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The padi museum at Gunung Keriang, Kedah. There are many Malay proverbs associated with padi.

Like mother, like son

Carle likes ‘the aphoristic sharpness
of many of Lim’s poems’.

n By FAEZAH ISMAIL

THE Anglo-American proverb
“where bees are there is
honey” has a Malay equivalent:

ada gula adalah semut (where
there’s sugar, there will be ants).

While “you can’t make an om-
elette without breaking eggs” re-
sembles kalau tidak dipecahkan ruy-
ung, masakan dapat sagunya (if the
outer part of the palm trunk is not
broken, how is the pith to be ob-
tained?).

The close affinity between Malay
and Anglo-American proverbs had
made a profound impact on Uni-
versiti Kebangsaan Malaysia academ-
ic Dr Lim Kim Hui, prompting him to
embark on a scholarly journey that
would culminate in a “ground-break-
ing” doctoral thesis.

If some “choose to see the similar-
ity as influences”, the research fellow
at the Institute of Occidental Studies
perceives it as the “universality of
human experience and existence”.

The product of Lim’s preoccupa-
tion with Malay proverbs is Budi as
the Malay Mind: A Philosophical
Study of Malay Ways of Reasoning
and Emotion in Peribahasa (see story
on H2).

But what had triggered his “love
for the emotion and rationality of
the Malay language”? His multicul-
tural background may hold the key
to solving the mystery.

The academic was born in Ayer
Hitam, Kedah on July 21, 1962. His
parents were padi farmers and he is
the youngest of 11 siblings. He grew
up surrounded by the changing col-
ours and sounds of the padi fields in
the predominantly Malay Ayer
Hitam, about 20km from Alor Star.

Lim credits his mother Eau Chong
Liau for his attachment to cultural

diversity and his early understanding
of oral communication.

Eau, who is of Thai-Chinese par-
entage, respects both Thai and
Chinese cultures. Just like Nyonya
women, she is fond of the kebaya
and batik sarong and speaks excel-
lent Kedah Malay dialect.

“My mother accepts cultural dif-
ferences. It is the same with me,”
says Lim. “Like mother, like son”, to
vary slightly the famous idiom “like
father, like son”.

He recalls his mother’s greeting in
Thai: paidi madi (go in good form
and return in good shape) and takes
comfort in its soothing message.

Growing up in Kedah, young Lim
and his brothers would accompany
their mother, who is now in her 80s,
to a Siamese temple during Thai
Buddhist festivals. At other times,
prayers were observed at a Chinese
temple.

Enjoying the Thai version of way-
ang kulit was one example of the
“types of cultural entertainment we
had those days”. “Today, there is
only DVD,” quips Lim.

His late father Lim Oo Seah
brought him closer into the world of
Chinese oral folklore and the per-
forming arts. The elder Lim and his
youngest son would watch Chinese
opera on special days of the Chinese
cultural calendar. Lim recalls those
days nostalgically and laments the
neglect of the art.

Visiting their Malay neighbours
was something the Lim family did
naturally. Young Lim played gasing
and sepak raga with the neighbour-
hood youngsters.

Lim’s childhood is a lesson on
multiculturalism. Early exposure to
diverse cultures has left a lasting im-
pression on the man who now likes
to compare civilisations. “If Malaysia

can make full use of its ethnic di-
versity, it will become a great na-
tion,” he observes.

Lim’s gift for Malay literature did
not surface until he took Bahasa
Melayu in Form Six. He kept up the
interest when he enrolled on a me-
dia studies programme at the Uni-
versity of Malaya (UM).

Malay literature kept him occu-
pied during lonely moments and the
dark chapters of his life as an under-
graduate and a postgraduate.

He was also enthralled by philo-
sophy and found the works of Ger-
man philosophers (Kant, Hegel,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche) and
French philosopher Descartes “inter-
esting”. At the time he read their
Mandarin versions.

The loner in Lim treats solitude as
a good friend. He wants to savour
the clarity and depth of thought
that privacy offers; it is during such
moments that he reflects on ques-
tions that trouble him.

He refuses to dwell on feelings of

negativity. Instead, he would turn
them into a philosophical exercise. It
has served him well in his struggle
to carve a niche for himself in the
complex and competitive world of
academia.

In addition to being a student of
philosophy, logic and rhetoric, Lim
is a poet.

The full force of the padi fields
descended on him when he attemp-
ted his first poem. The result was Se-
biji Nasi which appeared in Ming-
guan Malaysia on July 5, 1987. An
image of unfinished rice on plates
had unleashed his creativity.

Many of his poems and short stor-
ies have been published in books,
the Bahasa Malaysia dailies and
magazines.

His creations have been organised
into two anthologies which are now
with the publisher.

Ceritera Puisi comprises reflections
on personal experience and national
issues written between 1987 and
1999. Almost all in this collection —
which puts together his early verses
— have been published.

Those grouped under the title of
Kembara Fikir Di Tanah Senja
(1999-2005), deal with political, so-
cial and cultural issues which he had
encountered during his travels in
Europe.

More than 15 have been trans-
lated into German by Professor Rain-
er Carle, Lim’s PhD supervisor at
Hamburg University.

Kuliah Tadika V: Takrif Hak Asasi
Manusia was translated into Persian
in Afghanistan and published in
Melli Eqtedar Weekly (May 15, 2003),
a weekly newspaper on culture,
politics and society .

Carle, who admires Lim’s “soph-
isticated aesthetics”, likes “the aph-
oristic sharpness of many of his

poems such as Fikir, Antara Kita
dengan Mereka and the Kuliah
Tadika series (musings on interna-
tional concerns) which hold up a
heavy critical mirror to the Western
reader”.

Lim is well known in the Malay
poetry circle. In 1995, he headed a
delegation of young poets to a po-
etry workshop in Manila. He is also
one of the editors of Aseano, an an-
thology of poems penned by South-
east Asian delegates who attended
the Manila session.

Lim’s multiple talents have gained
him awards both in the creative and
academic fields. He won the Hadiah
Sayembara Puisi Kebangsaan
Shapadu-Gapena 1992 and was
placed second in the Peraduan
Menulis Puisi Bosnia 1994.

The academic is also known for his
teaching skills: UKM named him
Best Lecturer for 1998 (arts and hu-
manities).

A few years ago Lim was awarded
the Humboldt Fellowship — the
most prestigious fellowship in the
German-speaking world. It is given
to early-stage researchers from
abroad who are below 40 and hold
doctorates to carry out research pro-
jects of their own choice in Ger-
many.

He spent a year in Hamburg be-
ginning July 2004 and his research
was on Malay rhetoric.

“That he got it is something we
should celebrate,” says Institute of
Occidental Studies director Professor
Datuk Shamsul Amri Baharuddin.

Goethe-Institut Kuala Lumpur dir-
ector Dr Volker Wolf says Humboldt
Fellows are “in the group of first-
class international researchers who
have greatly contributed to (scholar-
ship) and are well represented in the
Nobel Prize winning community”.


