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Foreword

Advocating for freedom of religion and belief (FoRB) and freedom of expression (FoE) 
should be a sustainable effort to address the interwoven relationship of race and religion 
in Malaysia and their impacts on our social, political and economic lives.

The latest developments post-2018 general election were a wake-up call for all 
Malaysians. How deep-rooted racism and religious hatred have been manifested in 
the increase of interracial and interreligious tensions, from hate speeches, protests and 
counter-protests to the extent of violence.
 
Thus, with the support of the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Malaysia, 
KMU Malaysia implemented a six-month #Kebersamaan campaign project to address 
this complex problem by diversifying a positive discourse on freedom of religion, belief 
and expression in Malaysia, and disseminating progressive values such as respect, non-
discrimination and non-violence in a pluralistic Malaysian society.

#Kebersamaan campaign activities included a video, opinion writings, a series of panel 
discussions and coffee talk. The stakeholders were made up of prominent experts, 
leaders of community, youth and civil societies as well as the general public,  ensuring a 
diverse demography  of belief, religion, ethnicity, gender, geography and age.

Finally, the making of our multilingual #Kebersamaan booklet features the outcomes 
gathered throughout this campaign project, and made available in English, Malay, 
Mandarin, Tamil and Arabic. It aims to be a guide for the three main sectors namely 
state, society and business as a collective force in fostering freedom of religion, belief 
and expression in Malaysia.

  Aizat Shamsuddin
  Founder and Project Coordinator



Understanding the 
Main Issues of Freedom 
of Religion, Belief and 
Expression in Malaysia

During the anxieties caused by the Covid pandemic, Malaysia and 
even the world has seen an overflow of post truth narratives and 
fake news. In effect, it is important to practice mindfulness, share 
solutions, and more importantly, share our truths to the matter. 
In this age where opinion has overwhelmed fact, campaigns like 
#Kebersamaan has bridged people across diverse backgrounds 
to come together to share their ideas and ideals of moderation, 
progressiveness through innovation and centered thinking. I was 
honored to be able to share our work from Parlimen Digital, and 
hope that our collective thinking, bersama (together), will see a 

more progressive Malaysia focused on visions of the 
future that hold us together.”

Jean Vaneisha, Organiser of Parlimen 
Digital



5

Increased visibility of hate speech

Hateful and divisive speeches or writings among the public, especially by influential 
figures are on the rise and are a real-time challenge to social progression. As these 
political, religious and community leaders possess social legitimacy and authority in the 
society, hate speeches by these influencers have led to forming hostile public opinions 
that risked the progression of human rights and equality of the Malaysian society. 

In an analysis of recent cases of anti-ICERD and Rome Statute rallies, Zakir Naik’s 
hate speeches, a violent riot at the Seafield temple, prolonged discord around the 
introduction of Jawi calligraphy, a ‘Buy-Muslim-First’ nation-wide campaign, and many 
more. In all these cases, the role of divisive and hate speech motivated by political 
interests and religious fundamentalists, especially on social media, have instigated and 
exacerbated issues by scapegoating one racial and religious group. This has resulted in 
social divides based on racial and religious lines which has resulted in the government 
reversing its decision to implement good policies due to intractable pressures.
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Laws and policies that 
violate freedom of 
religion, belief and thought

There are federal and state laws, fatwas and government or business policies that violate 
peaceful FoRB and FoE, not only of individuals or groups of different beliefs, but also of  
human rights groups, artists and scholars who advocate for these rights.

At the state level, the instrumentalisation of these laws are usually associated with 
general provisions that criminalise ‘insult to Islam or blasphemy’, ‘deviant teaching’ 
and ‘causing public disharmony’. But in reality, it is mainly instrumentalised to 
silence individuals, minority groups and critics. This has set a dangerous precedent as 
state authorities and institutions that enforce these laws are also immune from legal 
oversight, public criticism and scrutiny. 

