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Symposium Bahasa & Budaya: Menjana Identiti Melayu Singapura – Ke mana arah kita? 

 

Introduction 

1. The issue of Malay identity is becoming increasingly debated in the current Singaporean social context. 

While there is a desire for a positive evolution of ‘Malay-ness’ within the community, it can also be 

argued that such anticipated changes has been hampered by several factors. For example, 

globalisation and emphasis on the English language in our everyday life have had a negative impact on 

the use of the Malay language in Singapore and the preservation of the Malay culture and heritage.   

 

2. To initiate discussions on the issue, and as part of its Identity and Migration Studies programme, the 

Centre for Research on Islamic and Malay Affairs (RIMA), together with the ‘Bicara Bangun Bangsa’ 

Facebook group organised a symposium on Saturday 5 October 2013 at the Malay Heritage Centre 

Auditorium. The discussions which took place focused on the theme Menjana Identiti Melayu 

Singapura – Ke Mana Arah Kita? (Forging the Singaporean-Malay Identity – Where Do We Go From 

Here?). 

 

3. Among the distinguished guests gracing the event was Mr Zainudin Nordin, Member of Parliament for 

Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC.  

 

4. There were three panel discussions debating on issues relating to the challenges in forging a common 

identity among the Malays in Singapore, with a focus on the role of Malay language in shaping such an 

identity. The symposium closed with an open forum where participants shared on how they think 

Singaporean-Malay identity formation should go forward. 
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Programme 

 

9.00 am Registration 

9.30 am Welcome Address by Director, RIMA 

Dr Mohamad Shamsuri Juhari 

Address by Chairman, RIMA 

Dr Ameen Talib 

Address by Chairman, Bicara Bangun Bangsa Facebook Group 

Mr Mohd Idhamsahbani Ahmad 

 

9.45 am Plenary Session 1 – Malay-Speaking Confidence in Singapore 

  Panel members: Mr Mohd Naim Daipi dan Mr Isa Kamari 

Moderator: Dr Mohd Shamsuri Juhari 

 

11.15 am Plenary Session 2 – Singapore Malays Post-1965 

Panel members: Dato’ Abdul Halim Kader, Mr Hj Maarof Salleh dan Mr Mohd Raman Daud 

Moderator: Mr Mohd Idhamsahbani Ahmad 

 

12.45 pm Lunch 

 

1.45 pm Plenary Session 3 – Challenges in Preserving the Singapore Malay Culture 

Panel members: Mr Suryakenchana Omar, Ms Hidayah Amin dan Mr Sarafian Salleh 

Moderator: Mr Syafarin Sarif 

 

3.00 pm Forum – Quo Vadis Singapore Malays? 

 

4.00 pm End 
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Mr Mohd Naim Daipi 

Mohamed Naim Daipi (also known by his various pen names - Nizqin, Muhammad 
Nazali and Hasnady Abdullah) was born in Singapore on 27 June 1950. He is a graduate 
of the Teachers’ Training College at Paterson Road. Formerly a lecturer at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) and a writer at the Curriculum Development Institute 
(MOE), he is now holds the position of Master Teacher at a local primary school. He has 
been writing short stories, poetry and literary essays since 1975. 
 
Naim has always been very active in the Malay literary scene. He was Secretary for 
Literary Award and Sambutan Bulan Bahasa councils. He was Secretary for Asas 50. 
Currently, he is a member of both the Malay Language Council of Singapore and Majlis  

                                           Pusat.  
 

Mr Isa Kamari  
 

Born in 1960, Isa Kamari received his Bachelor in Architecture (Hons) from the National 
University of Singapore in 1989 and a Master of Philosophy in Malay Literature from 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 2008. Professionally, he holds the appointment of 
Deputy Director of Commuter Infrastructure Development with the Land Transport 
Authority (LTA), Singapore. 
 
In 2006, Isa was made the recipient of the S.E.A. Write Award bestowed by the 
government of Thailand. The following year, he received the Pingat Budaya, the highest 
national art award given by the Singapore government. Isa also received the Tun Seri   

                                        Lanang Award issued by the Singapore Malay Language Council in 2009. 
 

