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Preface

This book is about Malaysia and Singapore as seen from the ground. As the
Singapore-born son of a Malaysia-born father, I have great affection for both places.
Yet I have often lamented the shortage of this bottom-up perspective in national
discourse. This book is my humble attempt to help address that.

This story began when my best friend, Sumana Rajarethnam, and I decided in
2004 to spend a month cycling around Malaysia on a daily budget of RM10 (US$3)
each, meeting people wherever we went. Though the impetus for the trip was our
own desire—naive as it was—to “better relations” between our two countries, it
ended up being a wonderful journey of observation, interaction and self-discovery.

Most importantly, I have to thank Sumana, both for accompanying me on that
jaunt and for contributing his time and editorial expertise towards the completion
of this book. As contributor and main editor, he helped with the writing of several
passages, and provided feedback and guidance throughout.

Additionally, I must thank a number of other people who urged us on right from
the start. It required a bit of gumption for us to embark on this crackpot trip in the
summer of our Masters programmes—rather than doing a more “normal” intern-
ship that might have led to a proper job. We would not have made the leap without
the encouragement of Linda Lim, Sharon Siddique, Pete Gosling, Koh Buck Song
and our parents, families and friends.

I am grateful to Yayasan Strategik Sosial (YSS), a Malaysian NGO, for writing a
letter on our behalf before the trip, explaining who we are and what we are doing in
Malaysia. That gave us legitimacy in our interactions with some Malaysians.

Finally, I also received financial assistance from the Harvard International
Development Internship Fund (HIDIF) at Harvard’s Kennedy School. Though the
money itself was undoubtedly helpful—subsidising the purchase of my bicycle—it
was HIDIF’s belief in the trip that was also invaluable in fuelling our own confi-
dence. Helaine Daniels was especially supportive.

In the past seven years, there have been many other people who have assisted with
the production of this book. For editorial and intellectual guidance, I would like to

thank my colleagues at The Economist Group, particularly Simon Long, Graeme
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Maxton, Bala Shetty and Justin Wood. Farah Cheah deserves special mention for
agreeing to help as a research assistant but then morphing into a quite extraordinary
reviewer and source of new ideas.

For assistance with additional research in Malaysia and Singapore, I am grate-
ful to Aileen Goh, Kiran Grewal, Wan Mardiyanti, Yap Mun Ching, Reuben David,
James and Molly Kingham, Chan and Momo, Nuno Santos, James and Leela, Sam
and Roshni, Buah and Ravi, John and Bina, and Peter and Natasha. For assistance
with digital, marketing and social media, I would like to give special thanks to
Allanjit Singh and K. J. Tan.

I am indebted to several people who took the time to read through my manu-
script, correcting errors, offering new points of view, and suggesting improvements
to structure, grammar and language. These were Farah Cheah, Jen Wei Ting, Sharon
Siddique, Neil Khor, Koh Buck Song, Simon Long and Kevin Tan. I am thankful for
the help and guidance offered by the editorial team at Hong Kong University Press,
particularly Clara Ho and Christopher Munn, as well as the NUS Press, especially
Paul Kratoska.

Over the course of the past eight years, I have interviewed hundreds of Malaysians
and Singaporeans. Some of them appear in the following pages; many others do not,
though their words and thoughts have influenced my writing greatly. In their own
way, they have all contributed to this book. Though there are too many to list, I am
eternally grateful to all for their time, patience and insights.

I am especially thankful to the people who provided us with room and board
around Malaysia. It must have been unnerving for some to welcome into their
homes two foreign men whom they had only just met. Their hospitality kept us
going then, and the memories of those encounters still regularly humble us.

Finally, I have to thank my family for their support. My father’s love of Malaysia
has always inspired me to learn more about the country. My mother’s encourage-
ment of my writing, and her reminders about the need to chart one’s own course
in life, are among the main reasons I am doing what I want to do today. My siblings
Vidhya, Jaymit and Shaleen have frequently offered words of encouragement to
prod me on. Throughout the book’s entire production process, my wife’s patience,

undying support and her tolerance of my many foibles have been invaluable.



Introduction

This is a story about Malaysia and Singapore—or Malaya, if you will.

I use “Malaya” because I grew up thinking of the two countries as one. As a little
boy, I remember travelling from Singapore to Malaysia, sitting in the backseat of
my dad’s car, swerving through Malaysia’s old single-lane highways, evading smog-
emitting trucks piled high with oil palm fruit. We would visit relatives, sometimes
five or six homes in a day, popping our heads in to sip tea, nibble cakes and watch the
oldies play Cupid—"Is there a nice boy for her in Singapore?”

We would stop at roadside vendors, slurping up tropical fruits for a song, and
yet still wonder, all the way home, whether we had just been fleeced. We would, in
short, soak in Malaysia, her people, her nature, everything about this vast country.

Our country, we sometimes thought. Well, if not exactly our countrymen, then
our cousins, our brothers from another mother. Malaysia is a 20-minute ride away.
Malaysians speak the same languages and eat the same food. We had a separate pass-
port that allowed us entry to (peninsular) Malaysia and nowhere else, as if to signify
that we were special, less different than the rest. It was as if God had created another
Singapore, right next to us, and blessed it with more land and lower prices.

Political divisions and developmental ideologies didn’t bother me back then. I
was young and eager and just wanted to go on a road trip, to leave Singapore’s urban
madness for some country adventure and kampung durians. As I grew older, my
youthful naiveté slowly gave way to curiosity.

Malaya, as I slowly realised, is actually made up of two quite different countries.
How can that be? Malaysia and Singapore are, after all, physically divided by only a
narrow strait. They were connected politically for centuries.

So how come the countries are so different now? Why is Singapore so much
more economically developed today than Malaysia? How is it that the ideologies,
cultural narratives and ways of thinking vary so much across the narrow border? Is it
all because of the invisible political line that divides us?

Sumana, my best friend, and I were seeking answers to these questions eight

years ago when our real journey through Malaya began. Real, because before 2004,
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we had never really made an effort to dig deep below the surface, to venture beyond
the comfort of cosy conversations and public presumptions.

It is frighteningly easy, after all, to live in Singapore with tunnel vision, not
needing to think too much outside the daily grind. Life here goes on, day in and day
out, with that unmistakable beat of clockwork consumerism. Singapore just works.

The comfortable monotony can also numb one’s senses. It was a conversation in
the US, oddly, that forced me to sit up and think a bit more about Malaya. Sitting
in a campus pub, in 2003, I had been teasing my American grad school classmates
about their country. “Where next are you guys exporting democracy to?”

Foreign students in the US tended to huddle together, seeking the comfort of
fellow outsiders. We shared much in common, strangers in a strange land. This
natural alignment allowed for some rollicking US vs. Foreign debates, which were
fuelled by egos, perceived enlightenment and pints of beer.

American misadventure in Iraq had provided us with plenty of fodder. We

» »

spewed “neocolonialism’”, “torture”, “WMD” and other words of the moment at our
hapless American friends, as they cringed, embarrassed, for the most part, at what
was going on in the Middle East. It was all very unfair, particularly since most of
them did not support the war. But who cared? It was great fun seeing them stumped,
torn between their ideals and nation.

In class, our professors asked us to get into groups and theorise about the best
way to reconstruct Iraq. Before long, we were recommending policies for the Shias
and suggesting ways to accommodate the Kurds. It all seemed a bit misplaced. We
were just a bunch of students, sitting 6,000 miles away.

Most worryingly, in our view, was that nobody there really knew much about the
people, the Iraqis, having never met one in their lives. Was this how policy in the US
was formulated? Based on just research papers, historical boundaries and academic
discussion? We grilled our classmates.

“So how well do you know the people in your neighbouring countries?” one
of them asked us. Cocksure, I shot back with some drivel about having visited
Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand many times. They weren’t buying it. “How many
different Thai beaches have you been to, again?” they laughed.

I felt a bit stupid. The truth is that I really didn’t know that much about our neigh-
bours. I was somewhat oblivious to the many strata of society in Singapore, let alone
Malaysia.

Many Singaporeans only really know the mainstream, establishment view—what
our governments tell us through their media channels. There is little alternative dia-

logue in our countries. What did ordinary Malaysians really think? What inspired
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them, motivated them, disgusted them? We had lived all these years, in our tiny little
bubbles, without bothering to find out more.

Sumana and I could have easily gone our whole lives without caring. Yet some-
thing inside us tugged away. Perhaps it was our grandparents and their friends,
whose stories, filled with romance and tragedy, provided a bridge to the colonial era,
when Malaysia and Singapore were one.

Or perhaps it was just the endless contradictions that we had trouble dealing
with. Malaysia is beautiful; Malaysia is dangerous. Malaysia is multicultural;
Malaysia is racist. Which is it? We yearned to find out more.

But how exactly should we go about this? American education, for better or
worse, filled us with dreamy hope, idealism and bravado. We felt younger and more
energised than we had in high school, eight years before in Singapore.

And so we hatched a plan. We would walk across Malaysia in our sarongs and talk
to people. It was a cheap and simple idea that had us suitably stoked. We soon real-
ised it would be nigh well impossible. For one, our legs would likely buckle under
the weight of our beer and durian-fed pot bellies. What’s more, in our sarongs, and
carrying giant backpacks, we looked less like Gandhian pilgrims than wayward
buffoons.

Restless, we quickly came up with an alternative idea. We would cycle around
Malaysia for a month, visiting every state in peninsular Malaysia and meeting
random people along the way. We also decided to subsist on RM10 (about US$3) a
day each, a limit that would force us to live simply and seek out help and assistance
whenever we could. An early working title for this book was On the Benevolence of
Malaysians.

We sought advice from friends, family, and professors. A few urged us on. Most
said the idea was crazy. And quite a few confirmed what our mums had always told
us—that we are, indeed, wayward buffoons.

But we had made up our minds and there was no turning back. And so our
journey through Malaya, our real journey through Malaya, began eight years ago.
With two bicycles, a tent and RM600, we spent a month cycling around the whole
of peninsular Malaysia.

We visited hundreds of towns, met many fascinating people, had countless
conversations, and landed in several comedic capers. It was a random, rollicking,
rip-roaring exploration through Malaysia and, also, through ourselves—our own
emotions, misconceptions and prejudices.

What started out as a dive into Malaysia, therefore, quickly became a look at our
home, Singapore, as well. We found ourselves constantly comparing the two coun-
tries. Each became a sounding board for the other. During that time, the kernel for
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a story had grown, but only just. Our one-month bicycle trip had merely whetted
our appetites.

We spent the next eight years speaking to many different people in Malaysia and
Singapore—analysts, economists, farmers, managers, ministers, politicians, profes-
sors, senior business executives, shopkeepers, students, taxi drivers, and others, lay-
people, from all walks of life.

Our interactions with these people serve as the backbone of this story, which I
have divided into 11 chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 explore the relationship between
Malaysia and Singapore—our shared history, imagined identities and separa-
tion anxieties. Chapters 3 and 4 look at politics and government in our countries.
Chapter S examines the roles of the media, judiciary and civil society in our coun-
tries. I talk about business and economic development in Chapters 6 and 7. Chapter
8 deals with issues surrounding ethnicity and race. Chapter 9 discussed the influ-
ence of religion in our two countries. Finally, I spend Chapters 10 and 11 pondering
something that rarely gets enough attention here—happiness.

It would be arrogant and foolish for me to suggest that I really understand Malaya
now. Our story is, undoubtedly, more a collection of insights than a comprehensive
study. Every time we spoke with somebody different, or visited a new place, we real-
ised that there is something else we don’t know.

There is also a geographical omission in this work that I must explain. Modern
Malaysia is spread out over two separate land masses. There are eleven states and
two federal territories on Peninsular Malaysia (West Malaysia), and two states and
one federal territory on the island of Borneo (East Malaysia).

My research covers mostly West Malaysia and not East Malaysia. There are several
reasons for this. Throughout this book, I have tried to consider what happens when
one country is split apart and each subdivision pushed on its own developmental
path. Using this lens, it is West Malaysia that has deep-rooted cultural, historical,
political and social bonds with Singapore. East Malaysia is different from both West
Malaysia and Singapore in many ways, not least its peoples’ provenance.

East Malaysia joined the Federation of Malaysia only in 1963, in the face of much
local opposition.' It has never been an easy union. All this put together, there seems
much less reason to compare East Malaysia’s development to Singapore’s.

Still, it may seem negligent for any book on Malaysia to ignore those two beauti-
ful states of Sabah and Sarawak, particularly given how they have become key bat-
tlegrounds for control of the Federal government. Unfortunately this book’s scope
does not permit me to give them the treatment they deserve; I hope to one day.

There is so much more to this complex region that has yet to be written about. I

can really hope only to contribute a bit to our collective understanding.
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What, in essence, did I discover?

The first, perhaps obvious point, is that Malaysians and Singaporeans do indeed
have much in common. All across Malaysia we met people who had connections to
Singapore. An old man who had lived and worked there under the British admin-
istration; a daughter who had been sent to school; a young man who, originally
from Kelantan, a northern state, now lives in Johor, the southernmost, in order to
commute every day to Singapore for work. Similarly, there are so many people in
Singapore with relatives, friends or business contacts in Malaysia—more than 5 per
cent of Singapore’s population is, in fact, Malaysian.

Yet Malaysia is a much bigger, more diverse land. Though the country’s broad
ethnic, religious and developmental diversity is apparent from afar, there are many
smaller differences that emerge only upon close inspection. “You guys speak Malay
right, but I tell you as you go up the coast, the language is going to change, even we
don’t understand,” a Malay youth in Pahang told us. “Pahang is famous for lepak,
relax, Kelantan is good for women, because they are mixed with Siam, they are beau-
tiful up there, Terengganu is great for food and Johor is the place to look for work.”

Nevertheless, Malaysia’s and Singapore’s shared histories, cultures, languages
and place ensure that a familiar voice or recognisable sight is never far away. The
experience of visiting some of Malaysia’s small old towns is akin to stepping back in
time, seeing what Singapore was like decades ago. Or at least that’s what some older
Singaporeans tell us, nostalgically, in those moments when they decry Singapore’s
rush to modernity.

If a Malaysian and Singaporean were travelling overseas, it would really be quite
hard for the locals to tell us apart—our dress, appearance and accents are similar
enough. When we've visited far off countries in Africa and Central America, some
people there have given us puzzled looks when we've said, “We’re from Singapore”—
they may have heard of the place, but don’t really know much about it. Many think
we are a Chinese appendage, like Hong Kong and Macau. When we add “It’s near
Malaysia”, most of them immediately get their bearings.

Our commonalities, then, are largely because of our proximity. Once we look
past them, some startling differences emerge—most important, our political and
socio-economic systems. Malaysia is a country where one ethno-religious group—
the majority Malay Muslims, the so-called bumiputeras, sons of the land—is given
preference over the others.” Singapore, which is majority Chinese, tries its best to
run a race-neutral meritocracy. This difference in our worldview is the major reason
our countries split apart in 196S.

Before we cycled through Malaysia, we had a feeling that Malaysia’s system is

inherently unfair. The Malays are given preference at the expense of the Chinese
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and Indians. The Malays, therefore, are lulled into complacency. The Chinese and
Indians are aggrieved. Everybody is worse off.

What we did not expect, however, was for several Malaysians to complain about
Singapore’s system. Many of them believe that our exacting meritocracy is inher-
ently unfair, because it allows the rich to get richer, and the poor to get poorer. It
does not try to give a leg up to those at the bottom. According to this school of
thought, Singapore is, at best, a tough place to live, and at worst, a Darwinian
tragedy. Proud Singaporeans, we were shocked. We had not expected any Malaysian
to trumpet their system over ours.

We think their system is unfair; they think our system is unfair. We remember feeling
ignorant and sad. Our countries are farther apart than we had thought.

Although we listened to these diatribes against Singapore, we felt they were
mostly poppycock, the indignant ramblings of residents from a poorer country. As
the years passed, meanwhile, and as we found out more about Malaysia, I became
even surer of our conviction—Malaysia’s system is unjust, even racist.

Many Malaysians, of course, will shudder when reading that, all the more since
it is coming from a Singaporean—anything that smacks of Singaporean superiority
tends to evoke nausea in Malaysians. Still, that is no reason not to say it.

Through countless encounters with Malaysians all over the country, we have seen
how the bumiputera affirmative action policies have created a culture of dependence
amongst the Malays, sowed disharmony between the Malays and other groups,
reduced economic efficiency and opened the door to mind-boggling corruption,
cronyism and nepotism. The only people who have really benefitted from it, mean-
while, are the Malay aristocrats and politically-connected businessmen.

It is worth noting that the bumiputera policies, like so many other grand politi-
cal ideologies, were born of noble ideals: eradicating poverty, economic empower-
ment, raising the dignity of the Malays. Some of its original proponents, such as
Hussein Onn, are considered Malaysian heroes of impeccable character.?

Sadly, over the years—and most noticeably from the mid-1980s—the policy has
been hijacked by vested interests. In other words, an idealistic but discriminatory
philosophy has been completely undermined by corruption. Malaysians will never
know what might have come of this grand experiment in social engineering.

In my opinion, Malaysia must dismantle these bumiputera policies. That is abso-
lutely essential for social and economic progress. Some critics suggest switching
the policy from pro-Malay to pro-poor. Though a noble idea, this could open up
new channels of corruption and leakage. Malaysia needs to level the playing field as

soon as possible (while providing highly targeted assistance to certain low-income

groups).
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The current prime minister, Najib Razak, seems to want change. It is unclear,
however, if his mooted reforms signify a genuine shift or are more window dressing,
in his bid to win domestic votes and attract foreign investment.

Sadly, serious reform appears far away, not least because of the powerful
entrenched Malay interests in the country. Ultimately, there are still many Malays
who believe that Malaysia’s raison détre is to protect Malay interests—not those of
all Malaysians.

To my astonishment, we also met a fair number of Malaysian Chinese and
Indians who believe that the bumiputera policies are essential—they have come to
believe that Malays are so inherently handicapped that they will stutter unless given
privileges and preferences. This, more than anything else, proves the absurdity of
the policy.

The raft of privileges, preferences and exclusions has also sliced and diced
Malaysian society, such that it has become extremely stratified. There is a bewilder-
ing array of honorifics and titles in use today. Malaysia’s minions vie for these pre-
cious titles, some of which can open bountiful doors of opportunity.

Some might say that calling another person Datuk, Dato’ or Datoh is just a form
of respect. Well, maybe. All too often, however, I have seen bigwigs bossing people
around, and cringed as underlings grovel at their feet. For all its egalitarian pretences,
Malaysia can seem feudal, and much more classist than it was before independence.

Malaysia has, nevertheless, managed to bumble along, growing into a robust
middle-income country with, amongst other things, strong agricultural and tech-
nology sectors. It is admired in many parts of the developing world.

With its rich resources and dynamic population, however, many Malaysians feel
that their country should have achieved high-income status by now. Instead, it is
stuck in the so-called middle-income trap, held back by, amongst other things, mis-
management, corruption, stagnant productivity, poor English standards, a shortage
of management and presentation skills, a brain drain and economic inefficiencies—
all in some way due to the bumiputera policy, and its philosophical father, ketuanan
Melayu, literally Malay superiority, the idea that Malays deserve a special place in the
land of Malaysia.

Rather than trying to emulate the likes of Hong Kong or Singapore, Malaysia
is, therefore, constantly looking over its shoulder. Its neighbours have been busy
building meritocratic, pro-business economies. Malaysia’s policymakers might
have once considered Indonesia and Vietnam as economic backwaters. Today, they
worry about them winning foreign investment that might otherwise have gone to

Malaysia.
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There is little doubt that Singapore, on the other hand, is one of the 20th cen-
tury’s economic success stories. Amongst people I speak with—even some of his
ardent critics—there is a general sense that Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s first prime
minister, deserves much credit for this. In a short span of time, following independ-
ence, he managed to root out corruption, strengthen the rule of law, foster adminis-
trative competence, instil a hardworking, disciplined ethos in Singaporeans, attract
lots of foreign investment, and ultimately raise living standards. He also managed to
build a party and government famed for its limitless ability to groom new leaders.

Much has been written about these successes, and there is little reason for me
to harp on them here. What we did find far more arresting, throughout our con-
versations and travels, is the fact that there are some genuine problems brewing in
Singapore. Most importantly, perhaps, is the fact that the Malaysians are right.

In 2004, as we cycled around Malaysia, many people lamented Singapore’s cold
capitalism, and predicted that income inequality would prove a big problem. Even
back then, this was not really a new idea. Many Malaysians, including Mahathir
Mohamad, a former prime minister, had made similar observations before.

In short, those predictions have come true. One of the biggest challenges
in modern Singapore is the yawning gap between the haves and the have-nots.
Singapore’s Gini coeflicient, a measure of income inequality, is higher than America’s
and China’s.

A frequent complaint I've heard is that Singapore has become a place for the
global rich, not the average Singaporean. These people frequently indulge in posh
homes, luxury yachts, Cartier watches and foie gras. This group includes a small
coterie of the richest Singaporeans, including—in many people’s eyes—senior poli-
ticians, who are paid millions of dollars a year.

Below them on the income ladder sits a huge middle class— Singaporeans (and
many foreigners) with enough money to afford an apartment, a car and a maid. Life
is fairly comfortable, but certainly not as indulgent as one would expect for one of
the richest countries in the world.

Right at the bottom, finally, are the people for whom the Singapore dream has
become a nightmare. The real incomes of Singapore’s bottom 30 per cent of earners
stagnated from 1997 to 2007, a period during which Singapore’s economy boomed.

One of the best descriptions I've heard for Singapore today is “a first world
country with a third-world wage structure”. If you are lucky enough to be a banker,
consultant or some other senior executive, you will get paid handsomely and enjoy
living in Singapore. Wages for lower-level jobs, however, have not kept pace with

economic development.
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Singapore offers cheaper food, haircuts, taxis and shop service than any otherrich
world city—only because the people at the bottom probably do not earn enough.
At the risk of sounding simplistic, Singapore’s poor people should earn more, and
Singapore’s rich people should pay them more for their work.

Income inequality, in a sense, should not come as a surprise—many developed
countries grapple with the problem. What did strike us, however, was the fact that
nobody talked about it much before 2007. While Malaysians warned us about it in
2004—even as we foolishly brushed them off—there was barely any mention in
Singapore.

That speaks to another facet of life here—social, political and economic dia-
logue in Singapore is extremely shallow and narrow. Given the dominance of the
People’s Action Party (PAP), the government’s control over the media, and a natural
Singaporean deference to authority, there is precious little debate and discussion
over many national issues. This reticence carries over to the workplace, where
Singaporean workers, seeking refuge behind their fancy degrees, tend not to speak
out much or challenge convention or authority.

In many other democratic countries, the problem of income inequality—or
for that matter, any other contemporary challenge—would have been discussed
extensively in the media, government and by citizens. In Singapore, it appears as if
any topic has to receive an implicit nod from the government, before the public is
allowed to discuss it. Once the green light is given, the media fall into line dutifully.

This, of course, has grave implications for Singapore’s economy. Though a man-
ufacturing and service success, Singapore has had trouble building a knowledge
economy. No wonder. We Singaporeans are not trained to think or speak out.

That is one reason for the decline of Creative Technologies. In 1998, Creative
Technologies was more valuable than Apple. Through its industry-standard com-
puter sound cards, such as the Sound Blaster, Creative had established itself as a
global leader in digital sound. It was in a perfect position to capitalise on the nascent
MP3 industry.

Instead of bringing innovative new products to market, however, Creative dith-
ered. Apple, with little prior experience in digital sound, released its iPod, which
made Creative’s players look like museum pieces. It quickly became apparent that
while Creative is adept at building electronic cogs that work quietly within machines,
itis hopelessly lost when it comes to design and marketing. In other words, excellent
behind the scenes, stage fright in front.

Thus began Apple’s resurgence. In 10 years, a Californian company had destroyed
Singapore’s pride and joy. Few people even remember that Creative once ruled the

digital sound roost.
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It is unsurprising that Apple is from California and Creative from Singapore.
Singapore’s inherent strengths are not creativity and dynamism. They are stability
and rule of law. Given our current trajectory, therefore, it looks as if Singapore will
not succeed in building a creative, knowledge economy so much as a safe financial
centre and a corporate HQ. Switzerland of the East? Perhaps. But only the finance,
please, not the watch-making.

How should Singapore change, then? The easy answer, in theory, is more social
and political freedoms. In practice, though, this will prove tricky. Singaporeans have
grown up knowing only one government, and one way of doing things. There is
little impetus for change—for most of our history, the Singapore model has flour-
ished economically while supposedly freer countries around us have floundered. If
it wants to liberalise Singapore, the government has to simultaneously relax control
over the country, while allowing independent institutions to grow. All along the
way, naysayers will complain.

For Singapore has many sacred cows, certain fixed ideas and orthodoxies that
nobody argues with. For instance, what if Lee Kuan Yew and the PAP were wrong?
What if their plan of developing Singapore at breakneck speed, fuelled by foreign
labour and foreign capital, was a mistake?

Imagine that development to a high-income knowledge economy is a 400-metre
race. Singapore has sprinted the first 300 metres, exhausting itself, and now finds it
difficult to complete the race. Perhaps it might have been better to run at a slower pace.

Some suggest that Singapore’s economic model served it well only until the
1990s. It then should have been fundamentally retooled—rather than tweaked—to
better prepare Singaporeans for life in a globalised knowledge economy. That would
have helped lessen our dependence on foreign labour and capital.

What if Lee Kuan Yew was wrong? Many people in Singapore would consider me
rude for even posing that question. That, quite frankly, is the problem.

Given our government’s smugness, it is tempting to be overcritical of Singapore.
Throughout my research, and during many conversations, I was reminded of the
unbridled success of so many of Singapore’s policies.

Even as Malaysians criticised our (supposedly) unfair system, they would heap
praise on our effective, incorruptible administration and economic efficiencies.
Despite a series of horrible gaffes recently—including letting a suspected terrorist,
Mas Selamat, escape from a detention centre— Singapore’s PAP-led government
has, on the whole, done an exemplary job.

Are Singaporeans happy, though, with the country’s success? From my anecdotal
evidence, materialism has helped drive Singapore’s economy, but it has not really led
to that much happiness. In the land of the rich, many Singaporeans still feel relatively
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poor—we always want more. Those already with serious money, meanwhile, seem
to be looking for something else in life. Oddly, we found many Malaysians, rich and
poor, to be seemingly happier with their life.

Perhaps that reflects what we value in life. Malaysians, by and large, appear to
place a greater importance on big families. We Singaporeans, meanwhile, are clearly
more interested than Malaysians in making money.

Singapore’s society has long pushed a materialistic definition of success, the so-
called “S C’s"—Cash, Credit card, Car, Country Club, Condominium. Sadly, some-
body forgot to include the most important one—Children.

When we Singaporeans say, “He/she is doing well”, we are almost invariably
talking about that person’s material well-being. A good job, a high salary and pos-
sibly a killing in the property market.

If a Malaysian says, “He/she is doing well”, we found them often talking about a
person’s health or family. Living well, perhaps, with many children.

More happiness could also be because Malaysia is a much bigger country, with
many more places to go, jobs to do and activities to engage in. People have more
options, avenues to explore and ways in which to be happy. Singapore, by contrast, is
small, and people tend to do the same things. If you're not intent on making money,
and racing your Ferrari from one traffic light to the next, then what exactly are you
up to?

Happiness, of course, is relative and subjective. The Malaysians and Singaporeans
we met are all somewhat happy, and yet still looking for happiness. Ultimately, that
is because we are all unsure about who we really are.

What does it mean to be a Malaysian? What does it mean to be a Singaporean?
What binds each country together? As we’ve traversed our countries, and asked
hundreds of people, I've had trouble finding that common element, that special
ingredient, in each country.

Both countries are still struggling to come to terms with their founding princi-
ples. Malaysia’s constitution guarantees preeminence to Islam and Malays. What
that means in practice is still a matter of great debate. Malaysians are genuinely torn
between running a Malay country and a country for all Malaysians.

Singaporean identity, meanwhile, appears even more vacuous. We all grew up
believing in a one-party system that delivers economic growth through a race-neu-
tral meritocracy. All we had to do was keep quiet and work hard and we’d become
rich. Cracks are appearing in that philosophy. And without hard work and lots of
money, there seems precious little else to being a Singaporean.

As both countries search for meaning, our guiding philosophies are likely to con-
verge. For most of its history, Malaysia has been guided by the desire for “equality of
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outcomes”. It has been trying to redistribute the fruits of growth in a more equitable
fashion by giving some people—the bumiputeras—more opportunities than others.
Malaysians have been focused on the end result.

Singapore, meanwhile, has been guided by the desire for “equality of opportuni-
ties”. We have been striving to provide every person with the same opportunities in
life. But after that, we haven’t really cared much about who becomes a millionaire
and who a pauper. Singaporeans have been focused on the start.

Both countries have pursued their philosophies with a dogged determination.
But both have realised that their systems are faltering. Malaysia’s pursuit of “equality
of outcomes” has created some serious problems, not least the ethnic tensions in
society today.

Singapore’s desire only for “equality of opportunities” has led to gross inequal-
ity—or very different “outcomes”—in the country. And with that, it has become
harder and harder to guarantee “equality of opportunities”—a rich family’s child
will always be much better positioned for success than a poor family’s child.

Hence, as Malaysia and Singapore embark on their next stage of development,
they will have to become a bit more like each other. Malaysians will want more
“equality of opportunities” and Singaporeans will want more “equality of outcomes”.

This is not just theoretical fluff. These guiding philosophies have influenced
how millions of Malaysians and Singaporeans think and interact with each other.
In Malaysia, for instance, I have met Chinese and Indians who look down on the
Malays around them because they are perceived as dependent on government help.

In Singapore, because of the assumption that everybody gets the same shot at life,
those who ultimately do well are more prone to ignore—or even look down upon—
those who don’t. People are less aware that those at the bottom need extra help.

Therefore, this fundamental shift will dramatically change the way we think about
ourselves and each other. It will shape the hearts, minds and souls of all Malayans. In
many ways, this long transition has only just begun.

But these changes won't be smooth. In both countries, authoritarian states are
slowly making way for more democratic societies. Ordinary people are only just
finding out that their voices and votes do actually make a difference. Civil society is
being forced to develop at warp speed. Private and public actors are having to adapt
to new ways of communicating on a multitude of new platforms.

It is also worth noting that in terms of our guiding philosophies, Malaysia and
Singapore are unique. We are probably the only two Asian countries where the
original post-colonial movements still exert considerable influence over politics and

broader societal mindsets. Almost every other country has seen some revolution or
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another—including China’s opening up from 1978 to India’s from 1991—that has
effectively replaced the post-colonial philosophies with newer ones.

Not so here. For better or worse, the post-colonialists” ideas and fervour still hold
great sway over society. Many of the younger politicians are cut from the same cloth.
Malaysia’s current prime minister is the son of the country’s second prime minister.
Singapore’s current prime minister is the son of the country’s first prime minister.

All that is, no doubt, largely a reflection of how economically and politically suc-
cessful this generation has been. But it also points to a worrying fact—Malaysia and
Singapore have never had to go through that process of broad political renewal and
a reimagination of societal norms.

As the Malayan post-colonial generation nears its end, the coming changes are
going to be turbulent, to say the least. Political players, mindsets and institutions
have become so entrenched that they will not take kindly to being turfed out.

Malaya split apart 47 years ago. Our countries chose different paths, and went our
separate ways. Both have developed tremendously since 9 August 196S. Neither, it

seems, is much closer to finding its soul.

*k*k

Going home. 13 August 2004.

They will tell you to never try and smuggle anything illegal into Singapore, whether
it’s heroin, contraband Marlboros or pirated DVDs. Security is tight and the penal-
ties horrid.

But that’s just what “they” say. Allow me to let you in on a little secret: to smuggle
into Singapore, you don’t need high-technology sleuths—just a plain old bicycle.

As we waited in the long, smoky, lung-gnarling motorcycle line to get checked
by the meticulous Singaporean customs officers, we were filled with a sudden void.
What were we to do now?

Sure, there were many things we were glad to be done with. The return home
spelt the end of those daily insect-ridden “showers™—squatting below a dripping
foot-high tap, sometimes right next to the potty, at another squalid Petronas station.
On several occasions, in some of Malaysia’s more rural towns, I had opened the
toilet door only to be greeted by a wall of bugs, grasshoppers and spiders, flying
right at my face, as if to thank me for freeing them from their aviary.

We were also relieved to be released from our RM10 per day spending limit. As
noble an effort as we like to think it was, the truth is that austerity is tough. And
painful. There were so many times we did not have ice in our drinks just to save an

extra 20 cents. Perhaps austerity in an economic desert is easy, but in Malaysia, a
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thriving market economy, where all manner of goodies smile at you every hour, it is
crushing. We would now finally be able to have that extra serving of meat.

Perhaps the most emotionally and psychologically draining part of the trip was
not knowing where we were going to sleep. Almost every day, as dusk approached,
we had to go look for a place to pitch our tent or sleep. Sometimes we would have to
speak to more than ten people before we found a suitable spot, and even then all we
got was a clearing in the gravel. The uncertainty, the sheer randomness of it all, had
taken its toll on us.

It was the sort of intense experience that infuses your thoughts, dreams, memo-
ries, glands and heart. For weeks, every new sensory input would be interpreted in
relation to that experience.

We had a lot of time for self-reflection, for the officer was fingering through each
motorcycle like a dog in hunt of truffles. When we finally got to him, he looked at us,
then at the huge bags saddled to the back of our bikes. He then smiled and waved us
through, patting our backs instead of our bags. We still regret not having stuffed our
bags full of rainbow-coloured chewing gum that day.

Fifteen minutes later we were guzzling down our first homecoming can of Tiger
beer. It felt fantastic to have more than 10 ringgit a day to spend. But the decompres-
sion sickness had started, and we were wondering what to do. It was about 4 pm on
Friday, 13 August 2004. Exactly 30 days since we had left Singapore.

And more than 62 years since the Fall of Singapore to the Japanese. They too had
come storming down the Malay Peninsular on bicycles, entering Singapore over the
same Johor Strait that we just had. What a cunning mode of transport, eh?

“From a very early age I've had to interrupt my education to go to school,”
George Bernard Shaw once said. We too had, from the age of six, suffered from the
same interruption. This trip was our attempt at continuing education.

We had spent a month floating on a Malayan breeze. It felt strange to be back.
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Betong, Thailand. 29 July 2004.

We should have given up two hours ago. In that time, we had travelled only five
kilometres. We had started counting each push of the pedal, like dazed soldiers still
mouthing a drill. The sun was scorching our skin, and a stream of sweat burning our
eyes. Our water bottles felt like little radiators, the water inside too warm to drink.
We eased around one bend only to find another steep slope staring down at us with
indifference. We were tired by the slopes, angry at the sun, fed up with the coun-
tryside. Six months ago Sumana, my best friend, and I had decided to cycle around
Malaysia. And now here we were, parched and punctured, in Thailand.

When we finally arrived at the peak—drained and soaked, our jerseys glued to
our skin with sweat—we were greeted by a soothing breeze; but for its high-pitched
whisper, the place was eerily silent. To get here, we had cycled on dusty roads that
snaked through small villages and new rubber plantations, the incline getting worse
by the minute. All those roving hills made the place inaccessible, and its inhabitants
were grateful for that. Still, there was an expectation that once we reached the top of
the hill, we would find something. It looked like disappointment lay ahead.

This isolated encampment, on the peak of a Thai mountain, several kilometres
from the Malaysian border, had a lazy relationship with time. Things didn’t just
move slowly; they seemed to be slowing down, like a dying pendulum. There were
few youngsters around. The place was like an ageing Japanese rural town, whose best
years were behind it. As we strolled past two older residents, their worn faces aching
to smile, we couldn’t help wondering if they missed the buzz of yesteryears.

“So what are you doing in Betong? Came to see the tunnels?”

Robert, a leathery-faced, middle-aged Chinese man, had beckoned us in for a
little chit-chat. We walked hesitantly into the makeshift zinc-roofed garage. He had
an unspoken intensity about him.

“We might see the tunnels, but we want to talk to some communists as well.”

“Speak to them? About what?”
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“We interview people wherever we go. Ask them about their lives, their history,
that kind of thing.”

“But so, where are you guys from?”

“Err ... Singapore lah.”

“Ya, I know, but I mean originally. What nationality are you?”

“Ya, we're Singaporeans.”

“Really? You don’t look like ... let me show you something”

Robert reached into the left pocket of his cargo pants, and pulled out a dirty, torn
zip-lock bag. Inside was a little red book. We recognised it, and instantly felt our
connection to Robert grow.

“You see this? I'm Singaporean too.”

Robert, waving his passport, beckoned us towards him. He urged us to feel it, and
leaf through it. We played the part, like sceptical immigration officers. We returned
the favour, and showed him our passports. We smiled contentedly at each other, but
the feel-goodness of our little nationality dance soon wore off. It was bizarre meeting
a fellow countryman in this remote jungle hideaway. We thought the Singaporean
would be a novelty item in Betong, but here was Robert, at place, and at ease, in this
former communist enclave.

“But I am not a communist, ah,” Robert asserted, “I am just here visiting some
old friends.” He gestured to the two other Chinese, one man and one ladyj sitting
next to him. They nodded and smiled, with a disarming warmth.

“Old friends? From where?”

“Oh just some friends. I've known them for a long time ... you might find some
of the communists up there,” pointing to the top of the hill we were on, “there are
two villages further up”

“How do we know who the communists are?”

“Almost everybody there is a communist. Just ask around. But remember! I am
not a communist, ah, I just know that they live there””

A skittishness about communist affiliations was hardly surprising, coming from
somebody who carried our particular form of little red book. In Singapore, we grew
up learning certain facts about the communist ideology: like “communist” is synon-
ymous with “devil”; like communists are dangerous pariahs—first-order enemies of
the state. Consigned to the footnotes of our history textbooks, the communist story
did not deserve even a moment’s attention. In any case, in school we had studied
only topics we were going to be tested on—Communism wasn’t on the list. And
thus it was left covered by the veils of mystery and anarchy, aching to be unravelled

just a hilltop away.



Forgotten histories 17

We were about to confront the evil we knew as youth. This was as daring as it got,
the stuff of boys’ dreams. So what if they had signed a peace treaty 15 years ago? So
what if they had traded in their Kalashnikovs for Coca Colas? These geriatric terror-
ists had blood on their hands. We felt like Indiana Jones, swashbuckling warriors,
boldly going where no Singaporean had ventured before.

When we got to the top of the hill however, we encountered neither fierce guer-
rilla nor Marxist literature. Instead, the philosophy on display was eerily familiar—a
souvenir shop—and it quickly doused our brazenness. The things on sale weren’t
even communist merchandise. Had Che Guevara berets or bound Mao dictums
been converted into capitalist expressions, we could have forgiven the situation.
Not here. This shop, run by two dour ladies, was like any other Southeast Asian
flea bazaar. Wooden Buddha statues jostled for space with Zodiac figurines, prayer
beads and fake Adidas baseball caps. The only thing remotely “communist” about
the goods was their “Made in China” stamp. Was this as close as we would get?

Across the road from the shop, there was an entrance. It sat there expect-
antly, beckoning visitors. A sign saying “10 ringgit per entry” lay at the front of
an unmanned ticket booth. This was the entrance to the “Piyamit Tunnels”. Once
a clandestine underground bunker for the communists, it was now reduced to a
tourist attraction. We weren’t interested, being more bent on meeting the commu-
nists themselves rather than walking in their footsteps. We looked around the shop.

“Hello, can you speak Malay?”

“Sikit sikit, a little bit,” answered one of the two ladies, without pausing from her
task, polishing the head of a wooden Buddha.' The other did not even glance in our
direction.

“What is this place?”

“Oh, the communist tunnels are over there. You can go and visit them. There is a
souvenir shop here, and a medicine shop there. Feel free to look around.”

She delivered her rehearsed greeting with a customary smile, and then returned
to her monotonous task. Her thin black hair was tied in a neat bun, exposing smooth
cheeks. She rounded off her polishing with a flurry of short, furious strokes, and
then looked at her reflection in Buddha’s glistening pate. She was admiring her
work, not her looks. During our entire trip, she was the only person we met who did
not ask who we were, where we were from or what we were doing cycling. It was as
if the past did not matter to her, only the future.

“Erm, sorry to bother you again, but we were wondering if you could help us?”

“How?”

“We are actually looking for the communists.”

“The communists? Why?”
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“We'd like to meet some communists to find out about their life”

This time we got her attention. She looked us in the eye, and sized us up. Besides
a little furrow of her brows and a slight pursing of her lips, her face betrayed no
emotion. We felt naked, and guilty, as if we had said something wrong.

“Sure, you can talk to me. I was a communist,” a fiery, indignant pride burning
through her words, as she looked up at us.

“You?” we thought. We had not expected the fabled communist to come in the
form of a diminutive Chinese woman.

“It’s fine, don’t worry,” she said, sensing our doubt. “These days we are free to
talk. The war is over. There is peace.”

The Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) was founded at a congress in a rubber
plantation near Kuala Pilah, Negri Sembilan, in late April 1930, according to Chin
Peng, its leader.” That was a full 27 years before Malaysia gained independence
from the British. Among the leftist luminaries in attendance that day was a certain
Communist International (Comintern) representative, Nguyen Ai Quoc, later to
become Ho Chi Minh.

The CPM’s struggle was initially an anti-colonial one, against whoever stood in
its way. First it fought the British, then the Japanese during the World War II occu-
pation (1942-4S5). After the Japanese left, the CPM fought the British again, who
had come riding back into Malaya after the war, unsure about the fate of their dwin-
dling empire.

From 1945 to 1948 the British attempted to reel CPM members into the main-
stream, in order to prevent the party from developing. Like many of the CPM’s
adversaries, the British did not know what to do with it, and their approach was
decidedly schizophrenic. On the one hand, the British presented awards to the
CPM, publicly acknowledging its role in ejecting the Japanese. However, the British
simultaneously hammered down on the CPM or leftist activities they felt threat-
ening: killing unarmed hungry demonstrators clamouring for food and money;
shutting down leftist publications and prosecuting CPM members under dubious
judicial procedures.?

After a few European planters and strike-breakers were killed on 16 June 19438,
the British declared a state of emergency in Malaya. From that moment onwards, the
CPM was pushed completely underground: offices were closed, its daily newspaper
the Min Sheng Pau (Voice of the People) was shut down, and anybody having the
faintest connection to it hauled in for questioning. The emergency lasted till 1960.

The period between 1948 and 1957 saw the CPM fighting a guerrilla war
against the British. It received support and supplies from locals sympathetic to its

cause, especially Chinese who were romanced by communist developments in the
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motherland. However, the British managed to successfully starve its supply lines and
fight the communists off, pushing them northwards until they finally found refuge
across the Thai border in Betong. Chin Peng reached Betong at the end of 1953.
Betong proved a convenient nether region to operate from—outside Malaysia’s ter-
ritory, but too far south for Bangkok’s elite to really bother.

