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The event started with Dr Mohamad Shamsuri Juhari welcoming participants to RIMA’s new 
office in the Guthrie Building.  After introducing RIMA’s vision,  mission and current research 
programmes,  Dr Shamsuri then elaborated further on his own background, including his 15 
years of experience teaching students from a variety of backgrounds and academic talents. Dr 
Shamsuri explained how his years of teaching had drawn him to his specific field of interest, 
which includes the progress and development of the Malay-Muslim community, specifically in 
the  field  of  Emancipatory  and  Transformatory  Education,  Critical  Thinking  and  Interfaith 
Discourse. 

Dr Shamsuri recounted that it was during the early years of his teaching career when he took up 
the appointment of Assistant Discipline Master in a mainstream school that he began asking 
himself why Malay youths were so overrepresented in disciplinary cases. Thereafter, he began 
thinking about the various mechanisms and platforms that would be required to change this 
situation. This later became the focus of his doctoral studies in Sociology of Education, which he 
undertook with the University of Birmingham. Dr Shamsuri then explained that the findings of 
his research, on which his most recent publication is based, would be the focus of the morning’s 
seminar.

Touching on the manifestations of the ‘Malay problem’, Dr Shamsuri agreed that the low socio-
economic status of the Malay-Muslims has always been a problem. This became an issue when 
being a member of the MMC and being at the bottommost social and economic status of society 
were almost inseparable in the eyes of the rest of the public. According to Dr Shamsuri,  this 
seems to drive the vicious cycle that perpetuates dysfunctional families, as well as incidences of 
crime and delinquency in the community. Today, he observes the irony that while there is much 
hype on how the community has progressed over the past few years, there is just as much talk 
about the MMC’s educational underachievement.

Dr Shamsuri  proceeded to the conceptual  explanations provided by various scholars  on the 
‘Malay problem’.  The first explanation outlined was Eugenics,  which characterises Malays as 
simply  biologically  or  genetically  weak.  The  second  explanation,  Religion,  sees  Islam  as  a 
retarding force because of the perception that Malays often rely profligately on faith and on 
getting things done without necessarily putting in much effort. The third explanation relates to 
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Social,  Political  and  Economic  Marginalisation,  which  holds  the  structures  and  authorities 
responsible  for  the  position  the  community  finds  itself  in  today.  Here  Dr  Shamsuri  drew 
attention to the work of Anthony Giddens, whose work on ‘Structure’ and ‘Agency’ highlights 
the notion that the social structure which is created may not be to the benefit of everybody in a 
community. Finally, Dr Shamsuri outlined the Cultural Deficit Theory which, in his study, can be 
associated with Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’. In this situation, the community actually 
pull themselves back due to cultural and habitual expectations and relationships, such as issues 
of adat (traditional practices) and petua (superstitions and taboos) in the MMC.

Dr Shamsuri elaborated that while some scholars concurred with the above concepts, others 
disputed these overarching explanations of the ‘Malay problem’. For instance Syed Farid Alatas, 
using his ‘Colonial Capitalist Ideology’, explained how beliefs that  ‘the Malays are lazy’ and that 
‘the Malays cannot be relied upon’ were propagated by the British colonial powers to explain 
why they could not get the local people to work in their establishments. Unfortunately, these 
ideas were passed down through the years transforming into popular belief and resulting in 
self-fulfilling prophecy for the local Malay-Muslim community. 

Continuing  in a similar  vein,  Dr Shamsuri  also explained Amartya Sen’s  ‘capability  set’  as  a 
conditioning process that impacts the MMC. This helps to explain how the problem builds on the 
mind. Dr Shamsuri relayed his personal experience; his daughter was the top student in her 
class in Primary 3. The following year she was due to enter the best class, but instead given a 
place in the second best class, while the 2nd and 3rd best students were placed in the best class. 
On approaching the school for an explanation, Dr Shamsuri was informed that the teachers did 
not want to break up the top class when it came to the mother tongue language class, as the rest 
of the students were taking Chinese as their Mother Tongue subject. Dr Shamsuri described the 
feelings of  anger and frustration,  and noted that the incident made him realise that in such 
cases, Malay individuals might come to believe that there was no point arguing and rebelling, 
and that such situations can lead to a Malay individual to believe as ‘fact’ that being a minority 
means being inevitably second best.