 
Dato’ Abdul Halim Kader 
 

 
Dato' Abdul Halim bin Kader is a founding member of Yayasan Mendaki and Taman 
Bacaan. For his dedication to the Malay-Muslim community, he was made recipient of 
the Bintang Bakti Masyarakat (BBM) and Pingat Bakti Masyarakat (PBM). Until recently, 
he had been the head of PERSES. Nevertheless, he currently holds the appointment of 
Secretary General of International Sepak Takraw Federation (ISTAF).  
 

 

 

 

 

Panellists’ Profiles 
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Hj Maarof Salleh 

MAAROF SALLEH was born and educated in Singapore. He has a M.A. (Southeast Asian 
Studies) from National University of Singapore (NUS), as well as several educational and 
administrative management certificates. Apart from writing on issues pertaining to 
contemporary Islam and the Muslim community, Maarof is actively involved in the 
community.  Beginning since his school days, he now volunteers by sitting at the 
management committees of several Malay/Muslim organisations.  

Some of the organisations that had benefited from his services are the National 
University of Singapore Malay Language Society (PBMUS), the Muslim Youth Assembly 

(HBI), the Singapore Malay Teachers’ Union (KGMS), the Malay Language Teachers Association (PGBM), 
Lembaga Biasiswa Kenangan Maulud (LBKM), Yayasan Mendaki (YM) dan the Centre for Contemporary Islamic 
Studies (CCIS). After 30 years in the education service, Maarof served a further eight years as President of the 
Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (MUIS). He then took up the post of Senior Research Fellow at the 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS). Besides writing articles, Maarof Salleh or known more 
affectionately as ‘Cikgu Maarof’ often receives invitations to give opinions and present papers on issues 
relevant to the development of Islam as well as on contemporary Muslim community both locally and 
overseas.    
 
 
Mr Mohd Raman Daud 

 
Mohd Raman Daud or better known as Raman Daud, adopts the pen name Armand in 
some of his books. He was born on 13 November 1957 in Riau Indonesia. Currently the 
editor of Berita Harian’s ‘Rencana’ page, he received his education respectively at 
Tanglin Besar Primary School; Swiss Cottage Secondary School; National Junior 
College; and National University of Singapore where he received his Bachelor’s degree 
in Economics in 1985. Prior to his current appointment, he had been a teacher, a 
drama script writer at the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation and a roving journalist.  

Raman started writing in 1976. His first drama “Bapak mau kawin” was staged while 
he was still in Junior College. He has since become prolific in producing television drama scripts, stage drama 
script, literary essays, short stories and poems. Mohd Raman is a member of PWMS, Majlis Pusat, Asas 50, 
APAD, Perkumpulan Seni, NAC, NLB Malay Advisory Committee as well as the Government Parliamentary 
Committee for Information, Communication and the Arts. In addition, Raman is  advisor to the Khadijah 
Mosque management board as well as an AMP Resource person. Other portfolios which he had held include 
being a past member of the MUIS feedback committee, Editor of Sekata, the MBMS magazine; Board member 
of MBMS, Chairman of Yayasan Mendaki Culture committee and the NAC Board member.  
 
Raman is considered to be one of the main “activists” for Asas 50. In the literary scene, he actively encourages 
written works on Malay language, literature and culture. He continuously encourages and shapes the 
involvement of youths in writing and literary associations. He is dedicated to raising the synergy of local Malay 
organisations in promoting Malay language and literature. One of his main contribution has been producing a 
memoir for Muhd Ariff Ahmad (a prominent expert and activist of the Malay language and culture in 
Singapore).  
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Ms Hidayah Amin 
Hidayah Amin is the founder of Archipelago Consultancy and publisher of Helang Books.  

Born in Kampong Glam, Hidayah has studied in Singapore, France, United States and 
England. She received her master’s degree from Lehigh University and Cambridge 
University. She has been awarded several scholarships such as Fullbright Scholarship, 
Alpha Delta Kappa’s International Teacher Education Scholarship and Tan Kah Kee 
Postgraduate Scholarship. 

Hidayah has written 2 books and 47 articles (on heritage and culture) as well as several 
academic articles. She has also produced more than 70 documentaries, audio programs and short films.  

Active in doing community work and going on humanitarian expeditions, Hidayah is nevertheless comfortable 
discussing world politics with dignitaries at United Nations Headquarters (UN) in New York, where she 
interned pro-bono for 6 months, and assisted Palestinian refugees in Lebanon camps.  