While the communists waged a guerrilla war against the British, legendary
Malayan nationalists such as David Marshall, Singapore’s first chief minister; Lee
Kuan Yew, Singapore’s first prime minister; and Tunku Abdul Rahman, Malaysia’s
first prime minister, worked tirelessly within the system to get the British out. The
CPM'’s contribution to Malaya’s independence struggle is often downplayed. Still,
even Mr Lee has admitted that without their armed resistance, his own constitu-
tional methods of wresting power away from the British would have taken much
longer to work.*

Nevertheless, following independence in 1957, the Malaysian and Singaporean
governments, having no more need for the communists, cracked down on them, as
an anti-communist wave swept across Southeast Asia.

“Tunku Abdul Rahman did not want to give us a chance to rise up. He wanted
to capture us all and put us in jail! We were locked up straight away. Just for our
beliefs!” wailed the little ex-communist lady whom we shall call Betty.

Betty said there was no acceptable legal way to practice communism in Malaysia.
Prevented from political participation, the communists resorted to violence. At the
height of the movement in 1975, the CPM consisted of a force of 3,500 guerrillas.®

“What else could we do? Once they started locking us up, we had no choice but
to take up arms. Our comrades were spread out all over the country. We fled into the
jungles and took up arms. Had we stayed in the towns, we would have been arrested.
We had no choice” Not until the Peace Accords of 1989 would a CPM member be
able to walk freely again.

The communist bug had first bitten Betty when she was in school in Selangor in
the 1970s. At the time, Malaysian society seemed to be turning inwards, caught in
the throes of pro-Malay nationalist policies. What hope then for the other races? To
Betty and her would-be comrades, it appeared as though one colonial master was
slowly being replaced by another.

Betty, faced with this perceived unjustness, found communism’s theories liber-
ating. She remembers the first time communism seduced her, at an underground
meeting in Kuala Lumpur, where a party leader was making a speech. “He told us
how we must make all the races equal. He told us how we must get rid of all the class

distinctions in society. He told us about how each person should be the same as the
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next,” said Betty, her face filled with dreamy nostalgia. “We were all inspired by this!
I knew then that I must join the communist cause.”

To some, this other system promised equality for all, and was worth fighting for.
“Conversion to communism is as strong as a religious conversion,” says Chin Peng.
“It provides a faith and belief in a system which, at least to the convert, appears as
the incontrovertible true path to what is right and fair among human beings.

Betty was just 16 years old when she left her father’s home in Selangor to join the
guerrilla CPM army in 1978. “Yes, I ran away from my father’s house. I remember
the day. I was sad, but only for a while. I was really looking forward to entering the
jungle! I was going to join the communist army!” she told us, her voice bursting
with pride, as she reminisced about the day she eloped.

“Some comrades met us in the jungle. There were about six of us. We started
trekking through the jungle towards Thailand. I was so happy. To be amongst fellow
comrades. All along the way, they narrated communist stories and we spoke of our
dreams for a communist Malaya. I was filled with pride.”

Betty and her recruitment detail reached the border after about four weeks—
the distance from Selangor to Betong is more than 350 km. “There, another senior
comrade met us. He looked at me and then told me that I was too young and so I
must return,” says Betty. “I was devastated. I was scared to go back to my father. How
could I? T had come all the way here. I was determined to join. This was what I had
wanted to do”

Betty convinced them to let her stay by explaining her devotion to communism.
“I'was willing to kill, I was willing to die,” she smiled, remembering her 16-year-old
self. “I think my commander could tell I'd make a good soldier.”

Betty and the rest of the posse were then marched up a hill. When she reached
the lower camp, she was awestruck—before her was a phalanx of comrades, adults
and kids, decked in crisp green uniforms, wearing fierce expressions on their creased
faces, lining either side of the road, forming a victory tunnel to greet the new recruits.
“That was the best moment. I was so impressed, so filled with pride.”

Betty had arrived there a starry-eyed young damsel. While the kids she had
grown up with were going to school in newly independent Malaysia, Betty was
under a different kind of tutelage. She had swapped meek “Good mornings” for
thunderous “Yes Sirs!” Instead of home economics, she was learning the trade of the
jungle—including how to strip off a snake’s skin using the branch of a tree, and then
make medicine from it; how to carve up an elephant, and pluck out the tasty parts;
and how to conceal the smoke from a fire.

She learned how to march and how to shoot. There was the brutal physical

training, although, because of her small frame, Betty was rarely treated fairly. Male
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soldiers typically carried 80-90 kg loads, females 50-60 kg. “But they only let me
carry 16 kg! I was very unhappy when they made it easier for me,” says Betty. (By
comparison, US soldiers in the Vietnam War carried a combat load of under 40 kg,
while those operating in Afghanistan in 2003 carried up to 60 kg.)”

Classes were not confined to the physical. There was also training for the mind.
Betty studied geography, military theory and communist philosophy. She even
learned Higher Malay, in preparation for life in the young Malaysian nation. Each
cadre maintained a journal which vividly documented observations, lessons learnt,
and personal opinions and reflections. Instructors had access to each of the journals.
Life in the jungle was an open book.

Cadres were all assigned to various specialisations—there were doctors, writers,
dancers and technicians. These different roles would allow them to live as a commu-
nity, but each role also offered skills that would come in handy during their strug-
gle. “The doctors learned their trade in the camps mostly, studying with their own
books. Some of them got sent to China for two years of study. Upon return, they
held classes for others. We even got videos from China, brought by Chang Chung
Ming, our leader.® Once a month, we got to watch a film about Malaysia.”

“So you had enough time to relax then?”

“Relax?” Betty snapped, pouncing on our cheeky suggestion. “The television and
radio were for educational purposes, for training. You have no idea how tough our
life was”

“Well, we did serve in the Singapore Army for two and a half years.”

Betty buckled over with laughter, as if we had just admitted to working as bell
boys at the Ritz Carlton. We should have never thought there would be anything
shared in Betty’s experience in the jungle and our military service.

We served in a conscript army in a country that has never gone to war. Soldiers
enjoy private canteens, duty-free beer and weekends off. Our army’s finest hour was
in early 2011, when a young Singaporean soldier was photographed strolling along
the road in fatigues, with his Filipino maid two steps behind, carrying his backpack
for him.

Betty, however, had volunteered for a daily armed struggle. She had probably
marched more in 30 days than we'd managed in 30 months. She eventually managed
to catch her breath.

“Do you know how strict our commanders were?” she continued. “If you stepped
out of line, you would be punished and humiliated. For example, you cannot steal,
go AWOL, talk too much or do anything bad to women. For the worst offences,
they would just kill you. Right before I got here in 1979, three comrades were shot
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because they committed rape. In 1981, one of my good friends was accused of being
a spy. Once convicted, they just pulled him aside and shot him.”

They had to live under their own rules, under their own law. It could not possibly
have been the same set of rules as on the outside. There was a code to live by, and
that was honourable. But the severity of punishment took the gloss of purity off it.

Although Betty never shot anybody, she was part of the bomb squad, which laid
traps for the Malaysian soldiers stationed south of the border. “We used to send
troops out to hunt them.” Betty’s job on the front line was to prepare deadly traps.
Once she laid the mines, her comrades would try and lure the soldiers to them.

They engaged the Malaysian troops in a game of cat and mouse. This war,
however, was no great battle. It was an amalgamation of small encounters. Such
were the margins that defeating a single Malaysian soldier amounted to a big victory.
They would strip the soldier of his guns and bullets, and, if they were lucky, there
were other supplies to be had. Food, drink, matches, boots— everything was a pre-
cious commodity.

“We could get 150 bullets from each soldier! The bullets could weigh up to 10 kg.
And I'was only 50 kg!” she laughed, a youthful, girlish laugh.

Inside this placid souvenir shop, it was impossible to imagine Betty as a com-
munist guerrilla. We had expected to meet mysterious renegades who narrate grue-
some stories with blood-shot eyes and smoke-scarred voices, punctuated by puffs of
opium and sips of rice wine.

Instead, we got Betty. Had we cycled all the way here for this? It was difficult to
reconcile it all. To think that somebody so innocent could have ever been moved
to such violence. The way she candidly discussed killing suggested that all empathy
had been drained from her being, rendering her incapable of feeling. She was per-
sonable yet distant. She was honest, but you still got the feeling you weren’t getting
the whole story. A human, who for a brief hiatus had been turned into an ideologue,
a machine.

Compared to other communist struggles, this one seems rather forgettable.
It didn’t result in mass casualties. It has hardly affected towns and other urban
centres. There were no major assassinations. It didn’t dominate the imaginations of
our countries. Post-independence, it has had hardly any impact on Malaysian and
Singaporean politics. And it certainly didn’t stymie our economies—people came
and went, goods and services were traded, and huge amounts of capital flowed in.

Even as Betty and her buddies kept up their struggle, from deep in the Thai
jungle, Malaysia and Singapore were growing at record rates. What a slap in the
face. The countries they had been fighting for were doing quite nicely without them,
thank you. The CPM was irritating but forgettable, like a receding pimple. After
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independence, the CPM'’s sole achievement was in getting Malaysia and Singapore
to work together—against it.

Unless one has a very specific interest, I'm not even sure why anybody would
bother visiting the “Piyamit Tunnels”. They pale in comparison to Vietnam’s Cu-Chi
tunnels. Vietnam’s are complex structures and symbolise one of the greatest guer-
rilla victories in history. The CPM'’s tunnels are small, of debatable historical value
and, most jarringly, not even in the country that was being fought for. The tunnels
are a theme park decorated with desperation. How rabidly un-communist.

Over the years, the communists here have also inevitably become less Malaysian
and more Thai. For even as they fought a battle in Malaya, they enjoyed relative
peace in Thailand. According to Betty, the villagers in Betong didn’t mind them.
“Chang Chung Ming, our leader, sent them a letter saying that “we are just borrow-
ing your jungle, not taking it over”’

The communists, experts in extracting medicines from trees and animals, offered
medical help to the villagers. They also provided them with protection. “There used
to be some criminal gangs in the area. We defeated them all, and they left”

The CPM almost always shielded loyal locals from external threats. This civilian
network, the Min Yuen, had been providing the communists with crucial supplies
and finances throughout their struggle, both in Malaysia and Thailand. Not all locals
were supporters though. Some needed a bit more persuasion.

“We would detonate a bomb near the village. After we detonated a bomb, we sent
a letter to the towkays, businessman, asking for protection money. They would give
three to ten thousand ringgit each.”

Betty told us that the CPM now has great relations with the Thai government.
After they signed an amnesty in 1989, the government helped them to develop their
local economy. It gave each single adult and family six acres of land and 16,000 baht
to build a house.” It also provided them with a RM330,000 grant to transform the
area into a tourist attraction."

Yet Betty wasn't sure if she preferred this new life. “It was hard to let go initially.
That was our life, you know? But of course we are relieved there is peace. No more
hiding away. No more sneaking around.”

She seemed torn between the peace and stability of mainstream capitalist society,
and the fervour and idealism their cocooned communist dreams had once offered.
Her zest had been sapped away, rejuvenated on rare occasions when pesky strangers
came calling.

“But are you still a communist?”

“Ha,” she winced, reluctant to commit. “I do still believe in some of the commu-

nist teachings. You know, that all people should be equal. That a few people should
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not be able to control all the wealth and power. But I also know that communism
has failed in many places. We all know that it has failed”

“But it finally worked in China. Look how well they’re doing!”

“Ha. There aren’t any communists left in China,” Betty sighed.

Betty had longlet go of her dreams for a communist party and state. “After all, Tam
part of this system now,” she smiled, arms raised, gesturing at the wooden Buddhas
for sale. Yet, though Betty had grown accustomed to the realities of life today, there
was one thing that still bothered her. “I would like to see my family again,” her voice
trembled ever so slightly. Finally, a chink in her cold communist armour.

“I'still don’t understand why we can’t go back. After the amnesty, we were given
identity cards. But in order to visit Malaysia, we have to get a visa. That costs 380
ringgit. And we have to travel all the way to Bangkok to get it! What about the old
people with us? Some are 70-80 years old. How are they supposed to get it?”"'

In I Love Malaya, a 2006 documentary on the CPM, there is a scene showing
some ageing former Malaysian communists receiving their residency permits,
identity cards and citizenship applications from the Thai government.'> Delighted
at being recognised by a sovereign state, and finally having a formal identity—and
thus a better chance of returning to Malaysia—some of the old Chinese ladies are
wearing huge smiles while carrying around portraits of King Bhumibol Adulyade;.
There is a delightful irony in watching former communists now submitting to a
monarchy. This tiny community seems bound to become just another misplaced
footnote in the annals of Southeast Asia’s identity and nationhood struggles.

A few years before we met her, Betty had gone back to Malaysia. She had gotten
a five-day visa, only enough for her to make the trip back to Selangor, say hello, and
turn back. She was aching to return. “You know, my father died three years ago. I
want to pay my respects at his grave.” This was the 16-year-old Betty wondering how
her life would be different had she not eloped with communism, wanting to atone
for leaving her original family.

Betty’s voice reflected a mixture of dogged persistence and immaculate patience.
But the injustice was notlost on us. Here we were, afew miles away from the Malaysian
border, in a mountainous Thai village inhabited by Malaysians and Singaporeans.
They are leading a peaceful existence, in harmony with the Thai people.

Yet they are in exile, not welcome back in our country. In many ways, their
country. We felt embarrassed. Some of these communists had done more for the
independence and creation of our modern states than we could ever imagine. They
had fought the British. Then the Japanese. Then the British again. They had fought
for a free Malaya!
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There we were, two jolly, pampered Singaporeans flippantly cycling by to visit
them in their ostracised habitat, ignorant tourists dropping in to a cultural zoo. We
felt we had no right to enjoy the fruits of their labour, while they suffer in ignominy,
faceless, nameless outcasts high up on a Thai mountain. Many CPM guerrillas have
already died in exile without getting a chance to visit the free land they spent years
fighting for.

Assuming Betty’s story is true, she was driven to the jungle and arms simply
because she was not allowed to harbour communist beliefs. But surely these com-
munists no longer pose a threat to our countries—why not let them back in?

I'have struggled with this question since the day we met her. On the one hand, we
end up romanticising the whole conflict if we view it through the prism of demure
Betty. There is no doubt they engaged in terrorist activities from 1948 till the 1980s.
It did not matter if one was a foreign aggressor or a fellow Malaysian. If you got in
their way, you were subject to terror.

On the other hand, to simply call them terrorists is a biased reduction. Many
of their original motives were noble, and their activities legal. Chin Peng’s genera-
tion was struggling for an independent Malaya. Betty’s generation was struggling for
freedom of belief and political association.

Underlying this was a fundamental Marxist belief in the equality of all men
and women, and a desire to divide wealth fairly. These are people who grew up in
unequal societies. It is understandable how the allure of communism could grasp
them so firmly. It is easy to see why they had so many sympathisers.

Theirs descended into an armed struggle for familiar reasons: the lack of a free,
contestable political space; the inability to air their numerous grievances; the feeling
of hopelessness; the use of clandestine supply lines; and, thanks initially to the
British, the availability of arms.

Throughout history, and particularly from 1945-1970s, anti-colonial guerrillas
have fought off foreigners and then subsequently been lauded. The problem with
the CPM, of course, is that they were not just fighting foreigners (the British and
the Japanese). They ultimately battled against the newly independent Malaysian and
Singaporean states. In that tumultuous era of flimsy allegiances, the CPM even had
Japanese (who had surrendered) and Thais fighting alongside them.

Many of the people they fought against—the Malayan Old Guard, so to speak—
are still alive and around. To them, the suggestion that CPM members be allowed
back in is tantamount to treason. Many remain deeply suspicious of Chin Peng,
probably even after his apology in 2009 for the deaths of innocent people."

Still, if truth and reconciliation commissions can heal scars in places such as

Rwanda, why not in Malaysia and Singapore? Simply because there is no pragmatic
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need to. There is neither political will nor perceived economic or social need for it.
The CPM has been silenced over there, and we can live peacefully over here. No
further action necessary.

Occasionally, somebody speaks up for the CPM. In June 2011, Zabur Nawawi, a
politician from Malaysia’s PAS (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia, the Pan-Malaysian Islamic
Party), suggested that the government should provide support to Malay members
of the CPM. “They were not communist. They only worked together with three
stars (i.e. CPM),” he said. Mr Nawawi regards them as independence heroes, much
to the disgust of many older Malaysians.'*

Throughout our conversation, Betty furiously denied that the communists
engaged in anything illegal. “Our governments locked us up simply because of what
we believed in! Who's the real terrorist?”

Time had passed effortlessly, as it does, presumably, when in the company of a
captivating communist. She alerted us to the time, 4.30 pm, and said we better leave
if we wanted to make it back to the border crossing before it closed in the evening.

“You should come back sometime! Stay a few days,” Betty earnestly suggested.
“And learn how to speak Mandarin too! Then I can tell you a lot more””

We promised her we would return, but probably without proper Mandarin skills.
We also promised we would share her story, so that others would know how she got
there.

It is unclear how history will remember Betty and her comrades. They probably
won't ever get the intellectual luxury of a “Terrorist or Freedom fighter?” debate.
Perhaps that’s the way most people prefer it.

They are not alone. There are many others who our countries want to forget
about. Chia Thye Poh, a Socialist Front member of parliament in Singapore from
1963 to 1966, was detained in 1966 under the Internal Security Act (ISA). The
Singapore government accuses him of, amongst other things, having ties to the
CPM (which he denies). Detained from 1966 to 1998, without having ever being
charged, Mr Chia was one of the world’s longest-serving political prisoners, locked
up even longer than Nelson Mandela."

All these people get little space in our history textbooks. History, after all, is
written by the winners, and it is a peculiarly small group of winners who write the
histories of Malaysia and Singapore. Despite being young—we recently celebrated
50 years of self-governance—the story of our countries, our national narratives,
have long been scripted, co-opted and ingrained into our minds.

It is nigh well impossible to read an account of modern Malaysia that hasn’t been
influenced by Mahathir. Ditto Lee Kuan Yew in Singapore. In fact, if you want to

learn about “Singapore”, you'd likely read no less than Mr Lee’s memoirs.
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Which is, no doubt, an impressive work. Still, it is his view of things. There isn’t
much debate about these things. Can you imagine what would happen if, heaven
forbid, somebody disputed something Mr Lee said? Theyd be history.

Consider the roadblocks in front of Martyn See, a documentary filmmaker who
persistently seeks to provide Singapore with alternative historical perspectives,
by giving voice to forgotten souls. He has documented the struggles of, amongst
others, Lim Hock Siew, a former PAP politician, and Said Zahari, a former editor-in-
chief of Utusan Malaysia, a Malay newspaper.

Both Dr Lim and Mr Said were detained under the ISA in 1963 as part of
Operation Coldstore, a government effort to weed out supposed communists. Dr
Lim spent almost 20 years in jail without charge; Mr Said spent 17. In the past five
years, Mr See has filmed both of them, separately, speaking about their experiences,
providing first-hand accounts of seminal events during the time of Singapore’s for-
mation. It is humbling to watch these two old men as they share, without bitterness
or remorse, their fascinating, insightful stories.

Singapore’s Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts (MICA) has
banned both films,'® alleging that they give distorted and misleading portrayals of
the arrests and detentions.!” In its statement on Dr Lim’s film, it added that “The
Singapore Government will not allow individuals who have posed a security threat
to Singapore’s interests in the past, to use media platforms such as films to make
baseless accusations against the authorities, give a false portrayal of their previous
activities in order to exculpate their guilt, and undermine public confidence in the
Government in the process.”'®

What is most puzzling is that although neither of them was ever formally charged
with anything, MICA suggests they are guilty of posing a threat to Singapore. How
does it know? I suspect many Singaporeans would be interested in hearing the full
story from MICA and Singapore’s Ministry of Home Affairs.

Our governments have—from the first time they allowed us to vote them in—
controlled the flow of information and decided what we can read, listen and watch.
Government-sanctioned voices have been amplified. Others have been drowned
out. Our histories are in our governments’ hands."

It seems unlikely that Malaysians and Singaporeans will ever get an exhaustive,
broad account of our histories. As long as Mahathir, Lee Kuan Yew and their respec-
tive generations are around, few will dare venture there. And, by the time they are
gone, so too will many of their peers who might be able to fill in the gaps.

Where does that leave the communists and everybody else who may not agree?
Oblivion. They will watch helplessly from the sidelines of yesterday, their stars
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fading with each passing moment, their page in history edited out. Once labelled a
great danger, they are now cast as an inconvenience in the path to nationhood.

While it may appear as if we are learning sharp, competent histories, it is really
the shared perspective of a tiny group of like-minded individuals instead of a rich,
broad spectrum of diverse views.

Where can one find those views, conspicuous only because of their absence?
Do our government-controlled media channels present a fair and balanced picture,
both of history, and of current affairs? What is life really like on the ground?

Those questions had been gnawing at us for years. Being inquisitive, 20-some-
thing-year-old Singaporeans, we felt unfulfilled, not knowing if everything is really
as it seems.

Most of all, that would explain what we were doing there, high up on a remote
mountain in Thailand, shooting the breeze with an ex-communist. We wanted to
find out more about our neighbours—how they lead their lives; what they think
about us; where they see the future taking them. We could not get the whole past
from our history books. That made us wonder about how our governments pre-
sented current affairs, and where the future was heading.

At Singapore’s Kranji War Memorial, a green, peaceful oasis, there are six simple
words inscribed into a stone—“They died for all free men.” The memorial is in
honour of the soldiers who died in World War II, the brave men and women who

gave their lives fighting for a free Malaya. There is no mention of the communists.

kKK

By sheer coincidence, our interest in cycling across the whole of Malaysia was
sparked around the time of the US invasion of Iraq in March 2003. In any case,
Operation Oust Saddam was of secondary importance to the average Malaysian and
Singaporean.

We knew the US would do whatever it wanted to regardless of what our coun-
tries thought. We knew who our governments would support regardless of what
we, the citizens, thought. In short, the average Malaysian and Singaporean was so
far removed from the entire process that it quickly descended into another reality
Hollywood blockbuster, narrated largely by Western experts.

On the other hand, something far more participatory was unfolding right before
our eyes. Bilateral relations between Malaysia and Singapore had reached a nadir.
On 6 February 2003, just one day after Colin Powell's UN audition, Mahathir,
Malaysia’s then prime minister, made a high-handed and volatile statement: “We,”

the Malaysian prime minister said, “gave Singapore its sovereignty. It was we who
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gave Singapore the status of a nation, a sovereign nation. Before it was just part of
Malaysia.”°

This statement came at the end of long and bitter negotiations between our two
countries: negotiations that had dragged on for months; negotiations littered with
mudslinging from government officials and their supporting cast of compliant jour-
nalists; negotiations that ultimately were a complete failure.

Nothing was resolved. The issues on the table were serious— Singapore’s pur-
chase of cheap water from Malaysia and the sale of the purified water back to
Malaysia; the Republic of Singapore Air Force’s (RSAF) use of Malaysian airspace;
sovereignty over a disputed island, Pedra Branca (Malaysia calls it Pulau Batu
Putih); the relocation of Malaysia’s railway station from Tanjong Pagar, a valuable
plot of real estate deep in downtown Singapore, in exchange for a plot of similar
value nearby; the building of a new causeway over the Johor Straits; and the possi-
ble early withdrawal of Singapore Central Provident Fund (CPF) savings (pension
funds) of West Malaysians who have left Singapore permanently.*!

This time, the Malaysian and Singaporean governments were happy to see their
people taking an active interest in politics. Traditionally reticent Malaysians and
Singaporeans, energised by this international bickering, and cajoled by the flowery
editorials in the papers, wrote droves of letters in the forum pages, slamming the
other side.

It was incestuous commentary at its best, a pure inbreeding of opinion—
Singaporean journalists, perfectionists of nationalist prose, would report pro-
ceedings to the Singaporean public, who would then respond with their best
anti-Malaysian salvo, to the cheers of all around.

This ping-ponging was driving the country into a right frenzy. The Malaysians
were doing the same. The irony is that we're not allowed to read each other’s papers.
To this day, Malaysians and Singaporeans cannot purchase each other’s newspa-
per—it is easier for us to buy a copy of France’s Le Monde than a copy of Malaysia’s
New Straits Times.

Worse, maybe inspired by George and Saddam, warmongers in our countries
reared their head, including Malaysian ministers* and members of Singapore’s
People’s Action Party (PAP) Youth Wing.*® A war between Malaysia and Singapore
was an unlikely scenario. But the fact that the “W” word had been whispered was
enough to ruffle some feathers. There was talk of limiting travel to the other side.
Age-old myths about dangerous, incompetent Malaysians and arrogant, insensitive
Singaporeans were being tossed around.

There was nothing new about these problems, however. Ties between our

countries have been edgy since 9 August 1965, the day Singapore gained her full
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independence.”* Or rather the day when, in our first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s
words, “Singapore had independence thrust upon it.”>

Separation was a bit of a shock. After all, Malaysia and Singapore share an ancient
socio-cultural history, first through successions of kingdoms and sultanates and then
later as part of British Malaya. Economic linkages, religious affiliations, kinship ties
and business dealings bound Malaysians and Singaporeans together. The sudden
divorce was an anomaly in a history of togetherness.*

It was a matter of race. Even before Malaya achieved independence from the
British in 1957, there were signs Malay-dominated Malaysia would not get along
well with Chinese-dominated Singapore. The divorce was largely the product of
a single, fundamental dispute—nationalistic Malay leaders in Malaysia wanted to
create a pro-Malay state while Chinese leaders in Singapore wanted to create a race-
neutral state.

They differed in their opinion on how to create a flourishing and harmonious
multi-ethnic society. In Malaysia, the Malays felt like they had been unjustly ruled
by foreigners—the British then the Japanese—for long enough. Somehow they
were now second-class citizens in their own home, economically weaker than the
Chinese.

In Among the Believers, V. S. Naipaul recalls a discussion with two young Malay

ladies:

“The Chinese try to monopoly [sic] our economy. They are good businessmen.
We are left behind. It isn’t true what they say about Malays being lazy. We know
it isn’t true, but it hurts us to hear these things. If we don’t have the Chinese
we could be a good business people. If you look at history, in the time of the
Malacca sultanate we Malays are very well known as the best business people.”
“Why do you worry so much about the Chinese?”
“The Chinese have China, the Indian have India. We only have Malaysia.”*’

This need to reclaim Malaysia—what they consider their true homeland—has
long guided Malay sentiment and policy. Therefore, special privileges had to be
given to the Malays, in order to raise their living standards to that of the Chinese.
Equality of outcomes was important.

In Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew and his cadres were much more interested in equal-
ity of opportunity and meritocracy. Why should any group of people be guaranteed
quotas, or afforded special privileges? Instead, the market should have free reign
to decide how the spoils are shared. Because of this worldview, most Singaporeans
I know have always felt Malaysia has unfair, racist policies that give preference to

Malays.
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However, many Malaysians we met along the way—Chinese, Indian and Malay
alike—told us that Malaysia is a fairer place, since it gives the poorer people in
society a helping hand. Policies in Singapore, on the other hand, are unfair because
they allow the rich to get richer while the poor get poorer.

We think their society is unfair, they think our society is unfair.

From that turbulent period, two political entities arose. In Malaysia, pro-Malay
policies were slowly implemented—preferences given to Malays in different spheres
of life; Islam established as the state religion, while protecting the religious rights of
others; and Malay as the official language.

In Singapore, no preferences were afforded to any group; there was a clear sepa-
ration of state from any religion; and four official languages were established—
English, Malay, Mandarin and Tamil.

Whenever the governments or the people of Malaysia and Singapore interact
with each other, these differences in our outlook guide our thoughts and actions.
The ninth of August 1965 is our starting point, our Big Bang, if you will. For the
people of Singapore, it was a shock to discover that we were not Malaysia’s prized
baby, but just the bathwater.

Some countries are born independent. Some achieve independence. Singapore
had independence thrust upon it. Some 45 British colonies had held colour-
ful ceremonies to formalise and celebrate the transfer of sovereign power from
imperial Britain to their indigenous governments. For Singapore, 9 August
1965 was no ceremonial occasion. We had never sought independence. In a
referendum less than three years ago, we had persuaded 70 per cent of the elec-
torate to vote in favour of merger with Malaya. Since then, Singapore’s need
to be part and parcel of the Federation in one political, economic, and social
polity had not changed. Nothing had changed—except that we were out. We
had said that an independent Singapore was simply not viable. Now it was our
unenviable task to make it work. How were we to create a nation out of a poly-
glot collection of migrants from China, India, Malaysia, Indonesia and several
other parts of Asia?

—Lee Kuan Yew, in his memoirs®

Singapore suddenly had to find its place in this post-colonial Cold War world of
shifting alliances and promiscuous bedfellows. We had no identity. We were nothing
more than a trading port whose hinterland had just been cut off. Mr Lee had to find
a way of galvanising his people into an imagined community.

As he says, most modern nation-states are the products of a drive to self-determi-
nation from a nation of people. In Singapore, the opposite happened. We were made

a nation-state, and then had to create a nation of people.
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This is an almighty difference. The process of creating a nation has one essen-
tial by-product: it creates the citizen through a mix of nationalist sentiment and the
feeling that everybody is fighting for the same thing. It binds the collective psyche
of a nation through the pursuit of a common goal, a pursuit usually long and fraught
with danger. It’s the sort of struggle that connects strangers, once they are victorious.

The Singaporean is an artificial construct. Created after the nation, the
Singaporean does not have the common experience an organically driven national-
ist process affords. We were completely at home in the place we lived, but out of
place in our new nation. There was a need to anchor the Singaporean identity.

Amongst other things, the Singaporean was defined in opposition to the
Malaysian. “We are Singaporean, they are Malaysian.” The presence of a Malaysian
other, against which Singaporeans could rally together, crystallised our identity.

How was this done? There were the frequent reminders about the nature of
and reasons for our separation—we were differentiated from birth. Each side of
course told its own story, through its own media, which in a matter of years was
completely government controlled. To this day, save the Internet, everything
Malaysians and Singaporeans read, listen and watch about each other comes from a
government-sponsored outlet. Even if we could, the media buffer that has been built
and ingrained will take some undoing—it will be a while before a Malaysian trusts
Singapore’s Straits Times, and a Singaporean Malaysia’s New Straits Times. Why sub-
scribe to the other side’s nonsense?

Singapore’s early identity crisis can be seen in our national flag, designed in 1959.
Singapore is perhaps the only non-Muslim state in the world to have a crescent on
its flag, there largely to please our Malay population. The flag is coloured red, and
has stars on it, largely to satisfy the Chinese. But the flag’s bottom half is white, and
it has five rather than three stars, so as to differentiate it from the Communist Party
of Malaya’s flag. It is a flag of compromise.*’

Lee Kuan Yew’s realpolitik forte was his forging of bilateral relationships. He
quickly snuggled up to the US, who used Singapore’s naval bases as part of its war
effort in Vietnam.

“Although American intervention failed in Vietnam, it bought time for the rest of
Southeast Asia. In 1965, when the US military moved massively into South Vietnam,
Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines faced internal threats from armed communist
insurgents and the communist underground was still active in Singapore,” he writes
in his memoirs. “Had there been no US intervention, the will of these countries
to resist them would have melted and Southeast Asia would have most likely gone
communist. The prosperous emerging market economies of ASEAN (Association

of Southeast Asian Nations) were nurtured during the Vietnam War years.”
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Singapore quickly emerged as every capitalist’s economic, military and political
flagship in Southeast Asia. Mr Lee’s strategic masterstroke was his choice of mili-
tary advisors, a decision which placed Singapore firmly across the ideological divide
from Malaysia. Following independence, Mr Lee looked across the world and real-
ised there was one other state that had faced and repeatedly overcome a similar
national security challenge—being “a tiny minority in an archipelago of 30,000
islands inhabited by more than 100 million Malay or Indonesian Muslims.*°

And so in 1968, some 18 officers from the fearsome Israeli Defence Forces pro-
vided the spark for the Singapore Armed Forces, today the most advanced and well-
trained military in Southeast Asia. In return, the Israelis consistently pushed for an
embassy in Singapore, part of their ongoing struggle to earn recognition worldwide.
Mr Lee was initially hesitant, unwilling to openly anger all the Muslims around, who
were sympathetic to the plight of the Palestinians. However, by May 1969, Israel had
an official embassy in Singapore. On the other hand, to this day, Israel does not have
an embassy in Malaysia. The two country’s peoples are barred from visiting each
other.

Therefore, long before 9/11 and the supposed “clash of civilisations” was ever
discussed, Malaysia and Singapore’s lot was cast differently vis-a-vis Islam, the West
and the Israel-Palestine question. Quite simply, when push has come to shove, we
Singaporeans have gone the way of America and Israel. This basic difference in
Malaysia’s and Singapore’s foreign policies has invariably influenced how we view
and treat each other.

Over the years, our economies have grown at different rates—Singapore
now firmly established in the developed world while Malaysia a middle-income
country—and our countries have drifted apart. Niggling suspicions that existed
when we separated have been periodically manipulated by opportunists wanting to
score political points. Negative stereotypes and misconceptions have been created
and accentuated by the border that divides us.

In Malaysia: The “ugly Singaporean” is materialistic, arrogant, insensitive, emo-
tionless and overly pragmatic. Singapore, at worst, is an expensive, boring, soulless,
artificial post-industrial construct.

In Singapore: The “ugly Malaysian” is lazy, inefficient, simplistic and governed by
emotions rather than logic. Malaysia, at worst, is a cheap, dirty, dangerous, underde-
veloped racist society.

An invisible political boundary can slowly transform into a veil of ignorance.
Creating an opposition out of one another served both governments well. The
Malaysians could justify their decision to kick Singapore out of the Federation,

and this was an inherent affirmation of their own policies. Likewise, opposition to
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Malaysia helped forge a Singaporean identity. Over time, differences on either side
can become more pronounced, and the people on either side can forget that they
were once one.

Singaporeans tend to look at Malaysia today and imagine what life was like
before proper development. The whole notion of being transported back in time,
while romantic, is often laced with condescension. “We’ve made it, and you haven’t”

Ironically, Malaysia has been stuck in a middle-income trap, while for most
Singaporeans, it might seem that we skipped the whole middle-income stage alto-
gether. One minute we were poor, the next we are rich. Hence we have little eco-
nomic empathy for Malaysians.

But as Singapore has developed rapidly, it has had its fair share of growing pains.
Malaysians, therefore, generally look to Singapore as a guide to the future, with a
mixture of admiration and caution. “Thanks for experimenting, and showing us
what to do, and what not to do.”

We were determined to explore the misconceptions and stereotypes bouncing
around Malaysia and Singapore. We had been ignorant and daft for long enough.
We'd also decided on a new way for us to travel. No guidebooks, no Internet searches.
Just a map and a prayer. If we needed to find out something, we would have to talk
to the nearest person. No cars or highways either. It was going to be bicycles and the
snaky coastal roads. And no hotels. Just tents. Or if we asked sweetly enough, maybe
someone would let us into their home. Would it work?



2
Two countries separated at birth

Malaya is the most vulnerable country in Asia today ... Its population is
divided between Chinese who have recently overrun the peninsula and Malays
who invaded it some thousand years ago. The indigenous Sakai have almost
disappeared.

—James Michener, 1951"

Endau, Johor. 16 July 2004.

Waking up on Day 3 was easy. The whole night, mosquitoes had been whizzing
around our faces, while an array of lights—yellow, white, fluorescent—strove to
pierce our closed eyes. We had been trying to sleep on the hard concrete rows in the
grandstand of the football stadium in Mersing, a sleepy fishing town on Malaysia’s
east coast, which is best known as a gateway to a number of holiday islands such as
Rawa and Tioman.

Cycling out of Mersing at 9 am, we heard the familiar lyrics of an R&B song,
blaring out of a boom box from inside a shoe store. “Yeah, yeah, yeah!” crooned, or
rather, croaked, Usher. Whatever the case, it was a thankful respite from the night
before, when someone in the warung, coftee shop, where we were eating had played
an album on repeat the whole night. There seemed to be no obvious reason for
this other than the torture of two innocent foreign cyclists—the cyclic crooning of
Michael Learns to Rock can induce a state of traveller’s despair.

For better or worse, our encounters with random pop music on the streets dwin-
dled as we cycled further up Malaysia’s east coast, towards the less developed and
more conservative Northeast.

Highway 3 cut inland just north of Mersing, and we lost sight of the South China
Sea. The sun’s sweltering heat was tempered somewhat by the spatters of banana
and coconut trees that accompanied us on either side, with the occasional wooden
Malay house springing up, worn yet, almost always, still magnificent.

To ease his pain, Sumana had been chomping on Pontalons, a powerful analge-
sic, as if they were Mentos. Nevertheless, after about two hours on the mildly hilly

road, his right knee gave out. We had to cut our trip short, and seek shelter and rest
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at a tiny warung. Looking like another forgotten stopover on a quiet highway stretch,
it was unclear as to who actually patronised this place.

Like most people we encountered on our trip, the warung owner, Siti, stared at
us as though we had dropped in from another planet. Wearing a splendid black Baju
and Tudung, her eyes darted around, as if a million questions were racing through
her mind. She restrained herself, more intent on serving us.

Tired and unsure, we forwent the usual banter up front. “Coke satu, air kosong
satu,” we asked. She returned with a blue plastic cup of plain water, and a glass bottle
of coke. After she laid the drinks down on the table, the straw in the Coke bottle
started rising up to the top, and almost fell off. We gripped the cold bottle with nos-
talgic pleasure. Glass bottles are a rarity in Singapore today—replaced by cans and
plastic—Dbut we still find them in many parts of Malaysia.

We drank slowly—with our budget, Coke was something to be savoured—
before turning our attention back to Siti. She was the only person in the warung, and
had no choice but to face a barrage of questions from eager travellers with nowhere
to go and time to waste.

The truth is that we were feeling quite down. We did not know how long we'd be
there. Sumana’s knee looked bad, and we worried that he might not be able to go any
further—after all of three days! We tried to hide our anxiety by talking aimlessly.

Siti offered slow, reserved and often monosyllabic responses to our questions,
a disposition we would encounter in many women along the way. The feeling was
usually borne less out of unfriendliness than a simply shyness about chatting with
strange men. Siti’s husband would normally marshal such social encounters, but he
was not around. “He’s praying, he’ll be back soon,” she said, clearly a bit lost without
him.

In a daze, it took us a while to even realise that the warung is located at the door-
step of a giant estate, the Kampung FELDA Endau. FELDA, the Malaysian Federal
Land Development Authority, was established in 1956 as a national land settlement
agency. It has been hugely successful in resettling thousands of landless, unem-
ployed Malaysians, providing them with land and the technical know-how to engage
in cash-crop cultivation.> By 2004, there were approximately 700,000 FELDA
inhabitants, comprising 103,156 settlers and their dependants.’

Siti’s little warung feeds the FELDA dwellers on their way in and out. There were
only two white metal tables in the warung, both with a cracked red plastic covering.
On the tables were clear plastic jars with red screw caps, each filled with a different
delectable Malaysian snack, including rempeyek, a deep-fried peanut cracker, Pink &
White “Love Letters”, a biscuit made from rice flour, and bahulu, a cake made of egg,

sugar and tepung gandum, wheat flour.
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In the space between the doors and windows of the warung, Siti hung several
decorations, a combination of advertising, officious notation and home improve-
ment works. There was an ad for an instamix of Cenkudu Coffee, a local aphrodisiac.
Beside that hung a Malaysian calendar and a tattered copy of their store license.
Then, somewhat out of place, there was a chunky, black, retro electrical metre box,
which somebody in a quirky Parisian antique shop might pay a fortune for; and a
gold-framed painting of New York City’s skyline, showing the World Trade Center.
“I'know about 9/11, but I didn’t know those were the towers,” Siti told us.

After about half an hour, a group of four teenagers walked into the warung, placed
their orders and started chatting and giggling loudly. The two guys were wearing
slacks with faded t-shirts. Both girls were wearing jeans, blouses and a fair dollop of
make-up. One was wearing a white tudung, the other unveiled. Just like pop music,
unveiled, dolled-up Malay girls would become less common the further north we
cycled. After five minutes, the boys gingerly asked where we were from, but then
subsequently limited interactions to the odd binary question.

At around 2 pm, a short, stocky man pulled up in his kap-chye, scooter. With his
frame and his gait, he might have looked imposing, although his disarming smile
put paid to that impression. Having seen our bikes and then looked for their owners,
he walked towards us. His movements, though slow, betrayed his desire to find out
more, to “get in on the game”. He swivelled as he said a brief but polite hello to eve-
rybody else—the sort of all-encompassing single hello, directed at nobody in par-
ticular, but to all the same—before making his way unassumingly towards us.

As he approached us, his right hand shot out instinctively,

“Hello, hello.”

“Selamat Petang!”

He was pleasantly surprised at our Malay.

Kamal, Siti’s husband, pulled a chair near us, and seated himself down. He had
unbelievably smooth, clean, chocolate skin. His jet black sideburns were thick, and
were the only evidence of hair on offer— on his head sat a purplish songkok, the
trademark boxy hat of Muslim men in much of Southeast Asia. His full-bodied blue
shirt and plain black sarong were wrinkle-free. He was like a regal bupati, a regular
regent, the kind of bridge-building Malay the British must have loved to deal with.

After the initial exploratory two minutes of conversation, and the surprise of
being confronted by two cycling Singaporeans had sunk in, he succinctly described
FELDA to us: A system whereby the government grants plots of land [about ten
acres (4 ha)] to the bumiputeras for their own plantation, and gets them to pay back
in monthly instalments until they own it.

“What happens if you can’t pay back?”
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“Nothing. Just wait till you can, lah”

Each family works hard towards the goal of full ownership, finally earning the
property rights for their plot. It is a simple yet brilliant way of incentivising them,
and certainly the bedrock of FELDA's astonishing success. Today, FELDA Holdings
is a diversified conglomerate: it owns some 70 palm oil mills, 13 rubber factories, 7
refineries and 1 oleo chemical factory.

There are more than 50 subsidiaries under its umbrella—in supplies, research
and development, farm management, milling, processing, transportation, shipping,
bulking, engineering, property and construction, security, animal rearing, resorts
and catering.

FELDA produced almost 8 per cent of the world’s palm oil in 2009 and that year,
its revenues reached RM11.8 billion (US$2 billion).* By 2011, the FELDA resi-
dents’ average income was RM4,000 per month.’

FELDA is considered a pioneer in land reformation in the developing world.
It currently exports its largely palm oil-based products to China, India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and countries in the Middle East. It is constantly seeking new markets,
notably in South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria, Japan and South Korea.

Certain social challenges arise from FELDA's structure. For one, there are few
non-Malays on the estate. As vehicles to increase land ownership amongst the bumi-
puteras, the FELDA Estates are giant ethnic Malay enclaves. We saw just two non-
Malays during our time there. “We have some of them too,” Kamal later confided.

As one of the flagships of the bumiputera affirmative action programme, many
Malays feel very passionately about FELDA. At the United Malays National
Organisation (UMNO) General Assembly 2004, Perak delegate Mohd Khusairi
Abdul Talib commented, “Once you modernise FELDA, you modernise the
Malays.”” This statement implies FELDA and its inhabitants are a bit ulu, remote,
like country bumpkins. That is certainly the sentiment of many Malay urbanites
as well; FELDA is removed from the real, or important, progress of Malaysia.
A Malaysian Chinese, writing in the New Straits Times about her experiences in
National Service, said,

“My group is going to a FELDA settlement tomorrow. FELDA! What are we
going to do there? You must excuse me if I have visions of being made to brave
treacherous estates and harvest oil palm.