Dr Shamsuri opined that the aforementioned explanations accumulated to the point of giving 
rise to negative  mental  models.  This  explains why Malays,  more often than not,  will  simply 
accept anything that happens to themselves and their community. This becomes self-defeating: 
when  the  mind refuses  to  break  through  and Malays  end up  looking  at  themselves  as  the 
inferior minority, thus limiting their motivation. 

This lack of critical thinking has resulted in misplaced priorities and inappropriate choices in 
life amongst the Malay youths. In this respect, Dr Shamsuri highlighted the importance of role 
modelling for these youths in order for them to aspire to be the best they can be.

Dr  Shamsuri  then  presented  interesting  responses  from  a  group  of  Malay  youths  he  had 
interviewed during his research. When asked about their views of their own community, the 
responses included statements such as “the Malays have no vision…”, “the Malays…are just malas  
(lazy) to timba ilmu (seek and acquire knowledge)…”. Dr Shamsuri then presented a response 
from a Malay student who was doing well in his studies. Asking what makes him a unique Malay, 
the student’s response was  “I am unique because there are not many of me who get into this  
level…” . Yet  in a matter-of-fact way, he also added,  “I can be typical like other Malay because I  
can be lazy…”. The student’s  response indicated his own self-admission and acceptance that 
Malays are indeed lazy. For Dr Shamsuri, admitting that being lazy is a natural thing for Malays 
is a trap of mediocrity. 

Dr Shamsuri compared the responses of the Malay youth with that from a group of Singaporean 
Chinese youths he supervised during a conference of students held in China. It was a situation 
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where there was difficulty for the students from the West to distinguish a Singaporean Chinese 
and a Chinese from the People’s Republic of China. A Singaporean Chinese youth said, “I hate to  
have to identify myself as a Singaporean Chinese because everyone thinks that every time you tell  
people  that  you’re  Chinese,  they  automatically  think  that  you’re  from  China.” Dr  Shamsuri 
explained the response as someone rejecting mediocrity, because his mindset is telling him not 
to be like them. 

Similarly, an Indonesian-Chinese youth when asked about her typical Chinese community said, 
“They just have this notion or generalisation ‘Oh, Chinese will do well in trade and business’. And 
they’re usually richer…”  Dr Shamsuri opined that the response from the student reflected that 
expectations of success are a norm in her society. For the Indonesian-Chinese youth, success is a 
natural flow of her life. Dr Shamsuri emphasised that this kind of mindset is missing in Malay 
youths. Dr Shamsuri envisioned that if the MMC could inculcate that kind of mindset into the 
Malay youths, he was sure it would work the same way as it did for the other ethnic groups.

To conscientise is to liberate the mindset. Dr Shamsuri explained that his research focus was to 
conscientise  the  Malay  youths;  encouraging  them  to  ask  questions  that  relate  to  equity,  to 
justice,  and to what is right.  It also means to take responsible  action based on rational  and 
critical thinking. Dr Shamsuri is interested in looking into the kind of experiences that will get 
the Malay youths motivated to do better for themselves and their community. He emphasised 
that it is just a matter of finding the right formula to get the students to achieve their goals. 
Through this, Dr Shamsuri hopes that the MMC can create a core of ‘New’ Malays.

Turning to his findings, Dr Shamsuri shared that there were five experiences that he observed 
during  the  course  of  the  research,  where  feelings  of  conscientisation were  reflected by  the 
Malay youths. 

First is dialogue - where they are able to sit and share their emotions and experiences. During 
such dialogue sessions they were able to compare notes, and thereafter begin to relate with 
each other. Dialogue however, should be a continuous engagement that involves the constant 
interaction of all participants, rather than simply one person ‘talking down’ to an audience. 