 
Mr Suryakenchana Omar 

Suryakenchana received his Bachelor and Master of Arts (Hons) in Southeast Asian 
Studies at the National University of Singapore. His compositions and theses are often 
associated with the Javanese culture and mindsets especially from the aspects of  
shadow puppet shows and the elaborate Javanese kraton rituals. 
 
He currently holds portfolios as Director (Culture & Community) at By Definition Pte Ltd, 
Director (Academic Service) at Singa-sports Academy Pte Ltd and Academic Associate at 

the Centre for Enterprise and Communications at Republic Polytechnic. He is also an active member of 4PM 
and Persekutuan Jawa Al-Masakin. 

 

Collaborating Organisations 

 

Centre for Research on Islamic and Malay Affairs (RIMA) 
 

RIMA engages in strategic research aimed at providing thought leadership in 
contemporary Malay and Muslim affairs. 
 
Website   :  www.rima.sg 
Facebook : www.facebook.com/RIMASingapore?fref=ts 

 

 
Bicara Bangun Bangsa (BBB) 

Bicara Bangun Bangsa is an online platform which serves to raise the awareness of Malays 
in the archipelago so that they will unite and stride towards progress for their respective 
communities. 

Facebook : www.facebook.com/bicarabangunbangsa 
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       Session 1  

        Keyakinan Berbahasa Melayu di Singapura 

        Panellists   : Mohd Naim Daipi, Mr Isa Kamari 

        Moderator  : Dr Shamsuri Juhari 

 
      Dr Shamsuri Juhari initiated the first plenary session by     
      introducing some of the themes that will be touched on  
      during the session. These include issues such as how the   
      current emphasis on the English language has mitigated 

the use of the Malay language as a means of communication among members of the ethnic community in 
Singapore and how modernisation has led to the erosion of Malay tradition and language. 
 
Cikgu Mohd Naim Daipi began his sharing with a presentation on the topic of ‘Lack of confidence in speaking 
the Malay language among the Malay community in Singapore reaching crisis levels’. 
 
He began by citing a poem by Mr Suratman Markasan which was written in 1986. The literary piece comprises 
his thoughts about the National Language of Singapore. It laments the loss of Malay as the National Language 
in Singapore. Next, he highlighted a quote from Dr Liaw Yock Fang extracted from Berita Harian regarding the 
same issue: 
 
‘Usahlah Bahasa Melayu digelar Bahasa Kebangsaan pada nama sahaja dan janganlah orang Melayu sendiri 
memandang hina kepada bahasa ibunda mereka’ – Berita Harian, 29 September 2012 
 
 Other than Mr Mahmood Ahmad, Dr Liaw Yock Fang was the only one wrote a book about the National 
Language. 
 
Another quote highlighted by Cikgu Naim was taken from Dr Mahathir Mohamed’s blog , ‘Che Det’ , derived 
on 4th September 2012: 
 
‘Budaya, adat istiadat Melayu juga terhakis. Yang tinggal hanyalah agama Islam mereka. Kemelayuan mereka 
hanya tinggal separuh. Kita boleh ramal yang hakisan kemelayuan mereka akan berterusan sehingga akan 
hilanglah Melayu di Singapura’. 
 
Not only that, Dr Mahathir forewarned that if nothing is done to address the situation, the time will come 
when Singapore will be depleted of its Malay population. 
 
Lastly, Cikgu Naim quoted what was written by Johan Jaafar, a theatre activist whose article appeared in Berita 
Harian Malaysia on 12th September 2012: 
 
‘……. Mereka hanya boleh hidup dengan hanya menguasai Bahasa Inggeris. Memang terbukti sejak Singapura 
berpisah dengan Malaysia pada tahun 1965, republic ini menjadi kuasa ekonomi serantau ……. ‘ 
 
 
Cikgu Naim explained that the four comments served to emphasize the gradual erosion of the Malay language. 
He elaborated via a further slide presentation displaying the demographical aspects of the Malay population in 
Singapore that the size of the community currently stands at 13.4% of the population. However, these figures 
also show that since 1970, the Malay population has been plunging from 14.8% to the current 13.4%  of the 
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country’s total population. It follows the pattern that the birth rate of the Malay community has declined from 
2.16% in 1987 to 1.64% in 2012. He bemoaned the fact that with a smaller number, it will be difficult for the 
language of any particular race to be propagated and expanded in its usage. He therefore warns that the 
traditions of the Malays as well as their language will gradually be significant only in museums.  
 