“Oh dear, aren’t there snakes in the estate? They (trainers) are keeping mum
about the plans since they want to prevent the trainees from playing hooky.”®

Therefore, not only is there a distinct Malay-non-Malay divide that exists
between the FELDA inhabitants and other Malaysians, there is also an undevel-
oped-developed divide, or at least the perception of one.
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Drug trafficking and abuse is another problem. In a single operation in April
20085, police arrested 213 suspected addicts and 4 suspected traffickers in Pahang,
confiscating more than 1,800 psychotropic pills, 34.2 grammes of heroin and 5
grammes of marijuana.’ Social institutions such as village development and security
committees, women and youth organisations, and mosque and surau committees,
have been mobilized to help the addicted FELDA residents, who comprise about
0.27 per cent of the population.'’

It is also difficult to keep the younger generations of FELDA inhabitants on the
estate and interested in farm work, leading to a significant brain drain and exodus
to urban centres. About 60 per cent of the children of settlers move out in search of
jobs. To counter the trend, FELDA has been trying to encourage them to stay in the
schemes and start-up small and medium businesses there, hoping to mould them
into “young entrepreneurs of FELDA”.

Increased development and better education has thus been a double-edged
sword. While improving the lives and living conditions of the FELDA inhabitants, it
also draws the younger generations away from the schemes, in search of established
professions that want their expertise. FELDA may have to consider importing more
landless willing farmers to work on their schemes, possibly buying back the land
from the old, and mortgaging it to a whole new generation.

“So, why don’t you guys buy a house in Johor? You know, one of those beautiful
kampung houses?

“There’s no way, we're still only students.”

“Oh. What are you studying?”

“Government Studies.”

“Oh, you want to become a civil servant?”

“Possibly.”

“Ha, you'll have plenty of work and make lots of money. You can go to Iraq, to
Afghanistan, places like that,” he was chuckling before he even finished.

“But you know, the risk is high.”

“I suppose. So what do you think of that Iraq war?”

“It’s the same with everything else I told you. They’re doing it for the money!
They’re doing it for the oil, for the power, for the money!”

“But don’t worry, today might be the time of the West and America, just like once
it was the time of Russia. But things will change ...”

On Kamal’s radio, Peter Cetera was belting out “Glory of Love”, sending night-
marish visions of Michael Learns to Rock through us.

“So, what do you think about your new Prime Minister, Encik?” Abdullah Badawi

had been promoted just a few months prior.
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“Well, he’s good. Mahathir was good, he is good too. All Prime Ministers are
smart right? They are the brightest and smartest people in the country. I really like
Lee Kuan Yew, you know? He’s a very smart leader.”

“Ya, heis”

“But let me tell you something about him. Isn’t it true, in Singapore, all guys have
to serve in the army?”

“Ya, when we’re 18, we have to go in for two and a half years.”"!

“And isn't it true that Malays are not allowed in some divisions of the army?”

“Ya, some of the ‘high security’ ones I think.”

We did not like where this conversation was going. The last thing we wanted was
a group of nationalistic Johorians demanding to know why there are no Malays in
“high security” positions in the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF).

“Yes, but there’s a reason for it, you know. Our army has always been worried
about the fact that we are a tiny secular country flanked by two huge Muslim coun-
tries. And they fear that in times of war, some Muslims might switch sides, choosing
their religion over their nationality.”

We robotically spewed out our official government line, quickly, nervously, with
the air of somebody unconvinced of a tenuous argument being put forth.

Kamal nodded his head, digesting the reasoning. He looked as though he was
about to lambaste us for the discrimination.

“That’s why Lee Kuan Yew is bijak, smart.”

“Oh. Why is that?”

“Because he is right. We Malays ‘tak boleh simpan rahsia), cannot keep a secret.

If a Malay in Singapore knows about high security state secrets, they will tell
their relative or friend in Johor. Who will then tell his/her relative or friend in Kuala
Lumpur (KL). And on and on. Soon our whole country will know your secrets. He
made the right decision keeping Malays out of important departments.”

We felt a mixture of relief and confusion, having never heard about the Malay
inability to safeguard secrets.

“OK, OK, let me give you an example. You have travelled a bit around Malaysia.
Have you seen Chinese people selling Nasi Lemak?”

“Ya. We've seen Chinese and Malays selling Nasi Lemak.”

“How do you think the Chinese people learned how to make Nasi Lemak? It is a
Malay recipe! We shared our secret with them. Then they marketed it, and now are
making lots of money out of it! We Malays tak boleh simpan rahsia.

That’s also why he was smart to get Singapore out of Malaysia. The Chinese in
Singapore would not have gotten along with Malaysians.”
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“But didn’t you see him crying on television when Singapore was kicked out of
the Federation? He was sad!”

“Have you seen actors crying in movies? Do you think they mean it?”

I later wondered ... is it true that Lee Kuan Yew was happy “to get Singapore
out of Malaysia”? That’s not what he says. In his memoirs, Mr Lee states that
Singapore—unlike most other newly independent nation-states—had independ-
ence thrust upon it. This saddened him immensely, because all his life, he “believed
in merger and the unity of these two territories. It’s a people connected by geogra-
phy, economics, and ties of kinship”. He broke down in the television studio shortly
after uttering that line, on the morning of 9 August 1965.

Were they crocodile tears? Only a few Singaporeans I've spoken to think so. But,
along our journey, we met many Malaysians, young and old, who do.

Amidst all the contemporary misunderstandings about airspace, water rights,
railway land, second causeway bridges, and ethnic and religious policies, we often
forget that “misunderstanding” was scripted into our national narratives right from
day one.

To this day, many Malaysians and Singaporeans have different opinions on how
and why our countries were split up. On this most fundamental of issues, we do not
see eye-to-eye.

In Singapore, we grew up learning that a Chinese-dominated centre in Singapore
which wanted to run a meritocracy could not get along with a Malay-dominated
centre in KL which wanted to enshrine Malay rights above all others. And so, Tunku
and his kakis, sidekicks, in KL decided to kick us out. Some Malaysians we met share
this perception.

Many others, like Kamal, believe that Lee Kuan Yew had sneakily planned all
along to get Singapore out. Why? Some say he’s a dictator who wanted to run things
his way. Others say he could never get along with Malays.

Some gave us the economic reason—he knew Singapore would be rich because
of all the trade, so he wanted to get rid of its poorer, lumbering brother to the north.
We even met Malaysians who speak of Singapore as a renegade state, which will one
day return back to its rightful place in the Malay motherland—their Taiwan, if you
will. Yikes.

Still others say Tunku kicked Lee Kuan Yew out because he wanted to run a
Chinese kingdom in Singapore, with no regard for the economic malaise of the
poorer classes. Malaysia was creating a “fair” society that looked after its poor, while
Singapore wanted an “unfair” society where the rich get richer and the poor poorer.

If we can’t even agree on how our countries were born, what chance for anything

else?
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“Hey, by the way, it’s already 6 pm. Where are you two going to sleep tonight?”
Kamal asked.

‘We had long given up hope of cycling more.

“Erm, we were thinking of putting up at that unfinished house over there, across
the street.”

“Why don’t you come and sleep inside the kampung? You can sleep in our surau?

Perfect. Just what we had been hoping for. Our very first home invite. And to a
prayer room no less, where we'd presumably hear chants from the Qu'ran. Definitely

a step up from Michael Learns to Rock.

*kk

Singapore. 26 August 2011.

By August 2011, relations between Malaysia and Singapore had warmed consid-
erably. This was partly due to Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak’s efforts at
improving the country’s international relationships. With an eye on foreign invest-
ment, he has gone to considerable lengths to court, among others, investors from
China, India and Singapore.

Wherever one looked, there was much evidence of improving Malaysia-
Singapore ties. The long-standing railway dispute had been resolved in 2010, and
July 2011 saw the last Malaysian train leaving downtown Singapore, as the station
was moved from the middle of town to the Malaysian border. Singaporean busi-
nesses, meanwhile, were once again investing heavily in Malaysia and, in particular,
in its Iskandar Development Region, a giant economic zone right on Singapore’s
doorstep.

Are Malaysia-Singapore relations on an upward trajectory? Without a doubt,
says Idris Jala, the effervescent head of PEMANDU the Performance Management
& Delivery Unit in the Malaysian Prime Minister’s office. He contends that as
Malaysia strives to become a high-income country by 2020, the two countries will
surely become more economically integrated.

I'had first met Mr Jala in 2010, when he had come to speak to a group of senior
executives working in Singapore. In August 2011 I again met him at a meeting when
he had come to speak to a group of senior executives working in Singapore. He has
become one of Malaysia’s chief economic ambassadors, beating the country’s drum
wherever he goes.

By then, Singaporean firms had already invested over US$1.2 billion in
Iskandar—more than 10 per cent of the total FDI into the region'>*—primarily in
manufacturing, but also in the business services, education and healthcare sectors.'?
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The hope is that Iskandar will one day be like Shenzhen, complementing and col-
laborating with an economically advanced but land-poor neighbour.

“It is always difficult to find the right balance between competition and collabora-
tion,” he told us in his crisp but oftbeat accent. “I know many Malaysians consider
Singapore a competitor, but I think we can find a healthy balance. In the end, it doesn’t
really matter if Singapore benefits more than we do. As long as we both benefit.”

Mr Jala delivers one of the grandest presentations one might ever see—it is more
like an elaborate production than an economic briefing. He moves animatedly on
stage, drawing one in to his narrative. He is geometrically proportioned, with a
square head that sits on top of a rectangular, heavy-set frame, which might work for
the front-row of a rugby scrum. As Mr Jala speaks, his two assistants—sharp, well-
spoken young Malaysian Chinese men—sit at their computers and toggle furiously
between four or five separate Powerpoint presentations.

This is necessary, one of them told me, because Mr Jala never delivers a linear
presentation. Nobody, not even Mr Jala, apparently, really knows for sure what he
might speak about next. He decides on the fly which intellectual tangent to run
down. One minute he’s discussing Malaysia’s police force, the next he’s on to Middle
Eastern investors. As he speaks, his two assistants listen for any shift in emphasis
that might require a sudden switch to another slide deck, where a golden nugget of
supporting information lays waiting. They watch their computers intensely, like DJs
who ponder their next MP3.

For the audience it can get slightly distracting, as there is constant motion on the
screen. Any possible question is immediately answered both with Mr Jala’s explana-
tion, as well as a chart, or a series of numbers, flashed at you by his nimble elves.

Some people find it all a bit too pretentious. “Malaysia’s problems can’t be solved
with Powerpoint,” says one slightly cynical friend. Still, Mr Jala’s straight-talking,
hard-hitting style is like a breath of fresh air compared to many of Malaysia’s typical
politicians and bureaucrats, who tend to be pensive, reticent and inaccessible.

Among other things, Mr Jala spoke of the need for Malaysian businesses to be less
insular, and more adventurous in exploiting foreign markets, including Singapore.
Apparently there are many Malaysian firms who, after succeeding domestically, put
their feet up.

“It reminds me of the time my nephew and I were line fishing off the beach in
Australia,” says Mr Jala. “Nothing was biting. There was an Australian man in the
distance, however, who was amassing a big catch. So my nephew walks up to him
and starts casting near him. Of course, after a few minutes their two lines had gotten
entangled, and we had to stop and untangle them. The Australian man then turned

I

to my nephew and said, ‘It’s a very big beach, mate.
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With his incessant anecdotes and jokes, Mr Jala is like a cross between Robin
Williams and a management consultant. What is curious, perhaps, is that he does
not belong to any of Malaysia’s favoured classes. He is a Christian from the Kelabit
tribe, a tiny community in Sarawak. “There are only 5,000 of us,” he says proudly.

Sabah and Sarawak, the two Malaysian states on the island of Borneo, have
always had uncomfortable centre-periphery tensions with the Malaysian mainland,
a few hundred kilometres away. Both states are physically—and in some ways cul-
turally—closer to Brunei, Indonesia (Kalimantan) and the Philippines (Sulu archi-
pelago) than to KL.

It is not even clear that Sabah and Sarawak should ever have been part of
Malaysia. Over the past six centuries, several colonial powers, including the British,
the Dutch, the Japanese, the Portuguese and the Spanish, have ruled over them.
At no point during colonialism were Sabah and Sarawak politically connected to
Malaya. The two states joined the Federation of Malaysia only in 1963, after a UN
referendum whose legitimacy and results were disputed by Indonesia and pro-inde-
pendence groups.

Along with places such as Aceh and Irian Jaya in Indonesia, and the southern
provinces of the Philippines and Thailand, Sabah and Sarawak are states that got
rolled up and absorbed into larger Southeast Asian post-colonial narratives. All
these provinces have experienced occasional separatist urges.

Mr Jala has, therefore, always been an outsider. He grew up in a tiny rural village,
surrounded by magnificent mountains and jungles. Mr Jala and his fellow students
went to “primary school” in a tiny hut, where they used broken bits of chalk to write
on the mud floor. KL was three days away, another universe altogether.

Put another way, Mr Jala’s unlikely rise is analogous to somebody from Tibet
growing up to become one of Beijing’s most respected economic chiefs.

His star has shone brightly ever since he helped turn around Malaysian Airlines
(MAS), the national carrier. Having risen up the ranks of Shell, where he worked for
more than 20 years, he was headhunted in 2004 by the government. It was a very dif-
ficult decision, according to him. “T had to leave my lovely home in London, where I
had manicured gardens, tended by an Italian gardener, to come back to live in Taman
Tun,” he says dryly, referring to one of KL's suburbs. “My wife wasn’t pleased.”

Upon his return, the national newspapers had a field day. “MAS—Mati Anak
Sarawak, The Son of Sarawak will die,” they declared, suggesting that Idris, the non-
Malay, non-Muslim, East Malaysian, had been reeled in as the fall guy after years of
mismanagement at MAS. “I immediately corrected them,” says Mr Jala. “It’s going to
be ‘MAS—Masalah Akan Selesai, the problems will be solved.”
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Within a couple of years, Mr Jala had turned a loss-making state behemoth into
a lean, profitable carrier, even as budget airlines grew bigger and became stronger
competitors. (After he left MAS, however, the airline again ran into difficulties,
tarnishing his legacy somewhat.) He was then handpicked by Mr Najib to lead
PEMANDU.

As an outsider in Malaysia’s stratified society, Mr Jala’s life has inevitably been
more difficult, as he has had to face numerous biases— presumably he’s been told
Mati Anak Sarawak many times. But Mr Jala probably also enjoys an outsider’s
privilege—the ability to elevate himself above traditional ethnic tensions and other
entrenched stereotypes. Unlike so many of Malaysia’s other “Datuks” and politi-
cians, he comes across as approachable and down-to-earth. He doesn’t subscribe to,
or need, the usual honorifics, platitudes, red carpets and minders (two Powerpoint
chums aside).

It is this outsider’s status that probably allowed him to parachute into MAS, and
quickly embark on a massive cost-cutting and divestment programme. Similarly,
today it enables him to motor around the country, relentlessly pushing through
Mr Najibs Government Transformation Programme (GTP) and Economic
Transformation Programme (ETP). Mr Jala does not bother himself with tradi-
tional hierarchies, processes or ways of doing things.

His achievements already look impressive. The GTP targets six areas: urban
public transport, crime, rural basic infrastructure, education, low-income house-
holds, and corruption. The first time we met, he boasted of a 36.6 per cent drop in
street crime in the first half of 2010, versus the same period a year before. The first
half of 2011 saw a further 41.6 per cent year-on-year drop. Mr Jala says this is all the
result of a series of simple initiatives by his “Crime Lab”, including the redeployment
of police to “hot-spots”, community policing efforts and a ranking of police stations
across the country.'*

With his slick presentations and performance-based metrics, Mr Jala positions
himself not as a government official, but a national business consultant. “Let’s be
clear, 'm one of you,” he had told the Singaporean corporate audience in 2010. He
does not hide his disdain for traditional government bureaucracy, regularly quoting
Ronald Reagan, and quipping that “Government and speed do not sleep in the same
bed”

Mr Jala seems to have a very clear and definitive vision of the new Malaysia—a
harmonious multi-ethnic country, the so-called “1Malaysia”, where old tensions and
animosities will be managed; a business-friendly destination where foreign invest-
ment is welcome and corporations can become internationally competitive; and a

beautiful land where many people can live together, enjoying nature’s spoils.
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If people such as Mr Jala can transform Malaysia’s government and economy,
then Malaysia-Singapore relations will surely keep improving. As Mr Jala points out,
there are so many complementarities between the two countries. Economic coop-
eration and integration, in Iskandar and further afield, can serve as the bedrock of a
golden era for both countries.

But one must take pause. Is it really so easy? Will historical suspicions simply
evaporate if people do business together? If Malays tak boleh simpan rahsia, will
they ever really trust the Chinese? Similarly, as long as Malaysia gives some sort of
preference to Malay Muslims, can Chinese Singaporeans ever truly feel comfortable
there? Lee Kuan Yew will one day be gone, but will Malaysians trust his son, current
prime minister Lee Hsien Loong, anymore?

Mr Jala, for all his strengths, can sometimes sound a bit naive. His outsider status
might shelter him from some of the painful realities of life in Malaysia. For instance,
Mr Jala frequently tries to downplay the importance of the bumiputera affirmative
action policies to Malaysia’s economy, and in particular to the ETP. But just five
days before I met him in 2011, one of his colleagues, Muhyiddin Yassin, the deputy
prime minister, reiterated that “assisting and safeguarding the interest and welfare
of the Bumiputera remains the main agenda of leaders and the government today.”'*

There are, in essence, two competing visions for Malaysia. Mr Jala’s dreams fre-
quently run up against those of more inward-looking Malaysians, intent on main-
taining the pro-Malay status quo. The future of Malaysia-Singapore relations hinges
on this balancing act.

There is reason for hope, but we should also be cautious. We were once the same
country, but that was a long time ago. Whatever its champions believe, Iskandar
might actually never be as successful as Shenzhen. For although Mr Jala, the bright,
spunky man from Sarawak, may not mind if Singapore benefits more than Malaysia,

some of his countrymen might.
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The end of dominance: Part I

“This is what it means to be a Malaysian!” Yap Mun Ching screamed, her voice
swollen with pride. She was glowing, having finally found the answer that might shut
us up. For days Sumana and I had teased her because she couldn’t quite define what
it meant “to be Malaysian”. To be fair, we had the same problem with “Singaporean”.
But for some reason, the lack of clarity bothered her more.

We go back a long way. Short, sharp and defiant, Mun Ching stood out in junior
college Malay class. Even before saying hello, we had suspected that she might be a
Malaysian “ASEAN scholar”. Except for the Indonesians, who had unique Dutch-
Chinese-Malay hybrid names, the only Chinese in Malay class were the Malaysians,
most of whom, like Mun Ching, were also ASEAN scholars.

The Singapore government gives out these scholarships to lure ASEAN'’s best
students, in the hope that they will study and then stay. The policy is a recruitment
masterstroke because the worst side effects are goodwill and an understanding of
the country. Today, more than 200,000 Malaysians live and work in Singapore, and
some of the most talented are former ASEAN scholars. Similar initiatives now try to
attract young, smart folk from everywhere.

When we had started school in Singapore, students had only three choices of
second language: Malay, Mandarin and Tamil. Malay class was a strange depository
of uninterested students. There were the Singaporean Malays who were already too
good at the subject. So were the bi- or trilingual Chinese from Malaysia or Indonesia,
who were mostly bright ASEAN scholars. Last and most certainly least—in terms
of Malay proficiency—were the displaced Eurasians and non-Tamil Indians, like us,
who had no option to study our native tongue, and hence chose Malay, only because
we were too scared to study curious Chinese characters or Tamil hieroglyphics.

Malay was, for us, the least bad option.

Moreover, in the mid-1980s, when nobody expected China to rise so quickly,
many in Singapore also made a pragmatic argument for learning Malay—it would

be the most useful given how close we are to Malaysia and Indonesia.
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Today, anybody who can studies Mandarin. The era of non-Malays studying
Malay in Singapore has ended. In other words, Singapore’s attempt to ride the China
wave has pulled us away from the Malay world, culturally and linguistically.

In terms of grades, our Malay class was suitably polarised. At the upper end were
the Malays and foreign Chinese. At the bottom end were the Eurasians and Indians,
who really didn’t give a hoot. Malay class generated a wonderfully cosmopolitan
apathy. It was a frustrating recipe for any teacher.

Therefore, since Mun Ching didn’t have to study, and since we didn’t care, we
used to spend much of Malay class irritating the living daylights out of her, with our
incessant chatter and general boisterousness. This was not what she had come to
Singapore for. In the first few months, Mun Ching flashed only a stubborn pout at
us. Despite being just a shade above four feet, she could look ferocious, her thick lips
imposing enough to put off the most thick-skinned bloke. She was, in local parlance,
areal chilli padi of a girl, in reference to the intensely hot, tiny Southeast Asian chilli.

It was only midway through the year, after the virginal thrill of junior college
had died down, and the preconceived notions of character had given way to a more
rational tolerance, that we got a glimpse of the loving girl, her tender, secret smile,
and her undying compassion.

We had gone our separate ways: while we went off to the US for university, Mun
Ching completed her degree in London. She later worked at Malaysiakini, an online
newspaper that effectively broke the government’s stranglehold on media. Mun
Ching made a name for herself through rigorous investigative journalism, in particu-
lar her brilliant exposé on the plight of illegal Burmese migrants.

When we were looking for somebody to gallivant around Malaysia with in
the lead-up to the 2008 general elections (GE 2008), Mun Ching was the natural
choice. She translated weird-sounding northern Malay and Kelantanese for us, and
got us long interviews with women young and old, two groups that, for obvious
reasons, were never too chatty when we had approached them alone. Along the way,
we relived the old JC days, ate a bit too much roti canai, and chatted about Malaysia,
Singapore and all the space in between.

In some way, we got to know Mun Ching all over again. She told us how she was
fiercely proud to be Malaysian, even though as a child she had been discriminated
against because of her skin colour. She enjoyed telling us about her forgettable first
encounters with stuck-up Singaporeans, and her hopes and dreams for a brighter
future for Malaysia, and a fuller life for herself. Throughout the journey, however,
there was one thing that bothered her. For all her pride, she could not explain what
it meant to be Malaysian. That changed on 8 March 2008.
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On the morning of the general election, Mun Ching joined us as we canvassed
voting booths in Kota Bahru, Kelantan for interviews. She had been toying with the
idea of hanging around, but in the end, she decided to fulfil her civic duty. A phone
call later, she had booked a flight back to KL, just so she could vote in her district,
Petaling Jaya Utara, where the three-term incumbent, Chew Mei Fun of the ruling
Barisan Nasional (BN), was facing a fierce fight from a young upstart, Tony Pua of
the opposition Democratic Action Party (DAP). All three of us had met him at a
ceramah, public speech, just a few days before. Young, smart and articulate, Tony,
himself a former ASEAN scholar, caused Mun Ching to gush and swoon and tiptoe.
The pout was gone.

As she left us on Election Day, Mun Ching truly felt that her one vote would
make a difference. Being Singaporean, we found this downright bizarre.

After casting her ballot, she returned to Malaysiakini’s newsroom, at the behest
of her colleagues. When national media outlets kept suspiciously silent throughout
the evening, Malaysians knew something was amiss. Starved of news, they turned to
Malaysiakini. Hundreds of thousands of simultaneous hits caused the site to crash,
leaving hungry election-watchers grasping at SMS updates.

Thankfully, as we roared over Genting Highlands on our way to KL, braving
fierce rains, Mun Ching kept us up to date. Whenever an opposition MP gained a
seat, she would send us a message, cheering each incumbent’s fall, like frames at a
bowling championship. She made sure we knew that her country was on the verge of
a revolution. The phone rang. It was Mun Ching.

“Haha! It’s unbelievable!” she screamed. “The opposition’s won another one! I
don’t believe what’s happening. They’ve won in Penang. They’ve won in Kelantan.
They’ve won in Kedah. It’s crazy!” We could hardly hear her; people in the back-
ground were shouting in chorus, like a troupe.

“So, tell me guys, is this possible in Singapore?” Mun Ching cried emphatically,
happy that she could one-up us. “So there’s your answer. This is what it means to be
Malaysian! This is what it feels like to be Malaysian!”

Swept up by the political tsunami, we punched away at our handphones, sending
messages back to Singapore. We were witnessing political history and it was excit-
ing, but it was strange. We were like perverted voyeurs, dying to feel the emotion of
the election. But not having cast a vote, no matter how much we felt like insiders, we
were on the outside, looking in. This was Malaysia’s moment, not ours. It was some-
thing neither of us had experienced in Singapore.

As the tropical rain beat down, we could barely hear her above the din of the
engine and the water; but Mun Ching was on the brink of a fit, and we were sucked

into the sheer excitement. As we approached KL, friends called and warned that
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rumours were spreading about sporadic rioting; apparently, tension was building in
Bangsar, a rich suburb, where lots of people had gathered. Concerned friends and
relatives chipped in with text messages to tell us to stay clear of Bangsar. And so,
cursed by curiosity, we headed straight there. When we got to Bangsar, we found
nothing. No drama. No outpouring of emotion. Bangsar was its normal self. Like
disappointed addicts, we found a television to get our fix.

In the wee hours of that morning, watching sedate newscasters on RTM, the
national television station, we got official confirmation of the results. They were
being decidedly cautious in their announcements, not showing the same Mun
Ching-esque kind of excitement when announcing opposition victories. But who
could blame them? They were six hours behind. It was old news, cast against a new

dawn for Malaysian politics.

kKK

At this point it’s probably worth giving an overview of Malaysia’s and Singapore’s
political systems. After all, I sometimes refer to our systems as democratic, other
times we're authoritarian. It can all get a little confusing.

Nominally, both states are democracies, with British parliamentary systems. We
hold free and fair elections every five years, choosing the leaders who will repre-
sent us in parliament. Whichever party forms the majority gets to choose the prime
minister, who then chooses his cabinet of ministers. The prime minister nominates
judges to the Supreme Court, which leads the judiciary, an independent body in
theory.!

We also have two other executive leaders in the country. Malaysians have a king,
and Singaporeans have a president. The Malaysian king is a rotating five-year chair,
chosen from the nine state sultans (the other four states—Melaka, Penang, Sabah
and Sarawak—do not have hereditary sultans). Singaporeans directly elect our pres-
ident for six-year terms. Both roles are largely ceremonial.

However, in practice, our countries have always been authoritarian states. One
party dominates parliament—the Barisan Nasional coalition (BN, the National
Front) in Malaysia, and the People’s Action Party (PAP) in Singapore. They have
both been led by iron-fisted leaders, most notably Mahathir in Malaysia and Lee
Kuan Yew in Singapore.

Their dominance is so utterly complete, that Singaporeans and—until the last
elections—Malaysians have long equated the ruling party with the country. In other
words, if you are loyal to the PAP, you are loyal to Singapore. On the other hand, if
you are not loyal to the PAP, that means you are not loyal to Singapore. If you vote

opposition, you are somehow being un-Singaporean. Many Singaporeans I meet
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have this marriage between party-country firmly planted in their minds, hence the
fear of voting for the opposition.

Opposition parties have long been crippled by numerous hurdles, for example,
a government-owned media that serves as its mouthpiece. What’s more, the com-
bination of a strong, fearsome leader and ruling party, and sustained economic
prosperity, has made us wary of change. Most Singaporeans and—until the Jast elec-
tions—Malaysians, worry that if we vote opposition, our economic success will be
under threat. And if there’s one thing that scares the daylights out of us, it’s the risk
that our nasi, Nikes and Nokias might be taken away.

So, even though we are democratic by name, we are authoritarian by nature.
How does this play out? Well, parliament is fiercely dominated by one party. Policy
debate is conducted largely by one party. The mainstream media kowtows to one
party. The judiciary is frequently accused of favouring one party.

We have enjoyed economic development without political development. This
has led to much apathy. Why waste time thinking about politics when one can be

outside making money?

*k*k

For many years, many of us in Malaysia and Singapore have also been disillusioned
by our neighbours’ political evolutions. We are surrounded by giant democracies.
There is Thailand to the north, the Philippines to the east, and Indonesia to the
west and south. From our vantage point, “democracy” in these countries has been
problematic.

Thailand seems to toggle between a smiling, peace-loving democracy and dic-
tatorial—but rarely brutal—military rule. Above that tension sits the all-powerful
monarchy, whose political role is often unclear. Worse, the country’s current ideo-
logical rift is deep and seemingly unbridgeable. The Philippines is chaotic—caught
between the oligarchic, power-hungry business elite; a population with a wavering
faith in people power; and a volatile military.

Indonesia has known democracy only since 1998. Before that, it was run by an
autocrat, General Suharto, who, while bringing impressive growth, also plundered
the country, with the help of his family and a coterie of cronies. Indonesia’s transi-
tion to democracy is proving messy. The media landscape is bewildering but starved
of trust; legal uncertainty abounds; and money and power still seem entrenched in
a tiny elite.

Then there is corruption. It sometimes seems farcical that all across Asia, democ-
racy can sit so comfortably with corruption. Democracy in Asia has always lacked

strong, independent institutions.
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What’s more, the rule of law is weak in these countries. Their judicial systems are
overworked. Judges are underpaid and thus many can be easily bought. The Indian
police force, for instance, often won’t move without a little bit of “tea money”. The
Filipino army’s allegiance seems to sway with the wind. Without these institutions,
it is difficult to say that democracy is thriving.

From a pragmatic, and somewhat cynical, Singaporean point of view, what’s
the point of protest and “free speech” if all it leads to is hubris, and a new bunch of
corrupt, inefficient leaders and administrators, who are going to sashay along and
swindle some more?

Therefore, when one considers the workings of “democracy” on our doorsteps,
it is understandable why many Malaysians and Singaporeans have long wanted no
part of it. For years, our authoritarian countries have grown much faster than our
neighbours, and we have enjoyed much more political stability.

As a further vote of confidence, foreign multinationals have gleefully invested
in our countries. This has gone on for decades, exposing a contradiction: even as
Western liberals trumpet human rights, their public corporations—often backed
by their governments—turn a blind eye, embracing autocrats, voting with their
pockets. At the end of the day, more than anything else, companies want a stable,
business-friendly government which upholds the rule of law. In Southeast Asia,
choosing stability has often meant choosing authoritarianism, not democracy.

Southeast Asia is thus less known for its democrats than its autocrats, such as
Mahathir and Lee Kuan Yew. They are the ones who are idolised. In the late 1990s,
the Cambodian leader, Hun Sen said, “I want to be a strongman and do something
for my country ... I want to build our economy like other Southeast Asian strong-
men did”

The point of all this is certainly not to apologise for our political immaturity or
to one-up our neighbours. Quite the contrary, there are many aspects of our neigh-
bouring societies—amongst other things the freedom of association and the pres-
ence of strong, credible alternative media channels—that I have long envied.

However, for many years in Malaysia and Singapore, peace, stability and eco-
nomic progress have muffled the cries for political loosening up. To put it cynically,
we have allowed ourselves to be bought: shut up, work hard, and you’ll have money
in your pocket and your streets will be safe.

Nevertheless, democratic pressures have been building for different reasons.
Therefore, it doesn’t really make much sense anymore to describe Malaysia as
authoritarian; by March 2008, the impulse for change was so strong there that the
ruling Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition suffered its worst ever electoral perfor-

mance. The opposition took control of five of Malaysia’s 13 states and won 82 of
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222 federal parliamentary seats, denying the government the two-thirds majority it
needs in order to change the constitution.?

When that happened, quite a few Malaysians I know—not just Mun Ching—
jumped for joy.

Three years later, in May 2011, disgruntled Singaporeans perhaps took their
cue from Malaysians, as close to 40 per cent of the country voted against the
ruling People’s Action Party (PAP), handing it its worst ever electoral result. For
the first time in Singapore’s history, the opposition won a Group Representation
Constituency (GRC), one of the larger polling districts that were once consid-
ered unwinnable, due to the PAP’s stranglehold over them.? Nevertheless, thanks
to Singapore’s first-past-the-post system, the PAP still secured 81 of the 87 elected
parliamentary seats, guaranteeing the continuation of single-party rule in Singapore.

Still, just like in Malaysia, many in Singapore celebrate their newfound political
voice. The political landscape in both countries has changed dramatically and, prob-
ably, irreversibly.

When I started research for this book, during our bicycle trip in 2004, Malaysians
and Singaporeans alike appeared relatively content with their respective ruling
parties, and were happy to live their lives quietly, under the democratic radar.

Since then, a combination of forces—including policy missteps by the ruling
parties, the emergence of more credible opposition candidates, and the widening of
political space through the Internet—has blown the lid off our hitherto politically
apathetic countries.

Before, only taxi drivers would be willing to “talk politics” with strangers. Most
others were always worried about “who might be listening”. Today, the fear is gone:
even civil servants are eager to share their points of view. Malaysia and Singapore are
each in the midst of major political transitions, their first since the 1960s.

But what exactly are the reasons behind these political transitions? To under-
stand why change has come to Malaysia, I recall a conversation we had with an
opposition politician in Kedah, the Malay heartland, on 4 March 2008, four days
before that seismic general election. Four days before Mun Ching realised what it
means to be a Malaysian.

Kk

Kuala Kedah, Kedah. 4 March 2008.

We were approached by Mohammad, a dark, brawny bloke with a cherubic face,
as we were chatting with a group of nelayan, fishermen, in Kuala Kedah, under the

shade of their rickety boat shed. The shed, built of blackened wooden planks and a
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zinc roof, sits on the southern bank of the Kedah river’s mouth. From the shed, we
could see the open waters, the Malacca Straits, in the background. Different vessels
were coming and going: some bigger ships, carrying wide-eyed tourist to islands
such as Phuket and Langkawi; others sampans, tiny fishing boats, bringing blurry-
eyed fishermen home after the morning catch.

They brought what fish they had into the shed, and placed them in Styrofoam
boxes, awaiting purchase. Soon we had gathered a group of four, and were chat-
ting away. While they loved the ocean, and their job, they were unhappy with a
raft of issues. Amongst other things, the cost of living had spiked while fish stocks
had declined, apparently because of both climate change and overfishing. “Large
Thai trawlers sometimes sail here, and illegally catch our stocks. What can we do?
They’ve paid off the Malaysian coast guard, so nobody really cares.”

A few Malay villagers wandered in, picked out a few fish, and paid for them.
Soon after, a Chinese man, wearing thin rimmed black glasses, a ragged white polo
and white squash shorts, pulled up in a white pick-up. As he walked purposefully
towards us, large Styrofoam boxes of his own in tow, the fishermen appeared stuck
between routine and antipathy. Like a hungry shark, the Chinese man swept in to
the shed, quickly chose what he wanted, and paid up. He drove off in a cloud of
smoke, eager to carry on doing whatever he was doing. He was the first and only
Chinese we met there. His impetuousness stood in stark contrast to the general laid-
backness of Kuala Kedah. There were few fish left over.

“Our towkay lah,” the youngest fisherman said. The Chinese middleman usually
bought up all their stocks, delivering the fish to wet markets nearby. Even though
the market price of fish had risen, along with most other foods, the dear towkay,
businessman, still paid the Malay fishermen the same amount. “What to do? If he
doesn’t buy it, who will?”

The oldest of them, Roslan, was 75 years old, with dark chocolate skin, and a
toned, youthful body. The leathery folds of skin on his neck, which flapped in an
elephantine way, betrayed his age. He spoke slowly and deliberately, as though every
word was a gift, offering more than the occasional smile. The rest kept quiet when
he spoke. After all, for the past 60 years, he had worked the same routine, down the
same river, towards the same fish, under the British, then the Japanese, then succes-
sive generations of Malaysian leaders.

Listening to Roslan lamenting about Mahathir, Abdullah Badawi, Khairy
Jamaluddin and all the other “crooked politicians” who have apparently misman-
aged Malaysia since the halcyon days of Abdul Rahman and Abdul Razak, the other
fishermen sat there in silence, the balmy breeze stroking their hair, as they dreamed

of leaders who could inspire once again. We empathised.
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Mohammad, lurking in the shadows, seized the opportunity.

“You want to talk with Nasir Mustafa?”

“Who is that?”

“He is the PAS candidate for the district Dun Kubang Rotan.”

A politician? We were much more interested in chatting with these nelayan, with
the people on the ground.

“It will be good for you to meet him. He’s a great guy. And the only free time on
his schedule is the next hour”

In urban areas, we had to go around talking to people, actively seeking out inter-
views and people that we wished to talk to. In kampungs, interviews found us.

Mohammad had walked in to buy some fish, but within minutes of his arrival,
we were sitting in his van, a crumbling, rusty old Toyota whose sliding door needed
five attempts to close. His dashboard was emblazoned with PAS logos. Other party
paraphernalia, including green baseball caps and smudgy newsletters, were scattered
around. The inside was damp, and smelled of fish. None of the seats were actually
securely fixed to the floorboard; while on the move, one actually bounced around
with the seat. Tottering along in this stink-mobile, we had serious doubts about this
expedition. Why bother chatting with PAS in Kedah? Nobody expected a strong
showing from them, the fishermen’s woes notwithstanding.

We drove for ten minutes, well out of the fishing community, to the main road,
with padi fields around, and the ocean nowhere in sight. We pulled into a small,
detached concrete house, newly built but simple. Mohammad scampered inside, all
500 pounds of him, and ushered a wiry, wispy young man out.

“Welcome, welcome, please come in” Mohammad Nasir Mustafa was dressed
simply, in a green-and-white-checked shirt and thin white nylon pants. But for the
gold pen in his left breast pocket and the PAS badge pinned over his right breast, he
looked like any other rural resident. We felt immediately at ease.

There were a dozen slippers strewn outside the main door. We took ours off, and
walked inside, to be greeted by a platoon of young men, sitting cross-legged on the
living room floor, each with a humble, restrained smile across his face. They stood
up, welcomed us, each shaking our hands softly, and then touching their chest.

They were comfortable with us, but not so much with Mun Ching. Luckily, she
could sense this, and offered not her hand, but rather just a demure smile. The men
bowed their heads slowly to acknowledge a greeting, but none of them shook hands
with her. There were some women in the house, but they were all in the kitchen at
the back. We could hear murmurs and the clanging of cups.

There was a soft comfortable sofa by the door, a settee opposite it, and a coffee

table in between. Besides that, there was no other furniture in the hall. Nasir ushered
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us onto the sofa, and sat across from us, on one of the chairs. The other men all sat
on a straw mat on the floor. Thick, sweet coffee was soon served.

“Democracy has been hijacked by Barisan Nasional,” Nasir said, after we had
done away with the opening pleasantries, and he had given us permission to record
the conversation.

“This election is not fair. We have never had a fair election. BN has more money;,
they control the media, they spread lies about the opposition, they scare people into
voting for them. There is no such thing as a fair election in Malaysia.”

“That sounds a bit like what we have in Singapore,” we said. “Except, probably,
that the PAP doesn’t spread lies about the opposition.”

“That’s because you don’t have an opposition in Singapore,” chuckled Mun
Ching. The cheeky chilli padi.

Despite the hurdles, Nasir was certain this election was going to be different. The
time was ripe for change, he insisted. The rakyat, the people, know what’s going on,
and have had enough.

“The other thing that has happened in Malaysia under BN’s watch is the mixing
of politics and business. This has led to ‘Power Business” It is like in the USA,” he
said carefully. “You may have different thoughts on this, but I feel that America’s
wealth is because of its power. It has become the global policeman. They go all over
the world and do bad things in other countries for their own good. They create
crises in other countries, and they gain from it. So, America does things in other
countries for its own good. Barisan Nasional has taken this formula, and applied
it within Malaysia—some BN leaders do corrupt things inside our own country for
their own perut, stomach. This Power Business has made the whole political system
corrupt.”

Nasir cited three examples of this widespread corruption: the Bukit Aman inci-
dent, where RM27 million was swindled in a land-grab scandal; the Lingam tapes;
and the high crime rate, which he said was proof that that the police could be bribed.

According to Nasir, Malaysia’s resources and energy have not been committed
towards the rakyat, but rather towards the preservation of BN. He cited Malaysia’s
police force as an example: “If BN wants to break up one of our political gather-
ings, no problem—the police are there immediately. On the other hand, the police
can't even take care of basic security.” Not for the first time, we were chatting with a
Malaysian who was adamant that crooked politicians had been squeezing this rich
country dry.

“But the rakyat is not stupid,” Nasir smiled wryly, as he repeated his favourite
refrain, “the rakyat knows all this.”

“So, if the rakyat knows all this, then why does it still vote for BN?”
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“People are scared to vote for the opposition. That’s why. So they just go with the
party that they know. They tolerate the corruption.”

As Nasir spoke, the young men sitting on the floor looked on in admiration,
like disciples, nodding their heads, hanging on his every word. It felt a bit like we
were at some underground rebel gathering, all plotting against the establishment,
with Nasir as our Malcolm X. It was exciting, no doubt, but also surreal; this group
seemed somewhat detached from reality.

“The other BN tactic has been to divide and rule. Because of this, Malaysians
have become suspicious of each other, we feel a lot of curiga, distrustfulness. When
a Malay looks at an Indian he feels curiga. When an Indian looks at a Chinese, he
feels curiga. And so on. That is because of the way politics is conducted in Barisan
Nasional. UMNO asks MCA, ‘How many Chinese can you bluff>” UMNO asks
MIC, ‘How many Indians can you bluff 2’ This has been going on for a long time. But
the rakyat is aware of this now.”

The game of politics in Malaysia has always been played with racial overtones. The
ruling coalition, Barisan Nasional (BN), is dominated by three parties: the United
Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the Malaysian Chinese Association
(MCA), and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC). The three parties offer each
ethnic group representation in government. In this way, ethnicity is enshrined in
Malaysian society, as the most noble, and yet the most fundamental, of markers.*
And so, from the street, all the way to high political office, Malaysians have been
steeped in the art of race consciousness.

But there is a sense that this model has run its course. Why? The main reason,
according to Nasir Mustafa, is that Malaysians are fed up with BN for practising
“this race-based politics of divide and rule”. The great irony, according to him, is that
BN tries to portray itself as just and fair, while frequently slandering PAS as being
a party that champions only Malay rights. Apparently Malaysians have woken up
to this now. “The rakyat realises these are all lies. People can see the results of our
18-year rule in Kelantan, people can see how we treat Chinese and Indians and the
Siamese people fairly”

Indeed, throughout my travels across Malaysia, I have encountered a hundred
different opinions about PAS, ranging from the paranoid—"*They want to create an
Islamic State and start violent jihad against non-believers”—to the fiercely proud—
“PAS is the best party to lead Malaysians, they are the only non-corrupt politicians
out there” And, ever so often, the plain indifferent—"Bloody politicians. They’re all
the same.”

What is most striking, perhaps, is that in Kelantan and Terengganu, the two
states that had actually been governed by PAS recently, opinion about them tended



58 Floating on a Malayan Breeze

to be generally favourable.® On the other hand, in other parts of Malaysia, partic-
ularly rich urban centres such as KL and Penang, many were fearful of them, and
some harboured grave misconceptions.®

This was partly because of their fear of the unknown, of the nebulous force gov-
erning way out in the northeast. Some PAS firebrands have certainly fanned the
flames in the past, spewing divisive sermons unashamedly. But it has also been the
result of years of persistent media bias: Malaysian’s mainstream media channels
have done a fabulous job in painting PAS out to be radical and incompetent.

