rationalized differently in Singapore and Malaysia) rather 
than assimilation has been incorporated into the national psyche in adapting to a 
multicultural environment. Moreover, multiculturalism in Singapore and Malaysia 
ensures the preservation of the cultural heritage and traditions of different communities. 
State led, the process of harmonization is based on the promotion of a series of shared 
common values that is deemed necessary for successful nation building and identity. 
Until society at large is able to manage the increasing ethnic and cultural diversity 
present in Korea today, Seoul’s role in facilitating immigrants in their efforts to adapt 
and integrate into Korean society is critical.
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