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Th is 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 litt le 

boy, I remember travelling from Singapore to Malaysia, sitt ing in the backseat of 
my dad’s car, swerving through Malaysia’s old single-lane highways, evading smog-
emitt ing trucks piled high with oil palm fruit. We would visit relatives, sometimes 
fi ve 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 fl eeced. 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 diff erent 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 diff erent countries. 
How can that be? Malaysia and Singapore are, aft er all, physically divided by only a 
narrow strait. Th ey were connected politically for centuries.

So how come the countries are so diff erent 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 eff ort to dig deep below the surface, to venture beyond 
the comfort of cosy conversations and public presumptions.

It is frighteningly easy, aft er 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.

Th e 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. Sitt ing 
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. Th is 
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, sitt ing 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 Th ailand many times. Th ey weren’t buying it. “How many 
diff erent Th ai beaches have you been to, again?” they laughed.

I felt a bit stupid. Th e 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. Th ere is litt le 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 litt le 
bubbles, without bothering to fi nd 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, fi lled 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 fi nd out more.

But how exactly should we go about this? American education, for bett er or 
worse, fi lled 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 
buff oons.

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 confi rmed what our mums had always told 
us—that we are, indeed, wayward buff oons.

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 whett ed 
our appetites.

We spent the next eight years speaking to many diff erent 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 5 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 infl u-
ence of religion in our two countries. Finally, I spend Chapters 10 and 11 pondering 
something that rarely gets enough att ention 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 diff erent, or visited a new place, we real-
ised that there is something else we don’t know.

Th ere is also a geographical omission in this work that I must explain. Modern 
Malaysia is spread out over two separate land masses. Th ere 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. Th ere are several 
reasons for this. Th roughout 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 diff erent 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.1 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.

Th ere is so much more to this complex region that has yet to be writt en about. I 
can really hope only to contribute a bit to our collective understanding.
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What, in essence, did I discover?
Th e fi rst, 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. Th ough the country’s broad 
ethnic, religious and developmental diversity is apparent from afar, there are many 
smaller diff erences 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. Th e 
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 diff erences 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.2 Singapore, which is majority Chinese, tries its best to 
run a race-neutral meritocracy. Th is diff erence in our worldview is the major reason 
our countries split apart in 1965.

Before we cycled through Malaysia, we had a feeling that Malaysia’s system is 
inherently unfair. Th e Malays are given preference at the expense of the Chinese 



6 Floating on a Malayan Breeze

and Indians. Th e Malays, therefore, are lulled into complacency. Th e 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 bott om. 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.

Th rough countless encounters with Malaysians all over the country, we have seen 
how the bumiputera affi  rmative action policies have created a culture of dependence 
amongst the Malays, sowed disharmony between the Malays and other groups, 
reduced economic effi  ciency and opened the door to mind-boggling corruption, 
cronyism and nepotism. Th e only people who have really benefi tt ed 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.3

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. Th at is abso-
lutely essential for social and economic progress. Some critics suggest switching 
the policy from pro-Malay to pro-poor. Th ough a noble idea, this could open up 
new channels of corruption and leakage. Malaysia needs to level the playing fi eld as 
soon as possible (while providing highly targeted assistance to certain low-income 
groups).
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Th e 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 att ract 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 d'être 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 stutt er unless given 
privileges and preferences. Th is, more than anything else, proves the absurdity of 
the policy.

Th e raft  of privileges, preferences and exclusions has also sliced and diced 
Malaysian society, such that it has become extremely stratifi ed. Th ere is a bewilder-
ing array of honorifi cs 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 oft en, 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 ineffi  ciencies—
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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Th ere is litt le 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 fi rst 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, att ract 
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 writt en about these successes, and there is litt le reason for me 
to harp on them here. What we did fi nd 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 coeffi  cient, 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. Th ese people frequently indulge in posh 
homes, luxury yachts, Cartier watches and foie gras. Th is 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 aff ord 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 bott om, fi nally, are the people for whom the Singapore dream has 
become a nightmare. Th e real incomes of Singapore’s bott om 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 fi rst 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 off ers cheaper food, haircuts, taxis and shop service than any other rich 
world city—only because the people at the bott om 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.