Another major hurdle for the opposition is “money politics”. The system of
patronage, fortified over the years with juicy government contracts, has led to much
incestuous money sloshing around the ruling BN coalition, says Nasir. This creates
two problems. First, it allows BN politicians to buy the loyalty of whoever they
want, be it the voter on the street, or possibly even a judge. Since everybody’s hands
are in the cookie jar, the whole system gets legitimised: if you can’t beat 'em, join
‘em. Second, the honey pot pulls eager talented young politicians towards BN. This
makes it all the more difficult for the opposition to attract them.

“Look at the current Kedah chief minister. He’s been in office for four years, and
already he’s able to afford a big house. Everybody can see what’s going on! His house
is worth more than a million. His secretary’s house is worth more than a million.
People around him have gotten rich. That’s how things work.” Nothing riles an
opposition politician the way “money politics” does. Nasir had grown much louder.

“This is the kind of money politics and Power Business that we have here today.
But people are extremely upset with all this. Now the rakyat knows what’s going on.”

Partly because of all this cronyism, Nasir said that people had become distrustful
of the government’s grandiose development projects. “Do you know that the budget
of the current National Development Plan (the 9th) is more than the combined
budgets of all the previous ones? [Not true.] But the people know better, they know
that this is all for publicity, the budget for this is going to be wasted, yet again.”

According to Nasir, Malaysia’s politicians had become quite adept at buying
votes. “Every time there is an election, the government comes along with promises,
and with gula-gula pilihan, election sweeteners. You'll notice, the government goes
only to states where it is weak. Do you see the government making promises in the
state of Johor [a government stronghold]? No.”

“But they come here and offer to build roads. They offer to change street lamps.
They offer gifts. They make promises. But only during election time! They do this to
get votes. As soon as the election is over, they’re gone. Next time there’s an election

coming up, they’re back again with their promises. But think about it. This is the
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12th election. This same thing has happened 11 times already. How many times can
you bluft the people?”

Err, 112

Nasir contended that there are, indeed, a lot of Malaysians who will vote for BN
regardless of what happens. But he was also sure that there is a new generation of
voters who have had enough, who realise that Malaysia needs “a good, clean govern-
ment” in order to progress. “Can you imagine what would happen if we put this BN
government in charge of Singapore? Within three months, you would be starving.
You have no oil, you have no rubber, you have no oil palm. The only thing you have
is seawater. They would run you into the ground.”

In criticising the ruling BN, Nasir sounded at times like a demagogue. But a
lot of what he said did not surprise us. We had heard similar things from scores
of Malaysians ever since our bicycle trip in 2004. In fact, even some of BN’s most
ardent fans would grudgingly admit to us that the party is authoritarian, corrupt and
inefficient. They still supported them because they were the best Malaysia had. “And
at least they’ve brought development to our country,” many would say.

But what good had PAS done? Besides fighting incessantly as an underdog,
and governing the state of Kelantan—which has the lowest income per capita in
Malaysia—has PAS actually achieved anything?” Has it played a beneficial role in
the Malaysian story?

Its critics would argue that PAS, with its orthodox ideology and slightly wonky
business sense, has only served to slow Kelantan’s development, while not really
having much of an impact on the rest of the country. Nasir, obviously, disagrees,
pointing out that Malaysians do appreciate the role that PAS has played.

“We have been the opposition for 53 years, we have kept the government in
check, we have ensured that any wrongdoing is highlighted, we have kept Malaysia
running. Can you imagine how much worse things would have been without an
opposition? People would have lived like they did in ancient times, under a king. If
you challenged the king, you'd have your hand cut off, your head cut oft”

Similarly, Nasir chafes at the suggestion, often made by UMNO members, that
PAS has no track record. “That’s really funny, because we have been around as a
stable party for 53 years. UMNO, on the other hand, had a major crisis in 1988.
UMNO is unstable, not us!”®

The constitutional crisis of 1988 had its roots in the 1987 UMNO elections.
What was meant to be another run-of-the-mill photo opportunity was turned on
its head when the incumbent president, Mahathir, was challenged by Razaleigh
Hamzah, an outspoken prince from Kelantan, and his followers. The ensuing leader-

ship battle was a bitter, drawn-out spat that cleaved the party in two.
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Following arguments, disputes and a protracted legal wrangling, Mahathir and
his supporters prevailed, forming UMNO Baru (New UMNO); Razaleigh and his
supporters formed Semangat 46 (Spirit of 1946, the year UMNO was founded), a
party that soon fizzled out. Nevertheless, Razaleigh, who is now the longest-serving
parliamentarian in Malaysia, is still respected by many in Malaysia, BN and opposi-
tion alike, for his reformist ideas.

“So, if the opposition wins enough seats, do you think it can form the govern-
ment? Is it ready and able to replace BN?”

“Definitely,” Nasir answered.

“Really?”

“Definitely”

Hogwash, I thought.

“The reason is that the opposition will have the support of all the public servants
and the military. The public servants are well aware that they have been made use of
by the Barisan Nasional politicians for their own perut, stomach. If there is a clean,
honest government, our public servants will be happy and motivated to work for it,
to develop our country. Right now there is just way too much wastage. Morgan and
Stanley [sic] said in a report that on average, for a project that costs only one dollar
the Malaysian government spends four dollars. It’s true. Go and check it.” (I could
not verify this.)

Nasir leaned his body backwards and clapped his hands sharply, a gesture he per-
formed in synch with every triumphant point. As we listened to all this, we couldn’t
help feeling a bit sorry for him. Nasir really felt that this would be a watershed, that
we were on the verge of a big change in Malaysia. We weren't so sure—why would
there be change now? After all, the opposition did still face all the usual hurdles.

“Well, you're well aware that there are no real media freedoms here. BN controls
the mainstream media. So, in order to spread the message, we have to find other
ways, like giving lots of ceramahs. Do you know that there are days where I have
given 16 ceramahs?” Nasir moaned. “Listen to my voice, it’s disappearing!”

But there was no choice, he said. If the opposition relied on the mainstream
media, the public would never hear its message. “When the media is restricted like
this, the people’s voice is never heard. This opens the door for corruption and for
crime. We need a free, open media so that the people’s voice can be heard, and only
then can the country progress.”

Although this was only the first time Nasir was standing for office, he had been
involved with PAS full-time in some way or another for 13 odd years, during which
time he had participated in four previous elections. (“That’s how I know that this
one is different.”) He told us that he had joined the party because it is clean, honest,
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does good work in the community and is willing to champion the rights of all ordi-
nary Malaysians.

He passed us a small publicity leaflet, written mostly in Malay, which documented
his achievements and work for the party, complete with testimonials from party big-
wigs and images of newspaper clippings. On the front cover there is a smiling Nasir
and a greeting—*“T am with you”—in Chinese, English, Malay and Tamil. On the

back is a photo of his family: wife and four children, smiling, caring, supporting.

*kk

As compelling as Nasir was, when we drove out of Kuala Kedah that day, we were
not convinced that Malaysia was on the brink of a political earthquake. How wrong
we were.

Before 2008, Malaysia’s opposition controlled only one of Malaysia’s 13 states.
But at GE 2008, voters in five Malaysian states—Kedah, Kelantan, Penang, Perak
and Selangor—chose the opposition to lead them. Soon after the elections, the
three opposition parties in power, DAP, PAS and Parti Keadlian Rakyat (PKR,
the People’s Justice Party), cobbled together an alliance, Pakatan Rakyat (PR,
The People’s Alliance). Although the ruling BN soon won back the state of Perak,
Malaysians have had the chance to observe PR’s performance in four states since
2008.

Its report card is mixed. By and large PR has done a decent job of governing.
Some opposition state governments, most notably Penang’s, have succeeded some-
what in making the government leaner and more transparent, and in attracting
foreign investment. In both 2010 and 2011, Penang and Selangor recorded the two
highest levels of approved manufacturing investment in the country.’

Whenever I have travelled across Malaysia, Penang is the place that has reminded
me most of Singapore. This could be because it’s Malaysia’s richest state—going
by per capita income—or because of its ethnic makeup, with more Chinese than
Malays. Thus it just looks and feels closer to Singapore than do other parts of
Malaysia. The two islands also share historical ties, both administered by the British
as The Straits Settlements, along with Malacca.

When we cycled across Malaysia, Penang was also the first place where we had
a guaranteed homestay: Uncle James and family live there. An evening with them
recharged us. Superb hawker food, on-demand hot water, Aunty Leela Laundry
Service, relaxed familial conversations, a cosy, snug sleep. And the freedom of being
able to forget our bikes. It was all too good to be true, and we cycled off the next

morning delirious, not wanting to wake from our Penang dream.
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In fact, we felt so comfortable and relaxed that we decided to commit our most
flagrant violation of Malaysia’s traffic laws: we cycled across the Penang Bridge.

The spectacular Penang Bridge is the longest in Southeast Asia and one of the
longest in the world. It is one of Malaysia’s architectural wonders, and we were dead-
set on crossing it.

Would we get caught? Well, we had our ignorant foreigner act down pat. Besides,
how terrible can a cycling offence be? It’s the sort of misdemeanour that one doesn’t
even feel bad about.

As we merged onto the bridge, we noticed three things. First was the sign telling
us that bicycles are prohibited. Second, we detected a slight sway to the bridge, as
the cross strait winds blew ferociously across it. More importantly, the shoulder lane,
which would offer much protection against traffic coming from behind, seemed to
be narrowing and slowly disappearing.

We were soon to be one with the permitted forms of transport on the bridge.
The bridge sloped ever so slightly upward and we could not see over the centre of
the bridge. The views on both sides were remarkable. Ships were gliding across the
mirrory waters of the Straits and Georgetown sat quaintly to the left.

But who dared to look? There was an endless blur of gasoline-powered vehicles
zooming by inches from us. Every time a truck, bus or even small Kancil—a tiny
hatchback—passed us, we felt like we were being sucked towards them. The frenetic
crosswinds made the cycle across the bridge somewhat tense, we felt like we could
be easily carried off into the sea.

Outwards by the wind and inwards by the passing traffic. Out and in, out and in.
On some occasions we had to wrench our bikes back into an upright position after
a truck flew past. For the first time in our trip, our arms were working harder than
our legs.

The combination of the traffic, crosswinds and the slight incline meant that we
were cycling furiously but still at a sluggish pace. At times, the wind literally held
us back, like a mystic force pushing against our shoulders, willing us to return to
Penang.

Even though the bridge is only 13.5 kilometres long, it took us an hour to cross.*
Each of the massive columns of the bridge stands at about 100 metres, although
one will not notice this while on the bridge. When we finally made it past all the
columns, we looked back at our conquest, said a silent good bye to Penang, and after
a quick check that all limbs were in order, continued on towards Taiping.

Despite its successes in Penang, at a national level, PR has had to contend with

sporadic disagreements and infighting. These partly stem from the fundamental

*

Our average speed for the whole journey was 20km/h.



The end of dominance: Part I 63

ideological differences between its parties—in particular, secular, Chinese-
dominated DAP does not make an easy bedfellow for Muslim, Malay-dominated
PAS. Among other things, secular Malaysians worry about perceived creeping fun-
damentalism by sections of PAS, including suggestions to ban alcohol, gambling
and pig-rearing in some or all of the PR-controlled states.

One person who is unbothered by all this is Nurul Izzah, vice-president of PKR,
whose house we met at in September 2011. “The internal dynamics of PAS have
always been greatly influenced by their performance in national polls,” she says.
Confident that PAS has become more moderate, she points to the rise of Mat Sabu,
elected as PAS deputy president in 2011. “He is not even an ulama,” she says, allud-
ing to the fact that Mat Sabu is the first non-religious scholar to be elected to the
party’s leadership in 2§ years.

She also believes that DAP and PAS have moved more to the centre over the
years, and are now much more willing to make compromises for the sake of the
alliance. Any conflict between the parties is simply a reflection of Malaysian society,
says Nurul, and should not be swept under the carpet, the way BN has been doing
for years. Instead there should be a constructive process of engagement that she
believes will lead to some resolution. “Look at what happened in Kedah recently,
where there was talk of banning entertainment outlets from operating during
Ramadan. There were discussions and negotiations, and eventually the ban was
revoked.”

PR has created a common policy platform to use if it wins control of the Federal
Government. Nurul says this serves as an assurance that the alliance will not be cap-
tured by special interests in any particular party.

When talking to her, it is easy to forget that Nurul is a seasoned politician. She
has the young, innocent features of a five-year-old, and speaks in a gentle whisper,
never raising her voice. It is as if a national Spelling Bee champion has been dressed
up as a lady, and asked to govern.

But she is no novice. Thirty-year-old Nurul has been politically active for more
than a decade. “During my summer breaks in university, I would travel in the country
and abroad to speak on behalf of political prisoners.” Articulate and measured, she
seems polished in the art of quiet persuasion. Along with Tony Pua of the DAP,
Nurul is one of the Malaysian opposition’s starlets, and a leader of the Reformasi
generation, the reform movement spawned in 1998 in the wake of the Asian finan-
cial crisis.

In conversation, Nurul seems to consciously avoid mention of her father, Anwar
Ibrahim, who served as deputy prime minister under Mahathir, before falling out
with him in 1998. Anwar was then convicted on trumped-up charges of sodomy,
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and was one of the “political prisoners” who inspired Nurul and the rest of the
Reformasi generation.

In 2004, the charges against Anwar were overturned, and he was released from
prison. He was not able to participate in the seminal March 2008 elections because
he was banned from politics till April 2008. In August 2008, he finally rejoined par-
liament when he won a by-election in Permatang Pauh, after his wife, Wan Azizah,
vacated her seat. Anwar, as the de facto leader of PR, is considered by his support-
ers as Malaysia’s prime minister-in-waiting. In January 2012, he was acquitted of a
second sodomy charge, after a two-year trial.

Though her father tends to grab much of the media spotlight, Nurul seems
determined to carve out her own, independent political narrative. “Having Anwar
Ibrahim as my father, his name can of course be beneficial, but it can also be a lia-
bility,” Nurul says. “I love my father dearly, and he was one of the reasons I joined
politics. Still, it was my decision, and I knew I could not blame him if I lost or won.”

Nurul is convinced that ultimately voters will elect her based on how she per-
forms, not because of her family ties. PKR's critics aren’t so sure, and have lamented
what they see as dynastic politics, particularly with Nurul's recent election to the
party’s vice-presidency. If one looks across Southeast Asia, there are no other politi-
cal parties where father, mother and daughter all play such prominent roles.

Still Nurul is adamant that the decision to contest for the party vice-presidency
was her own. She seems much less bothered by accusations of nepotism than she is
by her own inability to fulfil her filial duties.

“My father’s second sodomy case has come out, and I can no longer focus my
attention on it,” she says. “That saddens me because I was able to be there for him
in 1998. But today I am also responsible to my constituents and to my own family.
People voted for me, people trusted me. You have to be fair to everyone, equal time
for my family, and for the voters.”

With elections round the corner, Nurul also has to think about her own re-elec-
tion campaign. Though she is confident that PR has done a good job governing, she
worries about the broader political climate in the country.

“There is a concerted effort to make sure every opposition leader is vilified,
and hence will be deemed unacceptable, especially by the Malay electorate,” says
Nurul. “My worry is that we are going to see one of the dirtiest elections ever, and
it’s going to cost us” Among her concerns are the electoral roll inconsistencies
(many dead Malaysians are still registered as voters), the supposedly biased postal
ballot and media, and “an election commission that is highly biased in favour of the

government’.
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Nurul believes political and social freedoms have regressed over the past few
years. “Malaysia under Najib reminds me of the Mahathir era,” she says. “There
are more efforts to silence dissent. The police force and the security apparatus are
much more prominent now. It is a rather threatening environment for opposition
lawmakers.”

By contrast, says Nurul, the political climate was much more open under
Abdullah Badawi, Malaysia’s prime minister from 2004 to 2009. She compares the
two demonstrations by Bersih, a non-governmental coalition for electoral reform,
in Kuala Lumpur. The first demonstration, in 2007 during Abdullah’s reign, carried

«

on with little police disruption—"hardly 50 people were arrested.” The second dem-
onstration in 2011 resulted in almost 1,700 arrests. There were also 90 restraining
orders imposed, preventing certain individuals from entering Kuala Lumpur that
day. “Including me,” says Nurul. It seems bizarre that the government would con-
sider this meek lady a security threat to Malaysia.

Despite the harsh political climate, Nurul still sees the value of engaging directly
with Najib. A few weeks before we met her, she had sent him an open letter listing
eight demands regarding electoral reform. In it she refers to Najib with the standard
honorific for a prime minister, Yang Amat Berhormat (YAB, The most respected).

“As a gentle and historical reminder YAB, the rakyat has never truly elected YAB
as the prime minister of Malaysia,” Nurul noted dryly, reminding Najib that he had
yet to win an election. “Hence, let this opportunity to enact comprehensive elec-
toral reforms present YAB with the opportunity to definitively receive the rakyat’s
mandate to govern.”

“Why don’t you eat,” beckoned Nurul warmly, pointing at the lavish spread of
cakes in front of us. “These homemade kuih lapis [layered cakes] are very nice and
difficult to get” We had felt a bit bad meeting her on a Sunday morning, so much so
that we had been speeding through the interview, ignoring the food. She put us at
ease by revealing that she had other appointments that day. Such is the life of a poli-
tician. So we were not the only ones, but merely the first to interrupt her Sunday. We
promptly wolfed down a few kuihs.

Beyond all the larger-than-life personalities, perhaps the biggest difference
between PR and BN is PR’s embrace of multi-racial politics versus BN’s traditional
race-based structure. “One of the main reasons I joined PKR is because we have a
strong multicultural core,” she says, “which is essential for Malaysia. We have to start
ingraining that thought in many Malaysians so that we can progress.”

Nurul is also confident that DAP and PAS are resolutely committed to becom-
ing multicultural parties, moving away from their traditional focus on, respectively,
the Chinese and Malay communities. After the 2008 elections, PAS created a
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non-Muslim membership wing, Kelab Penyokong PAS (KPP, the PAS Supporters
Club). “Can you imagine an Islamic party doing this?” muses Nurul. DAP, mean-
while, has launched Roketkini, a Malay-language web portal, and is eager to field
more Malay candidates. “All this is important because it helps the development of
multi-racial politics.”

I asked Nurul whether there was a risk that, in their efforts to broaden their
appeal, DAP and PAS might lose support among their respective Chinese and Malay
bases. “This has always been the justification by the younger generation of UMNO
for the continuation of race-based politics,” says Nurul. “Though everybody has the
right to propagate the type of politics they see fit for this country, I don’t think one
should use positions of power to encourage right-wing extremist groups, such as
Perkasa”

Many Malaysians I speak with lament Najib’s tolerance of right-wing nationalists.
Some suggest that he publicly denounces them while privately encouraging them.
In early 2012, Najib’s wife attended a Perkasa fund-raiser.

Whatever the case, these Malay nationalist voices won't go away. In February
2012, at the launch of Jati, a new Muslim NGO, Harussani Zakaria, the Perak Mutti,
or religious leader, called on Malays to defend their land, saying “just forming
groups and clapping your hands will get you nowhere.”*

Still, Nurul is optimistic. “Younger Malaysians in particular will not be easily
duped by the use of racial or religious fear-mongering tactics by the different parties,”
she says. Though Nurul still feels constrained, she is certainly a lot freer than she was
a decade ago to do and say what she wants. When she was in university, no Malays
wanted to hang out with her because the police had labelled her a subversive threat,
she says. “All my friends were Chinese.”

Nurul felt so beaten down that even on the day her father was convicted, she
went to school, more determined than ever to study. “I knew that whatever they did
to me, they could not take away my, ahem, ‘stellar grades}” she told us, laughing at her
own playfulness. University was her solace, and academic achievement fulfilled her.
Through Nurul’s life, one can see how the space for Malaysia’s opposition has really
opened up since she was in university, though evidently not nearly enough for them.

Despite her meteoric rise, Nurul seems to have remained fairly grounded.
“Politics is a lifelong learning experience, the learning curve is so steep, and one has
to try and master so many different skills, like public speaking.”

She refuses to view her victory over Shahrizat Jalil, an UMNO stalwart, in the
2008 general elections as any sort of personal achievement. It was, she contends,
more a victory for the Malaysians who voted for her, many of whom wanted change.
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“One should never personalise politics,” she argues. “It’s not about me, or Shahrizat,
or Anwar Ibrahim, it’s about something much bigger than any one of us.”

“My proudest moment, aside from having my two kids—without an epidural,
mind you—was at a rally in Lucky Gardens, Bangsar,” she says. “It was the night
before the 2008 elections, and there was a completely multi-racial crowd there. I
remember thinking that regardless of what happens in the elections, just the fact
that we had succeeded in bringing all these people together, that was so inspiring.”

Nevertheless, Nurul, prompted by her supporters, still has had to entertain
thoughts of leading Malaysia. “Whenever somebody asks me about becoming
prime minister one day, I always call it the Kiss of Death. One has to take it with a
pinch of salt. You can be the darling of society one moment, and it could all end in
the next”

Again stressing that individuals do not matter, Nurul argues that what Malaysia
needs is a whole generation of reformers and progressive thinkers in order to
succeed. “Even across the political divide, we need the reformers in UMNO to come
to the fore. For a proper political transition, it can never be us against them. Nobody
can claim ownership for reforms. It is a cause that should be embraced by everyone.”

I asked Nurul who her favourite Malaysian prime minister of all time was. She
gave us a mildly disapproving look. She then noted that it’s difficult to assess the per-
formance of prime ministers in Malaysia because, aside from a few notable scholarly
works, the only commentary and news about them appears in the biased govern-
ment-controlled media.

Still, she plumped for Hussein Onn, Malaysia’s third prime minister, who is also
known as Bapa Perpaduan, Father of Unity. “He was a visionary,” she said. “He saw a
possible future for multi-racial politics.”

The truth is that, through Hussein Onn and many others, multi-racial agendas
and ideas have bounced around Malaysia for decades, only to be undermined every
time by nationalists. It is still unclear whether the Reformasi generation’s efforts will
be any more successful.

Indeed, it is easy to get caught up in Pakatan Rakyat’s exhortations on electoral
reform, multiculturalism and fighting corruption. It all sounds very liberating. There
are many Malaysians, however, who have a highly cynical view of the opposition.

To his critics, Anwar is a conniving chameleon, somebody willing to sneakily do
whatever it takes to get what he wants. All his talk about reforming Malaysia is to
them simply a romantic political spin that masks a basic desire for power. His rheto-
ric is merely his vehicle.

Anwar’s biggest miscalculation, perhaps, was his cack-handed attempt at winning

control of Malaysia’s Federal government in September 2008, shortly after he was
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elected. He had promised his supporters, his colleagues, his fellow parliamentar-
ians, and even the rest of the world that he would have enough support to take over
Malaysia’s government on 16 September 2008. The day came and went with barely
a whimper.

It later emerged, through WikiLeaks cables and other testimonies, that there were
indeed BN MPs who were willing to cross over to Pakatan Rakyat. Nevertheless, the
perception that Anwar had spun a quite elaborate web of deceit that might have seri-
ously destabilised the country rankles many Malaysians.

His performance as PKR’s head over the past three years has also been highly
controversial. Amid accusations of nepotism, PKR has lost a fifth of its 31 parlia-
mentary seats through defections and resignations. In an interview with the New
Straits Times, N. Gobalakrishnan, an MP and PKR founder member, puts it bluntly,
“Anwar may be God-given,” he said, “but he thinks he is God.”"!

Therefore, though it may sometimes seem from the outside as if Malaysia is on
the verge of an opposition revolution, I've met many Malaysians who still have firm
faith in BN. They see the opposition more as a bunch of opportunists rather than
the future leaders of Malaysia.

Nurul’s confidence notwithstanding, PR probably remains one of the most
unstable coalitions in the world. It is hard to imagine a more ideologically diverse
grouping of people, including the Malay Muslim-dominated PAS, which for long
wanted to create an Islamic state in Malaysia. In many ways, the only thing the three
parties have in common is their opposition to BN.

Aside from its fragility, the other problem with the PR is that it is full of political
greenhorns. Many of its politicians would never have dreamed of running for office
five years ago. That doesn’t mean they can’t do it, but rather that there is a tremen-
dous amount of learning-on-the-job going on.

PR’s incessant infighting has left the door open for the ruling BN, which has
been jolted into action by its poor performance in 2008. The prime minister, Najib,
is leading a mini-revolution within BN as he prepares it for the next election. By
purging the coalition’s fat, he hopes to lead a fitter BN to victory. It will not be
easy—BN is a coalition saddled with years of ethno-nationalism, racism, corrup-
tion, cronyism and nepotism.

In March 2012 the party was under the spotlight again, when Shahrizat Jalil, the
minister for women, family and community development, announced that she will
be leaving the cabinet when her term ends in April."? This came after months of public
anger over accusations that Mohamad Salleh, Shahrizat’s husband, had embezzled
public money to purchase luxury apartments, including two in Singapore. He has

denied the charges. At the time of writing, the corruption investigation was still
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ongoing. Whatever the outcome, the whole saga has undermined Najib’s message
of reform.

Nevertheless, Malaysia has begun its transition from an authoritarian state, rife
with corruption, to a possible two-coalition, or multi-party democracy. This will
prove long and turbulent. A political structure built on ethnic differences may have
to eventually make way for a race-blind one."”* The inefficient system of patronage
politics is slowly being replaced by one based on old-fashioned values like honesty,
integrity and responsibility. Entrenched corruption must ultimately be weeded
out though progress here is especially slow. Meanwhile, it will take time to rebuild
public faith in many of Malaysia’s distrusted institutions, including the police force
and judiciary.

Unsurprisingly, this transition is proving messy. The next election, due by 2013,
will be as raucous and fractious as the last one, and with as many allegations of unfair
tactics and rigging, such as the use of pengundi hantu, phantom voters.

It is difficult to tell who might win the election. If the ruling BN edges out PR
again in a close fight, as seems likely, Malaysia will continue on the same reform
road it has been on. If BN wins in a huge landslide, that might set the reform agenda
back, as there will be less impetus for change within the ruling party. If the opposi-
tion PR wins the election, Malaysian politics and governance might be in disarray
for a while, largely because more than half a century of rule would have come to an
end—it will be a turbulent handover of power.

Perhaps the biggest worry, regardless of the outcome, is that politics might
degenerate into squabbles along ethnic or religious lines. Even though many pro-
gressive Malaysian politicians speak about a new era of multicultural politics, it will
take some time before societal attitudes and mindsets shift in that direction. If des-
perate, some politicians might be tempted to appeal to communal instincts. That
would be a major setback for the country.

Nevertheless, at a broader level, the good news is that Malaysia’s political transi-
tion is well underway, and there is no stopping it. The result of the GE 2008, where
BN suffered its worst ever electoral performance, was the culmination of years of
grievances and discontent brewing in Malaysian society. As the US was gripped by
the audacity of hope, Malaysians finally found the audacity to vote. 2008 will be
remembered as the year when ordinary Malaysians set in motion a chain of events
that would one day lead to a stable democratic state.

The trouble is, “one day” could still be a decade or more away. As much as there
is room for optimism about reform in Malaysia, there is also plenty of reason to
worry—a generation of crooked politicians isn’t just going to disappear. According

to one senior Malaysian banker I know, there is a crop of emerging Malay wannabes
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who realise that their time in the sun may be coming to an end, and are determined
to squeeze as much out of the system while they can—a philosophy known as pukul
habis, or “hit it till the very end”.

The political arena is not the only place where this contest of ideas will neces-
sarily be settled. For once all the philosophising about race, religion and identity is
over, it is also worth remembering that when voters go to the ballot box in Malaysia,
just like everywhere else, they often vote on bread-and-butter issues.

“The first step is empathy. So many people are trapped in a cycle of poverty, they
have more basic concerns than issues of identity. We need to empathise and then
empower them,” says Nurul.

The only thing that one can say for sure is that a political transition is underway.
Instead of just listening to what Big Brother has to say, every Malaysian’s search for
meaning and identity has begun in earnest. Maybe that’s what Mun Ching meant

when she screamed at us, bursting with expectation, on 8 March 2008.
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Over the course of the past eight years, while shuttling between Malaysia and
Singapore, one of the biggest differences I've noticed between people is in their will-
ingness to speak up. Malaysians are generally much more eager to tell you exactly
what they think, whether the topic of conversation is food, football or politics. I
often had to pull myself away from chatty strangers, who had so much more to share.

We Singaporeans, on the other hand, are much more reserved. For a multitude of
reasons, we tend to water down our opinions, or wrap them in a protective layer of
waftle or anonymity. Many of us are simply afraid to let others know what we really
think.

This feeds into our attitudes towards strangers. When you randomly stop some-
body on the street in Singapore, just to ask a question, it feels like much more of an
imposition to the person than it does in Malaysia. This probably stems not from
any Singaporean unfriendliness, but rather just our natural shyness and reticence.
Malaysians, by contrast, more often seem willing just to chat, even in the big cities.
They seem more able to make time.

If this book had been published before 2011, I would have written all of the above
on this page without reservation. It would have stood independently as a summary
of Singaporean apathy and reticence.

But today it is woefully inadequate. Singapore’s 2011 general elections (GE
2011) uncorked opinion in this country. It is still unclear if the PAP will continue
to dominate politics in the decades ahead or, instead, if Singapore has taken its first
step towards becoming a multi-party democracy. Still, irrespective of how our polit-
ical landscape evolves, one thing is for sure—the myth of the apathetic Singaporean
is dead. We have all found our voice.

During the 2006 general elections, I went around asking people who they were
going to vote for. Although close friends and family shared their thoughts, no stran-
ger would tell me.

By the time GE 2011 had come around, meanwhile, it seemed like everybody
wanted to talk about it. People who had ignored politics their whole lives suddenly
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showed up for work with dissertations on individual candidates. This political awak-
ening, perhaps, may be the most lasting impact of GE 2011.

But why were so many Singaporeans moved to speak up? Why was there such a
seismic shift against the PAP, such that it won its lowest ever share of the vote? In
the aftermath of GE 2011, analysts proposed many different narratives and theories,
which together help to shed light on these complex developments.

Many people, after all, were surprised by the shift. Friends overseas called to
ask why so many Singaporeans had lost faith in one of the most successful political
parties in history. From the outside, Singapore appeared to have been performing
brilliantly, with stellar headline economic growth, and a string of high-profile global
developments, including two new casinos and the Formula 1 night race.

Most surprised of all, perhaps, were Singapore’s new migrants, particularly those
from other Asian countries. I met a Taiwanese lady who had become a Singapore
citizen in the late 1990s, and was glad then to have swapped Taiwan’s divisive poli-
tics for Singapore’s “political stability”. GE 2011 had left her in a bit of a funk.

Bobby Jay, one of my friends from India who became a Singapore citizen a few
years ago, was even more aghast. Like so many new migrants, Bobby is a fervent PAP
fan, and has sung its praises whenever we’ve discussed politics over beers. Just a few
months before the elections, Bobby simply could not foresee the PAP suffering any
major losses. “If the PAP ever loses power, I am leaving this country for sure,” he told

me.
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Before discussing GE 2011, and Singapore’s current transitional political landscape,
it is worth touching on the atmosphere that has prevailed for most of our history.
First, how and why did the PAP achieve such an elevated stature in the minds of
so many? There are two broad underlying reasons. First, the ruling party has been
so overwhelmingly successful in delivering economic progress that Singaporeans,
by and large, have happily subscribed to the notion of a one-party state. Second, the
PAP has done a masterly job in fending off and discrediting its opponents, such that
most would-be politicians either join the PAP, or stay out of politics completely.
The PAP’s success must be couched not only in terms of economic development,
but also mind control. While incessant growth has kept Singaporeans materially
happy and comfortable, mind control has allowed the party to manage and dictate
ideology and opinion in the country. Who feels that guys should not keep long hair?
Why is nudity in film offensive? Should homosexuality be a punishable offence? Is
average GDP/capita the best measure of economic progress? And after all the rheto-

ric decrying casinos in the 1970s, how come it is now all right to gamble in a casino?
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These deep moral dilemmas, and many others, surface, are discussed and
debated, and then opinion about them formulated, amongst an incestuous cocoon
of commentators, under the watchful eyes of the PAP. Most Singaporeans are not
fortunate enough to hear a plurality of opinions from a multitude of viewpoints.
Rather, for the most part, we hear different sides to a story from the government,
mostly through its compliant media. Any alternative views simply do not get the
same air time.

This way, the PAP has not only been able to deliver economic success, it has also
been able to define what “success” is. For instance, in an article in The Straits Times

Review, senior writer Ong Soh Chin, gushing about Singapore, writes,

There are few places in the world where the things that matter—transport, edu-
cation, housing, healthcare—work as efliciently without having to pay an arm
and aleg.!

She is correct that the government does provide those things relatively cheaply
(though costs have risen recently). But—how did Ms Ong decide what “the things
that matter” in this world are? Is that her opinion? Her friends’? Our government’s?

Surely for some people, there are many other “things that matter”. Perhaps cheap
land, on which to build a house and grow your own vegetables. Or a thriving arts
scene. Or tolerance for alternative careers. Or maybe friendly, spontaneous neigh-
bours, who bake you a cake to welcome you. Or talk shows, where journalists con-
structively criticise government policy.

In short, there are many other things that a human might derive pleasure and sat-
isfaction from which are not available in Singapore. Economists like to differentiate
between known and unknown preferences. In a vibrant democracy, where compet-
ing viewpoints and voices are heard, we can easily learn about varying preferences.

But in an authoritarjan state with a government media monopoly, it is almost
impossible. Unknown preferences will remain, well, unknown. The government
decides what is important. Journalists like Ms Ong tell us what is important. And
hopefully, over time, all Singaporean people will come to believe this, our minds
dissolving into an ocean of uniformity.

But what do Singaporeans really think? That has long been a mystery. Few
opinion polls are ever conducted. When they are, one of the government agencies
or media outlets is almost always behind them. “The data show that public opinion
surveys in Singapore are fraught with theoretical and methodological problems and
that their reporting in the news media leaves much to be desired,” says Tsan-Kuo
Chang, in a paper entitled “Reporting public opinion in Singapore”?
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Whenever the opinion of ordinary Singaporeans is published in the mainstream
media, there is a good chance it’s been filtered, one way or another, by the govern-
ment. There are no independent pollsters here.

With no independent gauge of what Singaporeans really think, the PAP has had
full latitude to make sweeping statements like, “Most Singaporeans support the
death penalty” or “Most Singaporeans are uncomfortable with homosexuality”.
With no evidence to the contrary, how can one disagree?

In any case, even if polls were conducted, there is a high chance that a majority
of Singaporeans will agree with the ruling party’s opinion, philosophies and dictum.
After all, we've been drinking the same Kool Aid for years.

Meanwhile, Singapore cherry-picks from international surveys, opinion pieces
and polls. If an international body gives us a thumbs-up, we wallow and bask in its
glory. On the other hand, if it dares say anything bad about our system, rather than
accept the criticism and try and learn from it, we heap scorn on it.

The best proof of this is our schizophrenic attitude towards the London-based
International Bar Association (IBA). First, our country held them up as first-class
examiners. This came after testimony by Lee Kuan Yew in May 2008 in the trial of
Chee Soon Juan, the leader of the Singapore Democratic Party (SDP), and his sister,
Chee Siok Chin, for defaming Mr Lee and his son, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.

Mr Lee had said that after the IBA held its annual conference in Singapore in
October 2007, its president sent a letter to the Law Society of Singapore praising the
country’s justice system.> A mention from Mr Lee himself! The IBA had garnered
the ultimate accolade in Singaporean society.

Two months later, on 9 July, a report by the IBA’s Human Rights Institute criti-
cised the use of defamation suits by the PAP to silence the opposition and the press,
and expressed concerns about the independence and impartiality of Singapore’s
judges. Singapore’s law ministry quickly rejected the IBA’s report and our media
channels discredited it. As quickly as the Singapore government had put IBA on a
pedestal, it had now knocked it off, and we the citizens never heard of it again.

Repeat the good news, banish the bad. In this way, the Singapore government
bullet-proofs “the Singapore model”, hoping that all of us continue to believe that
we're living in la-la land. While most countries do this to some extent, Singapore
pushes it much further than one would expect of a democratic first-world country.

In many ways, Singaporean exceptionalism—the idea that we are different and so
should not feel a need to subscribe to global norms—is much more virulent than
the oft-mocked American version. Singaporean exceptionalism has been buttressed
by the notion of Asian Values, a cultural relativist theory that can inspire ardent

devotion—“We are Asian, we are different, don’t tell us what to do.”
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Therefore, by defining what “success” is, and then by consistently over delivering
on that very definition, the PAP has built up a fabulous brand. What about its politi-
cal opponents? With a few notable exceptions, they have been vanquished.

To understand the evolution of Singapore’s opposition, it is worth noting that
the PAP appears to regard them at best as noisy nuisances, and at worst as seditious

anarchists who will ruin Singapore if they ever got the chance.

If I want to fix you, do I need the Chief Justice to fix you? Everybody knows
that in my bag I have a hatchet, and a very sharp one. You take me on, I take my
hatchet, we meet in the cul-de-sac.

—Lee Kuan Yew in 1997*

Suppose you had 10, 15, 20 opposition members in Parliament. Instead of
spending my time thinking what is the right policy for Singapore, I'm going
to spend all my time thinking what’s the right way to fix them, to buy my sup-
porters votes.

—Lee Hsien Loong in 2006°

By repeating these mantras, Singapore’s leaders inevitably influence ordinary citi-
zens into believing that opposition politicians are useless, and that opposition poli-
tics is, in general, a complete waste of time.

If you are an ambitious youth in Singapore today and you want to cause your
mother to suffer a cardiac arrest, just tell her that you've decided to join the opposi-
tion. No other career choice will guarantee as much derision and social exclusion.
Even though the opposition performed remarkably well in the last elections, many
Singaporeans I meet still have a reflexive fear about being directly involved with the
opposition.

It is a chicken and egg issue, really. Many Singaporeans grow up with a poor per-
ception of opposition politicians. As a result, few talented people gravitate towards
them. They raise little money, and have difficulty elevating their public profile.
Opposition parties here struggle to gain widespread acceptance and thus have to
continually rely on a band of die-hard supporters.®

In this suffocating environment, with little leverage, opposition parties perhaps
feel they have to somehow challenge the government’s authority. And so they criti-
cise it, and sometimes say things that, according to The Economist, “would be normal
in any other democracy”” In Singapore, however, our leaders have little appetite for
perceived unjust criticism. If they smell even a whiff of libel, they will sue.

So, before long, some opposition member finds him or herself in court, facing
huge punitive penalties. Many of them are bankrupted by this.



76 Floating on a Malayan Breeze

And of course, while all this is happening, some eager seven-year-old somewhere
in Singapore is reading all about it in The Straits Times, and is probably wondering—
“Why is it that every time I hear about an opposition politician they are doing some-
thing bad?”

This vicious cycle breeds a brand of adversarial politics that often seems
myopic, petty and opportunistic. According to Human Right Watch’s 2009 report,
“Opposition politicians and their supporters are at constant risk of prison and sub-
stantial fines for simply expressing their views.”

Another major obstacle for opposition parties is the system of Group
Representation Constituencies (GRC). In Singapore, for the longest time, ethnicity
played no role in politics. That changed in 1988 when the GRC system was intro-
duced “to ensure the representation in Parliament of Members from the Malay,
Indian and other minority communities”® The system effectively clobbered together
adjacent single-seat districts into one greater multiple-seat GRC. So, instead of field-
ing one candidate in a small district, parties would have to field a team of candidates,
one of whom had to be from a minority group.

The official rationale, then and now, is that with the GRC system, Singapore
avoids the possibility of ever electing a purely Chinese parliament. If we want Indian
and Malay representation, so the argument goes, then we need GRCs.

“It is make believe to pretend that race does not affect voting patterns,” said Goh
Chok Tong, then deputy prime minister. Curiously, at the time it was introduced,
there was nary any evidence that Singaporeans had been voting along racial lines.

Consider what had happened seven years before, in 1981, when Joshua Benjamin
Jeyaretnam, an Indian lawyer who rapidly became Lee Kuan Yew’s nemesis, won a
by-election in Anson, against, lo and behold, a Chinese man. If anything, it appears
as though Singaporeans have long chosen purely on merit.”

In practice, the GRC system favours the ruling party in two ways. First it is harder
for the opposition to contest and win any constituency, as they need to field a team
of good candidates, as opposed to just one. In GE 2011, the Workers Party (WP)
finally managed to win a GRC, the first ever for any opposition party, only by field-
ing an all-star team.

Second, the GRC system allows the PAP to blood new young candidates, who
may not have the support of many Singaporeans, but who ride into parliament on
the coat-tails of more experienced politicians as part of their GRC team. In GE
2011, for instance, many Singaporeans were outraged that Tin Pei Ling, a 27-year-
old who came across as inexperienced and clumsy in the campaign, managed to win

a seat in parliament as part of Goh Chok Tong’s team.
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Over time, the GRC system has been expanded to now include more than 85 per
cent of Singapore’s electorate.'® Interestingly therefore, Singapore’s political system
started off a pure meritocracy, and was racialised, so to speak, in 1988. On the other
hand, Malaysia had race built into politics early on, but many now feel the need to
move away from it.

Due to Singapore’s first-past-the-post electoral system and the effects of gerry-
mandering, in GE 2011 the opposition’s almost two-fifths share of the vote equated
to just 6 of the 87 elected parliamentary seats. In other words, 39.86 per cent of the
vote translated into only 6.9 per cent of the seats. By comparison, in the UK’s last
election, the Liberal Democrats’ 23 per cent of the vote translated into 8.8 per cent
of seats.

Aside from the these limits, other challenges that opposition politicians in
Singapore face include social exclusion and electoral threats: before every general
election, the PAP promises to reward any district that votes for the opposition by
delaying public works and estate upgrades in the area.

And so that has been the PAP’s two-pronged strategy for success. First, the party
has been fabulously successful. This includes both real achievements, for instance
in governance and economic development, supplemented with perceived achieve-
ments in a range of other areas, by controlling and manufacturing consent.

Second, it has vanquished its opponents. Many Singaporeans are convinced that

if the opposition ever comes to power, the country will go to the dogs.
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Against that backdrop, the slow, steady rise of Singapore’s opposition in 2011
caught everybody off guard. In 2010, there were small signs that the ground was
shifting. New opposition parties, such as the Reform Party, had been formed early.
Opposition parties had also started to attract more “conventional” candidates—
former government scholars and civil servants—who had once been the preserve of
the PAP. Oddly, the opposition were also getting fairly decent coverage in the main-
stream media. Still, there was a limit to the breadth of viewpoints that surfaced here.
The independent online media, meanwhile, had emerged as an alternative to
the mainstream press. Facebook, Twitter and other social media sites have been
recognised internationally for their roles in the Arab Spring and other authoritar-
ian states. Less known is their impact on Singapore’s GE 2011. Though the major-
ity of Singaporeans still got their news from the mainstream media, these Internet
sites became the central news portals for thousands of Singaporeans. Many people I
know regarded Facebook as their first port-of-call for elections updates and chatter.
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For a traditionally reticent, shy society, social media offered safety in numbers.
Risk-averse Singaporeans drew great comfort from seeing friends reading, sharing
and “Like”ing alternative news and viewpoints, and promptly followed suit.
Overnight it became acceptable, even hip, to embrace non-establishment opinion.
For some older Singaporeans, unversed in tweeting and poking, e-mail forwarding
of articles became the norm.