Businesses utilise employment policies that allow them to discriminate against job 
applicants and employees based on their religion, belief and ethnicity, drawn from 
ingrained harmful stereotypes rather than merits.

These laws and policies have created a systemic 
discrimination based on fear and exclusion of 
race, religion which pervades our social, political and 
economic lives. 
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Social stigmatisation towards 
interracial, interfaith and 
intrafaith dialogues

Dialogues between races, religions and sects are not a culture and public practice, not 
at the state level nor in society. Dialogue is stigmatised, derived from fear and prejudice 
that view it as:  

1. a space for a one-man show, not inclusive and mutual for all beliefs; 
2. a coercive space for proselytisation and not a space to learn and understand each 

other; 
3. a space unique only among the circles of academic and religious elites not 

laypersons; and,
4. a superiority complex that looks at dialoguing with other groups of faiths or beliefs 

as  inferior because they are labeled as deviants (kaffirs). 

After more than 60 years of independence, instead of race and 
inter-religous relations improving through an increase in 
a common national identity, the stigmatisation of 
dialogue inhibits the rest of society from 
participating in interracial, interfaith and 
intrafaith engagements, making building an 
inclusive society challenging. 

#Kebersamaan campaign is 
important to me as Malaysian 
because we live in a pluralistic 
society where diversity of 
races and religions are celebrated and 
our differences are tolerated with respect.
Calvin Ohsey, Interfaith Activist



Policy Recommendations 
for Government, Society 
and Business to Foster 
Freedom of Religion, 
Belief and Expression in 
Malaysia



9

Ethical use of social media

There is a need to educate social media users about the ethical use of social media 
through various awareness-raising tools such as videos, community engagements, etc. 
Especially living in the age of information overload, the risk of misinformation and 
disinformation can be mitigated, not only through verifying 
the sources of information, but also denouncing 
information that generalise and denigrate certain 
racial and religious groups against any backdrop 
of an event. 

At the same time, counter narratives that 
promote not only symbolic diversity, but 
human rights and inclusive interpretation 
of religion should be proliferated and 
incorporated in advocacy messaging.

KMU’s #Kebersamaan campaign is a meaningful 
platform that has encouraged Malaysians to discuss 
the topic of harmony from different aspects. Whether 
it is through talk series, articles, or social media 
engagement, all of which have been done in Malay 
and English, the campaign has given people from 
various backgrounds the opportunity to initiate and 
participate in honest conversations, and to diversify 
the discourse on issues surrounding interfaith and 
interracial relations.

Afra Alatas, Graduate,
Department of Malay Studies, 
National University of Singapore
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Enhancing the quality of 
interracial, interfaith and 
intrafaith engagements

Interracial, interfaith and intrafaith engagements in social and creative activities such as 
group conversations or dialogues, arts, sports, cultures, etc. should progress beyond the 
sharing of common values and cultural exchanges. The design and facilitation of these 
engagements must also honestly address the crosscutting issues that include racism, 
socioeconomic inequality and the persecution of certain individuals or groups due 
to their exercise of FoRB and FoE. Besides that, they must include diverse audiences 
from the majority and minority communities, local leaders, women, youth and family 
members.

The audiences could obtain first-hand experience that humanises the ‘other’ in a safe 
setting by learning from each other through an act of kindness, stories of disaffection 
and hardship. Hence, developing empathy and complex understanding of issues 
impacting certain communities. 

These engagements must be an ongoing process with the purpose to produce strategies 
to address emerging issues, effect positive change in mindset and attitudes or even 
policies.
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Promoting an inclusive education 
environment and curriculum

There is a need to address the education system in Malaysia that has become more 
segregated along the racial, religious and class lines since at the early age. 

On one aspect, inclusive environments that include students and teachers from diverse 
backgrounds could normalise diversity through everyday interactions. In support of 
that, it is crucial to improvise and mainstream curriculum that emphasises on multi-
cultural and religious elements as well as critical teaching and learning of history 
without ‘othering’ certain ethnic, religious or non-religious communities. 