Th at 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 litt le debate and discussion 
over many national issues. Th is 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 matt er, 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.

Th is, of course, has grave implications for Singapore’s economy. Th ough 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.

Th at is one reason for the decline of Creative Technologies. In 1998, Creative 
Technologies was more valuable than Apple. Th rough 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 litt le 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, 
it is hopelessly lost when it comes to design and marketing. In other words, excellent 
behind the scenes, stage fright in front.

Th us 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. Th ey 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 fi nancial 
centre and a corporate HQ. Switzerland of the East? Perhaps. But only the fi nance, 
please, not the watch-making.

How should Singapore change, then? Th e 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. Th ere is 
litt le impetus for change—for most of our history, the Singapore model has fl our-
ished economically while supposedly freer countries around us have fl oundered. 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 fi xed 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 fi rst 300 metres, exhausting itself, and now fi nds it 
diffi  cult to complete the race. Perhaps it might have been bett er 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 
bett er prepare Singaporeans for life in a globalised knowledge economy. Th at 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. Th at, quite frankly, is the problem.

Given our government’s smugness, it is tempting to be overcritical of Singapore. 
Th roughout 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 eff ective, incorruptible administration and economic effi  ciencies. 
Despite a series of horrible gaff es recently—including lett ing 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. Th ose 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 refl ects 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 defi nition of success, the so-
called “5 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 oft en 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 traffi  c light to the next, then what exactly are you 
up to?

Happiness, of course, is relative and subjective. Th e 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 fi nding 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 matt er 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 litt le 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 aft er 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 diff erent “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 bett er 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”.

Th is is not just theoretical fl uff . Th ese guiding philosophies have infl uenced 
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 bott om need extra help.

Th erefore, 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 
fi nding out that their voices and votes do actually make a diff erence. 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 infl uence 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 
eff ectively replaced the post-colonial philosophies with newer ones.

Not so here. For bett er 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 fi rst prime minister.

All that is, no doubt, largely a refl ection 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 diff erent paths, and went our 
separate ways. Both have developed tremendously since 9 August 1965. Neither, it 
seems, is much closer to fi nding its soul.

***
Going home. 13 August 2004.

Th ey 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 litt le 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 offi  cers, we were fi lled with a sudden void. 
What were we to do now?

Sure, there were many things we were glad to be done with. Th e return home 
spelt the end of those daily insect-ridden “showers”—squatt ing below a dripping 
foot-high tap, sometimes right next to the pott y, 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, fl ying 
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 eff ort as we like to think it was, the truth is that austerity is tough. And 
painful. Th ere 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 fi nally 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. Th e 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-refl ection, for the offi  cer was fi ngering through each 
motorcycle like a dog in hunt of truffl  es. When we fi nally 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, patt ing our backs instead of our bags. We still regret not having stuff ed our 
bags full of rainbow-coloured chewing gum that day.

Fift een minutes later we were guzzling down our fi rst 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. Th ey 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, suff ered from the 
same interruption. Th is trip was our att empt at continuing education.

We had spent a month fl oating on a Malayan breeze. It felt strange to be back.



For the past six years, I have gone jogging in Malaysia at least once a week, some-
times more. I do so because I want greenery and solitude. Th ere are few spots in 
Singapore where you can leave the urban jungle behind and just lose yourself.

Sure, there are many parks around, most notably the East Coast Park. “Nowhere 
in Asia can you fi nd such a long, uninterrupted green stretch that close to down-
town. It’s a runner’s dream,” says Mike, an Australian friend, when I asked what he 
liked most about Singapore.

But even then, whichever Singaporean park you’re in, condominiums, shops and 
other assorted emblems of Singapore’s rapid development peek at you, reminding 
you where you are, threatening at any moment to swallow you and your humble, 
concrete-less sliver.

So when in 2006 I discovered the verdant corridor that surrounds the Malaysian 
railway track, I was ecstatic. Th ere I could run amid giant trees, playful macaques 
and fl ocks of squawking birds. Th e narrow dirt path off  Old Holland Road that leads 
down to the railway track is 15 minutes from my house. It soon became my litt le 
portal, transporting me from urban to rural, like a cupboard to Narnia.