Second is reflexive and experiential learning which is based on activities that made the youths 
question the status of  the MMC. Dr Shamsuri gave an example where youths were asked to 
knock on the doors of the houses of the needy to offer them bandung (a flavoured drink) during 
the month of Ramadan. The students were shocked to find that the large majority of the needy 
were Malays. They began to ask themselves why that was so. On another occasion, a group of 
students were asked to scour the beaches to offer help to homeless people. They were again 
shocked to discover that they were mostly Malays.  Dr Shamsuri said that this is the kind of 
practical  activities  that  encourage  students  to  ask  questions.  When  they  then  realise  that 
something is wrong with their community, that is when conscientation will come about. 

The third is ethnically non-exclusive programmes which allow Malay-Muslim (MM) youths the 
opportunity to develop intersubjectivity and interculturality. Being in a group with people from 
different  faiths  and  socio-economic  backgrounds,  MM  youths  will  be  exposed  to  a  greater 
diversity of perspectives, thus enabling them to become more aware of their own cultural ‘blind 
spots’. They no longer feel insecure and inferior. Their confidence will emerge over time to the 
point that they believe they can be as successful as the other ethnic groups. It is reflected with 
the change in sentiment from  “…dia bukan macam kita,  kan?  (they can’t  be the same as us, 
right?...” to “…dia kan sama dengan kita? (they’re the same as us, aren’t they?)...”.

The fourth is empowerment and ownership of a community project. The idea is to have a group 
of  Malay  students  organise  an  activity  (e.g.  quizzes,  students’  conferences)  and  invite 
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participants  from  all  ethnic  groups,  and  get  it  to  be  successful.  Receiving  accolades  for 
successfully organising and conducting such activities will enhance their feeling of individual 
and collective empowerment. Dr Shamsuri noted that for a conscientised mind to be sufficiently 
developed, there has to be a constant engagement from one activity to another. Empowering 
them in such a way will encourage them to continually pursue projects on a grander and make 
them aspire to achieve even more.

Fifth and lastly is leadership accompanied by mentors who will serve as role models.  This is an 
experience that results when leadership opportunities for MM youths are opened up but with a 
specific condition that they be buddied up with an actual living-breathing model as mentors. 
This  will  make  them  appreciate  the  role  of  leaders,  and  they  will  start  to  figure  out  for 
themselves how they can further contribute to society. 

Dr Shamsuri concludes that even if youths are made to undergo different programmes which 
are hosted by different groups of people and/or organisations, the cumulative effects of these 
five  experiences  may  result  in  the  development  of  a  conscientised  youth.  As  a  further 
suggestion,  Dr  Shamsuri  recommends a  community-wide tracking  scheme for  students  who 
undergo activities resulting in these  experiences during their  secondary school  years.  Upon 
validation and completion of the whole programme, MMOs can reward them through grants and 
scholarships to ensure they continue to excel further. Finally, Dr Shamsuri said that if MMOs can 
provide  programmes  and  activities  that  offer  the  accumulation  of  these  experiences,  the 
community will then be able to create a core group of youths who can thereafter help to develop 
the rest. 

Following the conclusion of the presentation, Dr Shamsuri attempted to spur the discussion by 
asking participants whether they agreed with the concept that Malays are weak because of their 
genes.  There was universal  agreement that genes have nothing to do with the community’s 
problems. Instead, one participant answered that it is the influence of the media that places the 
MMC in a bad light. Another participant felt that the ‘Malay Problem’ are beliefs subscribed by 
Singapore’s top leaders, which then cascades to become an overarching label leading to self-
fulfilling  prophecies.  This  results  in  Malays  being  marginalised,  disengaged,  neutralised and 
disregarded. However, another participant noted that genes do often correlate with health, and 
thus the indication is that the MMC is not so healthy. He adds however, that the ‘Malay Problem’ 
is highly politicised. He seconded Dr Shamsuri’s  view on the need to work on nurturing the 
community.  This  will  require  proper  engagement  tools,  good  parenting  skills  and  positive 
articulation among Malay youths. 

