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It's time we change our perception of Datuks

By Brendan Pereira

TH S i s open season on the datukship. It seens that everyone past puberty
has an opi ni on on whether the States should give out fewer titles to
prevent the dilution of an award that once neant sonet hi ng.

The roiling debate has al so brought to the surface a fact about
Mal aysi ans: W often seek refuge in parlour hunour when confronted with an
i ssue causi ng unease, unhappi ness or just pure disdain.

Heard a good j oke about the datukshi p? How about this offering?: "Before
if you threw a stone you hit one Datuk. Now, you throw a stone you hit two
Dat uks. "

The copyright for this gembelongs to forner Prinme Mnister Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad.

Here i s anot her making the rounds: "Congrats, You have been conferred
the Darjah Genilang, Cenerlang, Terbilang which carries the Datuk Seri
award. The award will be forwarded to you by Pos Laju."

Once the peal s of |aughter have di ed down, nmaybe Ml aysi ans shoul d
exam ne what really irks us about the award of the datukship.

ISit that so nany are given out?

Dr Mahathir said recently: "If you want to give value to anything, it
must be limted." He is spot on.

But the |l ess-is-nobre concept has not always found support anong those
who award the titles.

O the States, Johor and Kedah have been the npbst sparing in giving out
dat ukshi ps.

It mght be easier to strike a lottery than get a datukship fromthe
Sul tan of Johor, who awarded only five this year

Perlis has al so been quite stingy, giving out 210 dat ukshi ps since 1965.
Ment eri Besar Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassi m sai d: "Datukships fromPerlis are
only given on nmerit and to those who contribute to society."

For many of the other States, the nunber of awards has been clinbing
steadily.

This year, Ml acca stole the headlines by awardi ng 84 dat ukshi ps. But
really, no one should be too surprised at the number of recipients.

Just two years ago, 78 datukships were awarded by the State, continuing
an upward trend started in 1994, when 22 datukshi ps were given out.

The last tinme fewer than 10 individuals were conferred the award was in
1992, the same year Malaysia won its first O ynpic medal through badm nton
at the Barcel ona Ganes. Seens like a lifetinme ago

Pahang al so has sprinkled its datukships quite liberally. In 2001, 103
i ndividuals were conferred the title Datuk Seri or Datuk. The number
junped to 154 in 2002, and settled to a nore nanageable 117 | ast year.

In 1993, 44 datukshi ps were given out by the State. Maybe it is time for
all States to agree to limt the nunmber of datukships to 30 a year.

ISit that we have been programred for so long to think of Datuks as a
speci al class of peopl e?

Let's face it, Datuks get a better deal than others. And that is because
in many ways, we still remain a feudal society, respecting those with
titles regardl ess of whether they are worthy of respect.

The policeman is unlikely to sutmmon a traffic offender if he spots the
"Persat uan Dat uk" crest on the vehicle.

The flight attendant is likely to flash a wider grin to the Datuk than
to the young woman who is struggling to keep her two brats in check.



The journalist is likely to | ob soft-touch questions to a Datuk and put
on hi s Wodward-Bernstein act only for | esser nortals.

Mal aysi ans are likely to swallow even the nost unlikely story if it
escapes the |ips of sonmeone with the title Datuk. Renmenber Nor Azami Ahnmad
Ghazal i, the man behind the inpressive-soundi ng Federal Special Forces?

Many believed he was the | eader of a shadowy param litary outfit and
that he was destined to be the sixth prine mnister of Malaysia after
Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Badawi. He conferred the title of Datuk on hinself,
and encouraged several thousand people to pay RML50 to join his elite
force.

A nunmber of nmenbers were willing to part with up to RV40, 000 to buy
mlitary ranks. Many were sceptical about this scheme but did not dare
question him Wy? Because he was a Dat uk.

It is a good thing that so much i nk has been expended i n the debate over
t he val ue of the datukship.

Sonetinmes, there is a need to allow an i ssue whi ch has been percol ating
for so long to boil over. WII the nunber of datukships be |imted? Muybe.
Sone States may feel the need for a ceiling, or at | east to scrutinise
candi dates for the award nore cl osely.

Whatever it is, this matter is out of the hands of the average
Mal aysi an.

Even the Federal Governnent cannot dictate how many awards a State can
di sh out every year.

But what Mal aysi ans can and should do is change the way we perceive
soneone with a Datuk before his nane. He is no better or worse than the
rest of us. That way, we will not be di sappoi nted when he does not neasure
up.

( END)
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