Next in line to speak was Mr Isa Kamari, a profound Malay local writer whose books had been translated into 
English and published in the international arena. He touched on how three of his books show relevance to the 
topic of the session itself. 
 
‘Memeluk Gerhana’, Mr Isa explained, contains a moral statement which tells us that as a community, we 
Malays, should not look down on ourselves or be overly pessimistic due to our perception of our own 
weaknesses.  
 
Another book, ‘Rawa’ comprises his take on alternative answers to significant questions regarding the history 
of Singapore. For example, ‘Who was the first person to arrive in Singapore?’ ‘Why are their histories not 
told?’ etc. The book claim that no effort has been made to re-establish or revive the values that were 
practiced by the indigenous population in Singapore. Mr Isa elaborated that prior to writing this particular 
book, he put in much time reading about the lives of the people of Seletar and Kallang. He also undertook in 
depth research on events which happened before and after Raffles came to Singapore. The book comprises 
stories involving three generations which spanned the period before Singapore’s Independence up to the year 
1990. The personal insights that Mr Isa contributed via the book offers readers an alternative history of 
Singapore from the perspective of its indigenous population. 
 
The final book that Mr Isa mentioned was ‘Duka Tuan Bertakhta’. Mr Isa contends that the novel provides 
another alternative to the history of Singapore as it balances both the ‘Official’ and ‘Unofficial’ histories of the 
country. 
 
As a concluding statement, Mr Isa provided this emphasis: “If we (the Malays) do not tell our own story, who 
else do you expect to do the job? It will be disastrous if we allow others (Non-Malays) create our own stories”. 
 
Q and A  
 

I. A member of the audience posed two questions – What are the factors which contributed to the 
decline in the growth of the Malay population to decline and whether there has been an absence of 
language use observers (‘quality watchdog bodies’) whose role is to monitor and minimize the 
intrusion of the English language in the malay media thus preserving the purity of the Malay language. 
 
Cikgu Naim replied that the inclusion of foreign citizens and the comparatively steady growth of the 
rest the population have caused the Malay population size to relatively decrease. He added that the 
‘intrusion’ of English words into the Malay language is due to our attitude of not emphasizing the use 
of proper Malay when we speak. Cikgu Naim opined that the media has resorted to using English 
words in the Malay language to get the attention of teenagers, which then translates to higher 
viewership ratings. With regards to the ‘language usage quality observers’, they do monitor but are lax 
in doing so. 
 

II. Another participant asked if Majlis Bahasa Melayu Singapura (MBMS) has any short-term or long-term 
plans towards empowering Malay language users in the various institutions in Singapore.  
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In his capacity as a Executive Committee member, Cikgu Naim highlighted that MBMS do have strategic 
plans to encourage the use of Malay. For example, as a permanent member of MASTERA, they have 
been involved in activities such as publications and assessments in the region. One such event is the 
“Penganugerahan Tokoh Sasterawan Muda Nusantara”. Besides the Bulan Bahasa campaign, MBMS 
will also be organizing a conference for Singapore literary writers. 
 

III. A participant asked for the panelists’ opinions on the usage of “Bahasa Baku”. He wanted to know if it 
truly helps in promoting the use of the Malay language or whether in merely served as a hindrance to 
its development. 
 

According to Cikgu Naim, parents must play a role in preparing and encouraging their children in the 
latter’s learning of “bahasa baku”. For instance, they themselves can participate in Malay language 
events. This will help the children in developing their usage of Malay language in “Bahasa Baku”. 
 

IV. A female participant opined that Malay literature should be re-introduced in schools as part of the 
curriculum. Her concern however was on how to get the younger generation interested in Malay 
literature especially since there are currently insufficient reading materials. She nevertheless suggest 
that it be introduced at the primary level. 
 

Mr Isa Kamari admitted that he has actually received feedback that youths find his novels difficult to 
understand. However, he felt that one should not be daunted by these and greater opportunities 
should actually be made for youths to enjoy Malay literature through outlets such as the media, stage 
performances or songs in order for them to be accepted and understood easily. Poems can be made 
into songs or theatre performances to attract the youths towards Malay literature.   

