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HARDCORE As our population swells, the concept of a ‘core Singaporean’ is becoming 
murky. In this ongoing series to find the Singaporean Core – a term raised in 
Parliament during the Population White Paper debate – we speak to people 
with a pink IC to see how red and white they truly are

What qualities do you have that make you Singaporean? 
My love for food, whether it’s hawker food or home-cooked food. I 
like it that Singapore food represents all the different races. 

How would you describe Singapore to a stranger?
Singapore is clean, safe and prosperous, a country with a very good 
future. 

What are the little quirks you see in Singapore every day? 
The kiasu-ness, whether it’s on the MRT, bus, or at the food court. It 
annoys me because everyone is rushing for one thing and they don’t 
care for other people.

What food do you miss most when you’re overseas? 
Chicken rice, roti prata and my mother’s cooking.

What are your favourite Singlish phrases or words? 
“Alamak”, “aiyoyo” (from the Channel 8 show Good Morning Sir star-
ring Chen Liping) and “tak boleh tahan” (“cannot stand it” in Malay).

If you feel you 
are uniquely 
Singaporean 
or you think 
you know 

someone who 
is, e-mail 

tnp@sph.com.
sg and share 

your story 
with us

REPORT: CELINE CHEN
cceline@sph.com.sg

HE WENT from hanging around 
bad company to becoming one 
of the youngest residents’ com-

mittee (RC) chairmen when he was ap-
pointed in 2010.

The then 29-year-old was appointed af-
ter five years of being a volunteer at Marsil-
ing Zone 1 RC. He resigned his post several 
months later due to work commitments. 

It has been a long road for Mr Muham-
mad Dzul Azhan Haji Sahban, 31.

He had completed his N levels in 1997 
with distinctions in English and Malay. 

But instead of going on to take his O lev-
els, he dropped out of school. He passed 
his time at HDB void decks and shopping 
centres, while his friends smoked and got 
into fights.

After a few months of “wasting time”, 
his parents got increasingly worried.

“My parents were very disappointed. I 
was the only child and my parents had 
high hopes for me as I was a son. My dad 
sat down with me, told me to think about 
my future and asked me to reflect.

“It made me realise that I couldn’t be 
wasting time doing nothing.”

He stopped hanging out with his friends 
and took up part-time jobs as a cashier and 
a waiter. 

Looking back now, he said: “I really re-
gret it. If I could do it again I would have 
continued my studies, got a diploma and 
then a university degree.”

After completing his national service in 
the Singapore Civil Defence Force in 2001, 
he decided to take his studies seriously.

With the savings from his $280 monthly 
allowance as a private and salary from 
part-time jobs earlier, he bought textbooks 
and sat for the O- and A-levels as a private 
candidate.

After several attempts, he did well 
enough to enrol in the National Institute of 
Education in 2004. As a trainee teacher, he 
was involved in a community project that 
dealt with special needs children. Concur-
rently, he also became a grassroots volun-
teer. 

After graduating in 2008, he taught for 
two years as a Malay language teacher in 
a primary school. And because of his past, 
he paid special attention to troubled stu-
dents in his class. He became their friend, 
listened to their problems and shared his 
past experiences with them.

While he succeeded in convincing 
them to hit their books, he still wonders 
how they are doing now.

 “I succeeded in the short term, but I’m 
not sure if that’s still the case now,” he said. 

New father
 Today, he is a sales executive at a con-

struction-related materials supplier. He is 
also a regular contributor to The Straits 
Times, Berita Harian, My Paper and The 
New Paper forum pages. 

Yesterday at 5.50pm, his wife, a 31-year-
old reservation assistant in a hospital, gave 
birth to their firstborn, a son named Dani-
yal. 

His aspirations for little Daniyal?
“To be a good person, to do well in stud-

ies, career and (have a) family. And not to 
follow in my footsteps. But if it happens, I’ll 
do what my father did for me.”

When asked if he would migrate, he 
said: “I won’t do that. Singapore is my 
country, my home and I was born here. I 
went to a neighbourhood school, served 
national service and built my family and 
career here.

“There is no use in escaping or running 
away to another country. We should stand 
up for Singapore and work hard for our 
children’s futures.”

From bad boy to grassroots leader
TNP PICTURE: GARY GOH
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