Dr Shamsuri raised the issue of the predominant practice of fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) in the 
region  where,  according  to  scholars,  leads  to  an  overemphasis  on rituals.  This  has become 
disadvantageous to the MMC as it unfairly discourages the mind to ask questions. A participant 
however  responded  that  the  practice  of  fiqh in  Singapore  has  been  ‘adjusted’.  He  felt  that 
Singaporean Muslims now practice  fiqh for accommodation, which aims at appeasement thus 
avoiding confrontation. Another participant clarified that the problem of fiqh is not exclusive to 
Singapore, but applies all over the world. It has much to do with the closing up to the practice of 
ijtihad  (independent  reasoning). According  to the  participant  however,  things  are  changing, 
especially in Europe. He observed that fatwas in Singapore are now not following any particular 
mazhab. This has paved the way to new ideas like the MUIS’ aLIVE programmes, which differs 
from the traditional madrasah curriculum. Even the younger  Ustads, the participant observed, 
are now more open to secular education.

One  of  the  participants  opined  that  madrasah  education  in  Singapore  has  succeeded  in 
producing  good  students,  a  view  seconded  by  another  participant.  The  latter  observed, 
however,  that madrasah students have the ‘vision’  (character) but lack the ‘tools’  (abilities), 
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while the secular students possess the ‘tools’  but lack the ‘vision’. He then suggested directing 
the madrasah students towards the ‘tools’ which translates to the need for them to harness their 
abilities to articulate ideas. 

Following on, it was further suggested that some madrasahs were resistant to adopt the aLIVE 
programmes  because  some  asatizahs (religious  teachers)  felt  that  the  content  is  not 
comprehensive  enough  for  students.  However,  a  participant  who  is  running  a  madrasah 
clarified that the former statement was not true.  She said that it depends on an individual’s 
interests to continue moving her/his studies deeper. She explained, based on her experience, 
that it was actually the parents who were rejecting the aLIVE programmes. Her madrasah had 
recently  conducted  a  trial  programme  to  compare  both  the  Kid’s  aLIVE  and  the  madrasah 
curriculum by concurrently running the two classes.  She shared that the children under the 
ALIVE programme, aged 5 to 8 years old, seem to be doing very well because there is more focus 
on story-telling and they did not need to go to a formal exam-based course.  She added that 
studies  showed positive  results  for  Kids  ALIVE.  The  Teen’s  aLIVE  and  Youth  aLIVE  classes 
however received less favourable feedback.

A participant who identified himself as an entrepreneur said that the only way to engage the 
leaders is to have a strong Malay lobby. He suggested creating a ‘Malay union’ which is viable 
especially  as  10%-20%  of  the  Malay/Muslim  population  is  composed  of  businessmen  and 
professionals. He also suggested that one must start trying to get more wealthy Malays involved, 
and  also  advanced  the  idea  of  having  a  Malay  syllabus  and  textbooks  at  secondary  level. 
Ultimately, a Malay school can be formed. However, many of the participants opposed this idea, 
stating  that  it  is  not  possible  to  set  up  a  Malay  school  with  Malay  textbooks  and  syllabus. 
Another  participant  highlighted  that  Malays  do  not  need  such  separation.  She  urged  the 
participants to focus instead on the empowerment of Malay students who want to do something 
for  their  peers.  She  then  suggested  that  perhaps  the  MMC  could  seek  ways  to  change  the 
national textbooks, where Malay people are often described as lazy.

Another participant felt there is no need for a Malay union, and instead asked the participants to 
get  involved  in  his  proposed  Culturally  Responsive  Curriculum  project  (CRP)  in  Singapore, 
which focuses on reflective and dialogic teachings. He further explained that he wanted culture 
to  be  the  basis  of  the  curriculum,  so  Malay  students  will  feel  their  relevance.  Through this 
approach, he is trying to up the level of educational achievement while at the same time pushing 
up those at the bottom. 

Most participants were puzzled by the lack of assistance from Malay leaders and MMOs. There 
was consensus that such findings must find its way to the Malay leaders. Nevertheless, most of 
the participants suggested doing the programmes and activities by themselves without relying 
on  assistance  from  Malay  leaders  and MMOs.  Participants  were  receptive  to  Dr  Shamsuri’s 
proposal on organising a secretariat that would track students’ experiences.

At the end of the discussion, Dr Shamsuri and the participants agreed that there is a need to 
empower Malay students. They are smart and motivated, but the community is losing out on 
their  potential  because  nobody  is  helping  them  achieve  their  goals.  Dr  Shamsuri  and  the 
participants were thus spurred on to help produce a core of confident, capable and successful 
Malays.
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