Even bett er, I always feel a litt le naughty when I go jogging there. Th at entire 
stretch of land—belonging to Malaysia, but deep inside Singapore—is out of 
bounds. It’s illegal for anybody to physically be there. At the entrance to the track off  
Bukit Timah Road, there is a huge “No trespassing” sign, by order of Keratapi Tanah 
Melayu (KTM, literally “Train of the Malay Land”, Malaysia’s railway authority).

I wasn’t the only one who went there to get away. I met other runners, cyclists 
and hikers; maybe one or two each time, enough to make me feel secure, yet not 
so many that Narnia ever felt crowded. Teenage couples would go there, some in 
school uniform, and lock themselves in passionate embraces.

I once ran by a group of fi ve youth, who were swigging from bott les while build-
ing a bonfi re; they all looked high, and seemed to be having a damn good time. I 
oft en passed by foreign workers, mostly Th ais, who seemed to be living nearby, and 
looked as if they were foraging in the jungle. Some looked nervous, and I would 
oft en wonder if they were secretly growing poppy.
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In short, a coterie of castaways would emerge every day along the Malaysian 
railway track, each there for their own reason, but all in search of seclusion. Th e 
Malaysians, of course, never minded. I would oft en stop and chat with the railway 
offi  cer at the litt le switching station off  Bukit Timah Road, where there were dual 
tracks, the only point in Singapore where trains could pass. Indeed, the highlight of 
many a jog was seeing a train passing by as I jogged just a few metres to its side; the 
driver would oft en wave.

Narnia’s dynamics changed in May 2010, aft er the Malaysian and Singaporean 
governments announced that the railway station would be moving to the border. As 
part of the deal, the Malaysians had agreed to swap the railway land for a few prime 
downtown lots. Th e last Malaysian train would travel through the heart of Singapore 
in July 2011.

In one fell swoop, Narnia was stamped with an expiry date. Many Singaporeans, 
aware that they only had a year left  in which to observe that creaking colonial curi-
osity called a train, began swarming to the corridor every day, armed with cameras. 
Wedding couples started turning up, wanting a slice of Malaysian nostalgia in their 
albums. Several clubs started organising runs along the track.

For the few of us who knew what Narnia once was, all this was terrible. Gone 
was our litt le hideaway. Th e tourists had landed. Worse, land ownership was shift ing 
from the Malaysian to the Singaporean government. Th at would spell, I thought, 
the end of the corridor’s raw, unplanned beauty. Th e smiling, aff able railway offi  cer 
would be replaced by security fences and CCTV cameras. Welcome to Singapore.

And yet, a few weeks aft er the last train had left , some semblance of its former 
peace had returned. Th ere were far fewer passers-by. Th ere were more construction 
workers milling around the area, but they seemed to be primarily involved in laying 
a new green turf where the track once sat. Singaporeans debate over exactly what to 
do with this land, but whatever happens, it does seem likely that the majority of it 
will be preserved as a green corridor of sorts. Th ank goodness.

Since 1965, Malaysia and Singapore have tried hard to create distinct nation 
states. For each country, that has oft en meant defi ning itself against the other. Each 
has tried hard to show how it is diff erent.

And yet, as I have discovered, both countries are still struggling to come to terms 
with their founding principles. Malaysia’s constitution guarantees pre-eminence 
to Islam and Malays. What that means in practice is still a matt er 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-neutral 
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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 litt le else to being a Singaporean. “Malaysian minus hinterland 
minus history minus soul = Singaporean,” Alfi an Sa’at, a Singaporean playwright, 
wrote recently.1

Instead of trying to distinguish themselves, perhaps the two countries need to 
look up and learn more from each other. From Singapore, Malaysia can learn, among 
other things, the importance of building a race-neutral meritocracy and running an 
effi  cient, corruption-free government.

From Malaysia, Singapore can learn, among other things, the fulfi lment of non-
material pursuits and the need to provide targeted assistance to those who may not 
be able to compete at the same level as others. Malaysians understood a long time 
ago that high income inequality is unsustainable (although their eff orts to address it 
have been patchy).