 
 

       Session 2 

       Melayu Singapura Pasca-1965 
       Panellists  : Maarof Salleh, Abdul Halim Kader 
       Moderator : Idham Ahmad 

      The session began with the moderator, Mr Idham who is     

      the Administrator of the Bicara Bangun Bangsa (BBB)   

      Facebook group requesting that the audience not make  

      comments or reports of the day’s proceedings on any form  

      of media (including Facebook) without the explicit 

permission of the organisers. He then initiated the session by clarifying that the evolution of the Singaporean 

Malay identity began in 1965 when Singapore and Malaysia separated. The event marked the period where 

the indigenous ethnic minority group became Singaporean Malays. 

 

The first panellist, community leader Mr Halim Kader related that he is thankful to have been given the 

opportunity to help the Malay community. He added that one cannot mention “Malay” without mentioning 

“Muslim”. He implies that the two concepts are intertwined when one discusses the issue of Malay identity. As 
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an ethnic community, he feels confident that the Malays do possess an inherent spirit of “togetherness” which 

has the potential to turn the world around. However, the product of such a spirit is elusive in reality as the 

problem remains that the Malays lack unity. 

 

In talking about Malay or ethnic issues, he considers himself a controversial person and has never been afraid 

of saying what is in his mind. The only fear which keeps him in check comes from only the following sources:  

God, his parents, his teacher and himself. On the last aspect, he mentions that it keeps him in check because 

of the belief that when one has power, one might unknowingly belittle and tread upon the rights of others.  

 

Mr Halim revealed that he has been involved with the Perjuangan Melayu (Malay Struggle) for almost 50 

years.  He started from the age of 15 years. Career wise, he has risen through the ranks despite coming from a 

poor family. Alongside his achievements, he has never stopped working hard with his peers for the betterment 

of the Malays. Sharing more on his background, Mr Halim tells the audience that though he had been invited 

to be a candidate during previous elections, he nevertheless prefers to work for the Malay Muslim community 

at the grassroots level instead of in Parliament. Delving more into his personal history, he shared that he 

chose to stay in Singapore post-1965 because he considers the country to be his home and believes it to be 

the place where he can effectively raise his children. The same belief drove him to become one of the 

founders of Majlis Pusat, an organisation created to uplift the community in the aspects of education, 

economy, language and religion. 

 

The next panellist, Mr Raman Daud began by saying that the issue of confidence in the Malay language should 

be discussed from several aspects. For one, he argued that the existence of Malay identity is debatable as he 

questioned if the Malay race still exists. The problem, he feels, can be represented by the increasingly 

questionable status of Malay as Singapore’s national language. He asks “What is the status of the Malay 

language (when even its role has not been sustained)?” As a result, the self-esteem, and in consequence, the 

self-identity of the Malays becomes a big question mark. The situation is compounded when even the elite 

Malays do not speak Malay nor acknowledge themselves to be Malay. 

 

According to Mr Maarof Salleh who spoke next, Malay identity comes from a combination of two aspects – 

one through outward behaviour and the other as perceived and defined by the Malays themselves. For e.g. in 

the latter, one may be Indian, Arab etc by wayof biological lineage but ethnically you may identify yourself as 

being a Malay. 

 

He admitted that the MMC has had many achievements but it nevertheless faces many challenges. As such, 

there is a need to stop from just discussing on political issues and instead turn the discourse on themes such 

as education, critical thinking, etc. The MMC should not let itself be terkongkong (confined). Elaborating on 

this point, he mentioned that there exists strong political interest among those in the community – some 80% 

of the discussions on Facebook have been on themes relating to politics. However, even with this, he feels 

that the MMC as a whole is not sure of what it wants. He suggests that in order to achieve significant impact, 

discussions on politics must be made to be more objective. In other words, the MMC needs to be more precise 

on what it wants to achieve.  
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For instance, Mr Maarof offers the opinion that discussion relating to Article 152 (2) is very important: The 

Malays are the indigenous people of Singapore and their rights should be protected (as should their language 

and religion). However, a lack of focus on the thread of discussions surrounding this topic shows that we need 

to maximise such opportunities so that we can benefit from them. He provided examples where the lack of 

focus occurs in such occasions by highlighting that some contributors see those who did not share their 

opinions as enemies which deserved their condemnation. Such negative attitudes merely serve to minimise 

the community’s potential for co-operation.  

