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Preface: Making sense of it all

Maybe I'm just too demanding

Maybe I'm just like my father, too bold
Maybe you're just like my mother

She’s never satisfied (She’s never satisfied)
Why do we scream at each other?

This is what it sounds like

When doves cry.!

“There are two kinds of compilations. There are collected essays, which
are basically an amalgamation of everything you've written. And then
there are selected essays’

My editor, Gareth Richards, smiled in that impish way he does. I
watched as he leaned back into his chair, hands behind his head. He
reminded me of Brian May, lead guitarist of one of my all-time favourite
rock bands, Queen. And it wasn’t just because Gareth looked like him
(it’s the hair, ’'m afraid), but more so because behind the exterior of
a legendary rock star Brian May is an astrophysicist with a doctoral
dissertation that could pass for a title of a Queen album (A Survey of
Radial Velocities in the Zodiacal Dust Cloud). Although not quite an
astrophysicist, Gareth can only be described as a genius in his field. No
one, certainly not anyone I know in Malaysia, comes close to his copy-
editing prowess, anal retentiveness in indexing and flair for the apposite
word. Believe me, he could make a description of a mundane supper
sound like it was a gastronomic delight that would not be out of place in
the Michelin Guide.

T want to do a greatest hits album, I replied.

And so began the process of putting together this book of selected

! Prince, ‘When Doves Cry, Purple Rain, Warner Bros., 1984.
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xviii Finding Malaysia

essays. The collection here spans writings from 2011 to 2016, a period
of five years during which I graduated from being an aide to a frontline
politician. In looking back at some of my older pieces, I realise that my
perspective on certain issues has evolved (in a broader and more mature
way, or so I tell myself). This means that I may no longer share the same
views that I once advocated, at least not in their entirety. However, they
remain a reflection of a particular time in my life and career, and I have
chosen to include some of them, if only as a reminder of how far T have
come.

Gareth and I decided that the book should have as much sense and
focus as possible, and so rather than present my essays chronologically
they are divided into five themes that most reverberate with me. I begin
with the bane of Malaysian politics — the ethnic question. ‘A Malaysia for
Malaysians’ features essays that deal with identity cleavages within our
polity, particularly the great Malaysian dichotomy between Malays and
non-Malays. At the same time, I also delve into the socially constructed
milieu of Malayness, because the interethnic debate cannot truly be
understood without first deconstructing the essence of what it means
to be Malay in the Malaysian context. In between I also tackle a variety
of related issues concerning the national language, official attire and
the very Malaysian obsession with honorific styles and titles. You will
note that there are instances where the term ‘race’ is used to denote
ethnicity or an ethnic community. While I realise the scientific fallacy of
such a convention and try to minimise it where I can, I think it is also
important to acknowledge the prevalence of this term in the context of
Malaysian social reality.

In the second section, ‘No god but God’ I continue my analysis of the
identity domain by exploring concepts such as secularism, pluralism and
liberalism vis-a-vis Islam. Many of these essays have courted controversy,
but interestingly only when I publish them in Malay. I also examine the
growing appeal of extremism, conservatism and exclusivism that now
appear to dominate the religious discourse in our country. Finally, no
discussion about Islam in Malaysia can be complete without explicating

the divisive matter of the syariah penal code, known colloquially as
hudud laws.




Preface xix

‘Philosophy, politics and economics’ is the catch-all section in which
I include my thoughts on a wide range of issues, actual and theoretical.
My essays here include socio-economic observations, attempts to analyse
the muddled landscape that is Malaysian politics, proposals for legal
and institutional reform, as well as my take on how our nation in crisis
should move forward.

The last two sections, ‘Back to the Federation’ and ‘Oh, our education,
contain writings on two issues that I have consistently espoused as part
of my policy agenda, namely the question of federalism and the national
education system. It is indeed a peculiarity that while our country is
in name a federation, in practice it is anything but. Almost all aspects
of institutional control have been centralised and concentrated in the
hands of the federal executive, thereby not only facilitating greater
autocracy but also suppressing the burgeoning demands for greater
democratisation, responsiveness and accountability in governance. This
problem extends to our education system as well. While the declining
quality and standards of our schools are corollaries of over-politicisation
and misplaced priorities, the underlying problem, as I argue in my
essays, is actually structural. Solutions to our education dilemma
therefore require fundamental reforms, some of which have been
recognised, but none of which are adequately addressed.

All things said and done, I can now attest that putting together a
compilation of essays is not as straightforward as I initially thought it
would be. Not only do they have to be ordered in the most readable
and meaningful way possible, they also require much editing to ensure
minimal repetition, consistency of style and that facts are not too dated.
These are no easy tasks, and my gratitude for doing them goes out to my
editor, the Brian May doppelgénger. That is a compliment in more ways
than one, but a compliment he thoroughly deserves.

The essays in this book first appeared - sometimes with a different
title and in a slightly different form - in various print and online
publications. These include The Edge, Penang Monthly and The Malaysian
Insider. I would like to thank all of them for providing space for my
work, and of course for allowing me to reuse them in this publication. In
particular, I would like to single out The Malaysian Insider, which offered
me my first column back in 2011. I was one of thousands of Malaysians
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who mourned the demise of the news portal after it was blocked by the
government in February 2016 and subsequently shut down on 15 March
2016. The vacuum left in its wake has not since been filled.

This book would of course not have been possible without the
support of my numerous friends, who are too many to name. I thank
each and every one of you for your friendship, and for allowing me to
sharpen my arguments through regular bouts of cerebral jousting. I
would also like to extend my sincerest appreciation to the good people
at SIRD, whose dynamism, creativity and efficiency were most inspiring,
Last but not least, I am forever indebted to my loving family. To my wife
and children, thank you for putting up with a politician, a student and
a late-night writer.

Zairil Khir Johari
George Town, 31 August 2016
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Some of the most engaging contemporary writing has seen the
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first collection of essays, Zairil Khir Johari offers quick-witted and
focused reflections on some of the most pressing and contentious
issues of the day. At the heart of the matter is the bane of Malaysian
politics — the ethnic question — from which he explores a range of
high-profile issues: identity, secularism, federalism, the economy, good
governance and education. After sixty years of nationhood, Zairil finds
much that is wrong with Malaysia. Its eccentricities are by no means
benign.Yet these essays also offer answers to his own assertion that ‘we
need to move beyond this. At once both philosophical and practical,
Finding Malaysia lays down a marker for any serious debate over the
future trajectory of the country.
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