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”. Th is will 
dramatically change the way we think about ourselves and each other.

But these changes will not be smooth. In both countries, authoritarian states 
born out of post-colonial movements are slowly making way for more democratic 
societies. Ordinary people are only just fi nding out that their voices and votes do 
actually make a diff erence. Th e space between public and private actors is being 
renegotiated. For most people, it is a wonderful, refreshing, liberating and some-
what scary journey.

Presumably along the way, through this more collaborative dialogue, Malaysian 
and Singaporean identity will become stronger and more defi ned. Or perhaps we 
might discover that there are very few diff erences between us. Maybe political 
boundaries should not aff ect us so.

Malaysia is no longer just a 15-minute-jog away from my house. In order to visit 
the country, I now need to spend more time and eff ort gett ing across the border. 
And yet, every time I do, I learn something new.



Introduction

1. One might reasonably argue that Singapore too joined the Federation of Malaysia only 
in 1963. True. However, Singapore and West Malaysia have much longer mutual histo-
ries, dating back to the Johor Sultanate and the Straits Sett lements.

2. In addition to the majority Malay Muslims, Malaysia’s defi nition of “bumiputera” 
includes a few indigenous minority groups, including the orang asli of West Malaysia 
and the native peoples of Sabah and Sarawak.

3. Th roughout this book, I refer to Malaysian leaders by their names, not by their hon-
orifi cs, such as Tunku, Tun, Tan Sri, etc. Th e one exception is Tunku Abdul Rahman, 
Malaysia’s fi rst prime minister, only because he is popularly known as “Tunku”. (In a 
few instances, interviewees refer to people they are talking about with honorifi cs, which 
I reproduce verbatim.) Th e reason for this is simplicity and also for balance with the 
Singaporean leaders, whom I frequently talk about in the same breath, e.g. Mahathir 
Mohamad and Lee Kuan Yew. I mean no disrespect to any leader by referring to them 
simply by their name.

Chapter 1  Forgott en histories

1. “Sedikit”, the Malay word for “litt le”, is oft en pronounced “Sikit” by non-native Malay 
speakers.

2. Chin Peng, Alias Chin Peng: My Side of History, John Wilson Booksales, 2003.
3.  Chin Peng, Alias Chin Peng, pp. 142–143.
4. Lee Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew, Times Media, 2000, 

p. 211.
5. A. Schmid and A. Jongman, Political Terrorism, Transaction Publishers, 2005, p. 671.
6. Chin Peng, Alias Chin Peng, p. 47.
7. Joseph Knapik and Katy Reynolds, “Load carriage in military operations”, Borden 

Institute, pp. 6 and 11. 
8. Th ough Chin Peng is popularly regarded as the leader of the Communist Party of 

Malaysia, there were in reality four diff erent camps in Betong, which fell under two 
broad groupings—a CPM Marxist-Leninist faction, which Bett y was under, and a 
China-backed CPM faction, led by Chin Peng. According to Bett y, Chang Chung Ming 
only occasionally cooperated with Chin Peng. Every time she mentioned his name, she 
would cite his rank too: “Chang Chung Ming, our leader”.
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11. We have not been able to verify Bett y’s claims regarding the diffi  culty of obtaining a visa. 

Quite the contrary, it appears as if it has become relatively easy for the ex-communists 
to visit for short periods. Nevertheless, the fact that Bett y and her comrades believed it 
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25. Lee Kuan Yew, Th e Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew, Times Media, 2000, p. 22.
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well before 1965. In 1941–42 the Japanese invaded the Straits Sett lements—Penang, 
Malacca, Singapore—and began to administer them separately. Aft er the war, the 
British similarly administered Singapore as a separate entity until partial independ-
ence in 1959. Nevertheless, the period from 1941 to 1965 was a turbulent one where 
Singapore’s political future was unclear. Hence, 9 August 1965 should be remembered 
as the date when closure was brought to this question.