 

Q and A 

 

I. A member of audience asked if Singapore Malays should be equated with being Muslim. He argues 

that while this has been the case in Malaysia, there has not been any legal definition of what 

constitutes being Malay here in Singapore. What exists is only a historical definition dating back to the 

time when Singapore was a colony of the British. 

 

Mr Raman offers the opinion that if one is not Muslim, he/she is not a complete Malay.  

 

II. Another participant commented that in the 1970s, there was a subject in school called “National 

Language” which required that all students learn Malay. It was a compulsory subject then. However, it 

has since been scrapped. This is another reason for the ‘downgrade’ in status of the Malay language. 

 

Mr Maarof replies that there is no point in being angry about the situation if you don’t know what you 

want as an alternative. 

 

III. A participant stood up to say that there is a trend that people think the Malay language is not 

important. Similarly, there are efforts to differentiate the Singaporean Malay and the Nusantara Malay. 

This is detrimental as “Unity is strength”. Taken together, there are 300 million Muslims in the region. 

We should not try to differentiate ourselves with labels such as “Singaporean Malay”, “Malaysian 

Malay” etc. He proposes that the Malay language be used as a unifying tool. In the same light, he 

questions why the Malay language is not being seriously promoted. MMOs like AMP, Mendaki, etc 

should work together to cooperate and promote the Malay language so as to uplift the bahasa bangsa 

Melayu. If every member of the community play their roles positively, he does not think that the 

government will oppose to such demands. As he reiterated, “If we don’t protect our rights, no one 

will”.  

 

Agreeing to this, Mr Halim Kader highlighted that he will want to revamp his Taman Bacaan to create 

more opportunities to have dialogues, conventions and roundtable discussions on issues concerning 

the Malays because “when we united, we are strong”. He urges the MMC to write to Dr Yaacob 

Ibrahim or the Prime Minister, “Write up to even 10 times if you must. Surely it will open up his heart”. 

He shared that he undertook the same strategy and this led to the TTFS being reviewed.  

 

10 



 

Mr Raman encouraged the audience to show support to an endowment donation drive currently 

underway to preserve the Malay language and culture. A notice of the project was sent to many 

teachers but not many have made an effort to reply. In fact, of the half million dollars collected, 70% 

were from non-Malay donors. This led him to question the pride of the Malays. He reiterates therefore 

that in order to correct the race, individual member must first be willing to correct their own selves. 

  

Mr Maarof emphasised Mr Raman’s point by stating that we sometimes tend to only see the fault as 

originating from others, for example the ruling government, instead of looking at ourselves. He 

therefore urged everyone present to “majukan diri sendiri”.  

 

 

     Session 3 

      

     Cabaran Melestarikan Budaya Melayu Singapura 

     Panellists : Hidayah Amin, Suryakenchana Omar &   

                             Sarafian Salleh 

     Moderator : Syafarin Sarif 

 

     As the first presenter, Ms Hidayah Amin shared on the    

    challenges she faced in her attempts at making Singapore     

    Malay history and culture known to the larger society. She 

shared that funding is one of the biggest challenges especially when it comes to publishing books on Malay 

history.  For instance, a book titled “Istana Kampong Glam: archaeological excavations at a nineteenth century 

Malay Palace in Singapore” written by Jennifer Barry, rejected for publication by the Malay Heritage Centre 

was surprisingly published in the United Kingdom. The reason for this as claimed by Malay Heritage Centre is 

that they did not receive any funding or support for its publication. 

 

Another obstacle arose due to the ‘Hang Nadim’ syndrome. The syndrome refers to the prejudice and 

subsequent downplay of good ideas produced by the younger generation who wish to promote Singapore’s 

Malay culture and language in the country. From her experience and observations, initiatives by groups of 

these individuals were usually given a brush-off by the older generation who still wield power in the 

community. 

 

The next challenge that she pointed out was the gradual erosion of the significance of Malay history 

undertaken for the purposes of business and marketing. She opined that if Malays themselves do not put a 

stop to this, the trend will persist. She further mentioned that activities which promote Malay culture 

currently has failed to make any impact as people have the tendency to think it as unimportant and a waste of 

time. 