These could help the younger generation to develop relationships beyond their in-
groups, genuine tolerance, integration and be less susceptible to hateful 
narratives to live in multi-racial, cultural and religious Malaysia.

#Kebersamaan campaign 
provides a platform for people 
to learn more about freedom 
of religion, belief and 
expression in Malaysia from 
the perspectives of interracial 
and interfaith relations especially 
Malaysia is unique considering 
the diversity of the people we have. This 
campaign contributes to more understanding for 

people the current issues in Malaysia and opens 
a space for people to share their thoughts and 
compare it with other countries’ practices. 
Diyana Fazirah, 
Corporate Sector Practitioner
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Mainstreaming peaceful 
conflict resolution in the society

This is to mainstream and operationalise peaceful means of resolving tensions or 
conflicts between certain communities from the grassroots to state and religious leaders. 
It can be done through face-to-face consultations with independent mediator(s), 
disaffected communities and other relevant stakeholders to take into account their 
concerns and reach to agreeable solutions. 

On one hand, this is a collective and cathartic process 
especially for disaffected communities to be involved in 
the decision-making and negotiate for contextualised 
outcomes rather than state-sanctioned and punitive 
measures. On the other, this is also to prevent the risk 
of hateful, revengeful and violent counteracts.

Now more than ever we need 
a collective effort such as the 
#Kebersamaan campaign to deal 
with the increasing ethnic and religious 
polarisation we are seeing in Malaysia. 
#Kebersamaan campaign invites us to focus 
instead on our shared values and hopes to bridge 
our differences and dispel existing prejudices. I hope 

#Kebersamaan campaign will inspire 
others to also take on this noble yet 
important initiative.
Dr. Azmil Bin Mohd Tayeb, 
Lecturer, Universiti Sains Malaysia
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Legal and policy reforms 
to promote freedom of 
religion, belief and thought

The government and business should revise laws and policies that discriminate against 
certain individuals or groups based on their religion, belief, thought and ethnicity.  

Their rights in FoRB and FoE should be protected from arbitrary measures (raid, arrest, 
detention, executive banning, deregistration, etc.) and extreme threats (intimidation, 
death threat, hate speech, etc.) to ensure a safer environment to exercise these rights.

The government should especially revise laws in line with the core human rights 
conventions and treaties. Besides that, recommendations in Amman Message (the 
obligation to protect Muslim intrafaith minorities), Marrakesh Declaration (the 
obligation to protect non-Muslim minorities), Beirut Declaration (the 
obligation to uphold the dignity and the equality of all human beings) and 
other selective best practices in the Muslim-majority context.

Discourses of #Kebersamaan campaign 
have given a push for better social 
diversity. Values such as inclusivity, 
empathy and justice have been 
revitalised. The spirit of #Kebersamaan 
or #Togetherness affirms that in 
challenging situations, there will be a 

light of humanity that 
could come to illuminate.
Dr.Lee Ken Teo, Cofounder of MUDA
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Policy 
Recommendations

Government

Society

Monitor hate speeches 
and raise public awareness

Revise discriminatory 
laws and policies to 
protect FoRB and FoE

Establish a national 
body to mainstream 
peaceful conflict 
resolution

Establish a national council 
to mainstream interracial, 
interfaith and intrafaith 
engagements

Mainstreaming inclusive 
environment, multicultural, critical 
teaching and learning of history in 
the education system

Raise public 
awareness

Mainstreaming interracial, 
interfaith and intrafaith 
engagements in the 
communities

Promote inclusive environment, 
multicultural, critical teaching 
and learning of history in the 
education system

Promote peaceful conflict 
resolution in the communities

Advocate for the revision of 
discriminatory laws, policies and 
attitudes to protect FoRB and FoE