In other words, in the lead-up to GE 2011, for the first time in Singapore’s history,
minority voices got a decent hearing, thanks largely to the Internet.

All this activity unnerved the PAP. In the previous election in 2006, Internet dis-
course probably ruffled the PAP’s feathers, but the PAP nonetheless remained in
control of the national discussion. Not this time.

Moreover, the PAP’s usual scare tactics seemed to be backfiring. Before the elec-
tion, Lee Kuan Yew said that Aljunied residents would have “five years to live and
repent” if it decided to elect the opposition. Rather than pressuring voters to get in
line, that statement ended up annoying many of them.

A few days before the election, Prime Minister Lee issued a stunning apology to
the country. “If we didn’t get it right, I'm sorry. But we will try better the next time.”
For a party that is used to domineering and dictating, this rare admission struck a
chord with many Singaporeans.

Cynics invariably saw it as insincere politicking by a canny prime minister. Nurul
Izzah, the Malaysian politician, was suitably impressed. “It shows that despite being
in power for so long, there is still a strain of humility running through them,” she
said.

Tactically, it is unclear how much the apology helped. A few days later, the PAP
turned in its worst ever electoral performance, winning just above 60 per cent of the
vote. For the first time in history, it lost a GRC, in Aljunied.

Shortly after that, Goh Chok Tong and Lee Kuan Yew, two former prime minis-
ters, resigned from their ministerial posts—Mr Lee, modern Singapore’s founding
father, had been a minister since 1959. Prime Minister Lee was forced into a major
reshuffle of his cabinet.

Within the space of a few months, Singaporean politics had changed completely.

The era of PAP dominance had come to an end.

*%k

When one talks about politics or governance or the systems we live in, it can some-
times get rather theoretical and distant. We can lose sight of the fact that ultimately
it is ordinary people like you and me whose lives are profoundly affected by our

countries’ political decisions.
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When Sumana and I bicycled around Malaysia, there was only one “appoint-
ment” that we had. John and Dianne—junior college sweethearts whose court-
ship we had been privy to—had decided to tie their blissful wedding knot in Kuala
Lumpur on 7 August, two days before Singapore’s National Day, and a very amena-
ble Day 25 of the trip. If one examined the chronological schematics of the journey,
one would see that this wedding was the single, central organisational factor behind
them, the trip’s North Star, the only guiding light in an otherwise Malayan sea of
spontaneity.

We set out from Singapore on 14 July 2004 knowing that whatever happens,
whoever we meet, however many times we fall from our bikes, we had 25 days to
reach KL. And we also knew that if politics in our countries were different, this mar-
riage would never have been.

John Devaraj Solomon grew up in Selangor and was sent to study in Singapore
when he was 14. His father had been dissatisfied with Malaysia’s ethnic and edu-
cational policies, and admired Singapore’s. A few years later, he met Singaporean
Dianne Lim in junior college. Ten years on, they were about to get married.

As we cycled across the country, moving from one town to the next, never
knowing where our next bath or bed might be, the attraction of this one, single
appointment grew. A truckload of our friends was going to be there, clothes and
snacks in tow. We had given them detailed instructions and made arrangements,
wanting to ensure that our arrival, the two Saddhus on two wheelers, would not be
greeted with tepidity.

Arrangements. Good Times.

Not that the trip hadn’t been fun, but simply that KL would be a different sort of
a Good Time, with different pecuniary limits and the comfort of being in familiar
territory, not having to think of where to sleep, what was cheap enough to eat, whom
to talk to.

In KL we would be rid of the persistent niggling uncertainty that had gnawed at
us throughout. Familiarity had its charm.

The week before the wedding, from the moment we hit Perlis, Malaysia’s north-
ernmost state, KL had become our beacon of probity. Each time the cycling got to
us or the roughness of the trip became slightly too much to bear, we just looked at
each other and counted down the days till Kuala Lumpur, when we could immerse
ourselves in wedding bliss and the accompanying festivities.

“Eh, shack lah, I think better rest for a while”.

“Seven days bro, seven days ...~
“Wey, my stomach don’t feel so good, better pull up for a rester’s.”
“Six days, only six days ...”
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KL exerted a magnetic pull on our bikes. Good times. Here we come.

And so John the Malaysian married Dianne the Singaporean that fateful day. And
I suspect that when one examines the what, how and why of their coming together,
politics probably had something to do with it.

*kk

Today John and Dianne live happily in Singapore with their three beautiful chil-
dren. But though Singapore may still appear somewhat appealing from the outside,
many Singaporeans have gotten increasingly dissatisfied with PAP rule. The first
and possibly most important reason for this concerns basic material wealth. Many
Singaporeans’ standards of living have not risen much in the past decade.

Although Singapore has continued to record strong headline economic growth,
the share of those spoils have not been distributed evenly. In the decade to 2007, the
bottom 30 per cent of households saw their real incomes stagnate, even as Singapore
continued to churn out millionaires. By some measures, Singapore today is more
unequal than China and the US. Economic growth has not benefitted all.

The cost of living, meanwhile, has spiralled, particularly for housing. The govern-
ment is not entirely to blame for all this. Singapore is subject to the same disruptive
economic forces that affect other countries, including globalisation and resource
shortages. Nevertheless, some policies, such as promoting high immigration, have
certainly accentuated their impact.

Part of the reason for high immigration is that the PAP has been pursuing a
high-growth economic growth strategy that involves feeding greater quantities of
“inputs’, such as low-cost labour, into the system, rather than focusing on improving
the productivity of existing workers.

This depresses low-end wages—the median salary in Singapore was S$$2,400
in 2010. In other words, 50 per cent of Singaporeans earn, at most, only as much
as a university grad’s first pay check. The most poignant description I've heard of
Singapore today is a “first-world country with a third-world wage structure”.

The building of the two new casinos and the staging of the Formula 1 race,
far from winning over ordinary Singaporeans, only served to distance them from
government policies. These developments contributed to the sense that the gov-
ernment is more concerned with attracting the global elite than with pleasing the
average citizen.

The PAP’s historical success has been based on a social compact with
Singaporeans, which equated unquestioned electoral support for the party in return

for continued rises in living standards.
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This compact has slowly eroded over the past decade. Singaporeans have been
disillusioned by the combination of rising inequality, income stagnation, and high
immigration. For many people living here, the Singapore dream has turned into a bit
of a nightmare. Transport, education, housing and healthcare are no longer as cheap
or efficient as they once were. That is the most fundamental explanation behind the
PAP’s loss of support.

Many Singaporeans also believe that the government is responsible for a number
of terrible gaffes, including security lapses that allowed Mas Selamat, a suspected
terrorist, to escape from detention in 2008, and huge budget overruns on the Youth
Olympic Games (YOG) in 2010, where the organising committee forecasted an
expenditure of S$104 million. The YOG eventually cost the country S$387 million.

The PAP’s critics argue that these two incidents show that the party is failing at
its traditional strengths—providing water-tight security and impeccable economic
planning. “If T had blown my budget by more than three times, I'd surely be out of a
job,” says a friend who is a senior banker.

According to Donald Low, a former officer in Singapore’s Administrative Service,
all that only explains part of the story. He believes that GE 2011 also saw a huge
shift in the middle-class vote towards the opposition. This segment of Singaporeans,
though materially well-off, has grown tired of the PAP’s long-held mantras on
growth and vulnerability, says Donald.

“The vulnerability mantra suggests that Singapore is a small, vulnerable country
that can ill afford to accommodate new ideas or take risks,” he says. “The growth
fetish suggests that Singapore must consistently aim for economic growth at all
costs.” He believes these ideas have run their course. “Quite a few people no longer
believe in the direction the PAP is taking this country.”

Donald says that over the past decade, the Singapore government’s growth fetish
led it to pursue economic policies that boosted growth but did so with “an unusu-
ally high number of negative externalities”, such as public transport congestion and
housing shortages. As these externalities were initially ignored, “the policies aimed
at sustaining growth were not sufficiently accompanied by policies that sought to
ensure an even distribution of the fruits of growth”.

Singapore’s economic philosophy has long been dominated by a belief in the
market and trickle-down economics. As long as we keep growing the pie, it doesn’t
matter if some people are getting an ever bigger slice. For many years now, Singapore
civil servants’ bonuses have been directly tied to Singapore’s overall GDP growth
rate. Policymakers have thereby been incentivised to boost headline growth—not,

say, median wages or, heaven forbid, anything flufty like citizen welfare or happiness.
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(Following much public dissatisfaction with political compensation structures, the
performance framework was broadened in early 2012.)

Donald has an intimate knowledge of the Singapore government, having worked
there for 14 years. He was a director at the Ministry of Finance, then a director at the
Strategic Policy Office in the Prime Minister’s Office, and then head of the newly
established Centre for Public Economics at the Civil Service College (CSC) from
2008 to 2011.

Like so many other talented Singaporeans, Donald was born in Malaysia. “My
father moved our family to Singapore when I was eight,” he says. “He felt that my
brother and I would have more opportunities here than in Malaysia, where the
Malays were getting preferential treatment.”

Despite already being in Singapore, Donald managed to later win an ASEAN
scholarship. He later became a Singaporean, completed his National Service and
then won a government scholarship to study at Oxford and then at Johns Hopkins.
He got married to a Singaporean, and they live here with their one son.

During his time in the government, Donald developed a reputation as a brilliant
but unusually outspoken officer—being outspoken, of course, is not really a compli-
ment for a Singapore government official.

For somebody so forceful and opinionated, Donald has a very relaxed demean-
our. He is tall and lean, and walks lazily, his legs flopping forwards seemingly against
his body’s wishes. His face is very wide, as if to signal a natural, broad receptiveness
to all around him. On it sits a rather dominant nose, and below that a mouth that is
given to smiling. And talking.

“Every Admin Officer is opinionated. Some choose to shut up. Others choose to
gently voice their opinions within the system. Some of us just say what we want,” he
admits. “I was not very smart about it.”

Donald must have felt frustrated by the gag order placed on civil servants. In a
bid to get a message through to the government, in 2007 Donald penned a letter
to The Straits Times’ Forum pages using an alias. It is quite admirable that some-
body in his position—drawing a salary of more than a quarter of a million dollars
a year—would risk it just to try to alert the government to flaws in the system. It is
also telling that Donald, one of Singapore’s elite civil servants, felt that in order to
voice his opinion, he had to go down that route—other channels seemed shut.

That signalled the end of his Administrative Service career. Donald was shipped
off to the CSC, presumably in the belief that, marooned there, he would be too iso-
lated to poke his pesky nose around. It turned out to be one of the most productive

stints of his life. “I was able to take a step back from day-to-day policy execution and
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really analyse the implications of our policies,” he says. He found time to focus on
policy-relevant fields, including behavioural economics and cognitive psychology.

Donald became a mini Internet sensation around the time of GE 2011, because
of several articulate, lucid essays analysing the PAP’s performance that he published
on his Facebook page, Donald Low’s FC. (“No, no, FC is not my Chinese name, it
just means Fan Club.”)

By then, many political analyses had identified the symptoms of the PAP’s
decline, including the fact that it had lost touch with the ground, and had become
somewhat desensitised to resentment over issues such as wage stagnation and high
immigration.

Drawing on his recent experience and research, Donald sought to explain “why
the PAP lost touch with the ground, why it ignored public unhappiness and resent-
ment for so long, and why the government pursued the policies it did despite more
than sufficient evidence that they were flawed and deeply unpopular”

According to Donald, the PAP’s errors in the past decade are due not to bad
intentions or incompetence. Rather, Singapore’s senior policymakers tend to have
deeply held ideological assumptions and decision-making models. Like all people,
they “suffer from cognitive biases, blinkers and blindsides”.

These biases have an even stronger grip over the PAP, given their historical dom-
inance. Ideas have become entrenched. The PAP’s relentless success has, in other
words, bred a certain mental and philosophical complacency. “PAP ministers are
therefore less likely to subject their assumptions and worldviews to serious scru-
tiny,” says Donald.

Perhaps, drunk off its own success, the PAP remains oblivious to the rapidly
changing world around it. Policymaking in Singapore has become a lot more
complex and uncertain, says Donald. This is partly because Singapore has moved
rapidly from low- to high-income status, and “most of the low-hanging fruit in terms
of economic governance have already been picked up”.

The broader macroeconomic environment has also become a lot more volatile,
partly because of the wrenching changes brought about by globalisation and tech-
nology. At the same time, Singapore’s citizens have become “less tolerant of mis-
takes, less likely to trust government by default”.

In this unpredictable environment, where new economic and social policies were
needed, the PAP instead retreated into its shell, and found comfort in “tried-and-
tested solutions that worked in the past”. Because of Singapore’s historical success,
and the groupthink prevalent in the PAP, the space for policy innovation and experi-
mentation has narrowed dramatically.
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Singapore has transformed rapidly from a lowly educated, export-oriented man-
ufacturing economy into a highly educated, knowledge-based economy. The PAP’s
approach to governance, policymaking and citizen engagement, however, has not
evolved much. This disjoint partly explains its recent stumbles.

Many PAP supporters, including Bobby Jay, would disagree with this reading of
recent history. According to Bobby, the PAP has consistently adapted its policies in
order to steer Singapore through choppy economic waters. He believes that income
inequality is inevitable in any open economy. “We shouldn’t worry too much about
the median wage level,” he says. “It is far more important that the government has
maintained a low unemployment rate. Other countries can’t even create enough
jobs!”

Judging by its new candidates, the PAP also continues to prefer people with
similar worldviews. This is exemplified by Tin Pei Ling’s views on income inequal-
ity. In a 2007 speech, she makes it a point to state that while the rich have gotten
richer, “the poor have NOT gotten poorer” (her emphasis).

From a corporate point of view, it seems like the PAP can do no wrong. Many
senior executives I speak with have nothing but praise for the government’s perfor-
mance over the past ten years. More and more global companies and jobs have been
relocated to Singapore. The problem, of course, is that what is good for corporations
isn't always good for ordinary people—many citizens have not benefitted enough
from Singapore’s rising stature in the corporate world.

Its own election post-mortem suggests that the PAP does not believe it made
many policy mistakes. “The election has been a good learning journey and at the
strategic level, many PAP policies are right but their implementation and communi-
cation can be improved,” Dr Vivian Balakrishnan said in an interview.

Going by all that, it would appear that the problem has not been with the direc-
tion and substance of policies, but rather with the communication of these poli-
cies, and with the (lack of) ongoing engagement with a more demanding, vocal
citizenry. This suggests that the PAP is going to focus more on its PR skills. Politics
in Singapore is going to become more about politicking.

Many commentators, including Catherine Lim, a Singaporean author, do not
believe that the PAP can renew itself fast enough to keep up with citizen’s changing
demands. Blogger Alex Au believes the party is too set in its ways to ever change suf-
ficiently. He blames this on what he calls the PAP’s “universality complex—a belief
that what one believes and what one does is universally true and right for everybody
else”!!

Even if the PAP does not change enough for some Singaporeans, those people

should at least have even more electoral choice by the time of the next elections
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in 2016. GE 2011 not only sanitised alternative views, it also brought many of
Singapore’s opposition leaders into the mainstream."

Much will depend on the performance of the seven opposition politicians in
parliament.”® They all seem articulate, smart and reasoned—not the loony scoun-
drels that Singapore’s opposition leaders have traditionally been portrayed as. All
of them have the respect, if not the admiration, of most Singaporeans I speak with.
(In February 2012, an opposition politician was expelled from the WP and subse-
quently fled Singapore amid allegations of sexual impropriety. This cast a shadow
over the party, and led some to question the opposition’s recruitment processes.
Nevertheless, in May 2012 the WP’s new candidate won a by-election against the
PAP’s candidate with a resounding, albeit reduced, majority.)

Parliamentary discussions are thus bound to incorporate a wider spectrum of
views than ever before. The WP has already called for Singapore to adopt a more
balanced immigration policy, and to reduce its reliance on government-linked com-
panies (GLCs) and MNCs, partly because that will spur job creation in our small
and medium enterprises (SME) sector. It recently also proposed that Singapore
consider nationalising its public transportation system.

Going by the first few parliamentary sessions, it appears as if PAP politicians have
also been jolted into airing more non-traditional opinions. In early 2012 Denise Phua
even suggested taxing the rich more in order to fund social spending—a rather leftist
proposal that just a year or two ago might have been considered heresy by the PAP.

In addition to new views in parliament, Singapore will surely also now benefit
from more alternative, diverse views from individual analysts, commentators and
other non-governmental sources. All this should improve the quality of discourse,
leading ultimately to better policies.

The downside, say fans of Singapore’s one-party model, is that administrative
efficiency will be sacrificed, as the PAP has to spend more time arguing for and
defending its policies. Former PAP chairman Lim Boon Heng worries about what
might happen if politicians engage in “negative politics”, as opposed to “constructive
politics” “If negative politics prevail, and our younger leaders become reluctant to
introduce right but unpopular policies, we will lose a strength of the past—that of
being able to look long-term, to shape our future,” he said in a speech to current and
retired MPs in July 2011.*

Still, it must be a good thing that space has opened up for people such as Donald
to air their views. Even after he left the Administrative Service, Donald remained as
outspoken as ever, and in 2011, his contract with the CSC was not renewed. After
14 years in a dependable government job, Donald found himself out on his own. He

soon started writing on his Facebook page.
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The first time we met, in May 2011, Donald had just taken up a Corporate
Planning position with Resorts World Sentosa (RWS). It seemed like a huge depar-
ture for a policy wonk. “It’s the only one that could match my Singapore govern-
ment salary,” he explained.

But running resorts was not his thing. After four months with RWS, he assumed
the position of director of the new Healthcare Leadership College at MOH
Holdings, the holding company for Singapore’s public healthcare institutions. He

seemed quite pleased about being closer to the policy world again.

*kK

What next?

In many ways, Singapore faces a much more nuanced challenge than Malaysia. How
do you convince a country that has enjoyed 45 years of stable government and fabu-
lous growth that it needs to reform for future success?

Singapore has thrived on a system where discussion, debate and policy formu-
lation are carried out by a small cabal of revered folk. Challenging the prevailing
orthodoxy is frowned upon. Criticism is muftled and any opposition is co-opted or
extinguished.

The top-down approach has provided an orderly, stable base for growth.
Unencumbered by the short-term demands of electoral politics, the ruling PAP has
been able to chart out a long-term roadmap for Singapore’s economy. Through a rig-
orous process of talent-spotting and renewal, the PAP has also continually nurtured
good, solid politicians.

Nowhere else in the world is policy so efficiently implemented. Government is
lean, responsive and forward-thinking. This model is so successful that it is being
replicated by a number of other states, including China and Russia, says John
Kampfner, in his book Freedom for Sale. According to him, citizens in these authori-
tarian states are willingly giving up democratic rights and civil liberties in exchange
for security and prosperity.

In fact, a good argument can be made that benevolent authoritarianism is the
best system for a country as it moves from a primary economy to an industrial one,
Michael Porter, a professor at Harvard Business School, told me in 2004. A benevo-
lent authoritarian state, supported by strong institutional pillars, allows swift deci-
sion making, effective policy and rapid implementation, and does away with some
of the time-consuming ordeals of a nascent democracy, like petty politicking and
populist grandstanding.
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However, Mr Porter also stressed that when a country develops into a more
service-oriented and knowledge-based economy, freedom of thought and expres-
sion become crucial. In my opinion, the system that has served Singapore so well
through its early stages of development is now proving inadequate. It has failed to
foster the active, engaged citizenry that is the lifeblood of a knowledge society.

The state is still too heavy-handed. A robust knowledge society has to actively
encourage diversions, disagreements and dilettantes; instead, we still frown upon
them. That has to change. Only by harnessing opinion from every corner of society,
and by allowing every type of personality to grow, will Singapore’s economy be able
to thrive.

However, Singaporeans are incredibly resistant to change because we are afraid
that it will all fall apart. For years we have thumbed our noses at all those idealistic
liberal democracy advocates and in the process built up one of the richest countries
on earth. Don’t change a winning formula, as a football coach might say.

Thus, many Singaporeans I speak to, particularly in the older generation, have an
extremely fatalistic view of any liberalisation. Allow a freer media, for instance, and
before you know it, there will be major ethnic conflict. Talk about human rights, and
before you know it, society will crumble at the hands of fanatic individuals. Allow
opposition parties more space, and before you know it, our Singaporean women
will be working as maids in other countries.

Much of this poppycock is built on our sheer overdependence on the PAP.
Singaporeans are odd in that in some respects we are independent of the state, but in
others we are completely dependent on the state.

Consider employment, where the PAP has instilled in the population a hard-
working ethos of self-help. Most Singaporeans find the notion of a welfare state
parasitic. If out of a job, many Singaporeans might rather struggle than look for
handouts or help.

When it comes to things like politics, policy, economic development, education,
and healthcare, however, Singaporeans are extremely dependent on the government
for guidance and support. And since dependence translates into votes, the PAP has
been quite happy all these years to play the role of the benefactor. In recent times,
however, this overdependence has also become a bit of a liability, as the PAP has
found it harder and harder to satisfy all the electorate’s needs.

As the population has become more politically engaged, particularly over the
past few years, there are signs that people want much more of a say in all those poli-
cies. After more than 40 years of doing things their own way, it is doubtful if many

civil servants really know how to engage citizens productively.
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Singapore is therefore in the midst of a major renegotiation of the relationship
and space between government and the citizens. Society is rethinking the role of
public and private actors. This process could take many years.

The electorate is also trying to figure out how much of an opposition voice it
wants in parliament. The PAP will probably remain the dominant party for the next
decade. By then, the opposition may be in a position to pose a serious threat. That
said, some speculate that the only conceivable major political development is for the
PAP to split in two.

When Lee Kuan Yew is no longer in a position of influence, there will surely be
some soul-searching within the PAP. Some older Singaporeans have told me they
will never vote against the PAP as long as he is alive—both out of fear and respect.
Many others believe that Prime Minister Lee’s political influence and power flow
partly from his father. If he is no longer around, dissenting voices within the PAP
might emerge stronger.

GE 2011 crystallised the clear political divide in the country. I first had an inkling
of it in 1990, when I was 13. Singapore’s first ever stored-value card had just been
introduced for use on public buses and trains. Unlike the contactless cards of today,
which can activate a sensor just through proximity, the original “farecards” of 1990
had to be inserted into a machine, processed and then collected by the commuter."*

Today it might sound archaic but back then, for young, geeky students, this was
all pretty cool stuff. After all, it was Singapore’s first step towards becoming a cash-
less society. No more standing in front of the bus driver and fiddling around with
change! I was thrilled. Many people saw this development as a victory for the gov-
ernment—another demonstration of Singaporean efficiency.

However, almost as soon as the farecard was introduced, I also started hearing
rumours from people suspicious of the farecard. According to this group, the
Singapore government was linking each farecard to individual identity card numbers
in order to track the movements of every Singaporean.

Every time the PAP has initiated and implemented a new idea, there is one group
of Singaporeans that sees only the efficiency. To them, it is inconceivable that the
PAP might have anything but the purest of intentions and the best of ideas.

The group on the other side sees only Big Brother. To them, every new policy
is primarily a nail to strengthen the edifice of PAP rule. Any benefit to Singapore is
nice, but secondary.

Finally, there are people in the middle who might think that farecards are effi-
cient, but that without proper safeguards, they may also be used for nefarious politi-
cal purposes. Many may also believe that while the farecard system is good, it may
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not be the best out there—somebody outside the establishment may have had a
better idea.

This, in essence, is Singapore’s political spectrum. The last election saw people
in the second and third groups gaining ground. In other words, the proportion of
the electorate that believes the PAP has only the purest of intentions and the best of
ideas is dwindling.

In terms of political influencers, this election also saw a marked inter-generational
turnaround. “This time younger Singaporeans conveyed to their parents what tran-
spired in the social media,” says Lim Boon Heng. “In the past, parents had advised
their children who to vote for; this time, the children were advising their parents.”

A couple of things are clear. The PAP is finding it harder to deliver a perfect
system for all Singaporeans. Meanwhile, as the electorate matures, more citizens are
demanding greater political plurality. Therefore, whatever else happens, Singapore’s
opposition is likely to become much stronger, which would be good, as it would
enhance the diversity of opinions in Singapore.

We should not expect the PAP, as a self-interested monopolist, to readily accom-
modate the opposition. For all its talk about embracing alternative viewpoints, the
PAP will likely continue disparaging opinions at odds with its own. Prime Minister
Lee has never really seen the point of an opposition.

As long as the PAP changes itself, and continues to provide clean and good
government, and the lives of Singaporeans improve, the country is much better
off with one dominant, strong, clean, good party.

—Lee Hsien Loong, November 2008

Nevertheless, many Singaporeans will cheer the oppositions growth, partly
because competition can be inherently good. In this exacting meritocracy, citizens
are taught the virtues of competition from the time we are toddlers. Primary school
students fight it out for the highest grades. Our open, free, market-based economy is
lauded for promoting the fittest companies.

However, when it comes to politics, Singaporeans are suddenly told that we
should forget competition, and subject ourselves to a monopoly.

The model has worked, and there is no reason why the model cannot continue
to work—with some tweaks. Democracy advocates around the world often assume
that authoritarian states will naturally become more democratic as their citizens’
incomes grow and they read, travel, and just generally experience more of the
outside world.

Going by the Singapore example, it does seem like citizens will clamour for

some aspects of democracy, such as a more active civil society and greater political
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participation. But it is not at all certain that people want to eschew the one-party
state model for a multi-party democracy.

An effective political monopoly—which governed with nary any opposition or
civil society—has built Singapore into a developed economy. Perhaps the next stage
of our political evolution will involve one majority party in government, which is
kept on its toes by an active opposition and vocal citizenry.

With more than half the seats in parliament, the PAP can continue to legislate
and run Singapore efficiently, avoiding the gridlock that undermines policy imple-
mentation in some other countries. But it will have to listen more attentively to the
alternative opinions and views of the opposition and ordinary citizens, who will
together contribute to and improve policymaking.

If that works, Singapore will have once again thrown out the political scientist’s
rule book, and forged its own path. It might also set an example for other countries
transitioning from single-party rule, such as China (notwithstanding the numerous
differences between city-state Singapore and almost every other country).

In order for that to happen—and this is the big “If”—the PAP will have to
change. First, it will have to recruit politicians who are representative of the wide
spectrum of Singaporeans, rather than just continuing as a grouping of like-minded
elites. On a related note, the party will have to become much more consultative and
open to alternative viewpoints.

If the PAP can do all that, it might very well go down as one of the most success-
ful parties anywhere in the world. If not, it might be remembered simply as a highly
competent, efficient and ruthless machine—a dramatic experiment that worked in a

unique place at a very specific point in history.

*kk

Malaya’s political awakening

Even though Malaysia and Singapore are becoming more democratic, vestiges of
authoritarianism will live long. Nurul Izzah shared an anecdote from the Pematang
Pauh by-election in 2008. When Wan Azizah, the opposition leader who had just
stepped down (and Nurul's mother), entered the police station, she got stopped by
the police and treated very rudely. Moments later, Khairy Jamaludin—a BN politi-
cian who had no formal role in Pematang Pauh—entered the station, and instantly
all the policemen were “oohing and aahing” and paying obeisance to Mr Khairy.
“This is a case of power being vested in one political party for so long that all
the security apparatus and government agencies automatically associate any party

member with power,” says Nurul.
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It is tempting to look for parallels between the political awakenings that Malaysia
and Singapore have experienced over the past few years. Inmediately after Malaysia’s
general election in 2008, many people in Malaysia and Singapore wondered if the
revolutionary spirit would diffuse across the border. Given the close relationship
between the two countries, it is highly likely that the results of Malaysia’s GE 2008
did, to some degree, influence and embolden Singaporean voters ahead of their GE
2011.

But there are some key differences between the two countries. Most important is
the credibility of the ruling parties. In Malaysia, Barisan Nasional (BN) appears to
have permanently lost the support of a sizeable chunk of the electorate. They accuse
it of being corrupt and incompetent. Even if BN changes its policy direction, there
are many Malaysians who will never again vote for it.

In Singapore, on the other hand, it seems like many opposition voters are fed up
with the government’s policies, rather than the PAP itself. Only a few extreme critics
believe that the PAP is actually crooked or incompetent. The majority of critics will
contend that, at worst, the PAP has been misguided by its orthodoxy—the growth
and vulnerability fetishes that Donald speaks about.

Malaysia’s opposition supporters are all looking for a change of government. A
fair number of Singapore’s opposition voters, meanwhile, are looking for a change
within the PAP. It appears as if few really want the opposition in power (at the time
of writing).

Therefore, while the BN brand name has been irreparably tarnished amongst
many Malaysians, it appears as if the PAP brand still has some cachet, even amongst
its critics.

In that sense, Malaysians seem more convinced than Singaporeans that multi-
party democracy is the way to go. In Singapore, anecdotal evidence suggests that the
vast majority of people—much more than its 60 per cent vote share suggests—do
want the PAP in power. Some want a bigger opposition voice, others a smaller. But
Singaporeans are certainly happier than Malaysians, it seems, with having one domi-
nant party. The model has worked better here.

If the PAP does not or cannot change, however, then Singapore may indeed
witness the sort of electoral turnaround that Malaysia has, and muddle its way
towards a multi-party democracy.

At a more philosophical level, the awakenings reflect Malaysians and
Singaporeans starting to question the basic ideologies our countries have been built

on—ideologies that most took for granted all these years.
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In Malaysia, the long-held ideology is that the country has to be run by a race-
based system where the bumiputeras are afforded preferences. This is being chal-
lenged by a competing vision that promotes race-blind multiculturalism.

In Singapore, the political paradigm that has established itself—after more than
50 years of PAP rule—prizes meritocracy and strong economic growth as prerequi-
sites to success. Everything else takes a backseat. This is today being challenged by
a competing vision that promotes inclusiveness and equality, even at the expense of
meritocracy or economic growth.

Is it coincidental that both our countries are experiencing these awakenings at
around the same time, 40 odd years after our separation? Probably not. External
forces, such as globalisation, have in the past decade worsened the lot of Malaysians
and Singaporeans at the bottom of the income ladder. Meanwhile, domestic devel-
opments, such as growing Internet usage and the emergence of more credible oppo-
sition figures, have greased the wheels of change.

Hence both countries are experiencing existential crises. These crises have
revealed a curious difference in our countries’ respective psychological makeups.

Malaysia has existed as it has because of a kind of “tyranny of the minority”—
the small group of people who have relentlessly pushed a Malay nationalist agenda.
Anybody who dares question the pre-eminence of Malays in the country, and the
battery of special rights that are afforded to them, is portrayed as a traitor.

Singapore, conversely, has existed as it has because of a kind of “tyranny of
the majority”—the PAP and its supporters have sidelined all other viewpoints.
Anybody who suggests that there may be an alternative approach to development or
personal fulfilment is very quickly drowned out.

Of course, in both countries, these groups will contend that their tyrannies have
been for the better. It will be interesting to see how long they last.
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Not civil enough

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) decided
to hold their annual 2006 meeting in Singapore. For Singapore, it was a thrilling
coming out party, seen as another step in our bid to become a truly important global
city. For the two multilateral institutions, it was a perfectly executed event—and the
first time they did not have to worry about kooky anti-globalisation protestors.

A few months before the meeting, Singapore suggested that it would not allow
any sort of protest. We also said that we are ready to cane or imprison any protestors
who engage in violent crimes. We later then agreed to the protests, but with a few
caveats: only demonstrations by accredited activists, and they must be in a desig-
nated indoor space. No locals allowed, lest we get brainwashed.

A few weeks before the meeting, Singapore banned 27 accredited activists from
attending the meeting, saying they had been part of “disruptive protests” in other
countries. This drew a sharp rebuke from then WB chief Paul Wolfowitz, who said
that “The most unfortunate thing is what appears to be a going-back on an explicit
agreement.”

Under pressure, the Singapore government relented, allowing 22 of the 27 into
the country. By that time, hundreds of activists and organisations had registered
their displeasure. Some speculated that the IMF and WB had chosen Singapore pre-
cisely so they could keep them away. Perhaps out of spite, a bunch of groups decided
to protest on Batam, a nearby Indonesian island. The Indonesian authorities quickly
snuffed out that plan.

Nevertheless, some activists still came to Singapore, determined to speak up.
“We work with these representatives of civil societies, and we value their role—even
when we disagree with what they say,” said the WB in a statement.

However, it later emerged that the indoor space, for all of the protestors, was
eight-by-eight metres big—one-eighth the size of a penalty box on a football field.
“They were packed like sheep in a corner where nobody would notice,” says a friend
who attended.

And so it was. Singapore left a distinctly local mark on the global gathering. It

wasn't the first time that Western democratic traditions have rubbed up against Asian
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authoritarianism, and it certainly won’t be the last. (That said, given Asia’s growing
economic power, and the perceived flaws in Western governance that the recent
financial crisis has exposed, any criticism of Asia has become a lot more muted.)
Many Malaysians and Singaporeans just shrugged. We are used to these restric-
tions. Democratic pillars that are taken for granted elsewhere—an independent
media and judiciary, civil society organisations and grassroots activism—are still
very much works-in-progress here. Given our addiction to authoritarianism, not

everybody, anyway, believes in their value.

*%k

Gerik, Perak. 27 July 2004.

Sometime in the middle of our one-month cycling trip, Sumana and I found our-
selves in Gerik, a tiny Malaysian town whose only purpose, it seemed, is as a stop-
over for tired travellers. We were exhausted, having just cycled across the East-West
highway, a gorgeous but punishing two-day climb over the country’s mountainous
spine.

Coasting into Gerik, we passed a Shariah Court, another reminder of how far
we were from home. The town was eerily quiet. From 1948 to 1989, this part of
Malaysia, just south of the Thai border, had been engulfed in violent clashes between
the government and the communist insurgents. Betty, the former guerrilla we met
in Betong, must have been planting bombs around Gerik. The conflict had stunted
development—a sense of aimlessness and yesterday-ness still hung in the air of this
frontier town.

We stumbled into the first coffee shop we found. Before long, we had for
company two milky ice teas and Rahman, a disgruntled Malay man. He droned on
for half an hour, decrying everything Singaporean: Lee Kuan Yew, our government,
our success, our arrogance, the fact that “the Chinese own everything”.

Rahman spoke softly, with a certain subdued menace, his thin lips pursing with
every denunciation. Half-expecting him to thump us simply because of our nation-
ality, we stayed alert, and tried to reason with him, telling him why Singapore isn’t
such a bad place. He was having none of it. “We know exactly what goes on in your
country,” he insisted, “because we read about you in our newspapers.”

Oh boy, here we go. Over the years, we have met many people in Malaysia and
Singapore who regard their national newspapers as scripture, ordained from the
heavens above, never to be doubted.

Of course, this religious devotion makes for a wonderful publishing busi-
ness. Every year, The Straits Times, the newspaper with the highest readership in
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Singapore, gives itself an almighty pat on the back. In a glowing editorial, it tells
it readers how it has once again maintained its perch at the top of the local news
business. If one were to read only The Straits Times—as, presumably, is the case for
many Singaporeans—one may conclude that it is one of the few worthy survivors in
a dying global newsprint industry.

What isn’t immediately apparent is that The Straits Times operates in a virtual
monopoly, shielded from competition by some of the tightest media regulations
anywhere in the democratic world. Singapore has two big media groups, Mediacorp
and SPH. They are controlled by the government, both in terms of ownership and
management: their boards are stuffed with diplomats, retired politicians and former
spooks from Singapore’s Internal Security Department (our FBI).

Things in Malaysia aren’t too different. After all, the government also owns and
controls all mainstream media channels. During the last election, we kept track of
their reportage on the parties. There were more than three times as many articles
about the ruling BN coalition as there were the opposition. Proportionally, there
were four times as many negative stories about the opposition than BN.!

“Lee Kuan Yew is corrupt. Of course he is corrupt! He has run Singapore like a
dictator. Only he and his friends have gotten rich. The Chinese have all the money.”

“That’s not true. There are rich Indians and Malays too.”

“How many? How many? Just a few. Most Indians and Malays have a difficult
time.”

Rahman spoke at us with an irritable petulance, like an old sage fed up with
having to justify himself to impish youths.

“OK, perhaps the Chinese have more money now, but anybody can grow up to
be rich. A poor Indian or Malay can study hard, work hard, and earn lots of money”

“Rubbish. The rich will get richer. Singapore will always be a Chinese country.”

“That’s not true, really, it’s not true. Have you even visited our country?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know all this?”

“Do I need to visit a country before I know something about it?”

“Well, it helps”

“Come on. You guys are young. You know there are newspapers, television,
Internet. I don’t want to visit your country. But I know a lot about it.”

“But what do you watch and what do you read? The Malaysian papers love to
bash Singapore.”

“Our papers tell the truth. If they wrote lies they would get into trouble, they w-...”

“Get into trouble? How?”

“Our government would scold them ...”
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“Haha, right.”

“Well what about your Singapore newspapers? Ah? You think they are so good?
They always write bad things about Malaysia.”

“Nonsense. They are fairly balanced”

Rahman laughed, perhaps sensing our doubt.

The problem is that we couldn’t really prove the point; we couldn’t buy The Straits
Times here. Even though one can purchase newspapers from all over the world in
Malaysia and Singapore, you cannot buy the other country’s national newspaper.

Malaysians and Singaporeans do not get to read what the other side’s media is
saying.’ We hear only from our own government channels. This anachronistic law is
at the heart of all modern misunderstanding.

We left the coffee shop a little while later, Rahman still trying to ram his views
down our throat. “Remember what I said!” We were fed up—with Rahman, with
this whole trip, and mostly with ourselves, because we had dragged ourselves into a
cockamamie exchange of nationalistic barbs.

Why, when confronted with accusations against our country, do we instinctively
dig our heels in, sharpen our claws, and throw objectivity out the window?

We quickly forgot about Rahman, but were still annoyed at ourselves.

*kk

International press freedom rankings tell a dire story. The 2011 Freedom of the
Press ranking by Freedom House, an NGO, puts Malaysia at 143rd in the world,
tied with Cameroon, Qatar and Zambia. Singapore comes in at 150th, behind places
such as the Ivory Coast, Iraq and Moldova.

With such a moribund domestic media scene, one might expect large interna-
tional news organisations to fill the gap, particularly since Malaysia and Singapore
are such important cogs in the global economy.

That hasn’t really happened, largely because our governments have bludgeoned
international news outfits into silence: foreign editors and journalists have been
dragged through our courts so many times that most prefer not to discuss “sensitive”
issues, such as politics.

Our countries despise it when commentators in the West implore us to live up
to Western ideals of democracy or freedom. For example, in a speech in May 2008,
Singapore’s Attorney General, Walter Woon, berated human-rights “fanatics”, who
he claimed, “display all the hypocrisy and zealotry of religious bigots™

According to him, the discussion about human rights in Singapore “is a debate
for us, not for those who know nothing of our history, culture or values and who do

not have our interests at heart”.
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That sums up the Singapore establishment’s position—foreigners should keep
their noses out of our business, unless they have something nice to say. Just in the
past few years, The Economist, the Financial Times and the Wall Street Journal have
had to pay hefty settlements for things they wrote. No other democracy in the world
so routinely cracks down on the foreign press.

But it’s not just people outside who dislike our media system. In junior college,
our football team was coached by one of our English teachers, Mr David Whitehead,
a cynical, sarcastic geezer who was always ready to chew off somebody’s head. One
Saturday morning, when a new player showed up for practice without shin guards,
Whitehead mocked him for his stupidity before finishing, “Sonny, why don’t you
roll up your Straits Times and stuff it in your socks? There’s no better use for it

Over the years, I have discovered that many teachers, professors, analysts and
commentators share Whitehead’s opinion of The Straits Times. Even some fans see
it as a paper that does a decent job with regional news, but is woefully narrow in its
local coverage.

But then again, the national media in Malaysia and Singapore are not meant to
comment, give opinion or criticise. The Singapore media’s job, according to PM
Lee, is to “inform the population accurately about events at home and abroad ...
from a definite Singapore perspective”* Shielded from competition, and given this
narrow mandate, the quality of thought, analysis and writing invariably suffers.

Everything that Malaysians and Singaporeans read, hear and watch through our
national media channels has been censored and sanitised for the ruling party.

Our system therefore clips the wings of our journalists. They tend to shy away
from writing anything bold. That is a shame. By neutering them, we are depriving
our society of their insights. In every other knowledge economy, journalists are
thought leaders and opinion formers. In Singapore they are, for the most part, mere
news reporters.

“Reporters have to be careful in their coverage of local news, as Singapore’s
leaders will likely come down hard on anyone who reports negative stories about
the government or its leadership,” a Singaporean journalist told the US Ambassador
in 2009, according to a WikiLeaks report released in 2011.

“The government exerts significant pressure on ST editors to ensure that pub-
lished articles follow the government’s line. In the past, the editors had to contend
only with the opinions of former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew and former deputy
prime minister Goh Chok Tong. However, a younger generation of government
ministers is now vying for future leadership positions and one way for them to
burnish their credentials with the old guard is to show they can be tough with the

media.”
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Scary stuff. Therefore, Singaporeans have come to expect only mild musings on
the mainstream media. We are unlikely to see too much critical discussion about,
say, widening income gaps or ministerial salaries. Those sorts of seditious mum-

blings find sanctuary only in the dark recesses of the Internet.

*kk

For many years, the same was true of Malaysia. However, over the past few years,
the mainstream media’s bias has forced discourse onto the Internet, resulting in a
maturing of online political journalism. The main progenitor of this is Malaysiakini,
literally “Malaysia Now”, the country’s first online newspaper.

Malaysiakini attracted many new readers with its independent, left-leaning news
coverage, analysis and opinion. After surviving a near-death experience in 2003—
when Malaysian police, unsure about how to deal with the threat from new media,
confiscated their computers—Malaysiakini has established itself as the country’s de
facto alternative voice. In the process, it has informed and emboldened other politi-
cal commentators. Malaysia’s blogosphere has mushroomed.

Steven Gan, the co-founder of Malaysiakini, has had a front-row seat on this new
media roller-coaster. In the space of a decade, the newspaper has grown from obscu-
rity to become one of the few sustainable online papers in the world. Though it has
enjoyed only moderate commercial success, Malaysiakini is now hugely influential.
Yahoo! Malaysia syndicates some of its content every day.

The first time I met Steven, at a roundtable discussion in KL in 2008, I was struck
by how relaxed he appears for somebody so busy. He laughs a lot, often at his own
misfortune. His perennial five-o-clock shadow and loosely tucked shirt suggest
rushed mornings. He wears a mop of thin hair, which hides his forehead and the
tops of his ears. Along with his thin, round spectacles, he appears like the quintes-
sential intrepid reporter.

Together with Premesh Chandran, another Malaysian journalist, Steven started
Malaysiakini in 1999 because he “wanted to influence a lot more people, and
perhaps bring about change in Malaysia”. At the time, many Malaysians were pining
for reform.