 

The grave situation adds to the fact that although the government has allocated $350 million as funds for the 

development of culture and heritage, only a small portion is set aside for publications, an effective component 

having the potential of resolving the situation.  
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The next panellist, Mr Suryakenchana Omar is an expert in Javanese traditions having been a descendant of a 

Javanese royal family. He conducts workshops and talks with the objective of introducing (sometimes 

reintroducing) Javanese culture in Singapore. His company, By Definition Pte Ltd goes by the motto of  

Budayakan warisan, Wariskan budaya which means ‘practice the culture, preserve the heritage’. He 

emphasised the “What, Who and Why?” when conducting his workshops. ‘Who’ refers to whom the heritage 

shall be preserved for. ‘What’ refers to what is to be preserved (an item, folklore, belief etc.) and ‘Why’ refers 

to the reasons for the actions to be taken. 

 

The last panellist, Mr Sarafian Salleh is of Bugis descendent. He shares his interest in recording cultural 

landscapes by way of photography. In explaining his interest, he shares the opinion that mosques in Singapore 

should retain their Malay architecture and facade so as to continually project symbols of the indigenous 

culture in cosmopolitan Singapore.  He reveals a current project which he is undertaking with Dr Imran titled 

‘Jalan Kubor’. In tracing the histories of the graves located in the area, the study has managed to compile 5 

deceased families; 2 of which are Minang, 2 Bugis and the last a Javanese family.  

 

Q and A 

 

I. A member of the audience offered the opinion that in order to instil interest in Malay arts and culture 

among the younger generation, one has to be sure of historical facts or else the points raised will be 

seen as flippant. 

 

II. Another participant commented that funding should never pose a problem if we are prepared to be 

independent. Publishing of books, organising events aimed at promoting Malay culture, etc is feasible 

if you learn to be self-reliant and not depend on official bodies. 

 

III. Pride, as highlighted by another participant, is the key to revitalize one’s culture. Although made easier 

when accompanied by excellence in economy and education, it is nevertheless an important element 

that one must have to make one’s culture known and everlasting. 

 

 

Session 4 – Closing Forum 

I. A member of the audience shared that while Malays 

should be encouraged to converse in Malay which then 

serves the purpose of sustaining its value. However, he 

cautions against making it a necessity that bahasa baku be 

used as it may then discourage potential users. 

 

II. He added that the status of Bahasa Melayu as the 

National Language should be emphasised. One way is by urging the authorities to use the Malay 

language in speeches or announcements during official functions. Nevertheless, understanding that 
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fluency and comprehension can be constraint, he proposed that Malay phrases only be used at the 

beginning of such official speeches as a symbolic gesture. For example the PM might perhaps utter 

Selamat Sejahtera when starting his speech before continuing the rest in English. This is a current 

practice in Ireland there Irish phrases are used at the beginning of official speeches. Such such 

government moves will act to raise the status of the language. 

 

III. In reference to RIMA’s objectives in organising this event, Dr Shamsuri clarified that one of the Centre’s 

current research focus deals with the themes of culture and heritage, identity formation and migration. 

RIMA intends to organise a conference relating to the theme in September 2014. The issues presented 

during the symposium will thus as a means of preparation for the proposed conference. 

 

IV. Another participant questioned as to why Malays are still speaking in English among themselves even 

though they are in a group comprising entirely of persons who understand Malay perfectly for example 

in meetings. Speaking in Malay must thus be made a priority during such occasions.  

 

V. The same speaker also highlighted occasions where Malay names are given a lower priority over Arabic 

ones. For example, the naming of roads and mosques.  

 

VI. He also laments that today’s youths are not allowed/encouraged to watch Malay shows on tv. So it 

also boils down to a question of parental support. 

 

VII. A participant stood up and spoke on the need to encourage critical thinking in the process of identity 

formation. He asked rhetorically, “Can a future Prime Minister be a Malay?” The answer is ‘yes’ but 

only if the community has created a firm identity for itself. 

 

VIII. On a final note, he lamented on the lack of educational approaches or diversity in components in the 

teaching of Malay culture.  For instance, thought he considers himself only having superficial 

knowledge on Malay traditional medicine, he nevertheless had to accept an invitation to lecture on the 

topic as there was nobody qualified enough to do it.  
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