Monitor 
hate speeches

Mainstreaming 
interracial, interfaith and 
intrafaith engagements 
at the workplaces

Promote peaceful 
conflict resolution at the 
workplaces

Support an inclusive 
environment, multicultural, 
critical teaching and learning 
of history in the education 
system and internal staff 
training

Revise discriminatory 
employment policies and 
protect equal treatment for 
all employees

Business
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Frequently Asked Questions

1. What is #Kebersamaan campaign? 
 
Against the backdrop of increased visibility of racism and religious hatred post-
2018 general election, #Kebersamaan campaign aims to address these problems 
by diversifying a positive discourse of freedom of religion, belief and expression in 
Malaysia, and disseminate progressive values such as respect, non-discrimination 
and non-violence in a pluralistic Malaysian society. 

2. What is the protection of freedom of religion, belief and expression in 
Malaysia?  
 
The human rights to peacefully practice and express one’s religion, belief and 
thought are protected in the Federal Constitution of Malaysia (Article 11 and 10). 
However, there are many limitations in other laws, fatwas and business policies that 
expressly or impliedly discriminate against certain individuals or groups based on 
their identity, practice and expression of religion, belief and ethnicity that should be 
revised to foster greater FoRB and FoE. 

3. What is hate speech? 
 
It is an abusive or threatening speech or writing that expresses prejudice against 
certain individuals or groups, especially on the basis of religion, belief, ethnicity or 
sexual orientation.  
 
This is a limitation on freedom of expression as in some circumstances, hate 
speeches could lead to more harm such as discrimination and hate-based violence. 
It should be exercised with strict caution and oversight to prevent double standard 
and abuse of power. In Malaysia, there is a greater need to empower FoRB and FoE 
that could enrich public discourses and conversations against hate speeches.  
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4. What is interracial, interfaith and intrafaith engagement? 
 
It is a safe space that has diverse audiences from diverse backgrounds of religion, belief, sect 
and ethnicity to discuss, interact and understand each other and bridge differences through 
a humanising experience.  
 
Some engagements are facilitated in a direct setting that include dialogues, workshops and 
conferences, as well as an indirect setting that include arts, sports, cultural, humanitarian 
and social activities.  
 
The ideal setting and method of facilitation may rely on the local context, overall goal and 
targeted audience in the best way to inculcate not only diverse cross-cultural experience, but 
critical thinking and empathy. 

5. What is peaceful conflict resolution? 
 
It is a facilitated process to reach peaceful resolutions to tensions or conflicts between 
certain communities. The process must include independent mediator(s), disaffected 
communities and other relevant stakeholders to take into account their concerns and reach 
to agreeable solutions.

Living in a pluralistic society like Malaysia is always a blessing 
for me. Getting to know many people from other races and 
religions made me thankful for who I am. We could share our 
thoughts about God and demonstrate our diverse cultural values 
which should be unique to Malaysia. For these reasons, I believe 
why #Kebersamaan is extremely important and needed. Our 
differences should not be a stumbling block for us to explore the 
meaning of our life and coexistence. Instead, such differences 
should teach us to be more thoughtful with others and guide us to 
appreciate our existence. Above all, we are all human beings, we 

crave for the truth and peace for whichever religion 
we choose to believe in.
Rs Azira Sulaiman, Master’s Student,  
International Islamic University of Malaysia
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Komuniti Muslim Universal (KMU) Malaysia was 
founded in 2015 by former radicalised youth. Inspired by 
their life-changing experience, KMU Malaysia is a 
youth-led, faith-based, grassroots, human rights 
organization that embodies and advocates for Qur’anic 
and Prophetic values of social justice and equality for all, 
for the 21st Century. Towards achieving the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2030, its focus 
areas are:
1. Prevention and Counter Violent Extremism (P/CVE)
2. Freedom of Religion and Belief (FoRB)
3. Women’s Rights
4. Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Expression 
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