
Malaysia is multi-ethnic country consisting of three main races: Malay - the majority, 

Chinese and Indians; and over 60 other minorities. In government forms, under Race, usually 

there are four boxes to tick: Malay, Chinese, Indian and Others, or Lain-lain. 

 

OTHER/LAIN-LAIN 

 

As a schoolboy 

I was always asked what "mix" I was 

As if I were ingredients to make a cake by 

As if I were eggs that needed to be separated into yellows and whites 

For batter — or worse then, I would say I'm half-baked or setengah masak 

Like the two half-boiled eggs my anglophile, wholly Ceylonese father ate ritually every 

morning 

Made faithfully by his Chinese-born, Indian-adopted wife 

and served with white salt, black pepper and brown toast 

 

White, yellow, brown or black? 

Colour, mix, race, boxes to tick 

Why didn't we have more choices like the Luna 12-colour pencil boxes we had 

or the 64-colour boxes that my rich friends had that I so envied 

‘Cause I was told I was not Malay, Chinese nor Indian 

and even though the teacher insisted Ceylonese should be classified under Indian 

I refused to play the game 

(And why was my mother's "composition" not in the equation?) 

 

When it comes to race, cikgu, jangan main-main (teacher, don’t play, play) 

I would rather be tagged Lain-lain 

Not as a badge of shame 

But to show that that under this pricked skin we are same-same 

After all isn't lain-lain just an anagram for nail-nail 

Like the two in the cross 

I'd rather be a martyr then for all those who are lost 

And if they crucified me for it  

Maybe it would start a religion that a billion "others" professed to 

 

And the Lain-lain gospels would not be written by only four men 

It would have a billion godless spells written by every man, woman 

and every gender in between  

Every page, verse and chapter would not just be in black ink on white paper 

but a psychedelic rainbow reflecting nothing anyone has ever heard or seen before 

 

We are all from the same DNA, so why do you label me as another? 

Do our mothers and fathers deserve to be called Others? 

I could call you sister or brother or any pronoun you wish to be 

You see, it really doesn't matter to me. 

I only see what I see 

Do you see me too? 

 

So, tell me again: 

What colour are your fears? 



What race are your tears? 

What religion is your blood? 

What language are your hopes? 

What ancestry, breeding, caste, descent, extraction, pedigree, parentage, 

background status do I have to be, to call you my friend? 

And what will it take for you to identify me as hu-man? 

 

Because when they made Lain-lain they didn't just break the mould 

They broke the yoke 

and mixed in white salt and black pepper 

and dipped brown toast in it and it was whole- 

meal, fully organic, naturally delicious, take it or leaven it 

 

We may decline to be defined by tiny boxes you tick on 

and we may pay the price because we don't conform  

But at least we know we are our own 

Yes, I am the Other 

We. Are. All. Others. 

Instead of Other 

Can't you just reach out 

Shake my hand and call me brother? 
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PUNCH-TUATION 

 

It is quite obvious you consider yourself a question mark 

You like the mystery of it 

You want to be an enigma 

So that others will be curious about you 

Even romantically curious maybe 

 

The question marks sit on your head like seahorses 

Their eyes in mock terror, silent and drifting with a soft tide 

Perhaps one question mark was about your near suicide 

Another, the depression that led to it 

Another, was the search for your identity 

Another, your dilemma with your gender 

Another, your tentative sexual awakening 

Another, your parental purgatory that drifted between hell and heaven 

 

You feel in between sometimes 

Like the pause in the comma of this sentence, 

of your life 

Or perhaps the forgotten, less often-used, increasingly redundant semi-colon; 

that longer pause that separates two equally worthy thoughts 

It irks you that others still can't see there is more to you 

No one has really peered close enough, right into your soul, 

to uncover the beauty of your exclamation marks 

Perhaps you haven't felt them yourself for some time 



Perhaps you are tired of being labelled with air quotation marks 

that suggests you are "someone" you are not 

So, you stand up at the microphone, breathe in and stretch tall 

and straight, hoping others will exclaim and see the point 

of you 

 

Or perhaps you are hyperventilating because you are trying to re-invent by hyphenating: 

Journalist-writer-freelancer-author-editor-teacher-lecturer-trainer-speaker-columnist-artist- 

poet-drama-queen 

Perhaps your inner longings are for the pregnant pause of a period 

Perhaps the search for you; who you are; would end — finally — with a full stop. 

Perhaps all you ever wanted was to be a good lover, partner or spouse 

Maybe even a great mother or father 

 

Perhaps some nights you would no longer feel that engulfing emptiness 

That comes with the unfinished poem 

Grappling with stanzas that have lost their rhythm 

The rhymes that seem so forced 

The climax of a faked sonnet 

The words that do not come 

 

And perhaps, the next time, you will no longer take the long drive back home, alone 

Feeling like the last dot in an endless, trailing ellipsis… 

And all this needy punctuation 

Will finally end 

In the warm embrace 

Of your own true self 
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