27. V. S. Naipaul, Among the Believers: An Islamic Journey, Vintage Books, 1982, pp. 253.
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Chapter 2  Two countries separated at birth

1. James Michener, Th e Voice of Asia, Random House, 1951, p. 139.
2. Keith Sutt on, “Agribusiness on a grand scale—FELDA’s Sahabat Complex in East 

Malaysia”, Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 22(1), 2001, pp. 90–105; p. 92.
3. “Reinventing FELDA”, Th e Edge Singapore, 9 August 2004.
4. FELDA Holdings Corporate Website.
5. “PM: FELDA is a Malaysian success story”, Th e Sun Daily, 14 August 2011. 
6. “FELDA to market products in African continent”, Pertubuhan Berita Nasional Malaysia, 

11 September 2004. 
7. “Call to improve FELDA housing”, New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Berhad, 25 

September 2004. 
8. “Shopping, movie and a FELDA trip”, New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Berhad, 23 

April 2004. 
9. “213 addicts nabbed in FELDA drug crackdown”, New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) 

Berhad, 25 April 2005. 
10. “Social mechanism against drug menace in FELDA schemes—Abdullah”, Bernama Th e 

Malaysian National News Agency, 8 September 2004.
11. It was shortened to two years in 2004.
12. “Iskandar Malaysia att racts RM77.82 billion cumulative investments”, IRDA, 18 

October 2011.
13. “Singapore, Malaysia formalise land swap deal”, channelnewsasia, 28 June 2011.
14. “GTP Briefi ng”, 6 August 2010, and “ETP Update”, 26 August 2011, PEMANDU.
15. “DPM: Government to protect Bumiputeras’ interest”, Malaysia Today, 21 August 

2011.

Chapter 3  Th e end of dominance: Part I

1. I explore accusations of judicial bias in Chapter 5.
2. BN later won back one of the opposition states, Perak, following a series of defections 

and by-elections.
3. Due to their structure, it is easier for bigger parties to win GRCs. Th is is discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter 4.
4. No doubt, Malaysian law does not mandate this sort of racial balancing in politics. So, 

there is nothing stopping, say, a Malay Muslim–dominated party from nudging out BN 
and gaining power. 

5. Most Chinese, Indians and Malays there whom we spoke to said that for the most part, 
PAS rules fairly, and does not discriminate against minorities. If anything, the one 
recurring complaint we heard was about its supposed lack of business acumen.

6. Even though public acceptance of PAS has improved since the 2008 general elections, 
many Malaysians are still wary of their religious motives.

7. According to Malaysia’s Department of Statistics, Kelantan’s GDP per capita in 2010 
was RM8,273 (at Year 2000 constant prices). By contrast, Penang had the highest GDP 
per capita at RM33,456.
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8. According to the PAS website, the party was started in 1951, and took part in elections 
for the fi rst time in 1955. 
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11. “On a high horse called Truth and Right, PAP lost in a changing world”, yawningbread.
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12. Th e 2011 presidential election, a four-horse race between very diff erent candidates, 
further normalised alternative views and opposition politics. Only 35 per cent of 
Singaporeans voted for Tony Tan, the government’s preferred candidate, who won with 
a plurality in the fi rst-past-the-post contest.

13. Six elected members of parliament (MP) and one non-constituency MP (NCMP), 
admitt ed as the “best of the losers”.

14. Speech by Lim Boon Heng, 22 July 2011.
15. “Silvester Prakasam, “Evolution of E-payments in public transport—Singapore’s 

experience”.
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Chapter 5  Not civil enough

1. Half the stories were about BN, compared to 15 per cent about the opposition. Of 
all stories, BN had about 20 per cent positive pieces and 3 per cent negative pieces. 
Th irteen per cent of all stories were negative ones about the opposition. Overall, BN 
had three times as many positive pieces than the opposition.

2. Th ough Rahman obviously could not back up his claim with any evidence, this quote is 
included here to refl ect an opinion that we hear occasionally in Malaysia. 

3. Today it is possible to read each other’s newspapers online. But few people bother.
4. Speech at Singapore Press Club, 26 February 1988. 
5. I occasionally contribute to Th e Online Citizen.
6. “Judiciary fails to protect minority rights”, Malaysiakini, 16 September 2010.
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2011.
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2008.
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