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WHEN t al ks of the CGovernnent applying neritocracy on Bum putera students
cropped up a couple of weeks ago, a Malay friend made a cynical remnark:

"At | east we can now | ook forward to a Mal aysi a and Si ngapore merger."

He was referring to a statenent nmade by Singapore Senior Mnister Lee
Kuan Yew in 1996, that the republic may eventually reunite with Ml aysi a
if the latter conmtted herself to neritocracy.

The remark fromthe Ml ay professional was not the | east bit concerned
about a potential Ml aysia/Singapore nerger but, rather, a sceptica
reaction to the whole neritocracy i dea being applied to university intake.

Yet, Lee's statenent on the matter which irked nost Malays froma | arge
cross-section of Ml aysian society and the present proposal of nmeritocracy
intertwines in many ways than not.

When Lee said it, Singapore's Malay Muslins reacted strongly and sone
Umo | eaders did not mince their words when criticising the Singapore
st at esman.

Their reactions hel ped convince the comunity at |arge on how i nportant
it was that meritocracy remains in Singapore, and never cross the Sel at
Tebr au.

In short, the idea of a neritocratic Ml aysia sent numerous negative
t houghts to nmany a Si ngaporean Mal ay Mislim

O course, Lee nade the remark in 1996 when Ml aysia and the rest of the
region were riding on a powerful wave of economic prosperity.

Even if the Malay Muslims in Singapore were still lagging conpared with
the other races, the expansive econonic cake at that time was enough to
give the community a sense of success, fal se or otherw se.

As such, the rejection of Lee's idea was understandabl e as the Ml aysi an
system of extending privileges and giving the Mal ays an edge over others
had wor ked wel | .

Apart fromthat, Lee is not a favourite | eader anpbng Si ngapore's Ml ay
Muslinms as he is viewed as a "chauvinist” given the fact that Singapore is
perceived to be very Chinese in all aspects of her existence.

On that ground al one, Mal aysi ans, especially the Malays, felt strongly
agai nst changing the nation's policies when it has served the community's
i nterest while not shortchangi ng their non-Mlay counterparts.

However, the financial crisis the followi ng year exposed a | ot of
fissures within the Malay conmunity, apart from proving how vul nerable its
econom ¢ standi ng was.

Compoundi ng the matter was the division of the Malay political forces
whi ch becane even nore pronounced, causing nmuch uncertainties over what
was good for the community.

Then canme the demand from the Chi nese organi sati on Suqi u whi ch, anong
ot hers, pushed for equal treatnment for all races - in effect, it was
pronoting neritocratic principles.

The Mal ay di vide cane to the fore.

In the past, the comunity would | eave their political differences aside
when dealing with threats to their privileges and special position.

But this tine around, one side was prepared to support Suqgiu just to
"spite" the other.

The di sconfort anpbng the Mal ays was further aggravated when | ocal
newspapers, the New Straits Tinmes included, highlighted the contents of a
book written by a Singaporean Ml ay, Lily Zubai dah Rahi m



The book, The Singapore Dilemma - The Political and Educati ona
Marginality of the Malay Community, anmong others, pointed out how the
community was | eft behind in neritocratic Singapore.

Al ong the way, the over zeal ous participation of Malay students in
politics and their poor academ c performance rai sed questions about the
efficacy of the privileges and quota system

It seened that the future of Ml ays, especially the younger generation,
hanged on the bal ance whether or not the privileges and quota system
prevail ed.

Finally, Dr Mahathir canme up with the idea of applying nmeritocracy in
education and said he believed that was probably the nedicine, bitter as
it may be, tojolt the Malay students fromtheir slunber

It did jolt the community and based on the many reactions, acceptance of
the idea is definitely favourable.

However, his recent explanation that the neritocracy bei ng proposed
woul d be partial, selective and nore of a test than a nove to depart from
exi sting policies, should provide sone confort to the agitated Ml ays.

Whi l e the debate on whether such a nmove was wi se or otherw se will
continue for along tinme, there are certain aspects of the idea which may
hel p i nprove the Malay | ot and renove sone of the negative perception
about the nation's affirmative action.

Even if the Malay political |eadership decides in the end not to apply
meritocracy fully, it can at |least ensure that it prevails within the
comuni ty.

For exanple, surely schol arshi ps shoul d be given based on nerit and it
shoul d be purely on academ c excel | ence.

The negativity surroundi ng schol arship distribution arises when sone of
the Mal ay students receiving themdid not use the funds for their tuition
or other academ c costs but rather to purchase worldly conforts.

It is quite nauseating to see students on schol arshi ps buying cars, top-
of -t he-range handphones or attending parties in expensive restaurants or
entertai nment outl ets.

Surely, if they can afford all of these, they don't deserve
schol ar shi ps.

Apart fromthat, students from poor and rural backgrounds shoul d be
given priority when schol arshi ps are handed out, and this is in spite of
their poorer academ c achi evenents.

In short, the principles of special rights and privil eges accorded to
the Bum putera should be applied within the community itself and not on
the nation as a whol e, per se.

Al'l these would definitely make privil eges, quotas and special rights
nmore pal atable not only to the Mal ays, but to the rest of the nation.

That achieved, nmeritocratic principles will cone eventual |y whether the
Mal ays like it or not.

Then, Lee's dream of a Mal aysi a- Si ngapore reunification my still cone
true.

But it will definitely not be on his terns.
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