“Anwar had just gotten sacked, the country was facing financial problems, and
the Reformasi movement had emerged, influenced by the one in Indonesia,” remem-
bers Steven. In order to reach the Malaysian people, the two realised they would
have to look outside the mainstream media.

They were well aware of the difliculties that Malaysian journalists faced. “I
used to write a column for the Sun, and there were times my copy was changed
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so much I did not recognise it,” Steven says. News editors would routinely be
“invited” to roundtable meetings with the secretary-general of Malaysia’s Ministry
of Information, Communication and Culture. “The sec-gen would walk in with a
dossier full of newspaper clippings, and go through them one by one,” Steven says.
Over time, editors would get accustomed to the kind of reporting the establishment
favoured.

Thus while Premesh and Steven were keen on print publishing, they knew they
had to steer clear of the major papers. They spent time looking for established maga-
zines that they could reshape and write for, with little luck. Next they tried to get a
license for a magazine, but also failed.

As a last resort, they decided to do something on the Internet. Although pen-
etration was low and connection speeds were pathetic, they were pleased that there
would be no censorship of their content—in a bid to promote Malaysia’s high-tech
industries, Mahathir’s administration had promised in the mid-1990s that it would
not censor the Internet.

Unlike most other authoritarian countries, which strictly police both traditional
and new media outlets, Malaysia gave birth to this dual-track media system—a
tightly controlled mainstream media alongside a relatively unfettered online media.
Many Malaysians flocked to Malaysiakini’s site. A year after it started operations, it
was receiving some 100,000 unique visitors a day. Staft headcount grew from 5 to 14.

Premesh and Steven quickly realised that in order to remain sustainable, they had
to quickly diversify their revenue streams. They later put up a paywall and managed
to get many loyal readers to subscribe. By 2008, Malaysiakini’s revenue stream was
evenly split between advertising and subscriptions.

It has been a long and rather unlikely journey for Steven, the son of a bus con-
ductor and primary school teacher in Bentong, a highland region 70 km from KL.
“Bentong was a red’ area during the Communist Era,” says Steven. “It was consid-
ered rife with communists.”

Worried that the Chinese rubber tappers there might be providing support to
the communists, Malaysia’s government rounded up all the residents and housed
them in a “new village” 2 km away from their plantations. The village initially had
barbed wire around it, and its residents’ movements were tracked.

“It wasn’t a concentration camp,” says Steven, “but every time we went to the
rubber plantations, we were checked to see if we were carrying rice or food for the
communists.” From the time he was young, Steven had to contend with daily restric-

tions on what he could do.
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When he was a teenager, Steven ran away from home because of differences with
his father. “Even though it was a small issue, I never wanted to go back, I was afraid
of losing face,” Steven said. He never returned. “I know many people run away for a
few hours, not me,” he laughed. “I'm a really, really stubborn guy. Just like my father.
That’s why we clashed”

Steven went to KL, then completed high school in Kuantan, with hopes of one
day becoming an architect. An uncle living in Singapore then agreed to help sponsor
in part his university education in Australia. Hence in the early 1980s, Steven
enrolled in the architecture faculty at the University of New South Wales in Sydney.
He was probably the first person from his village to get into university.

College life provided Steven with his first taste of activism. He had signed up for
a course entitled “World Architecture”. The entire course material was comprised
of gothic, renaissance, neo-gothic and other forms of Western architecture. “There
was nothing about Eastern architecture,” cried Steven. “You can't call that “World
Architecture”

Steven promptly typed out a petition, got fellow students to sign it, and handed
it to the Faculty Administration. “They changed the name to “Western architecture,
brought in a new course on ‘Eastern architecture) and hired a lecturer from Hong
Kong,” Steven said triumphantly. “That’s when I first realised the power of activism.”

Steven got involved with many other civil society activities, including anti-racism
campaigns; solidarity movements in support of democracy around Asia; and anti-
Marcos, anti-Suharto and pro-East Timor independence protests. All this involved
establishing ties with students in Asia, fund raising, and increasing awareness about
these issues among Australians.

During that time, he also became disillusioned with architecture, as he felt it
wasn't serving enough of a social purpose. “As architects, we need to produce low-
cost housing that is liveable,” he says. “Building huge glass towers is not so relevant.”

He switched course to politics, philosophy and economics (PPE), and fell
instantly in love. After finishing his degree, he moved to Hong Kong and began
writing. “I was a backpack journalist,” he says proudly. Among other things, he
covered the first Gulf War, entering Iraq through Syria and Jordan.

After four years, Steven returned to KL, and got a job with The Sun. He soon tired
of having his copy transformed, and decided to leave for Bangkok, and a job at The
Nation, in early 1997. That would be the last time he worked for somebody else. He
returned in 1999 to start Malaysiakini.

In September 2011, I met Steven again at a coffee shop near Malaysiakini’s new

office in KL. It was then that I first noticed his habit of tapping the table regularly
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when chatting. Tap, tap, tap—like a metronome, whenever he was making a series of
points. It gave our conversation an unusual rhythm.

Even though Malaysiakini is a well-established news brand in Malaysia, Steven
admits that it still faces an uphill challenge finding a sustainable business model.
Subscription growth has moderated, partly due to increased competition from a
number of free online news sites, such as Free Malaysia Today and Malaysian Insider.

Still, Malaysiakini can attract more advertising money today than when it first
started. Even though Mahathir’s administration did not censor content, Steven
laments that it “would threaten companies that wanted to advertise on Malaysiakini”.
Today, many firms are more comfortable having their logos on Malaysiakini. “Even
CIMB,” Steven laughs contentedly, referring to the bank led by Nazir Razak, PM
Najib’s brother.

Nevertheless, Steven remains a fierce critic of the cosy relationship between
Malaysia’s government, its government-linked companies (GLCs) and the main-
stream media. The GLCs are some of the mainstream media’s biggest advertisers,
providing much of their lifeblood. “This nexus between business, government and
media [tap, tap, tap] is not right,” Steven argues. “It ends up essentially as a launder-
ing of public money””

Worse, Steven believes that the media situation in Malaysia today “is much worse
than during the Mahathir years”. He claims that Utusan Malaysia, the most widely
read Malay-language newspaper in Malaysia, has been spinning and concocting
stories like never before. “For instance, it has written about how Malaysia’s Christians
want to set up a Christian state, and about how Christians want a Christian prime
minister,” he says.

Steven speculates that Utusan Malaysia’s attempts to stoke up Malay Muslim
nationalist sentiment have been ignored by PM Najib. “I think Najib is very worried
about his own political survival,” Steven says. “In the urban areas, he projects the
ideals of “IMalaysia”; in the rural Malay heartlands, he feeds the siege mentality
[tap, tap].” Steven suspects that these seemingly contradictory efforts—encour-
aging cohesion in the cities while deepening divisions in the villages—are part of
Najib’s electoral strategy to appeal to different kinds of voters.

Malaysia’s media landscape today is perhaps more diverse than ever, with several
players using different publishing formats in various languages to reach their audi-
ence. Itis also constantly in flux. Malaysiakini has been around for more than a decade
now, but it is far from certain that it will be one of the survivors a decade hence.

That shouldn’t bother Steven too much though. He has already done so much
to broaden national discourse in Malaysia, giving muzzled journalists an outlet for



102 Floating on a Malayan Breeze

their views, and providing alternative opinions and views to ordinary Malaysians.
Malaysiakini has inspired hundreds of other news sites, even in other countries.

“I think I can retire anytime,” Steven contends. “Malaysiakini has made some
impact, and I'm very happy about that. There are enough good people in Malaysiakini
to keep it going”

Steven said that he might consider stepping down after the next general elec-
tions, to “lead a more quiet life”, where he will hopefully have time to write longer
pieces, perhaps even books.

He would also, of course, have more time to chat with his dad, with whom he
mended ties several years ago. What does his dad think of Malaysiakini? “He knows
I'm doing something that the government is not so happy about,” Steven laughs. “I
guess he must be proud of it. But I don’t think it means that much to him. Politics is

way, way above his head.”

*kk

Over the past few years, as the mainstream media dithered, an entire generation

3

of Malaysians turned to the Internet and SMS broadcasts for their “news™ —facts,
rumours, opinion, credible and incredulous, sometimes unclear which is which. The
last general election was their coming-out party: not only did the Internet satiate an
information-starved public; it also threw up the world’s first blogger-turned-politi-
cian, Jeff Ooi.

Malaysia’s bloggers are hugely influential. One need only consider the predica-
ment of the current prime minister, Najib Razak. From 2007 onwards, Malaysian
bloggers started circulating unsubstantiated rumours that Mr Najib had somehow
been involved in the sensational murder of Altantuya Shaariibuu, a Mongolian
model who was blown up by policemen using C4 explosives in a jungle outside
KL. The rumours quickly spread from the internet to the coffee shops and taxi
drivers. Do what he may, Mr Najib simply cannot shake off these allegations—some
Malaysians still believe he is responsible.

Malaysia’s media has bifurcated dramatically over the past ten years. At the end
of the 1990s, most Malaysians were still faithfully reading their national newspa-
pers, including The New Straits Times and The Star. Nevertheless, many Malaysians
had, by that point, gotten weary of the media’s pro-government stance. Malaysiakini,
which was launched in 1999, changed everything.

Prominent political events of 2007 and 2008—including the rise of Hindraf
(Hindu Rights Action Force), an Indian rights advocacy group; the rise of Bersih,
a coalition that pushes for electoral reform; and the watershed 2008 general elec-

tions—crystallised the divide in Malaysian society.
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On the one side there is the establishment, made up of Barisan Nasional, and
generally supported by the mainstream media outlets. On the other side there is the
non-establishment bloc, comprised of a hodge-podge of actors, including opposi-
tion parties and civil society groups, who converse mostly through the Internet or
SMS. (This is, of course, a broad categorisation of a diverse media and society.)

Malaysians now have access to a whole range of credible and very readable online
blogs and news sites, including Malaysiakini and the Malaysian Insider. I recently
met a senior analyst at a government agency in Malaysia. This person gets daily news
and analysis completely from these sites. It is a similar story for many Malaysians,
who have altogether stopped listening to the mainstream media.

Could the same happen in Singapore? Just a few years ago, it might have seemed
impossible. For even though the Internet has evolved into an alternative source of
opinion, it is hardly a threat to the mainstream media, the way it is in Malaysia.

Many Malaysians lost faith in their national media channels and thus turned to
alternative channels, like the Internet, and SMS for election updates. In Singapore,
many more people are seemingly satisfied with our government media channels,
despite their pro-PAP bias.

Recently, in separate conversations with me, a member of parliament and a
senior journalist complained about the quality of online commentary. According
to them, many comments are vile, misinformed and misguided. Furthermore, they
asked, why do so many writers choose to remain anonymous?

Indeed, one has to sift through much chaft online to find nuggets of insight.
However, this is largely a symptom of the system we have created. Singaporeans
have not had the opportunity to hear articulate arguments that challenge the pre-
vailing economic and political orthodoxy. Instead, we can read them only in the
unregulated Internet bazaar. In addition, our system has bred a culture where people
are afraid to speak out—hence the anonymity.

All that said, Singapore’s alternative media channels have matured tremendously.
Some of the country’s best analysis can now be found online. This includes personal
blogs, such as Alex Au’s Yawning Bread, as well as online news portals and discussion
forums, such as The Online Citizen.® Over the past few years, and particularly leading
up to GE 2011, many Singaporeans, particularly the youth, have been shifting away
from the pro-government mainstream media towards the more independent online
news sources.

These online sources tend to start off with an anti-establishment, liberal bent, but
then over time move more to the centre. Their emergence has partly forced main-

stream outlets such as The Straits Times to become more balanced in their reporting,
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as seen during GE 2011, when opposition parties were, for the first time, offered
some genuine real estate in our main national paper.

In other words, both the mainstream media and the alternative online media
have slowly started to embrace opinions outside their usual remit. Nevertheless, just
like in Malaysia, an unhealthy bifurcation has emerged: pro-establishment report-
age in the mainstream media, and anti-establishment opinion on the Internet. This
has polarised many people I know.

Followers of Singapore’s mainstream media tend to be older and/or more con-
servative. They are likely PAP-supporters. Conversely, followers of Singapore’s alter-
native media tend to be younger and/or more liberal. They are relatively more likely
to support the opposition.

The recent general election only served to sharpen the divide. Some mainstream
media fans were disgusted with what they saw as a chaotic, unsophisticated online
dialogue: including perceived petty nit-picking, mudslinging and character assassi-
nations, particularly involving Tin Pei Ling, a 27-year-old first-time politician.

In the run-up to the election, our pro-PAP friend Bobby Jay started writing a
stream of letters to our Forum pages, partly to counter what he saw as the biased,
unfounded viewpoints online. Shortly after GE 2011, a senior journalist I know
completely ridiculed Singapore’s alternative media.

Alternative media supporters, meanwhile, grew even more disillusioned with the
mainstream media, believing that there was insuflicient or biased coverage of the
opposition. Several young people I speak with do not bother listening to the main-
stream media anymore.

In all this there are echoes of Malaysia. By the time of our next election, which
will be held by 2016, few will be surprised if Singapore is even more polarised than
today—between the mainstream media/PAP and the alternative media/opposition.

At worst, opponents of the national media believe it is in cahoots with a narrow
elite, whose interests they protect. At worst, opponents of the alternative media
believe it is somehow anti-government.

In both Malaysia and Singapore, then, the national media has evolved in tandem
with the ruling party. Largely due to its headstart, Malaysia’s online news sites are
much more developed—with wider readerships, more sustainable business models,
and clearer editorial direction.

It remains to be seen, though, whether national media channels in both coun-
tries can reinvent themselves enough to win back support from disenchanted citi-
zens. In order to do so, they will surely have to ditch their old biased, sycophantic
ways and embrace a more diverse brand of journalism, tolerant of non-establish-

ment views.
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Malaysians and Singaporeans, for so long dependent on the government for

news, now have their eyes, ears and minds open. There is no going back.

*kK

So, what kind of media landscape should Malaysia and Singapore strive for? To be
sure, few people I have met want the kind of liberal, free-wheeling environments
that have taken shape in places such as Denmark, the US and India.

There was general disgust over the Danes’ lampooning of the Prophet
Muhammad in cartoons in 2007—such caricatures could easily tear the ethno-reli-
gious fabric of our countries.

The American model, for all its strengths, is viewed sceptically as a system where
a multitude of partisan liberal and conservative outlets fight it out over the airwaves,
preaching to their devout followers and polarising opinion.

India’s unwieldy media competition, partly to blame for the theatrical, sham-
bolic coverage of the Mumbai hostage crisis in November 2008, is also seen as
undesirable.

No doubt, some change is needed. Our national media channels may have been
sufficient during our early stages of development, but they are woefully inadequate
now. At best, they are intelligent outfits whose wings have been clipped; at worst,
mere lapdogs of the state.

Knowledge economies, which Malaysia and Singapore are trying to build, thrive
on well-articulated opinion and free-flowing debate, not pro-government reportage.
It is a great shame that some of the best political and economic analysts in this world
do not write more about Malaysia and Singapore. Some simply can’t be bothered.
Others are too afraid of a backlash. It is in our interest to encourage them.

What is most worrying is that this need for media reform comes amidst one
of the biggest crises the global media and publishing business has ever faced. It
seems foolish to expect new media channels to suddenly flourish in Malaysia and
Singapore when newspapers all over the world are floundering.

It is therefore unclear how the media outfits of tomorrow will earn their keep.
Perhaps we do have some guidance from the relative success of Malaysiakini. For all
we know, the best, most sustainable newspaper model for Malaysia and Singapore
might be to have a single, independent, non-partisan, responsible broadsheet.

Nevertheless, though the business model may still be unclear, our countries
need a conceptual change in how we deal with the media. We need to encourage
an open, independent, responsible media sector, which will allow all voices in our
societies to be heard, and which will promote creativity and freedom of thought in

our economies.
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This is one area where Malaysia has unwittingly stolen a march on Singapore.
Malaysians are revelling in their newfound freedom, to the probable benefit of their
society and economy. Meanwhile, a generation of Singaporean leaders has grown
up believing that a state-controlled media is essential for stability and prosperity.

Disabusing them of this notion will be tough.

*%k

On 26 September 2007, hundreds of spiffy lawyers gathered under the hot sun, on
the wide boulevards of Putrajaya, Malaysia’s new administrative capital which, like
almost all the country’s cities, is built on what used to be dense tropical rainforest.
Today, without the protective foliage, the surface gets blisteringly hot—its fiery con-
crete roads are hardly the spot for an afternoon’s palaver between suited attorneys.

But they weren’t there for scones and tea. They had come to protest about the
Malaysian judiciary’s crumbling credibility, which had taken another hit with the
release of a video that showed a senior Indian attorney, V. K. Lingam, boasting about
his ability to influence judicial appointments. Mr Lingam, a close ally of senior
UMNO officials and cronies, was unknowingly filmed in 2003 by Loh Gwo Burne,
a Chinese businessman, using a camera phone. By 2007, the video had somehow
found its way into the hands of a certain Malay politician, Anwar Ibrahim. Anwar,
ever the wily strategist, released it with paparazzi-like chutzpah. The law fraternity
was incensed.

The Lingam case was an inviting hook on which to hang long-held grievances. In
truth, the reputation of Malaysia’s judiciary had been on a long, slow decline.

It had all begun with the fallout from the UMNO leadership struggle in 1987
between Mahathir and Razaleigh Hamzah. In the aftermath, Mahathir consolidated
his power, cuddling his supporters and cracking down on his perceived opponents,
including Malaysia’s judiciary, whose fierce independence throughout the crisis had
irked him.

Over the course of the next year, a bitter battle involving Mahathir and several
judges ended with some of them, including the Lord President of the Supreme
Court, Salleh Abas, getting suspended. Mahathir also pushed through constitu-
tional amendments that effectively reduced the judiciary’s independence.

If the Lingam case is anything to go by, then the Malaysian legal system has never
recovered from Mahathir’s action. Still, things are looking a bit brighter these days.
According to Fadha, a young Malaysian lawyer, this is partly because of the new
spirit of openness that has engulfed the country since the 2008 General Election.
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“Now that the opposition has more power, our work has really begun, our chance
is now,” she said over dinner. Unsure whether the chicken was halal, she skipped
it, opting instead to eat just vegetables. “The elections have brought that change.
Judges and lawyers are starting to feel more empowered.”

Shortly after the elections, then prime minister Abdullah Badawi announced
goodwill payments to the judges suspended twenty years before, in an effort at rec-
onciliation. He also emphasised the need for judicial reform.

Still, change won’t happen overnight. Gopal Sri Ram, a former Malaysian Federal
Court judge, said in September 2010 that Malaysia’s judiciary has become so “exec-
utive-minded” and “the judges have become creatures of the government”*

He also argued that the judiciary had failed to protect minority rights. Lawyers
point specifically to cases involving religious conversion out of Islam, where the
Federal Court has often shied away from making a potentially controversial ruling,
instead dismissing the case on technicalities. According to Malaysia’s Bar Council,
“the Federal Court failed to be decisive and abdicated its role as the ultimate arbiter
in disputes involving constitutional questions and jurisdictional conflict”’

In early 2012 many observers cheered the supposed independence of the judici-
ary, when Anwar Ibrahim was acquitted of his second sodomy charge after a two-
year trial. But critics immediately suggested that the decision would only have been
made with the blessings of the country’s highest political figures.

The challenge for Malaysia’s judiciary, then, is to operate independently without
feeling beholden to vested political or nationalist interests. That will enable it to
rule decisively in cases where minority rights are threatened. This is an issue close
to Fadha’s heart—she does pro-bono work at an NGO that advocates for women’s
rights.

What did she think about law in Singapore? “Lawyers make a lot of money,” she
said, smiling. “But they are a funny bunch. I was once at a conference with some
Singaporean lawyers, and one of my Malaysian counterparts said that she had four
children. Immediately, a female Singapore lawyer asked what the tax benefits were
for that!”

No doubt, lawyers are supposed to be instinctively calculative. More worrying,
says Fadha, is that many Singaporean lawyers do not even feel comfortable express-
ing their true opinions. “I met this other lawyer, who worked at a prominent law
firm in Singapore. He was so convinced that the Singapore government was watch-
ing him because of his views that he would take a different route every day to get
home. Isn’t that funny?”

Surely no laughing matter for critics, who frequently suggest that Singapore’s

judiciary is subject to political interference and partial to Lee Kuan Yew and the
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ruling PAP. Just in the past few years, the Far Eastern Economic Review and the Wall
Street Journal have been sued for supposedly suggesting that Singapore’s judiciary is
compliant and biased.

But why do smart commentators question the judiciary’s independence?
Singapore has never seen political interference of the kind that tarnished Malaysia
in 1988. Singapore has the second best judicial system in Asia after Hong Kong,
according to a survey by the Political and Economic Risk Consultancy (PERC) in
2008.% Malaysia, meanwhile, ranked seventh, behind the Philippines and just ahead
of India.

Singapore’s legal sector is held in high regard; some of the world’s best law firms
and most highly paid lawyers practise here. The World Bank ranks Singapore highly
in its measure of legal systems and corruption. Foreign companies who choose
to do business in Singapore frequently cite the strong rule of law as a major draw.
Ordinary citizens feel completely protected by the law.

All that may well be true, say critics, but some worry about the high sums
involved in political defamation suits in Singapore. In defamation cases, the average
damages awarded to PAP litigants is some 30 times higher than to non-political liti-

gants, according to analysis in a report by the International Bar Association (IBA):’

... itis evident that in just six cases, PAP officials have been awarded over S$9
million in damages ... Meanwhile, the total for all seven non-PAP litigant cases
is just $$307,350. This disparity is of serious concern for the independence of
the judiciary.

The government’s argument is that these high sums are necessary to preserve the
reputations of politicians. Perhaps. But these settlements have bankrupted several
opposition leaders, preventing them from standing for election. They have also
effectively silenced many media outfits, who are deterred from writing critically on
Singapore. In other words, though the high sums help preserve reputations, they
also inadvertently dampen critical dialogue.

In the same report, the IBA contends that Singapore’s judiciary maintains high
standards in commercial cases not involving the PAP, but in cases involving PAP
litigants “there are concerns about an actual or apparent lack of impartiality”.'°

Some individual cases offer fascinating insights into the workings of Singapore’s
judiciary. In 1984, opposition parliamentarian Joshua Benjamin Jeyaretnam was
accused of misusing party funds, in relation to three cheques that were written to
the Worker’s Party, for a grand total of $$2600."" Subordinate Court judge Michael
Khoo acquitted him of two of the three charges, and fined him S$1,000—Iess than
the $$2,000 minimum necessary to disqualify Mr Jeyaretnam from parliament."?
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An appeal was upheld, and Mr Jeyaretnam was convicted at the retrial before a
different judge at the District Court, and sentenced to one month’s imprisonment
and a fine of $$5,000.

Mr Jeyaretnam thus lost his seat in parliament, and was disbarred from the
Singapore Law Society. At that point, Singapore law allowed him to appeal his dis-
barment to the Privy Council in London, which concluded that “by a series of mis-
judgements”, Mr Jeyaretnam had “suffered a grievous injustice”.

Soon after, appeals to the Privy Council were abolished in Singapore. And Justice
Michael Khoo was transferred quickly to the Attorney-General's Chambers. Any
judicial ambitions he harboured were snuffed out.

The Singapore government denies allegations that there was any executive
interference in Mr Khoo’s transfer. The IBA, meanwhile, suggests that “the circum-
stances surrounding the transfer of Judge Khoo remain suspect and cast doubt on
the impartiality and independence of the judiciary in Singapore in cases involving
opposition members.”*?

“If the PAP is so sure of itself, then why doesn’t it pursue its cases overseas?” a
septuagenarian friend asked. He was referring to the government’s libel suit against
the Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER) in 2006. The government had taken
umbrage with FEER’s interview of Chee Soon Juan, in which he suggests that a cor-
ruption scandal at the National Kidney Foundation may reflect a deeper malaise in
the establishment.

The Singapore government sued FEER, which argued that since it did not have
an office or staff in Singapore, it should not be subjected to local laws. FEER wanted
the case brought in Hong Kong, where it is based. “They do not fight these libel
cases overseas because they know that other courts do not see things the way our
Singapore courts do,” my elderly friend smiled.

Aside from opposition politicians and foreign publications, the punishment our
judicial system metes out to ordinary Singaporeans who criticise the government
can seem unusually harsh.

In 2008, Justice Judith Prakash sentenced two Singaporeans to seven days’ jail
for wearing t-shirts emblazoned with a logo of a kangaroo in a judge’s gown, while
attending a court hearing. In sentencing them, she argued that their t-shirts consti-
tuted the “worst form of insult possible against the court system here by calling it a
‘kangaroo court™.

By contrast, a few months later, Michelle Lim, an executive editor at a govern-
ment newspaper, was sentenced for her part in an accident in 2006, when she drove
her SUV through a red light—while allegedly using her mobile phone—and mowed

down a motorcycle, killing a 24-year-old Indonesian maid.
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She faced up to seven years of jail. She was sentenced to 18 months in 2008. At
her appeal in April 2009, her sentence was reduced to one day.

Though the two cases are infinitely different, society should question whether
the punishments fit the crimes. If negligent motoring that kills a person warrants
just one day in jail, does criticism—no matter how insulting—really deserve seven?

This is not a question about judicial bias. Rather, from a structural point of view,
it is unclear if Singapore’s legal system affords to government critics the same due
process and resources—including access to good attorneys—that it does to those
accused of any other crime.

In 2002, Subhas Anandan, the current president of the Association of Criminal
Lawyers of Singapore, said that he would represent murderers, thieves and terror
suspects but would not act for dissidents in Singapore.'* Several lawyer friends have
also told me they will never represent a government critic.

And so critics of Singapore’s judicial system certainly have plenty of ammuni-
tion for their conjectures and conspiracy theories. However, they would do well to
remember one fact—Singapore’s judiciary has never been found to be compliant or
biased. Until there is hard evidence supporting this claim, it is reckless of critics to
suggest so. Those who do should, indeed, be held to account.

Malaysia and Singapore’s judiciaries both face credibility issues. The difference
is that in Malaysia, there is little doubt that the judiciary’s independence has been
compromised. It faces an uphill struggle to rebuild its reputation in the eyes of many
citizens.

On the other hand, Singapore’s judiciary faces only a perceptional challenge.
These are not really concerns about political interference. Rather, some observers
wonder if Singaporean justices feel they can really act and rule independently, as

they so wish, without considering the political exigencies of the day.

*kK

Throughout my life in Singapore, and journeys in Malaysia, I have not interacted
much with civil society. It isn’t as visible or loud as the government or private sector,
and tends to get drowned out.

That’s not to say that there aren’t any civil society actors—indeed, there are a
plethora of non-governmental organisations, registered charities, community
groups, professional associations, faith-based institutions and clubs. They represent
a variety of interests and perform valuable work in our countries, from helping drug
addicts recover to fighting for women’s rights.

Nevertheless, civil society occupies a subordinate role in our countries. They

operate with the permission of our governments, within neat boundaries of
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acceptable behaviour. Overreach and they risk being banned. Unlike in developed
democracies, they do not have much power. Their ability to lobby and influence
policy is limited. It is almost oxymoronic, activism by government decree. Some
refer to them as GNGOs (government-backed NGOs).

Before Sumana and I left on our bicycle trip, we actually got a kind of “work
approval” letter from Yayasan Strategik Sosial (YSS, the strategic social organisa-
tion), a Malaysian NGO. The letter said something to the effect of “Here are two
Singaporean students on an educational trip around Malaysia and we support their
endeavour.”

We thought it gave us some legitimacy. Several individuals were impressed.
But twice we were rebuffed: once in Pekan, when we tried to get admission to the
Pahang Sultan’s royal stable—the guard laughed us off—and once in Gerik, when
a nutty policeman interrogated us as if we were Maoist guerrillas. “Who the heck is
YSS?” he asked.

Later, on a separate trip, we had a chance to see what goes on at YSS, which
calls itself “a social development centre for the Indian community”. Amongst other
things, YSS provides social services for low-income Indians. We visited a Tamil
community living in temporary housing in Sunway, just outside KL.

The “temporary” homes were ramshackle wood and zinc units—clean, with
running water and electricity—erected by the government to house these former
slum dwellers, before they were moved into proper public housing. What was meant
to be a one-year stay had become a five-year bloc of their lives, this project repeat-
edly bumped down the government’s to-do list.

“Yes, our children have schools to go to, but often they have to leave school
to work. If not, who will support their family? Who will support their siblings?”
32-year-old Rajan told us.

Rajan had spent time in the Simpang Renggam Detention Centre in Johor, one
of many gang members arrested under the Emergency Ordinance. He had endured
horrid living conditions, abusive prison guards and militant racism in the prison.
He looked at least 10 years older than he was. Yet, there was a steely independence
about him, and he refused to blame government policy for any of his personal woes.

“The problem here is not that there are no jobs. It’s just that people are very selec-
tive about the jobs they want. Sure, if I just wanted any old job, I could find one. But
we are selective. We want to earn more money. After all, a lot of the menial jobs can
be done by the [often illegal] Indonesians.”

Like most Indians in the community, Rajan was a descendant of estate workers.

For decades, many Tamil estate workers had been affected by the rise of synthetic
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rubber and, more recently, the industrial world’s thirst for palm oil—all over
Malaysia, oil palm was replacing rubber tress.

Much of the refining on these new estates was capital intensive. Machinery was
taking over the work of the Tamil rubber tappers, and forcing them from their cosy
self-contained communities into the haphazard chaos of a developing Asian city.
Disoriented and disadvantaged, many resort to crime and drugs.

YSS, underfunded and overworked, does its best to help them develop—worry-
ingly, hundreds of these estate Indians have lived most of their life undocumented,
without access to government services and support, like illegal immigrants in their
own country. YSS helps them get identity cards, bringing them into the national fold.

But there is only so much a group like YSS can do. It simply does not have the
resources or the mandate to help these disadvantaged Indians fight for greater rights.
Instead, three years after our bicycle trip, we saw the emergence of a quasi-political
organisation, Hindraf, which catapulted “the Indian issue” to national prominence.

For overstepping the bounds of civil society, a few of Hindraf’s leaders were
detained without charge for more than a year. By then they had done enough,
though, to help plunge the ruling BN coalition to its poorest ever electoral perfor-
mance, in GE 2008.

Building on its successes, Malaysian civil society has blossomed tremendously
over the past few years. In particular, Malaysians now have an unprecedented ability
and willingness to organise themselves around specific causes. In February 2012,
more than 15,000 people around Malaysia joined environmental protests against
Lynas, an Australian mining company, which has been building the world’s largest
refinery for rare earth metals near Kuantan, one of Malaysia’s biggest cities."

Aside from environmental concerns, the protestors allege that the government
has not been completely transparent about the investment and operation—indeed,
many Malaysians first found out about the plant from a New York Times article in
March 2011. The “Stop Lynas!” campaign has succeeded in bringing all these issues
to light. At the time of writing, the plant’s fate is unclear.

Unlike many previous demonstrations in the country, these protests cut right
across society, bringing together Malaysians from different ethnicities, income
levels and political affiliations. Just a few years ago, such activism would have been

unimaginable.

*kk

There is no such excitement in Singapore. Organisations here tend to keep their
noses out of trouble (read: anything vaguely political). Even so, our usually sleepy

NGO world was treated to a raucous spectacle in early 2009, when a group of
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conservative Christian ladies took over the reins of AWARE (the Association for
Women’s Action and Research), one of Singapore’s most prominent NGOs.

The Christian group took control by winning AWARE’s elections fair and square.
Or so it seemed. In the months leading up to the elections, there had been an odd
influx of new members. On election day, of the 102 people who showed up, 80 were
new members. “It was so strange. Usually 30 people turn up to vote. We had never
seen anything like it!” says Braema Mathi, a former AWARE president.

What was usually a perfunctory game of musical chairs amongst old friends had
turned into a full-blown battle. Outnumbered, many incumbents lost. The new
executive committee—"“the new exco™—was made up of ten new members, and
only two old ones. In one fell swoop, the complexion of AWARE's leadership had
been transformed.

At first, AWARE’s “old guard” must have been enthused by the spike in interest
from a new generation of women. But they soon smelled a rat. For one, the new exco
was opaque: when asked about their agendas, the women fudged. They treated the
press with disdain. Nobody knew what they stood for. Even the two old members in
the new exco were unsure what was going on. A mysterious aura soon surrounded
AWARE.

The new exco also started to shake up the organisation. It decided not to renew
the tenure of some of AWARF's research councils. It made redundant some volun-
teers and paid staff who had been with the organisation for years. From the outside,
it appeared as if a Machiavellian revolution was underway.

This encouraged a few conspiracy theorists to dig around, and they soon discov-
ered that 6 of the 12 new exco attend the same church. Journalists and members of
the old guard started to pontificate about the new exco’s motives. Faced with this
growing suspicion, the chief puppeteer suddenly reared her head.

Thio Su-Mein, a 71-year-old lawyer, admitted that she had instigated several of
her church members to get involved with AWARE. Her motive: to stem AWARE’s
alleged drift into a pro-gay organisation. Amongst other things, Ms Thio objected
to AWARE’s comprehensive sexual education (CSE) programme, which was being
taught in some 10 schools to around 500 students in Singapore. She felt the CSE
promoted homosexuality. “Are we going to have an entire generation of lesbians?”
she wailed.

With her admission, the battle lines were drawn: Thio and her disciples were
pitted against the more liberal old guard. Or, to look at it another way, a group of
conservative Chinese Christian ladies were up against a multi-religious, multi-eth-
nic group of progressive ladies. With God, sex and children’s education in the mix,
we had all the ingredients for a titanic battle.
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In the weeks following her admission, “the AWARE saga” dominated our news-
rooms. Flowery editorials were written. Scores of letters were sent to Forum pages.
Heated conversations ensued in coffee shops, bars, and corridors. For perhaps the
first time in our lives, Singaporeans were energised to speak their minds—this was
the most exciting, participatory thing in ages!

But we also belong in the minority. In a survey by The Straits Times, 70 per cent of
respondents said that they did not care about what was going on at AWARE. That,
more than anything, speaks to the level of apathy in this country. Here was a national
issue that had ramifications for the nature of sexual education in the country—and
most people didn’t care.

Under pressure from the old guard, as well as neutrals who questioned their
shady tactics and motives, the new exco was forced to call an extraordinary general
meeting (EGM) where, presumably, they would conduct a vote of confidence.

Ahead of the meeting, the government called for tolerance. The Ministry of
Education said that no parents had complained about the supposed pro-gay sexual
education programme. And the new exco’s pastor, Derek Hong, tried to mobilise
support from the pulpit. Rebuked by the government and a number of religious
leaders, he later apologised.

But the damage was done. At the EGM, the new exco resoundingly lost a vote
of confidence, and duly resigned. “It was a once in a lifetime event,” says a friend
who attended the meeting. “I have never seen so many Singaporeans from different
walks of life—male, female, young, old—gathering together, with so much energy,
all willing to get up and speak out for what they believe in. It was beautiful!”

As quickly as it had mushroomed, the furore died, and Singapore returned to
“normal”. But what does the AWARE saga say about the country? Ms Mathi cheers
the fact that the whole episode was resolved peacefully, through reasoned debate,
without government intervention (at least not officially).

Yet it also speaks to some deeper problems within civil society. Just imagine—in
order to voice their opinion, a group of ladies decided to stage a constitutional coup
and take over an entire organisation, bringing religion into a secular space. In any
other developed democracy, they would have simply spoken up.

In Singapore, says Alex Au, an online commentator, the Christian right will tend
to use stealth to achieve its objectives because the discussion of religion is taboo.
Normal channels of communication are simply not available here. In that sense,
public discourse is still very much in its infancy.

Singapore’s civil society has developed steadily since then, in tandem with the
country’s broader political awakening. Some of these efforts paid off in March
2012, when after years of lobbying by a number of workers’ rights organisations,
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Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower announced a new rule entitling foreign domestic
workers to one day off every week.
It was a huge victory for Singapore’s civil society. And for the thousands of maids

who patiently and dutifully keep our homes running.

*kk

While most of Singapore seems to hum along in a cloud of political apathy, there is
one place where activity appears intense: the “Meet the People Sessions” (MPS). At
these weekly meetings, ordinary citizens can meet their elected member of parlia-
ment (MP)—whether a first-time MP, or a senior minister—and speak to him or
her about anything at all. MPS are part community outreach, part nation building,
and part group therapy.

All kinds of people come to MPS—single mums having trouble paying for their
mortgage or utilities; elderly folk who simply don’t have enough money; young
graduates having difficulty finding a job; traditional Chinese medicine practition-
ers who cannot get accredited; and many more. They all go in the hope that their
esteemed MP can somehow help them.

The MPs certainly run tight ships: each MPS is a poignant demonstration of
Singaporean efficiency. When a citizen walks in, he is greeted and quickly put in a
queue. Shortly after, the person is interviewed by a volunteer. If the cause is deemed
just, the interviewer writes a letter which is approved by senior volunteers, and then
ferried onto the MP, who sees the citizen briefly, sympathising, inspiring and infus-
ing with hope. After the letter is signed, it is sent to the relevant authority. The well-
rehearsed routine ensures that within a couple of hours, each MP can tend to 30-50
people. Clinical Singaporean service.

The outcome of the letter, of course, varies from case to case. But that, really, is
secondary. Even without it, MPS is a thoroughly beneficial and therapeutic exercise
for all. It allows MPs to get a better understanding of grassroots issues while portray-
ing themselves as considerate politicians.

It also offers ordinary folk—some shorn of money, love and hope—at the very
least a listening ear from the highest office; and possibly more, if their petition is
successful. And it provides the volunteers with a means to give back to the commu-
nity while learning a bit more about their less fortunate countrymen.

For a period of time between 2001 and 2005, I too volunteered at an MPS in Ulu
Pandan, led by Dr Vivian Balakrishnan, then a senior minister of state at the Ministry
of Trade and Industry. Alongside me were students, doctors, lawyers, housewives,

logistics specialists, and a bunch of other people who also simply wanted to help.
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Most of the volunteers were there simply out of a sense of civic duty. Not all
of them were from the Ulu Pandan constituency. Some came from far off. Perhaps
they just liked working with Dr Vivian. (Joy, his beautiful wife, was also a draw for
some. Whenever she showed up, slouching, tired uncles would suddenly jerk up,
their hearts fluttering.)

Soon after I started volunteering, I joined the Young PAP. I wasn’t forced to; it
just seemed the natural thing to do. (My membership has long since lapsed.) Almost
all the volunteers were Young PAP members. Some may have harboured political
aspirations, but many didn’t. They almost joined subconsciously.

And that, perhaps, is the one downside of MPS—it further entrenches the idea
that serving your country is synonymous with serving the PAP. It may give some
citizens the idea that when in need, only the PAP can help them.

For although the opposition conducts its own MPS, it suffers as the underdog—
after all, how powerful is a letter written by an impotent opposition MP?

For much of Singapore’s history, grassroots community activity has been politi-
cised in some way. Government critics frequently lament the close ties between the
PAP and the People’s Association (PA), a statutory board that, among other things,
organises community events and provides services such as free legal advice.

Still, Singapore is on the cusp of change. There are now many more MPS volun-
teers who will probably never join a political party. Meanwhile, the links between the
PAP and the PA may be getting weaker. “The opposition supporters and non-PAP
folk are now much more visible at the PA;” says Bobby Jay, a friend who volunteers
there.

As Singapore’s democracy matures, the lines between politics and civil society
are slowly becoming clearer. But there is still a long, long way to go.

kKK

Kota Bahru, Kelantan. 7 March 2008.

The night before the election, we were filling up at a petrol station, around 9 pm,
when a convoy of about 15 motorbikes approached. Loud screams pierced the hum
drumming of the 75 cc engines, together producing quite a commotion. It sounded
like a gang. As they entered, we noticed that they were all carrying green PAS flags.
Some wore green and white bandanas. They were tiny fellows, some probably no
older than 12.

“I can’t wait to vote!” shouted one of the kids even though he was two election
cycles early. The group were temporarily mesmerised with Mun Ching, and gleefully
posed for a picture for her, and then requested to be in a picture with her. It didn’t
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seem very PAS-like to be salivating over a young Chinese lady, but Mun Ching was
more than happy to oblige.

These convoys of cars and motorbikes, barrelling through to support their party,
were a common sight in the cities. If you hung around long enough, you would even-
tually see the same bunch of adolescents dressed completely differently, wearing
the colours of the other side. Political promiscuousness at its best. Apparently each
mobile nuisance charged RM10/hour to don your colours and scream at the top of
his voice.

It wasn’t clear if this particular type of electoral spending boosted each party’s
chances. More than anything, these motley groups, as harmless as they were,
seemed to be disrupting life. But since both sides were doing it, they effectively can-
celled each other out; a rather annoying race to the bottom. Still, at least these youth
were earning some money which, presumably, would be pumped back into warungs,
Internet cafes and motorbike shops.

While all this was happening, Mun Ching spotted some girls in pink tudungs
across the street. Puteri UMNO! We walked over expectantly. Puteri UMNO (liter-
ally “UMNO’s princesses”) was the women’s youth wing of Malaysia’s biggest politi-
cal party.

Members of Puteri UMNO—known colloquially as puteris—had been elusive
thus far. That was mostly because while we had been able to secure interviews with
older women, young Malay girls had hitherto seemed out of reach to us, no matter
how charming and deliberate our approach.

With Mun Ching by our side, they suddenly seemed accessible; we were credible
reporters just trying to get a story. Mun Ching was our passport. The girls were coy
at first, unsure if they, as junior members of the party, warranted all this attention
from foreign journalists. The five of them, who looked between the ages of about 18
and 22, seemed shy but excited.

We were led up a narrow stairwell to a small conference room. Inside were stacks
of pamphlets, cards and newsletters, and two big whiteboards on wheels. It was the
office PR hub.

Coaxed on by Mun Ching, they soon opened up, and started telling us about
how they spent much time organising youth social events, particularly sporting
activities. They showed us newspaper clippings of a semi-annual futsal tournament
which they organised. There were pictures of girls in tudungs and full-length pants,
covered from head to toe, running around a small court chasing the ball. Four of
the girls screamed ecstatically, pointing at a photo of the fifth, who was apparently
a local futsal star. She was the least made up of the lot, and also the quietest. She
brushed oft the attention.
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We wanted to know what had drawn them to Puteri UMNO in the first place.
“We just liked it, you know. We find the activities fun,” said Yati, the ringleader,
checking around to confirm. Friends even before joining, they had now been part of
the UMNO fold for two and a half years.

They were about to vote for the first time, and were clearly excited. The past
month had been particularly busy, as they worked late nights, figuring out how
best to help spread UMNO’s message. Unlike puteris elsewhere in Malaysia, who
had the benefit of the party’s incumbency, these Kelantan puteris were the under-
dog—UMNO was the opposition in Kelantan. This made their job all the more
challenging.

For instance, one of the huge national successes of Puteri UMNO is their anak
angkat, child adoption, rural outreach programme. The puteris visit villages, laden
with baskets of goodies and party messages. They learn about the problems which
the villagers face and they initiate social and sporting activities. In this way, Puteri
UMNO has forged strong grassroots bonds across the country.

In Kelantan, however, the puteris elicit a lot of resentment through the anak
angkat programme. When they venture into the rural areas, many villagers view
them as symbols of the urbanised, liberal Malaysia that they want no part of. They
perceive the puteris as encroaching upon their territory.

Yati admitted that they had even been threatened at knife point. “Many times,”
she said, with a mixture of sadness and hardiness. “Many of them, their minds are
green, they will never be blue” (UMNO’s party colour is blue. PAS’s is green.) Yet
amongst the rejections were a few conversions, which kept their spirits up.

So too did the support of their parents, who, by and large, supported UMNO.
That gave them the strength and resolve to roam the streets with their party flags,
despite being heckled at by men, old and young.

“They look at us as if we are different people. They think we are dressed inde-
cently,” she says. “They think just because their PAS women are wearing the tradi-
tional dress, they are holy and don’t do anything bad. That is so untrue. Anyway, a
lot of PAS women dress sexily as well, but they never see that”

This reserved bunch of girls all wore tudungs and long-sleeved shirts, each so
baggy you could fit two of them inside. And they, apparently, were the liberal ones.
The PAS moralists would have a fit if they ever came to Singapore.

Despite all the discomfort of campaigning in Malaysia’s ultra-conservative
Islamic heartland, these “sexy” girls couldn’t control their adolescent excitement.
“This is the first time we can vote!” They had helped out in the last election but now,

about to cast their first vote, felt truly engaged. Still, politics sometimes got in the
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way of life. “There is one thing I don’t like,” whispered Yati, her voice fading on the
brink of her admission.

“What is it?”

“Er, we have had a lot of misunderstandings with our PAS friends during this
election campaign, so we just don’t meet up during this time.”

“You think it is just political differences? Will everything be OK after the
elections?”

“I don’t know. We think differently from them. I was from an Islamic school and
PAS would bring their political values to class. The class is no place for that. It’s tinur
garik, not nice.”'¢

In the lead up to the elections, daily life was politicised. Apparently the PAS girls
would vociferously voice their support for Nik Aziz, the party’s spiritual leader, in
class. Emboldened, they would also criticise the dress sense of the “sexy” UMNO
girls. The girls looked despondent when recounting these stories. “Tinur garik.” Nik
Aziz poisoned the chalice further when he apparently called all UMNO people
“orang hutan”, people of the jungle.

The girls were well-trained, caring and demure. It is easy to see why the Puteri
programme has been a success. In fact, perhaps a bit too successful—even within
the party, there is some resentment towards the puteris. Wanita UMNO, the adult
female wing, is not always comfortable with the level of success of their younger
peers. The two groups dress different and so are easily distinguishable.

“Yah, the older UMNO ladies don't like puteri, they think we interfere with their
job. They are very sensitive,” Yati said. “We are all working towards the same goal in
the end, I don't think it is important to consider who is more successful than who.”

The girls then started asking us a few questions, curious to find out more about
our country.

“Is there a lot of entertainment in Singapore?”

“Well, I think there is more than there is here,” stating the painfully obvious
again. “We have a lot of shopping centres, movie theatres and bars, it can also get
boring, even though there are so many.”

“Ha! We have a lot of entertainment here too, you know. It’s not like what people
say.” Because of its high religiosity, social life in Kelantan is stricter than elsewhere.
“There are some places that are underground. But we also go for a lot of mesyuarat,
conventions. We like it, there is a lot of camaraderie and comradeship there.”

They had two standard impressions of our country. The first was that it is really
clean. The second impression was from a Singapore Tourism Board advertisement—
they could sing the jingle from the “Uniquely Singapore” adverts. We cringed.

“You girls think you would like to stay here in Kelantan?”
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“I don’t know, I would like to move. Actually, a lot of us would like to move,”
Yati admitted. “There are few jobs here, if we get the chance we will move away.
Apparently it was even harder for young men to find jobs. “That’s why there is so
much crime here.” Yati said that drug offences and rape were not uncommon.

“There is a lot of AIDS. More than they tell you” According to Yati, many
Kelantanese men visit the prostitutes in Sungai Golok, the Thai border town about
an hour away. “Look what they bring back. PAS likes to keep this [AIDS] under
wraps. But you know, Puteri UMNO has given us a chance to change things, and we
want to give back as well”

Before we said our goodbyes, we remembered one last question. “What do you
all think about Hindraf?” The demure footballer, subdued till now, spun around and
stared us coldly in the eye. “Benci, hate,” she said, slowly, softly, letting the word hang
in the air. “Benci.”

The rest of the girls, who 30 minutes earlier had raucously cheered her football
skills, this time kept quiet, their heads facing down. Two of them nodded.

*kk

Though most of Malaysia’s and Singapore’s histories have been characterised by
political apathy, docile media channels and subdued civil society organisations,
things are changing rapidly. As the BN’s and PAP’s eras of dominance have come
abruptly to an end, so citizens have been standing up and making themselves
heard—sometimes randomly, sometimes in a highly coordinated fashion.

Ordinary people are keen to be more engaged in society. Democratic traditions
common in other countries are finally taking root here. This will have a profound
impact on identity. Malaysian and Singaporean identities have largely been govern-
ment constructs. But the democratisation process will change this. Ordinary people
will start to have a major impact on the shaping of identities and the reimagining of
communities.

However, while there is tremendous pressure for change from below; it is unclear
if the two countries’ leaders have much appetite for change. There are still many
archaic, draconian laws and regulations on our books that act as a drag on civil
society development. These include strict regulations governing societies and the
media; laws against public assembly; and the dreaded Internal Security Act (ISA)
that allows for detention without trial.

Although Malaysia has passed a new public assembly law and has plans to repeal
the ISA, some worry that the laws that replace them will be just as repressive.
Meanwhile, though a good argument on anti-terrorism grounds could be made for
the ISA, critics allege that both governments have been only too happy to use them
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against political opponents too. Hence there is the potential for abuse. That said,
both countries’ electorates will be far less forgiving today than in the past of any
alleged abuse.

As Malaysia and Singapore transition from authoritarianism to democracy, there
is a grand negotiation occurring in society, as new players emerge and jostle for
space. Debates that were once conducted within the peaceful confines of one party
have now been thrown out into the marketplace, where a cacophony of voices vie
for mindshare on a multitude of new mediums.

From a governance standpoint, it is a multidimensional blur. A Singaporean min-
ister today has to figure out how, for the first time, to engage with so many newly
energised constituents—even as he discovers how to communicate on Facebook.

The worry, of course, is that both countries’ ruling parties will close ranks and
become ever more conservative and paranoid, in their bid to hold onto power. This
is what some critics say has happened in Malaysia under PM Najib’s administration.
But if they persist on that path, they might be sacrificing their own parties’ long-
term sustainability for a bit of short-term gain. And that would be very un-Malayan
indeed.
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Alibaba and the thieves

Ipoh, Perak. 3 March 2008.

“Well, in a funny sort of way, I benefited so much from the oil crisis in the 1970s,”
Mohammad Zamin said.

Sumana and I were sitting in a small coffee shop in Silibin, a little neighbourhood
on the outskirts of Ipoh. People kept shuffling in and out, some on tea break, others
aimless; the hungry streamed towards the prata man in the corner for some of the
dough he was twirling, theatrically, like a circus performer.

A fatlady in a pink baju kurung waddled towards us. She walked with her hips—
they led, her feet merely followed. She stopped in front of us and wiped her brow
with the back of her hand, then put her blunt pencil to a piece of scratch paper. It
was time to order.

It seemed rather busy for 10.30 am on a Tuesday morning, four days before the
2008 general elections. That time should have been a dead zone for a coffee shop,
too late for breakfast, but too soon for lunch. Then, in Malaysia, as in much of Asia,
tea breaks are a crucial part of any workday.

We had accosted Mohammad moments earlier; he was standing outside a bank,
squinting while checking his text messages. Despite having spoken to countless
random Malaysians, we still had to pause and pluck up the courage to talk to him.

Taken slightly aback, Mohammad gave us the once over. Sensing he needed more
convincing, we flashed our Singaporean identity cards. He looked stumped, just like
every other Malaysian we did that to. Still, he agreed to an interview, smiling, “Oh, I
see. You want my, how do you say it, ‘two-cents worth’?” We were soon getting much
more.

Mohammad had enjoyed two lucky breaks early in life, both because of Insyah
Allah, Allah’s grace. The first was winning a government scholarship in the early
1970s that allowed him to attend university in Australia. The second was the oil
crisis. “When I returned from Australia in 1976, the world was entering a recession.
My scholarship board MARA said they could not afford to hire me anymore, and so

I was forced to make it on my own.”
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Many Malaysians pine for a position in the lucrative, stress-free government
establishment; Mohammad was thankful that he had been booted out. He then
worked in “odd jobs for six or seven years”, before setting up his own engineering
practice. Later on he entered into a partnership with a Chinese person. Crucially,
theirs was “a genuine bumi-non bumi partnership”

“Genuine? What do you mean by that?”

“Ah, well, you know, in Malaysia, there are lots of these partnerships between
bumis and non-bumis, the Alibaba businesses. They are only partnerships on paper.
In truth, the Chinese does all the work, runs the whole business, just gives the Malay
a small token sum in exchange for putting his name there.”

From 1970, as part of its affirmative-action New Economic Policy (NEP), the
government had tried to forcibly increase Malay shareholding in the private sector
by mandating a minimum Malay equity requirement.! Alibaba business arrange-
ments blossomed in response to this, and have since become an unoflicially accepted
part of Malaysia’s economy.

“Ours was not like that. Ours was a genuine partnership. We both worked hard
and we learned a lot from each other. And, the way things work in Malaysia, it is
good to have active Chinese and Malay partners. The Chinese will help you get con-
tracts from the private sector, and the Malay will help you get contracts from the
government.”

“Really? In the private sector they prefer Chinese?”

“Sure. Many of the big firms are Chinese. They prefer dealing with a Chinese.”

This might be simply because of racism, according to Pak Zamin. Another reason
could be evolutionary: over the years, having encountered and dealt with so many
Alibaba businesses, it becomes a bit hard to tell which Malay partner is genuine, and
which one merely a figurehead, pocketing cash while not knowing much about the
business. And so the private sector prefers dealing with the Chinese, amongst whom
there are fewer charlatans.

No matter. If all else fails, the Alibaba companies, meanwhile, can look to the
government for business, says Pak Zamin. Therein lies the other split in Malaysia’s
private sector: between those with political connections and those without.

Companies with the connections are the ones who land the big government con-
tracts. These relationships allow government officials to fatten their purses. Many of
them have stakes in private companies. Every time Malaysia holds an election, the
share prices of certain “politically-linked” companies move up or down, depend-
ing on the electoral fortunes of their governmental benefactors. To be sure, not all
Alibaba companies have good political connections.
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There are therefore two distinct cross-lines in Malaysia’s private sector. Any given
company is either a genuine partnership or an Alibaba business; and is either politi-
cally connected or not (though this is more a spectrum of the quality of one’s politi-
cal access). The success of any business in Malaysia depends much on where it sits
on this matrix.

As we digested all this, Pak Zamin smiled, sinking further into his seat. His words

had proven unexpectedly cathartic.

*kk

Malaysia and Singapore are developmental states, in which our authoritarian gov-
ernments have often led the private sector in many facets of economic development.
Our brand of state-led capitalism has involved specific industrial policies that pick
and promote winners through incentives such as generous tax holidays, preferential
land allotments, and recruitment help.

However, Malaysia’s and Singapore’s developmental states were born in very dif-
ferent circumstances. For Singapore, the stimulus for an economic action plan crys-
tallised at the point of independence. The separation from Malaysia was not easy,
and the future was unclear—we were a young nation under threat. The shared under-
standing was that rapid economic development was essential to ensure Singapore’s
survival. This is where our vulnerability mantra and growth fetish stem from.

What of the Malaysian developmental state? It probably really only took shape
around 1970. After all, between independence from the British, in 1957, and the
late 1960s, many politico-economic issues were in flux. Malaysia did not have a
clear direction. For instance, in 1963, Singapore joined the Federation of Malaya.
In 1965, it was thrown out. Around the time, Malaysia was also facing a konfrontasi,
confrontation, with Indonesia, over, amongst other things, sovereignty over land on
the island of Borneo.

Unlike Singapore, Malaysia certainly didn’t feel a need to fight for its survival,
given its size and bountiful natural resources. Singapore’s separation did not force
Malaysia to develop. Instead, Malaysia’s developmental state emerged after the
ethnic riots of 1969; it was shaped by a need to address racial imbalances.

That was the main difference between the two countries at the outset of their
development. Singapore’s developmental state was born with the psyche, “We have
absolutely nothing; we are surrounded by powerful giants; we must do all we can to
build this country. We need the government to lead us.”

Malaysia’s, on the other hand, went something like this, “We are a fairly rich
country; but the Chinese, who are not really from this land, own a disproportionate

share; in order to preserve racial harmony, we must do all we can to redistribute it.”
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Singapore, without any natural resources, was forced to invest heavily in human
capital. Malaysia felt no such compunction. Pak Zamin doubted the effectiveness of
the Malaysian model’s redistribution.

“But that’s the thing. I want you to write this down too,” he said, tapping his
finger on our notebooks, “there’s all this talk about racial integration and multicul-
tural Malaysia and all that. Well, if it’s serious about integration, do you know what
the government should do? It should award government contracts only to genuine
bumi-non bumi partnerships. That’s what it should do. That will bring people
together, and teach them how to work and survive together. Through business, that’s
the way”

“But then you'd be discriminating against single-race businesses, no?”

Pak Zamin ignored us.

But what might have happened if there was no oil crisis in the 1970s, and he
had been given a job at MARA? “Well, who knows ... I suppose I would have risen
slowly up the ladder, and gotten used to a cushy government job.”

“Not too shabby then?”

“I would have had a good position, I would have had prestige, and I would have
had enough money. That’s true,” he admitted. “But on the other hand, I wouldn’t
have learned as much. I wouldn’t have been exposed to the real world. I wouldn’t
have learned how to live and work with somebody from another race””

He slumped back to his chair, but then lurched forward again, as if suddenly
remembering he had more to say.

“And come on, let’s face it, like I mentioned earlier, this world is increasingly glo-
balised. We Malaysians—and Malays especially—have to stop relying on the gov-
ernment for everything. If not, how are we supposed to compete with the likes of
Vietnam?”

Pak Zamin was a walking contradiction and he knew it. He had many doubts
about the effectiveness of the NEP, admitting that it had enriched only a few Malays
while not doing much for the masses; that it had made Malays dependent and lazy;
that it had led to greater friction between Malaysia’s different ethnic groups.

But on the other hand, over the years, he has basked in the NEP’s sunshine. He
was part of the first batch of bumis to be awarded scholarships to study abroad. After
completing his secondary school in 1970 at the regal Malay College Kuala Kangsar
(MCKK), he was sent to read Mechanical Engineering at the University of Western
Australia.

“Yes, I had a good time in Perth, I was there for one plus four years. First year
foundation, then four years degree” His son, meanwhile, is a current beneficiary.
Just like his father, he had graduated from MCKK, and is now studying in Cologne
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in Germany, on a scholarship from the Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam (JPA, the
Public Service Commission).

Even as he wailed about the chasm between Chinese and Malays, and about how
the private sector is dominated by the Chinese and the public sector by the Malays,
he quite smartly teamed up with a Chinese in order to leverage their relative advan-
tages in winning contracts.

It may seem hypocritical, but it is actually very human—and economically
rational—to keep playing the game while trying to change the rules.

Still, I kept thinking about what he had said about society’s dependence on the
government. In our own unique ways, Malaysians and Singaporeans have become
reliant on our governments, not simply for social and political direction, but for
economic development too. Our governments play a huge role in our countries’
economies, mostly through their government-linked corporations (GLCs). They’ve
brought development, for sure, but, as Pak Zamin suggested, they’ve perhaps also
crowded out others, stymieing the growth of local enterprise.

*kk

Malaysia and Singapore are developmental success stories. In 1965, at the time of
independence, Malaysia’s GDP per capitawas US$33S5, and Singapore’s was US$512.2
By 2011, that had grown to respectively US$5,700 and US$35,163 —Malaysia had
catapulted into the league of middle-income countries, while Singapore had planted
itself firmly in the rich man’s club. Government officials from emerging markets in
Africa, Asia and Latin America visit frequently, braving the humidity and keeping
quiet about the heat, to admire, solicit advice, take notes, and eat.

No doubt, our economies today are very different from each other. Malaysia is a
resource-rich country, with bountiful supplies of oil, natural gas, minerals and huge
expanses of fertile agricultural land, upon which locals have grown crops like padi,
rubber and, more recently, oil palm. Malaysia is also a food processing hub, cooking
up and exporting products as varied as freeze-dried Durian chips and Tongkat Ali
coffee.

(Durian is a pungent tropical fruit with quite complex flavours. I love it. As we
cycled around Malaysia, villagers showered us with endless durians; the fruit’s size,
colour, smell and taste seemed to vary with the terroir. Like drunk vinophiles on tour,
we slurped our way around the country. Durians gave us lots of energy, and hours
of horrid belches. The root of the Tongkat Ali plant, also known colloquially as the
longjack, is famous as an old Malaysian cure for impotence. Nobody offered us any.)

The world’s leading manufacturing firms are here too. Havinglong moved on from

low-cost labour-intensive production, Malaysia currently churns out everything
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from oil rigs to computer chips. They are there because of, amongst other things, the
skilled labour force, good infrastructure, business-friendly government policies and
tax incentives. Oh, and of course, Penang’s legendary cuisine, famous even amongst
Malaysians.

Perhaps Malaysia’s most well-known—and controversial—product is the Proton
car. One of Mahathir’s brainchilds, the national car company was founded to trans-
port Malaysians around the country and to thrust Malaysia into the 21st century.
What better national symbol than a car, that beacon of modernity. The best part
about Proton: “developed” Singapore had no such industry. If Singaporeans wanted
to buy the Proton Saga, the first model produced by the Malaysian motor industry,
they had to pay much more.

Things went well initially. With Japanese money, technology and assistance,
Proton started pumping out technically sound engines, each wrapped in what
looked like recycled tuna can. They weren’t the most beautiful cars on the road, but
so what? They bore a Malaysian birth-mark. Government tariffs protected Proton
from foreign imports; government subsidies made them affordable. At the same
time, the government embarked on massive road development projects.

The first, Projek Lebuhraya Utara Selatan (PLUS, the North-South Highway
Project), sliced through the spine of the country. Compared to the windy, coast-
hugging, two-lane street that we cycled on, PLUS was a logistical dream, cutting the
travel time from Singapore to KL from seven hours to four.

Thus began Malaysia’s automobile revolution. In 1990, less than one in ten
Malaysians owned cars. Today, one out of every four has one.’ Malaysia, with a
population of about 28 million people, has Southeast Asia’s largest passenger car
market—bigger than Indonesia’s (population of 243 million) and Thailand’s (68
million).*

Cars provided a wonderful newfound freedom. All of a sudden, it was much
easier to visit far-away friends and relatives. It made sense to find work in another
state. And it became possible to go eat at that restaurant in the next town that you
had heard about. Proton cars empowered Malaysians, and they were more than just
a status symbol. For the aspirational Malaysian, Proton was a ticket to “develop-
ment’, to the feeling that, finally, their country had arrived. Proton spawned others,
such as Perodua and Kancil.

After a great start, Malaysia’s car industry—and Proton, in particular—is strug-
gling today. Being sheltered from foreign competition has bred complacency and
inefliciency. Numerous scandals have plagued the industry. The Koreans and now

the Chinese can make better cars for less money. There is constant speculation that
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Malaysia’s automobile assets will be gradually broken up and sold off to foreign
manufacturers.

That shouldn’t break Mahathir’s heart, though. His automobile ambition did a
lot for Malaysian mobility and pride. It also helped to integrate the country, allow-
ing people to visit hitherto unreachable areas.

That said, without sufficient urban planning and road control, it has also led to
some of the most horrendous traffic jams in Asia. Maybe Singapore, known for its
smooth traffic flow, will have the last laugh. Tawfik Ismail, former Johor state par-
liamentarian and full-time joker, said that George Yeo, Singapore’s former foreign
minister, had once asked a question that stumped him: “Tawfik, tell me something.
How does Malaysia control traffic jams while at the same time promoting a national
car industry?”

Malaysia’s service sector has also been garnering accolades of late. The much
ballyhooed Multimedia Super Corridor, though less successful than intended, has
still managed to attract attention and talent to Malaysia’s nascent IT services sector,
including in niches such as computer animation and design.

Tourism is booming, partly thanks to Malaysia’s stunning natural beauty: be it
the white sand beaches, gorgeous coral reefs, or lush, tropical rainforests, thousands
of years old, home to all manner of animals, including charming orang-utans. Pair
that with exceedingly humble, unfailingly polite, Malaysian hospitality, and you
have a first-class tourist experience, much underrated.

To move you even faster around the country, you can hop on an Air Asia plane,
one of the country’s most recent business innovations. Tony Fernandes, the budget
carrier’s charismatic founder, has, according to The Economist, “done more to turn
Southeast Asia into an integrated economic block than any ASEAN ministerial
summit”®

Petronas, Malaysia’s national oil producer, has gone from strength to strength,
transforming itself into a fully-fledged energy services company, with interests
across the world—it is often cited as a shining example of how to use and invest a
country’s natural resources wisely.

And so the country’s economic landscape is dotted with a plethora of economic
communities, from rice farmers to geeky cyberworkers. A Malaysian, given the right
opportunities, can probably find employment in whatever vocation he or she wants
to, right at home.

What’s more—for better or for worse—chances are the job will be in a GLC. A
whole slew of GLCs—either partially or wholly owned by the state—has grown
up with the country. Most, like Sime Darby and UEM, are massive conglomerates.

GLCs contribute about 17 per cent of Malaysia’s gross fixed capital formation and
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account for almost 10 per cent of GDP. Many of them are subsidiaries of Khazanah,

the state investment vehicle.

*kK

“The day of reckoning came. In 1998 you saw all the Malay giants, the tycoons, col-
lapsing like a deck of cards. We spent massive amounts of public money in bailouts,
inducing moral hazard”

Din Merican was struggling to hold back his anger. According to him, 1998
was the year when Malaysians could finally see the extent of corruption that had
occurred on Mahathir’s watch, as the taxpayer was forced to bailout inefficient, debt-
laden firms run by crony capitalists. I listened intently, among a crowd of people at a
post-elections pow-wow at Singapore’s Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in 2008.

Articulate and blunt, Din, then the economic adviser to Anwar Ibrahim and the
Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR), has a habit of working himself into a fury, before pro-
claiming that everything is okay, and that actually an old man like him is better off
outside of politics. Today he is an independent commentator, best known for his
popular blog, “the Malaysian DJ Blogger”

Din has had the privilege of an insider’s perspective. In the 1950s he attended
Penang Free School, and got to know a young, soft spoken Malay by the name of
Abdullah Badawi, who was studying at the Methodist Boy’s School there—"a nice
guy, a really nice guy. But he has failed to deliver at the highest office.”

In the 1970s, as a student at the George Washington University in the US, Din
had the luxury of an international student’s life: a good education, the chance to rub
shoulders with would-be luminaries from back home, and an external perspective
on what was going on in his newly independent, post-colonial homeland.

He later returned to Malaysia, and worked for a number of organisations, includ-
ing Malaysia’s central bank and Sime Darby. He says he sympathised with UMNO’s
goals, because “I generally shared what the founding fathers were trying to do.”
He got to know Mahathir and Anwar, leaders who were helping to build the new
Malaysia: smart, developed, multi-ethnic. However, by the end of the 1980s, Din
started getting disillusioned.

Many Malaysians point to this period, the late 1980s, as the time when corrup-
tion, cronyism and nepotism intensified in the country. In 1986-87, so the rea-
soning goes, Mahathir began to feel increasingly threatened by opponents within
his party. In 1987, in the wake of a direct challenge to his leadership by Razaleigh
Hamzah, Mahathir got UMNO to change its internal party rules so that a challenger
needs to obtain nominations from at least 30 per cent of UMNO’s 191 divisions to

be eligible to contest the presidency (before only two were needed).
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Meanwhile, Mahathir decided that he had to shore up his own base. This is
apparently when the politics of patronage in Malaysia began to blossom. Mahathir
started awarding government contracts to his cronies; their loyalty was bought, and
Mahathir consolidated his position. Over time, these cronies became reliant on gov-
ernment work and handouts, and so the government had to keep dishing out con-
tracts to them, instead of awarding them based on a normal public tender process.
To this day, much internal jostling and bidding for contracts happens at UMNO
general assemblies—hence Malaysia’s reputation for “money politics”. Since work is
awarded not on merit, but on familiarity, there are huge efficiency losses.

This money politics racket is best described through this lovely anecdote I heard
from a friend, whom I shall call Matthew. After leaving Penang some 30 years ago,
Matthew went on to complete his PhD at Harvard, before becoming a scientist. He
has worked as a consultant with many businesses around the world, including in his
native country.

“Winning government contracts in Malaysia is quite simple, really, once you
know how the system works,” Matthew admitted matter-of-factly. “OK, let’s say
the government wants to award a contract for a new sewage system. The officer in
charge of the tender will solicit bids from a couple of Malaysian companies who can
do sewage work. He will ask for bids from a few of his buddies, guys who probably
don’t know anything about sewage work.

Suppose the genuine Malaysia company puts in a bid for RM12 million. One of
the cronies will put in a low bid, say RM7 million. Another will put in a higher bid,
say RM35 million. And the third will put in a ludicrously high one, say RM75 million.

The officer will dismiss the high one, on the grounds of being too expensive.
And he will dismiss the two low ones, supposedly as underestimates. And so he will
plump for the one in the middle—RM3S5 million—which seems to make sense on
paper, if only for being in the middle.

The crony who submitted the winning bid will then simply walk over to the
genuine company, and offer a sub-contract for RM12 million. He will then share the
loot with the other cronies. At the end of the day, decent work still gets done, the
genuine company makes a living, but the Malaysian taxpayer has overpaid by RM23
million.”

As a result of these shenanigans, many people have a rather jaundiced view of
Malaysian business. It is hard to measure exactly how much money has been drained
from Malaysia through crony capitalism. Indeed, to get a full picture, one has to
measure not just direct leakage, but indirect wastage and inefficiencies, like the long-

term damage to productivity. Some of these may have a much longer-lasting effect.
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According to Barry Wain, an author, up to RM100 billion may have been wasted
during Mahathir’s reign on grandiose projects and corruption. In some senses, the
exact amount is irrelevant, says Din Merican—far more insidious is the fact that “all
this is done under the banner of affirmative action. Corruption goes on freely under
the mask of trying to help the poor Malays.”

In the lead up to the UMNO elections in December 2008, the problem of
money politics cropped up again. As Badawi’s administration stepped aside, numer-
ous political hopefuls started jostling vigorously, promising sweeteners to all and
sundry. Apparently, each of the 2,500 delegates could expect up to RM20,000 for
their vote.®

Ironically Mahathir, of all people, decide to rail against this. “Corruption in
UMNO at all levels has become a talking point for everyone. They are sick and tired
of UMNO, its members and leaders. The hatred towards the party that is immoral
has spread wide,” he wrote in his blog.

And yet Din, and most others I speak to, place the blame for money politics
squarely on Mahathir’s shoulders. Even if he didn’t enrich himself, most contend
that he oversaw the growth of money politics.

As he spoke, Din grew increasingly frustrated and disgusted with the state of
affairs, with the system that he had been a part of, with himself. Before his eyes, the
rot had set in, and had, by now, spread throughout the system.

“You know, when I look at UMNO today, and when I compare it to the 1970s,
when I was a young man, looking forward to building a new independent country, I
am so sad,” mused Din. “Back then, UMNO was filled with men of the highest integ-
rity and honour, fellows like Tunku Abdul Rahman and Tun Hussein Onn. Look at
what it has become.”

This rot coincided with a decline in education. “Some people say that Malaysia
does not have enough universities, not enough private sector involvement in educa-
tion. That is rubbish! The problem is that we have too much. We have quantity, but
not quality. We have become degree dispensers—anybody can get one.”

Din worried about all the big engineering projects in Malaysia. “I am scared our
bridges will fall apart!” Apparently, many of the engineers working on them gradu-
ated without having really studied proper engineering. “When I think back to the
high standards that we had to maintain back then, when I got my degree, and I
compare it to the standards today, I am ashamed—my degree has been debased.”

Nevertheless, many people, particularly BN supporters, would still argue that
Malaysia has developed fairly well over the past S0 years, money politics or not. But
Din is having none of it. According to him, Malaysia should have grown much faster,

and in a more equitable fashion.
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“We have grown way below potential. We are a very rich country! We have land,
we have oil, we have beaches, we have mountains, we can grow rubber, we can grow
oil palm, we are a very rich country!

So, you might look at our high growth rates and think that we’ve been growing
well. But I say that we could have done so much more. You know in the 1960s, when
I went to Singapore for a holiday, for every one Ringgit I brought to Singapore I
could get one Singapore dollar in return. Today, I can’t even get 50 cents. That’s how
far behind we've fallen.”

Ah yes, the exchange rate. Malaysians love talking about the exchange rate.
Singaporeans? We just like shopping—especially in Malaysia.

*kk

Alor Setar, Kedah. 5§ March 2008.

Serendipitously, I got an insight into this cosy government-business relationship in
Kedah’s capital.

Kedah is a giant, diverse state. Its southern end touches Penang, and so is more
industrialised and richer. Its northern end flanks Thailand and is dominated by
acres of lush paddy fields, spread across the land like giant green carpets. Kedah
is Malaysia’s rice bowl. It is poor, with a per capita GDP in 2008 of RM13,301
(US$3,994), just half the national average, and higher only than Kelantan.

The state does have a rich history though: Bujang Valley, a sprawling archaeo-
logical goldmine one-third the size of Singapore, is recognised as the cradle of a
Buddhist/Hindu civilisation that dates back 1,500 years. Not much is known about
it, in part because of archaeology’s immaturity in Malaysia, but partly also because of
the establishment’s fear of finding out anything that might rock the boat of Muslim
Malay pre-eminence.

Alor Setar, with a population of around 300,000, is like any mid-sized Malaysian
city: Proton cars zipping in and out; the odd traffic policeman in white, looking dis-
enchanted, directing cars, buses and bicycles because a traffic light has broken down;
a couple of multi-storeyed hotels with familiar names but in need of touch-up in the
centre of town; on the outskirts, old-style kampung houses quickly being replaced by
concrete monstrosities; and a big stadium, with a Muslim mosque, Hindu temple,
Christian church, Buddhist temple and Sikh gurdwara not too far away.

And food. One thing though—the Alor Setarans are culinary agnostics, caught
between Malay and Thai food. The result is a somewhat forgettable mishmash.

Sumana and I were drawn to Alor Setar’s one star attraction: the cradle of

modern Malaysia, Mahathir’s birthplace. It is given a fair bit of prominence, so that
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Malaysians who want to learn more about their great leader can do so. When we
floated the idea of visiting the attraction, a fisherman in Kuala Kedah laughed us off.

“Visit Mahathir’s birthplace? Why would you want to do that? It’s so small! I've
got a better idea—why don’t you visit one of his other hundred houses, they’re all
bigger and more beautiful. Look, he even built one for his daughter Marina, right
across the river over there.”

When we visited in 2008, a few days before the general elections, we stayed in
a lovely little homestay, where we paid RM96 for an air-conditioned room with
attached bathroom. The common living room outside had a television—Ilate that
night, we sat cross-legged next to the “concierge”, Amin, and his buddy who was
bunking over, all four of us glued to the telly, as a young Arsenal team beat the reign-
ing champions, an old Milan team, 2-0 in a UEFA Champions League match.

Before that we had met another young Kedahan, Wan, who was overflowing with
ambition, and looked like he had grand plans.

It had all started when we tried to look for an UMNO ceramah at night. Fed up
with having met only opposition candidates thus far, we wanted to join the ruling-
party campaign trail. After getting rough directions from some hawkers outside the
stadium, we found an UMNO party office: a house with just one large room (more
of a hall), with a sort-of-mosque next door, both on a large plot of land.

It was past nine, yet there were still three boys outside the house, painstakingly
pasting and preparing lines of triangular UMNO flags, under a flickering bright fluo-
rescent light, while Islamic choruses bellowed out of the sort-of-mosque. Although
visibly tired, they went about their work with a quiet intensity. They perked up when
they saw us, and welcomed us in.

After a couple of minutes, we managed to convince one of the boys, the self-
appointed leader, that we did indeed want to talk to him—plain, little, worthless
him—rather than one of the senior Kedah UMNO officials.

“We are usually here every night, doing little things for the party. The elections
are here! Very exciting time.”

“Who do you think will win?”

“UMNO, of course, UMNO.”

Wan smiled at the foolishness of our question, and for a moment seemed to be
losing interest. We're not even sure why we kept asking that question. Wan had a
handsome face below his thick, short black hair. His bluish contact lenses gave his
eyes a surreal look, like a character in Avatar.

“So what do you do when there are no elections, then? Do you do anything else
for UMNO?”
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“Of course! One of the things I do is to try and help the Malay youth who have
nothing better to do, who take part in illegal street races, the mat rempit.”

“Is that a big problem here?”

“Yes. I know a lot of people who race. I know people who have died.”

His glassy eyes stared at us, without emotion. Wan and his buddies helped racing
addicts find other things to do. At the very least, they moved them on to legal race
courses.

“Those are much safer, and they are under guidance. Much better than racing
illegally on the streets, where they endanger so many lives.”

“What else?”

“We also recently organised a trip to Cambodia for these guys. They really
enjoyed it. We went there and helped unfortunate Cambodians, did some volunteer
housing work.”

“Is that why you joined UMNO? To help other Malay youth?”

“No, not really. I joined initially so I could improve my business network.”

“What do you mean?”

“Improve my network. Make contacts. Learn how to do business, learn who the
right people to be in business with are.”

“How does UMNO help you with that?”

“A lot of the older UMNO people are very good businessmen. They win a lot of
the government contracts, and do a lot of the work. So, by joining the party, I get to
meet a lot of these people, Ilearn how to do business.”

Just then Wan received a call on his Nokia. The person on the other line seemed
to be asking about us: who we were, what we wanted, what we were up to. It was
obvious that somebody else in the hall had informed a “party elder” that Wan was
talking to some reporters.

Wan seemed a little aggrieved, as he muttered, “They just want to chat ... OK,
OK, I'll ask them.” He had raised his voice a little, and seemed annoyed that he had
to ask. This might have been a small party office, but Wan had relative authority
here.

“That was my father. He wants you to go talk to him. Maybe it’s better, because he
knows much more than me, he will be better able to answer your questions. I may
not have all the answers that you want.”

“No, that’s OK actually. We have spoken to alot of older people, we actually want
to speak to some young people. Like you.”

Wan smiled, somewhat flattered, and rather vindicated, as he whipped out a
kretek cigarette and started puffing.

“Go ahead then. Ask me”
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Wan is 27, and three years ago started working with his father, doing “govern-
ment work’. He came from a family of UMNO businessmen. His grandfather
belonged to UMNO, and so did his father. Joining the party, and following in their
footsteps, was simply family duty. In any case, there weren’t too many opportunities
in the regular workforce—low-paying clerical work was the most he could expect.
That wasn’t enough.

“I want to make money, of course. I want to be successful”

“Just business, or politics as well.”

“Ha, you never know. Definitely business. Maybe later if UMNO feels I have the
right qualities, then I can be a political leader too!”

“Prime Minister? Like Mahathir?”

“Ha, no. There’s only one Mahathir”

In Wan’s eyes, UMNO membership meant business first, and maybe, only maybe,
politics later. He had a deep interest in national and global affairs. He read Utusan
Malaysia, a government-owned Malay daily, and occasionally looked up what the
online community had to say at an Internet cafe. Like most Malaysians we met, Wan
was disgusted with the Iraq war. “Saddam Hussein wasn’t the greatest guy in the
world, but at least there was stability. Look what has happened now?”

However, unlike many Malaysians we met, Wan had only good things to say
about Singapore. Perhaps because a certain Singapore Airlines stewardess had kept
his bed warm on many-a-cold Kedah night. “There are all these political disagree-
ments, but the people, we still get along well, right?” he smiled sheepishly. Later,
away from the prying mind of our female—and feminist—travel companion, Wan
also revelled in the delights of making love to Chinese women. He clearly didn’t let
business get in the way of more carnal pursuits.

He continued to smoke on his kretek, and looked even more mysterious as the
smoke rose up past his bluish contacts. Was he wearing those to “match” his politi-
cal affiliation? It was quite telling that political socialisation occurs early in life in
Malaysia. You grow up, say, becoming a PAS man or an UMNO woman, because
your father and mother are. It is passed on, like a religion.

In Singapore there is no political socialisation per se; most people feel that there
is only one real choice, unlike in Malaysia, where increasingly, and especially during
the 2008 election, each individual had an important choice to make.

Wan was quite sure that BN is the only way forward for Malaysia. “We want to
reduce poverty in this country to zero. That is our aim. BN is the only party that can
do this. The opposition cannot. I think everybody can see that PAS has not brought
any development to Kelantan over the past 18 years that it’s been ruling there””
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“But isn’t that because the Malaysian government has been against PAS, has not
given them fair support?”

“No, that’s not true. It is actually because PAS knows nothing about business.
Those people know nothing about development. They are simply not interested in
making money. I have friends in PAS, that’s why I know. The old people teach the
young from a very early age. They never have a chance to change or to take the lead.
They just blindly follow what the elders tell them. That’s the nature of their religious
beliefs and their politics. That’s why nothing ever changes.”

Presumably Wan’s PAS friends might think that he, too, was blindly following the
ways of his UMNO forefathers.

“That is why the Malaysian people have to keep faith with BN. See, it has just
come up with the Northern Corridor Economic Region project. The government
has a long-term programme to develop Malaysia, to bring poverty to zero. That is
why we must let them carry on.”

Wan confirmed a lot of things that we had heard on the street: the pervasive-
ness—and casual acceptance—of patronage politics in Malaysian society; the
maturity of UMNO?s internal party machinery; the limited career options available
to youth; and the Malay boy’s fondness for girls of a different colour.

However I wasn’t yet certain about the argument that “PAS doesn’t know any-
thing about business”. No doubt, that was the popular perception of PAS—as
right-leaning religious folk who preferred the simple kampung life and abhorred the
trappings of modern consumer society; apparently they would rather be sitting at
home praying than out trying to make a bit of money. But I had to go to Kelantan,
the Imam’s lair, so to speak, to find out more.

*kk

Kota Bahru, Kelantan. 7 March 2008.

Just one night before the general elections, Mr Liew, a Kelantanese businessman,
was pouring his heart out.

“We cannot eat pork. We cannot drink alcohol. We do not have Chinese temples.
We cannot speak Mandarin. We cannot celebrate Chinese festivals. We are forced
to wear the songkok.” Mr Liew, a short, hyperactive man, was working himself into a
bit of a frenzy.

“This is what my friends in other states think about us. These are the lies that the
government has been spreading for a long time. Whatever you read in the newspa-
pers about PAS, it’s mostly lies.”
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Mun Ching, Sumana and I had met Mr Liew just hours before while looking for
a restaurant in Kota Bahru. He was short, spunky, and had no time for nonsense, a
sort of Chinese Joe Pesci. Along with directions, we got an invitation for a bit more
of a chat later that evening. Mr Liew, his eyes darting around our car as he stood by
the passenger’s side, had a lot to get off his chest. “PAS is good!” he cried, flashing a
thumbs-up at us. “Meet me in Chinatown in the evening, after I close my shop. I'll
tell you more.”

Kota Bahru’s Chinatown is spread along both sides of a single main road in the
centre of town, spanning about three blocks. On our two prior visits in 2004 and
2005, we found the same thing there: Chinese businesses, coffee shops and restau-
rants that looked no different from any others around Malaysia. There was also a
large food centre in the middle, with about twenty stalls crammed in, U-shape, with
lots of pig all around: roast pork, stewed pork, pork ribs, pork chops. And, to our
delight, an abundance of cold beer.

This time, in 2008, there was one difference: election fever. The street, just like
every other major one in Malaysia, was festooned with thousands of political flags,
banners and ads. Blue and green was draped over everything, everywhere you
looked, battling for your mindshare.

Mr Liew, for some reason, had asked to meet in “a quiet part of Chinatown” at
7 pm. When we got there, we realised that no such place existed. The street had
erupted at night, with the sights and sounds and smells of a bustling Chinatown.
When Mr Liew finally met us in front of a busy coffee shop, he dragged us to the
next block, where rows of green plastic chairs had been set up, in anticipation of the
evening’s ceramah.

There were young and old Chinese milling around, all proudly wearing t-shirts
with their party insignia. A teenager came up and handed each of us a party pen.
We had certainly not expected this event, unfolding in green and white splendour
before our eyes—a PAS Chinese political rally.

“Most of what you hear are lies. BN never tells the truth. It controls the media.
Look at this, look all around you. All these Chinese people support PAS. Because
PAS has been good to us.”

Mr Liew, a 47-year-old third-generation Hakka Chinese, owned a clothing shop
in Kota Bahru. Business had never been spectacular, but it hummed along, paying
the bills and allowing him the occasional weekend jaunt to Sungei Golok, the Thai
border town.

“There are no more KTV lounges and girls in Kota Bahru. But why worry? If you
really want that, just drive over to Golok!” he said, chuckling, for just a moment,
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before his sombre side took over. “Anyway, it’s better we don’t have such things here.
Our salaries are not enough to afford that kind of lifestyle.”

“Ya, but if Kelantan was more developed, then perhaps you would have higher
salaries? If BN wins, it might be able to bring development and prosperity.”

“Ha, no,” Mr Liew laughed, dismissing the thought. “Those guys are a bunch of
crooks. They are dishonest and corrupt. If they win, you know what will happen? All
the contracts and money will go to their friends. How will that benefit me? How will
that benefit Kelantanese people? That is why so many people here support PAS. The
PAS politicians are clean and honest.”

“Ya, but PAS does not have as much business experience.”

“They will learn, we will develop at our own pace. Anyway, what makes you think
that development is so good. If Giant and Tesco come in to Kota Bahru, that will
spell the end of small businessmen like me.”

As we spoke, different people approached Mr Liew to say their hellos, unper-
turbed that he was yakking away to us three outsiders. We carried on chatting, about
life, love and religion, until the ceramah started, hundreds of Chinese in attendance,
shouting their allegiance to PAS, in between generous servings of bihun noodles,
fried chicken wings and orange squash. He certainly seemed to represent the views
of many Chinese in Kelantan: content with life, puzzled by why the rest of Malaysia
thinks they’re living under some sort of Islamic apartheid.

Strictly speaking, Kelantan was certainly not as developed as Malaysia’s other
states. But this seemingly had less to do with any business naivety, and more to do
with the state’s history and geography, and also the fact that PAS was simply being
excluded from the UMNO patronage loop. Federal contracts and money had been
funnelled elsewhere.

The interesting thing is that most Kelantanese we met didn’t seem to mind too
much—they were happy to thumb their noses at the chichi city boys and girls from
KL and their corrupt politicians; happy to occupy the moral high ground, a bit like a
proud Cuban revolutionnaire sneering at the US.

Listening to Mr Liew, we realised that BNs long history of patronage politics and
corruption has had another unfortunate social consequence—it has made sceptics
out of a whole swath of Malaysians. People like Mr Liew have simply lost their faith
in modern business and development. They view capitalists with great suspicion,
and seemingly would rather tolerate slow growth than sell out to perceived crooks.

I asked Nasir Mustafa, a PAS candidate, how he thought the bumiputera policy
affected the economy in Kelantan.

“There is no development that occurs in other states that doesn’t occur in

Kelantan. Those are just rumours that are spread by BN. But now, a lot of outsiders
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have come to Kelantan, and seen the development, so they do not worry about PAS
and development.”

“But many people still think Kelantan is backward, and that PAS has not done
much for economic development, to increase the incomes of the people””

According to Nasir, the bumiputera policy has been unfairly blamed for the
nation’s woes. There is nothing wrong with the policy itself, but rather in the
endemic corruption that allows it to be exploited for private gain.

Kelantan, and Malaysia, have all the talented people they need. “The problem is
not that we don’t have enough doctors, lawyers, engineers or architects, the problem
with Malaysia is that we do not have enough leaders that are clean,” he says. “That is
why when a bridge is built, it is not built properly, because there are no clean leaders,
not because we don’t have the talent to build a bridge. This is a question of leader-
ship. The rakyat knows this.”

According to Nasir, there are plenty of rich, well-off Chinese and Indians who
have no problem with the bumiputera system. Many started off poor, but learned
how to game the system, and have done well. “It’s just about who you know. If you
have the right contacts, you will be successful in this country. The bumiputera policy

is a red herring—it should not be used as a scapegoat for things going wrong.”

*kk

Therefore, throughout our journeys in Malaysia, we kept hearing how the systematic
abuse of the bumiputera system has led to several inefficiencies, due to widespread
KKN—Korruption, Kronyism and Nepotism. “KKN”, of course, was the rallying
cry of pro-democracy activists in Malaysia (and Indonesia) in the wake of the Asian
financial crisis. Today, more than ten years on, little seems to have improved.

Worse, aside from KKN, there are several other structural problems with
Malaysia’s economy that, to varying degrees, are symptoms of its politico-economic
system. Chief amongst them is the human capital challenge.

“It’s true, Malaysia isn’t producing enough good people who can work in a mul-
tinational environment,” says Martin Ng, a director at Deloitte Consulting, who has
spent much of his career focusing on human capital issues. “A short while back, we
were conducting a workshop for new graduates to teach them basic presentation
skills. When it came to his turn, one of the students started walking to the front.
Before uttering one word, he turned to the door, and ran out, and never came back!
He was simply so afraid of having to speak in English. Mind you, this is not an uned-
ucated person. He was a graduate—a graduate!”

For sure, Malaysia’s higher education system has been experiencing a slow

rot—many universities are now, sadly, regarded as mere degree dispensers. Global
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university rankings paint a tragic picture: Malaysia’s institutions come in well below
those from many lower-income countries, including places such as China, India,
and Thailand. Over the past forty years, as Malaysia’s economy has grown, its higher
education has deteriorated.

Why? Most Malaysians I speak with believe the bumiputera policies are the root
of the problem. First, the sense of entitlement and privilege deters many Malays
from studying hard; many assume they will automatically progress to the next level.
Meanwhile, many Chinese and Indians are put off by the unbalanced playing field
which includes university quotas and scholarships reserved for Malays.

So they pack up and leave—as did Donald Low’s family, when he was seven—or
become disillusioned. In the end, few hardworking, talented Malaysians are left in
the local universities. In turn, they fail to attract good teachers. Hence a sad, vicious
cycle of higher education malaise is created.

Moreover, even before university, a whole other set of educational chal-
lenges confronts Malaysians. Many Chinese, Indians and Malays tend to study in
ethnic schools, where standards vary tremendously. Therefore, from an early age,
Malaysians are divided into racial buckets. Some Indian and Malay parents send
their kids to Chinese schools, which tend to be richer and better.

A big reason why ethnic schools persist is language. Malaysians study different
subjects in different languages, depending on which school they belong to. In partic-
ular, a long-standing indecision over whether to teach maths and science in English
or Malay has led to much confusion. In the end, there is little consistency and uni-
formity amongst young Malaysians’ early education. The literacy and proficiency of,
say, a rich Malaysian Chinese kid will vary dramatically from a poor Indian’s.

There are good historical and cultural reasons for the pre-eminence of the Malay
language. However, according to every senior executive I've met, this has come at
the expense of English. “Finding good, English-speaking middle managers is my
biggest operational challenge,” says a country manager of an American software firm.

With India and the Philippines boasting much better English-language skills, and
countries such as Vietnam doing all they can to boost the use of English, Malaysia’s
language policies seem decidedly backward. “If English standards do not improve,
Malaysia will never be able to compete,” says Martin Ng.

The bizarre thing is that some of the most articulate English speakers we’ve met
in the region are Malaysians. They are confident and unafraid to speak their minds.
In a sense, it is comparatively easier for native Malay speakers to learn English as a
second language than it is for, say, Chinese or Vietnamese. The Malay language uses
the same alphabet. Phonetically, the languages are similar. If Malaysia had promoted
English more, by now it would have had a large base of smart, English-speaking
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service and knowledge workers. Instead, many companies involved with business-
process outsourcing voice work are choosing India and the Philippines.

There is the perception overseas that it is only the lesser-educated rural
Malaysians who are keen on Malay. This is clearly not true. Many urban, well-edu-
cated Malaysians also do not believe in the primacy of English. Nurul Izzah, for
instance, has advocated the teaching of maths and science in Malay, partly so that
non-English speaking Malays can cope.

According to Farouk Khan, Malaysia may be the only country where this debate
even takes place. The problem, he contends, is not that Malay is Malaysia’s first lan-
guage, but that English is not well taught. “The Chinese learn Mandarin, the French
learn French. Why shouldn’t every Malaysian speak Malay?”

For those who argue that there aren’t enough Malay speakers in this world to
justify its importance, he has a simple answer: Indonesia. Farouk argues that
Malaysia’s great advantage vis-a-vis Singapore is that it is well poised to capitalise on
Indonesia’s growth. (Unsurprising, perhaps, that Malaysian banks have established
such a strong foothold there.)

In a broader sense, it might seem strange to speak of a shortage of talent
in Malaysia when the country has produced such exceptional talents includ-
ing Michelle Yeoh, an actress, Jimmy Choo, a fashion designer, Zeti Akhtar Aziz,
Malaysia’s central bank governor, and Tony Fernandes, an entrepreneur.

However, it sometimes feels as if half its best people live outside the country.
There are some 300,000 Malaysians working overseas. I have met brilliant Malaysians
occupying senior executive positions everywhere from America to Zhuhai, China.
This brain drain occurs for many different reasons, including frustration at ethnic
and social injustices in Malaysia, and the search for better opportunities.

More than 200,000 Malaysians live and work in Singapore. According to Lim
Guan Eng, Penang’s chief minister, if Malaysia really wanted to sabotage Singapore,
it does not have to “turn off the tap” to limit our water supply (a long-standing half
joke, half threat). Instead, it should simply recall all its citizens—or turn off the
human capital supply, as it were.

A partner at a law firm in KL complained to us that the lure of Singapore is some-
times too great. “Not only do I have trouble finding good lawyers, but my best ones
keep getting poached by firms in Singapore. There isn’t much I can do—salaries
there are so much higher. When they want to go, I just give them my blessings.”

Malaysia therefore suffers from all the symptoms of a poorly scripted talent
strategy—weak education; insufficient training; mismatch between demand (jobs
available) and supply (graduate skills); low wages for skilled workers; retention dif-

ficulties; and brain drain.
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The government is well aware of this, but the structural hurdles it must overcome
are daunting. Meanwhile, Singapore is laughing all the way to the talent bank. Yet it
is not just people issues which keep Malaysia stuck in the so-called “middle-income
trap”.

Low wages in the economy is, in part, a reflection of a broader issue—the failure
of many Malaysian companies to boost productivity and move up the value chain.
Malaysia has almost been caught in two minds: on the one hand, competing with
the likes of China and India for low-skilled manufacturing work; on the other, trying
to outdo India and Singapore for higher-skilled service work.

In fact, this overall lack of clear policy direction creates a highly uncertain invest-
ment environment. When I visited Ho Chi Minh City, the boss of a large petro-
chemicals company told us how, “At least here in Vietnam, you are quite clear about
the overall direction. There is corruption, and there are wobbles, but the general
path is known. In Malaysia, you never know. The worry is that one minister will say
something today, and then tomorrow he will be overruled.”

This ambiguity leads to inefficiency. Consider Malaysia’s high-tech sector. In
the mid-1990s, Mahathir decided, with a big song and dance, that Malaysia must
promote technology industries, and so he conceived the Multimedia Super Corridor
(MSC). However, because of entrenched interests, Malaysia failed to liberalise its
Internet broadband market. As a result, broadband charges in Malaysia are much
higher than in most IT-savvy markets. Broadband infrastructure build-out has been
slow. Malaysia thus has low broadband Internet penetration. Thus, the MSC pro-
vides the facilities and tax incentives which dynamic Internet companies love—but
the local population is still not really connected. What was mooted as a high-tech
adrenaline shot for the country ended up as just another pipe dream.

It is easy to get overly pessimistic about Malaysia. There are several bright spots
in the country, which should ensure that, even if nothing else dramatic happens, it
continues growing slowly and sustainably. First there is agriculture, including sexy,
high-tech agriculture, like genetic dabbling in bovines and oil palm trees.

There is manufacturing, which includes solar panel production, of which
Malaysia is now the world’s third largest. Malaysia is also consistently ranked third
in AT. Kearney’s Global Services Location Index (GSLI), which assesses the attrac-
tiveness of countries around the world for locating outsourcing activities and shared
service centres.

But will Malaysia ever escape from the middle-income trap? Much will depend
on how its identity takes shape. There is this frequent conflict between what the

people want, what the government wants, and what the numerous entrenched
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interest groups want. This leads to inefficiencies in many sectors, including telecom-
munications, automotive and power.

In other words, instead of becoming more competitive over the years, many
parts of Malaysia’s economy have been saddled with layers of bureaucracy—and
ever more opportunities for a wily crony to make a quick buck. Needless to say, the

Malaysian people lose out.



7
Some are more equal than others

Poetry is a luxury we cannot afford.
—Lee Kuan Yew, in an address at the University of Singapore, 1968'

There are a fair number of things that Malaysians don't like about Singapore. Some
feel that our society is unfair—“It’s a Chinaman’s land, right?” or “Singapore’s a
home only for the rich” Some think that we’re snooty. More still that we have no
soul, lifeless, boring, devoid of fun, culture and spirit.

But there is one aspect of Singapore that every Malaysian I've spoken to admires,
is even envious of—our economic development.

“You know when I walk through your Changi Airport, it feels so great, so fresh,
I can go into one of the toilets, they are so clean, even after I've done my business, I
just feel like relaxing in there,” says Din Merican, the Malaysian blogger. “But back
home, in KL, at the airport, the toilets stink, they are so dirty! When I walk in there,
I don’t even feel like using them!”

Din’s grasp of the finer points of lavatories speaks to two ideas I frequently
encountered. First, the feeling that Singapore has developed much faster, widen-
ing its developmental lead over Malaysia. Second, the sense that, having grown
faster and cleaner and more lavish, Singapore now has a much better “maintenance
culture”.

“In Malaysia, patronage politics has contributed to a short-term culture and
mentality. Once the contract is won, and the project is completed, that’s it. End of
story. There is no follow-up. There is no interest in maintaining the asset,” says Din.

The Singapore government, by contrast, is seemingly always one step ahead of
the game. At every stage of development, it is already planning for the next. Lee
Kuan Yew and his cadres, a generation of brilliant, hardworking technocrats, created
a robust economic planning machine that seems to always foretell which way the
global economy is going, and then manages to navigate tiny Singapore through it
effortlessly; always bearing in mind short, medium and long-term implications.

Singapore is the economic success story of the past 50 years, bar none.
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Nothing is impossible here. If we need more land, we reclaim it from the sea—
over the past 50 years, Singapore has added 20 per cent to its total land area through
land reclamation—an extra 16,000 football fields worth of space. Since we don’t
have enough of our own water, we either buy it from our neighbours, desalinise it,
or recycle sewage.

When we needed to kick-start our biotech industry, we imported the world’s
leading experts, paying them enough to feed their next three generations. Once we
concluded that having a casino would be good for our long-term competitiveness,
we sent our most debonair negotiators to Las Vegas to court their dons, while at
home we conducted snappy public consultations to quell age-old apprehensions
about gambling.

In the process, Singapore has become not only one of the richest, but also one of
the most convenient places in the world to live in. Need to eat some chicken rice at 3
am? No problem. Buy the latest Bang and Olufsen system? Sure. If for some incon-
ceivable reason your home telephone line goes down, just call a 24-hour Singtel
hotline, and it will be fixed in hours. There is probably no other place on earth where
the latest goods and services from all over the world are delivered to your doorstep
with such methodical and clinical efficiency. It’s infectious and contagious.

Asaresult, we have been intolerably spoilt by the system. Whenever we’re outside
Singapore, and something isn’t done at the lightning speed we're accustomed to, it
irks us. We may have been prepared for it but still, it irks us.

In this ultra-conducive business environment, companies of all shapes and sizes
have blossomed. IT behemoths such as Texas Instruments, Hewlett Packard and
Microsoft cut their Asian teeth in Singapore. Shipping tycoons made their pretty
penny here. In 2007, Citigroup, Standard Chartered Bank and UBS transferred their
heads of private banking to Singapore, an indication of the city’s growing impor-
tance as a centre of private wealth management. Or, in other words, a sign of just
how much money is sloshing around here.

In return, Singapore gave the world Sim Wong Hoo, the man behind Creative
Technologies, an IT startup that was the first to add good sound to a bland PC expe-
rience, courtesy of its Sound Blaster cards. Sam Goi, the plucky, tireless entrepre-
neur who came to Singapore when he was six—on a small Chinese junk—built his
fortune on making and selling the pastry skins around spring rolls and egg rolls. If
you've eaten a spring roll in the past ten years, chances are it was made by Sam’s firm.

More recent successes include Olivia Lum, the confident, innovative chemist,
who found a way to recycle sewage into regular drinking water—in Singapore, what
goes around really does come around. Her company, Hyflux, treats water in places

as far as Kuwait and Gansu, China.
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And of course, the big multinationals keep coming. And coming. They enjoy the
stability. They praise the rule of law. They crave the tax breaks. They love the tal-
ented workforce.

Ilearned a bit from Dirk Thomas, president of Greater China for Hitachi Global
Storage Technologies, in 2007. The company’s “clean rooms”—where technicians
motor around in white space-suits, operating US$4 million machines in the produc-
tion of hard disk drives—resemble the nerve centre of some galactic enterprise.

“This isn't textiles,” Dirk said, eyebrows raised, somewhat smugly, as he walked
me around the company’s high-tech plants in Shenzhen.

Nevertheless, Dirk—a cheery Californian with thinning hair and a creased
forehead—was only too aware that the snazzier-than-textiles hard disks occasion-
ally failed. He had to endure a mini crisis at home, when his young daughter’s iPod
crashed, prompting her to pour scorn on the whole industry. Thankfully he had
backed it up.

China, the world’s workshop, has come a long way, says Dirk. The latest tech-
nology is there, smart companies are popping up, and there are tons of talented
people around. Yet he insists that a lot of credit for Hitachi’s success must go to the
Shenzhen government. It has improved the business climate a lot in the recent past.

“I suppose the most important thing is that they are willing to listen. Whenever I
go see them with a problem, they are willing to listen, and willing to make changes.
And so, in the process, they have become more like Singapore,” Dirk smiled wryly.
“You know what I'm talking about.”

Dirk had spent many years in Singapore, once the world’s hard disk capital. Over
the years, much production has been moved out to cheaper locales.

“Singapore is the easiest place in the world to do business,” Dirk says. “Your
government does all it can to attract businesses and keep them there. Tax incen-
tives. Permits—starting a business is so easy because you can get all the licenses
and permits you need within days. There is no bureaucracy, no red tape. The EDB
is always talking to businesses, finding out how to make Singapore more attrac-
tive, more competitive. Infrastructure is first class—roads, airport, sea port, power,
everything.”

“And there are talented people. And if you can'’t find the person you want in
Singapore, it’s so easy to bring him or her in from outside. It’s almost as though the
whole country is geared up for business. And Singapore has also become a great
place to live. Restaurants, nightlife. Good schools. Very safe. One of the easiest
places for expatriates to move to.”

Dirk could have gone on for hours.
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“You know what’s interesting? Even though wages in Singapore have been rising
for a while now, there’s quite a bit of inertia when it comes to an industry leaving the
country and relocating to a cheaper destination. That’s because there are so many
other advantages of being in the country. It doesn’t always make sense to pack up
and leave just because wages are lower somewhere else” (That last refrain is some-
thing I frequently hear today about China’s coastal manufacturing zones, where
wages are rising.)

Hearing praise about Singapore always fills me with a fuzzy nationalistic pride,
wherever in the world I am, whoever in the world says it. At the same time, I feel
slightly embarrassed, because I did not do much in the building of Singapore. My
generation was born into relative comfort. We do not know what Singapore was like

in the old days. We never experienced the blood and the sweat and the tears.

kKK

Singapore’s economy, and hence society, is constantly in flux. Today, most people
work in the services sector—including financial services, trade and transport and
tourism—which contributes about 60 per cent of GDP. The manufacturing sector,
meanwhile, has been shrinking while moving up the value chain. Today, it is domi-
nated by cutting-edge pharmaceutical outfits and high-end electronics and machin-
ery firms.

But just 30 years ago, many Singaporeans were producing clothes in textile mills.
The pace of change in manufacturing, as it quickly moved from menial to high-value
work, has been phenomenal. This is in part due to Singapore’s rapid growth, driven
by the country’s efficiency in attracting new businesses and then paving the way for
their exit when competitive pressures change.

Over the past 15 years, a lot of low-tech manufacturing work, including elec-
tronics assembly, has fled to cheaper locations such as China. All this chopping and
changing has, no doubt, led to much upheaval, as old Singaporeans increasingly find
they have nowhere to ply their trade. Just as in much of the developed world, the
pains of globalisation have been felt keenly here.

But so have the gains. Globalisation is Singapore’s lifeblood—after all, our coun-
try’s wealth is founded on trade. Singapore’s geographical position prompted Sir
Thomas Stamford Raffles to choose it as the British Empire’s main trading station in
1819. In 1822, Raffles declared, “Singapore will long and always remain a free port
and no taxes on trade and industry will be established to check its future rise and
prosperity.” It was as free-trader and middleman that Singapore developed, and so

it remains.
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This openness to trade and commerce, a willingness to deal with anybody,
regardless of political affiliation, has slowly become one of the pillars of Singaporean
pragmatism. In recent years some liberal critics have sneered at Singapore’s welcom-
ing of Myanmar’s military junta: generals visit the country for medical treatment,
while their families come to shop and study.

But this Singaporean pragmatism has been around for decades. In the 1950s,
even as he denounced communism, Lee Kong Chian, a Singaporean tycoon, told
James Michener that: “Well, I do sell my rubber to communist China. To Russia,
too. I have to. Singapore is a free port. That’s what’s made us rich. So if Russia sends
a boat down here for rubber, I fill the boat.... if the Government were to pass a law
saying that sale of rubber to Russia was forbidden, then the Russian ships would go
away empty. But in Singapore there is no such law. Here we trade with everybody.

Today, Singapore’s ports handle more containers than any other in the world.
At any moment, there are hundreds of ships hovering around this tiny island,
waiting their turn to dock, unload, load and refuel. About half of the world’s oil
flows through Singapore; that spurred the growth of Singapore’s petrochemical and
refinery plants on its southern islets, where giant smokestacks and gnarling flames
frighten the skies, curiosities in a country with no crude of its own.

In fact, unlike Malaysia, there are few natural resources of any kind here. Our
land is rarely farmed. There are relics of ancient chicken farms in the outlying areas,
while a couple of organic farms have sprouted up too. Other than that, and some
fish, there is little primary produce of note. If the world stopped trading tomorrow,
Singaporeans would eventually starve.

It is rare to meet a Singaporean whose work depends on the weather. Most
Singaporeans are performing similar tasks and following similar service-sector rou-
tines on a daily basis. Many of us are desk-bound, and stare at monitors the whole
day. As a result, we may have become slightly ignorant about some things.

One person who took great pleasure in pointing this out was Barnabus Son of
Encouragement, a tailor Sumana and I met in Taiping, Perak. Taiping was once the
capital of Malaysia’s tin industry, but today just seems a quaint stopover with grand
old buildings in need of paint jobs.

A reformed drug addict, Barnabus Son of Encouragement—that’s exactly how
he introduced himself—had found religion and changed his name. His cloth-hanger
frame sat, one knee-up on chair, near the entrance of a tailor shop that felt more like
a Wild West bar.

A few pairs of burning eyes greeted our entrance. Five Indian men near the
back of the store were drinking beer. There was dust over all the suits in the display
cabinet. Even the mannequins looked aged, as if afflicted by a skin disease that had
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turned their plastic hides a putrid, patchy shade of brown. The shop, like the town,
seemed trapped in the 1960s. The moth-ridden cloth was horribly old, the beer cold
and fresh.

Barnabus sat idly, reading the newspaper. He had so little business that his sewing
was more hobby than occupation. Halfway through our conversation, we asked him
about the differences between Malaysians and Singaporeans. He smiled.

“Aiyah, you two are probably the only two Singaporeans I have seen here since
the 1970s lah. What do I know? Back then, they used to call us sua teng, from the
hills. Let me tell you a story. True story, ah! True story. One or two years ago, there
were some young children visiting Malaysia from Singapore, on a school trip. They
visited a school in Malaysia. The teacher there asked them to draw a chicken, just
a chicken. After five minutes, they were done, and they showed the teacher their
drawings.” Barnabus’ eyes grew big, like giant marbles, “The teacher almost fainted!
She almost fainted!”

“Why?”

“Do you know what the children had drawn?”

“What?”

“They had drawn chicken meat in a Styrofoam packet.”

The rest of the men in the shop, their faces cherry red because of the alcohol,
looked up from their drinks, and cracked up. We hung our heads in gastronomic
shame; we were the sua teng here. Not the last time, either: we heard variants of that
story three more times around Malaysia.

How has living in a city without a rural hinterland affected Singapore? Well, I've
always felt that one big difference between Malaysia and Singapore is that people
in Malaysia have time. Time to stop for a little chat, time to ask how you are doing,
time to answer any questions ... time for you. Perhaps it is not fair to say that it is
simply a difference between Malaysia and Singapore per se, but rather the difference
between a huge city like Singapore and a small town like Taiping. For surely the
busy yuppie in KL or Jakarta has no time for you either?

In any case, the sense of urban estrangement in a country like Singapore is height-
ened because we are only a city—only urban. People are usually in a rush, bogged
down by their numerous endeavours. There are no rural areas, where the pace of life
slows, and everybody knows your name. We do not go knocking on our neighbour’s
door or bake kuihs for the new kid on the block. We cannot travel an hour to visit
our farmers living and working on their plots, to see where our food comes from.

They do not exist.
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So, while big city dwellers in most countries will have an opportunity to live
amongst their countrymen in less stressful environs, Singaporeans do not. Every
other Singaporean we meet is living in the same metropolitan pressure cooker.

By the time I entered this world, Singapore’s economic wheels had been set in
motion. It often seems like we're part of a well-oiled machine that needs little main-
tenance. Each person just has to grow up, study hard, work well and live happily
ever after. And, just like that, we’'d be doing our part to keep the great Singaporean
machine rumbling on.

When compared with the struggles and anxieties that most of the world face, life
in Singapore for most Singaporeans seems rather straightforward. That, perhaps, is

our biggest problem.

*kK

“The culture of creativity does not exist here,” lamented Steve Wilson, director of
R&D Asia-Pacific at Welch Allyn International, a medical device manufacturer.
When Steve speaks, it’s not the next table you have to worry about; it’s the next
building. He is, quite literally, a loud American, and is instantly likeable, with one of
those ear-to-ear smiles that seems possible only in caricatures.

Welch Allyn had set up a development centre in Singapore in 2004 to focus on
new product development for emerging markets such as Brazil, Russia, India and
China. It chose business-friendly Singapore for many of the reasons that Dirk had
mentioned. What’s more, for the sorts of workers it needed—the PhD, researcher,
techy types—labour costs in Singapore are typically half those in New York.

On the whole, Welch Allyn’s venture has been successful. For instance, Steve’s
Singapore team was tasked with developing a prototype for a hospital bedside
display monitor, which shows a patient’s vital information. They completed it in five
weeks. In the US, according to Steve, it would have taken six months.

“Singaporeans are academically brilliant and they have a tremendous respect for
authority. They just get the job done. A similar team in the US would keep question-
ing and want to have a healthy dialogue every step of the way. This may be good in
the early stage of a project’s development. But it’s a real problem during the execu-
tion. Singaporeans rarely revisit and question the purpose of a task. They have a
great ability to translate something from requirement to developed product. They
just get it done.”

But, as Steve pointed out, that very strength also presents one of the biggest chal-
lenges to performing R&D in Singapore.

“Our teams are very focused on their tasks and as a result do not think much

outside of what they have to do. Ideas are seldom generated, as no incentives for
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creativity exist in the Singaporean education system. In three years of operation, our
facility has not produced a single patent, and there is no record of new ideas.”

What Steve said should not surprise anybody, really. For at least ten years now,
our country has publicly acknowledged that we are not as creative, not as willing to
take risks, not as adept at thinking out of the box, not as willing to speak our mind,
and not as willing to question as people from many other cultures.

There are many possible reasons for all this: a conformist, authoritarian society;
a reluctance to question authority; tight limits, real and perceived, on freedom of
expression; a pervasive fear of failure; and the fact that everything is available and
provided for by the government, so much so that Singaporeans are rarely forced out
of our comfort zone. Decades of spoon-feeding has numbed our instincts—we have
forgotten how to hunt.

For instance, in his national day rally speech in 2008, Singapore’s prime minister,
Lee Hsien Loong, dedicated a chunk of his message to urging Singaporeans to date,
get married, and procreate, in light of our low birth rate.

“So the dating agency told me another story. They arranged for a guy to meet a
date and the setting was a romantic dinner in a nice restaurant. The guy turned up in
slippers. So he counselled the guy. The guy says, that is me, I work in slippers, I walk
in slippers, I come in slippers. So they talked to him, finally persuaded him to buy a
pair of shoes, keep the shoes in his car. So before getting down at the date, he puts on
his shoes, he meets, he goes for the date. And it worked.”

If you ever wonder if we Singaporeans are spoon-fed, and lack initiative, think
about this: our prime minister, in his once-a-year speech, felt the need to highlight
the importance of shoes in dating.

Steve’s experiences reminded me that after so many years of pontificating about
the problem, things barely seem to have gotten better. This has us stumped. We solve
most challenges by throwing money at it, forming a committee and hiring the best
people for the job. But how do we make Singapore more creative? We're still not too
sure.

One thing that we must tackle is our national fear of failure. In everything we
do—school, work, play, whatever—the fear of failure grips us like a disease, para-
lysing our ability to take risks. Why the fear? It could be due to our “young nation
under threat” ethos that has guided us since independence, such that we’re afraid to
put even one foot wrong.

Or it could be due to our rigid meritocracy that punishes missteps. Or perhaps
there are cultural reasons too, a traditional set of beliefs that deems failure unaccep-

table. Whatever the case, people in Singapore who fail are still treated as outcasts.
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Second chances are rare. In such an environment, few dare to try anything out of
the ordinary.

But in the first place, why all the fuss about creativity and entrepreneurship now?
Well, as Singapore transforms from a manufacturing and service-sector economy
to a knowledge-based economy, our labour force has to evolve. The skills and dis-
ciplines that served us well yesterday will no longer be enough. Instead, creativity,
innovation and risk-taking will come to the fore.

In order to create tomorrow’s Microsofts and Facebooks, we need Singaporeans
who are, say, willing to drop out of Ivy League schools and pursue wacky busi-
ness ideas. Bill Gates did just that almost a quarter of century ago. So did Mark
Zuckerberg just a few years ago. If a Singaporean tried that today, he or she would
probably be grilled alive—by father, mother, and scholarship board.

Singaporean society wants the winners but is not willing to accept the losers.
There is little incentive for a bright young person to do anything daring here. Almost
everybody from my high school is working for the government or a big private
sector firm.

Meanwhile, China’s and India’s rise has injected some urgency into this shift.
As more and more manufacturing has fled to China, and as more and more service
work has moved to India, Singapore has gotten worried. We have realised that we
have to continually up our game and move up the value chain if we are to stay rel-
evant. Quite frighteningly, China and India also appear to have plenty of innovative
potential of their own.

Attempts by the Singapore government to manufacture creativity have been met
with ridicule. Sure, it’s a bit oxymoronic to try and “manufacture creativity”. But
that’s how most things happen here. Our government decides, and we, the humble
citizens, follow.

Singapore’s leadership must shoulder some of the blame for not beginning this
process earlier. At least it is now taking steps in the right direction. In addition to
telling us to be creative, it has also liberalised our educational system, to place less
emphasis on rote learning and examinations, and more on creativity, spontaneity
and speaking skills.

Lots of money is being pumped into creative industries such as design and ani-
mation. Bankruptcy laws have been amended to lessen the financial burden of going
broke. And the government has rolled out a slew of incentives for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs), to encourage entrepreneurship.

However, according to somebody who works at SPRING Singapore, the agency
that promotes SMEs, because of the paucity of genuine business ideas, much tax-

payer money is being wasted to support frivolous or unimaginative business plans.
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A lot more can be done. Most worryingly, political and civil freedoms are still
limited. So while the government has done all it can to make infrastructure, business
processes, and other aspects of our country’s “hardware” efficient, its policies still
stunt our “software”—the ability of our knowledge workers.

According to many human resource directors I speak with, the average
Singaporean remains afraid and unable to speak out, challenge convention and
voice opinion—crucial elements for a knowledge economy.

Much of that is due to our cultural, political and social restrictions. For long the
government has seemed to believe that Singaporeans can grow into creative workers
while having narrow, closed political minds. That seems like wishful thinking.

According to Waltraut Ritter, a knowledge management guru. “Although there
is no hard substantive evidence, there are signs that a completely free mind—free
of fear, free to think or say anything at all—will be able to better innovate than a
partially closed mind.” As long as chunks of our consciousness are prevented from
thinking freely, will the rest of it be able to?

Societal attitudes, meanwhile, will take much longer to change. Even though
our government has moved entrepreneurship to the top of its agenda, it will be a
few years yet before Singaporean parents readily accept that their bright little girl
decided to take a year off school to grow her start-up.

Ultimately, perhaps, the point is probably far more nuanced than simply
“Singaporeans cannot innovate”. From my experience living and working here, I
suspect that Singaporeans are fairly good at incremental innovation but rather poor
at disruptive innovation.

Incremental innovation refers to a slow process of making small, gradual tweaks
to products, which over time result in radical change. Japan is widely regarded as an
exemplar of incremental innovation. Products such as batteries, cars and semicon-
ductors have benefited over the years from incremental innovation.

Disruptive innovation refers to transformational change that can upend entire
industries, markets and societies. It is commonly believed that Western societies are
more adept at disruptive innovation. Products such as the transistor, low-cost air-
lines and Google are examples of disruptive innovation.

There is little consensus about which type of innovation is more important to an
economy. In March 2011, The Economist Online hosted a debate on the motion,
“This house believes Japanese ‘incremental innovation’ is superior to the West’s ‘dis-
ruptive innovation””

William Saito, founder of InTecur, a technology consultancy, and a serial entre-
preneur, defended the motion. “A nation needs an environment that supports

steady, progressive and perhaps undramatic innovation,” Mr Saito, who was raised
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in America to Japanese parents, says. “It is only by standing on the shoulders of past
achievements that a few firms are able to reach for the stars and take on the massive
risks associated with disruptive innovation.”

Douglas Merrill, founder of Zestcash, an online loan service for the under-
banked, and ex-CIO of Google, was against the motion. “Disruptive innovation
creates an ecosystem that helps the innovator, other companies, and users across
many domains,” says Mr Merrill. “The ecosystem adds value to the innovator’s cus-
tomers, to the customers of the other ecosystem members, and lets the innovator
learn from the fast followers.”

At the end of the debate, after many more exchanges, 43 per cent of the online
audience had voted for the motion. Some 57 per cent voted against. Even though
there was much contention about which is better, it was generally agreed that both
types of innovation are necessary in order for a society to be dynamic and truly
creative.

The Singaporean psyche encourages incremental innovation, but not the disrup-
tive sort. From the time we are young, people here are encouraged to constantly
better ourselves along certain fixed channels and within specified parameters. But
we are reminded not to push ourselves outside those boundaries—society frowns
on anything audacious or revolutionary.

Two examples drive home this point. The first is the iPod. In 1998, Creative
Technologies, a Singaporean firm, was more valuable than Apple. Creative’s indus-
try-standard computer sound cards, such as the Sound Blaster, had established itself
as a global leader in digital sound. Creative was in a perfect position to capitalise on
the nascent MP3 industry.

Instead of bringing innovative new products to market, however, Creative dith-
ered. Apple, with relatively scarce prior experience in digital sound, released its iPod,
which made Creative’s players look like museum pieces. Along with its iTunes music
distribution model, Apple’s resurgence began. In ten years, a Californian company
had destroyed Singapore’s pride and joy. Few people even remember that Creative

once ruled the digital sound roost.

When you're very structured almost like a religion ... Uniforms, uniforms, uni-
forms ... everybody is the same. Look at structured societies like Singapore
where bad behavior isn’t tolerated. You are extremely punished.

Where are the creative people? Where are the great artists?> Where are the
great musicians? Where are the great singers? Where are the great writers?
Where are the athletes? All the creative elements seem to disappear.

— Steve Wozniak, Apple’s co-founder, interview with the BBC,
December 2011
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Furthermore, if Singaporeans were better equipped at disruptive innovation, we
would have created Asia’s best low-cost airline. As Ryanair was revolutionising air
travel around Europe a decade ago, one might have expected its Asian equivalent
to be born in Singapore, with our fabulous infrastructure, modern economy, devel-
oped financial markets, and great reputation for travel and transportation.

Sheltered by the success of luxurious Singapore Airlines, however, nobody in
Singapore was able to recognise and act on this shifting consumer trend. Dynamism
and entrepreneurship came instead from the wily Tony Fernandes up north and,
just like that, Malaysia, through Air Asia, had stolen a march. Singapore was able
only to continually tweak a standard model—premium air travel—not disrupt the
entire industry.

Some might argue that Hyflux, the water purification company, is a disruptive
innovator, particularly with its recycled-sewage Newater. Perhaps. But its founder,
Olivia Lum, was born not in Singapore, but Malaysia.* “So what?” one might say. We
are all certainly happy that Ms Lum is now a Singaporean.

But her story illustrates another conundrum in Singapore’s drive to foster inno-
vation: by pushing creativity without loosening social and political controls, we may
be building the ideal environment for foreign innovators—but not local, home-
grown ones, who will always have caution hardwired into them.

Fredrik Hirén, a Swedish entrepreneur, publisher and writer, moved to Singapore
recently. He speaks regularly on creativity. Mr Hirén believes Singapore is one of
the most creative places he’s lived in. “There are 60 per cent Asian locals and 40 per
cent foreigners here. This is what the whole world will look like in the future, but it’s
already here,” he told a conference I attended in October 2011. “Because Singapore
is so small, one is forced to look outside. Compare that to China or India, where
creativity is often inward-looking.”

Nevertheless, Mr Hirén admits that he will probably send his son to an interna-
tional school, not a local Singaporean one. He probably doesn’t want him becoming

too Singaporean.

*%k

[Some participants at the IMF World Bank meetings] were competing with
each other to praise Singapore as the success story of globalisation. Actually,
Singapore’s success came mainly from being the money laundering centre for
corrupt Indonesian businessmen and government officials. Indonesia has no
money. So Singapore isn't doing well. To sustain its economy, Singapore is
building casinos to attract corrupt money from China.
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These words were penned not by some deranged critic, but by Morgan Stanley’s
chief Asia economist, Andy Xie, in an internal memo in late 2006. Andy, who holds
a PhD in Economics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT),
resigned from his post and left Singapore shortly after his comments emerged. He
never gave a reason for his departure.

Alot of people I speak to—on the streets, in the bars, in the boardrooms—feel
there is “dirty” money flowing through Singapore and getting “washed” somewhere
along the way. Where is it coming from? According to them, certainly Indonesia,
Myanmar and Russia, but possibly any other country in Asia, and as far off as Africa.
Unsurprisingly, given Andy’s mysterious departure, none of them want to be quoted
on this.

Although it must be difficult to track—how do you tell exactly how the wealthy
businessman from Kalimantan made his money?—there are lots of interesting
anecdotes around.

For instance, a friend in the luxury watch business is convinced that some of the
people buying these fancy timepieces are doing so using “dirty” money. “Singapore
has one of the highest per capita sales of luxury watches in the world. Some of these
watches run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, but there’s no way a customs
guy at the airport would recognise them,” he says. Buy a watch, smuggle it out of the
country, and your money is clean.

Another friend who works in the luxury jewellery business said that countless
Indonesian barons and their dolled-up lady friends have shown up at his shop carry-
ing suitcases of cash. “Business is business. We prefer not to ask questions,” he says.

Two years ago, when in Kuala Lumpur, I met a senior executive at a big Malaysian
bank who was absolutely certain that Singapore is used to launder money. “Listen, it
happens all the time. Some of my friends, top private bankers in Singapore, have told
me that if I give them a suitcase of Malaysian ringgit today in KL, by tomorrow they
can create a US dollar account for me in Singapore. That’s how blatant and easy it is.”

Filipino gambling kingpins have certainly laundered money through Singapore,
according to the lawyer of a late jueteng operator, the illegal numbers gambling game
played in the Philippines.’ In a March 2011 report, the US State Department listed
Singapore as one of the “Major Money Laundering Countries in 2010”° The report
highlighted that “[t]he structural gaps in Singapore’s financial regulations make it
vulnerable to money launderers, and its financial crimes enforcement should be
strengthened.”

Of course, none of these things can prove that Singapore is a money-laundering
capital. All the same, we shouldn’t ignore the fact that there is a perception out there

that some ill-gotten money is being attracted here.
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Why does this matter? For one it goes against the very grain of squeaky clean
incorruptible Singapore. How can we possibly claim to have built a bastion of fair-
ness and justice if crooked capitalists want to ship their money here?

Also, it simply adds to the mystique of an opaque state-led capitalist structure,
where ordinary citizens do not really know what goes on in the higher echelons of
politics or business.

This feeling stems in part from the relatively secret workings of our two sover-
eign wealth funds, Temasek Holdings and GIC. Temasek is the holding company
for Singapore’s government-linked corporations (GLCs), while GIC manages our
country’s bountiful foreign reserves. Temasek published its first ever annual report
in 2004, while GIC did so in in 2007. Up till that point, Singaporeans had little idea
about what actually went on with the money they managed.

Many I speak to are extremely concerned about this perceived lack of transpar-
ency. Also, they feel that the two SWFs, as they are currently run, have systemic con-
flicts of interest: Lee Kuan Yew was GIC’s chairman till 2011, when he was replaced
by his son, the prime minister; the prime minister’s wife, Ho Ching, is the boss of
Temasek. Together, they form a powerful trinity that sits atop Singaporean politics
and business.

Singapore’s SWFs decided to reveal details of their performance in part because
of global pressure for all SWFs to do so. However, as the electorate matures, it is also
going to demand more accountability and transparency. If Singapore Inc. retains its
mystique, and if accusations about money laundering do not die down, then ordi-
nary citizens are going to feel increasingly distant from the nation. And that would

be a problem.

*kk

Perhaps the biggest socio-economic challenge facing Singapore is income inequal-
ity. The real wages of the lowest earners—the bottom 30 per cent of Singaporeans—
have declined from 2001 to 2008. During that time, the wages of the top 10 per cent
have soared.

The Gini coeflicient, a measure of income inequality, has risen from 0.35 in 2001
to 0.48 in 2010, higher than in China and the US. In other words, during this dec-
ade’s golden period of growth, when the global economy grew faster than at any
other point in history, a yawning gap has been created between Singapore’s haves
and have-nots.

Some from the establishment do not believe this is a problem. After all, by almost
any measure, the “poor” in Singapore are better off than the “poor” in most other

countries. Most here have access to relatively decent public services.
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Still, in terms of education, healthcare, housing, social security, and transpor-
tation, life in Singapore varies dramatically depending on who you speak with. At
the upper end are people who enjoy access comparable to the ultra-rich across the
world. At the lower end are people struggling to pay the rent for their 400 square
foot apartment. Given our density, these two groups can sometimes be found right
next to each other.

Moreover, the income gap affects many people, not just the very lowest earners.
A large swathe of lower to middle income Singaporeans probably feels that the
Singapore dream is slipping away.

Singapore’s median monthly income was S$2,710 in 2010. Amid all the hubris
about how great our education system is, it is interesting to note that half of
Singapore earns, at most, only as much as a university graduate’s very first paycheck.

Meanwhile, not only are the spoils of growth more unevenly distributed, it is
becoming harder for people at the bottom to ever rise up. Though on par with the
US, Singapore’s intergenerational mobility is low compared with other developed
countries, noted Irene Ng, a professor at the National University of Singapore, in
The Straits Times.”

“Though there has been a significant jump in the earnings and educational status
of later generations relative to earlier ones in Singapore, low intergenerational
mobility implies that those whose parents were at the bottom tend to also remain at
the bottom, while those whose parents were at the top tend to stay there,” she says.

In addition, our risk averse culture undermines social mobility in the country,
according to Chung Wai Keung, a professor at the Singapore Management
University, because it discourages entrepreneurship, which in other countries is a
crucial means by which poorer citizens scale the income ladder.?

Over the past few years, Singapore’s government has become increasingly con-
scious of all this, and has been trying to address it in its own way. Government-
owned newspapers are filled with tear-jerkers about elderly Singaporeans who've
been abandoned by their families. Ministers frequently lend an ear—and a hand—
to the poor who need help. New goodie bags, filled with rebates and reliefs, are flung
out periodically, with a little show of compassion.

However, it is unclear if all this is mostly window-dressing in the name of politi-
cal expediency. In order to truly address income inequality and its symptoms, the
PAP will have to change its own DNA, in particular its growth fetish, and its severe
allergy to welfare. Though there are signs it may give an inch or two, it seems incapa-
ble of meaningful change in this direction.

On a related note, the issue of income inequality has poisoned two national dis-

cussions. The first relates to ministers and government performance.
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This is because ministers have been getting paid an obscene amount of money.
For instance, ministers earn more than US$1 million a year. The prime minister earns
more than US$2 million, which is not only more than 99 per cent of Singaporeans,
but also more than all other politicians in the world, and many corporate CEOs.
Singapore’s prime minister earns five times what the US president does. Ministers’
compensation is tied to the top earners in three fields: accounting, banking and law.

The government has always maintained that high pay is needed to attract the best
talent into civil service. Many Singaporeans I speak to are sceptical about this argu-
ment. “Does that imply that if we halved ministerial salaries tomo