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Negotiating Racism in Online Apologia:
A Critical Discourse Analysis of Comments on ‘Locked Up in Malaysia’s
Lockdown’ (2020) Documentary

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the discourse of defense (apologia) in response to Al-Jazeera’s 101 East ‘Locked Up in
Malaysia’s Lockdown’ (2020) documentary. It delves into the counter-narratives presented by Malaysian netizens as
they aim to challenge the claims made in the documentary and defend the actions of Malaysian government. Their
responses were qualitatively unpacked using three discursive strategies in Reisigl and Wodak (2016), namely,
nomination, predication, and argumentation. The findings shed light on the ways, in which Malaysian netizens, in an
attempt to restore Malaysia’s reputation and clear its name, repositioned themselves and the Other, while
simultaneously negotiating, perpetuating and reinforcing discrimination and racism. This paper also argues the
widening gap between Malaysians (in-group) and the migrant community (out-group) during challenging times like
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Keywords: Apologia strategies,; positive self-negative others; racism and discriminarion; argumenration; critical
discourse analysis

INTRODUCTION

Malaysia's migrant worker population in November 2020 consisted of approximately 1.38 million
individuals with legal status, while undocumented foreign workers was estimated to surpass three
times that figure (Surendran, 19 April 2021; see also The Straits Times, 9 May 2020). Previous
reports spanning from 2010 to 2019 indicate that these migrant workers are predominantly
engaged in low-skilled and semi-skilled occupations, commonly referred to as "dirty, dangerous,
and difficult" (3D) jobs (see DOSM, 2011; DOSM, 2015; DOSM, 2020)'. Amidst the ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic, Malaysia's adoption of various phases of a cordon sanitaire has intensified
the economic upheaval, resulting in further marginalization of migrant workers. The Ministry of
Human Resources (MOHR) has recommended prioritizing the termination of foreign employees
in cases where layoffs are unavoidable (The Star, 20 March 2020). Furthermore, a report by the
United Nations in March 2020 revealed that foreign-born individuals comprise roughly one-third
of the workforce in sectors profoundly affected by the pandemic across OECD countries (UN,
2020). Here, not only are they at high risk of income loss, but they are also more susceptible to
contracting the virus, especially because they have been living in overcrowded, unsanitary, squalid
and unsafe conditions even prior to the pandemic — making it almost impossible for them to
practise social/ physical distancing and good hygiene (see e.g. Andika, 2020; see also Lim, 2022).
In the initial phases of the Movement Control Order (henceforth MCO), all migrant workers were
urged to voluntarily step forward for Covid-19 testing in Malaysia (Arumugam, 22 March 2020).
However, apprehension regarding the possibility of being detained due to a series of raids” and the
country’s inconsistent policies’ may have forced them into hiding, particularly when healthcare
services remain unaffordable* and inaccessible to those low-wage migrant workers lacking proper
documentation (e.g. a valid passport and/or work permit)’. Consequently, there have been a
notable rise in self-treatment, reliance on traditional remedies, and an alarming increase in
infections within this community (Normah et al., 2016; Loganathan et al., 2019; Andika, 2020).

On 3 July 2020, Al-Jazeera’s 101 East aired a documentary called ‘Locked up in
Malaysia’s Lockdown’. The documentary depicted the plight of some undocumented migrant
workers hiding from immigration raids in their dilapidated hostel, while some others were being
subjected to a military-style crackdown and forcibly detained in camps under the guise of




implementing a Covid-19-induced lockdown in Malaysia. The Malaysian government’s
perceived failure to properly empathize with the most vulnerable community during hard times
like the pandemic was generally seen as a violation of moral imperatives. Malaysian officials
and national television criticised the documentary, claiming it was a ‘misleading, unfair attempt
to tarnish the country’s image’ (see Tee, 6 July 2020; The Star,7 July 2020). The response from
the then Defence Minister, Ismail Sabri Yaakob, characterized the report as ‘irresponsible’,
‘lacking factual bases, and filled with *baseless accusations’, “false news’ with malicious intent
(Mazwin, 6 July 2020). Since its airing, the documentary has not only been strongly repudiated
by the authorities, but it has also elicited apologia (i.e. a discourse of defence) from Malaysian
netizens. This paper is concerned with the ways Self and Other are positioned in responses to the
documentary in order to restore Malaysia’s/ the Malaysian government’s reputation. It focuses
on the discursive micro-level of online defence strategies against the construction of negative
self- or in-group impressions (see also van Dijk, 1992, p.92).

APOLOGIA AS ARGUMENTATION

When there are accusations, characterized as assertions of wrongdoing by another party (Castor,
2015, p.20), there arises a necessity to vindicate one's name or reputation through defensive
statements aimed at reshaping the audience's attitudes and altering their beliefs about the
accused's responsibility for an act (Benoit, 2015, p.3). These utterances of defence are called
‘apologia’, a genre of a rhetorical oration which can be literally translated as the defence of
oneself (see Ware & Linkugel, 1973). Hearit (1994, 2006) distinguishes apologia from apology;
while certain elements of an apology, such as admitting guilt, expressing remorse, and seeking
forgiveness, can be components of apologia, an apology does not necessarily constitute apologia.
As Hearit (2006) puts it, “apologia refers to the act of giving a defense, whereas apology
typically means the offering of a mea culpa” (p.vii, emphasis added), in which the latter presents
the accused as defenceless with the acknowledgement of fault with/out expression of guilt. It is
crucial to note that the former primarily involves a defense strategy aimed at presenting a
compelling alternative account to contextualize the purported misdeed in a more positive light
(Hearit, 1994). Consequently, when apologia is employed, the objective is no longer to seck
forgiveness but to evade punishment and safeguard one's reputation (Lazare, 2004, p.134). As a
social activity, apologia is an integral aspect of performative discourse. Meier (1998) rightly
highlights its significance as a suitable subject for exploring the relationship between underlying
cultural assumptions and linguistic behavior (p.277).

Apologia offered in public can initiate a chain of explicit and implicit interpretations,
assumptions, and implications as a result of being crafted to fit cultural expectations of among
others, atonement, remorse, and ethics (Tileaga, 2012). They serve as a means of self-defense,
not only questioning the public's perception of the Self, but also actively trying to discredit
alternative narratives and justify the accused's actions (see also Potter, 1996; Tileagi, 2012).
Badarneh (2020) in his study on royal apologia shows the various ways the accused positioned
themselves and how this conveyed their stance to the public regarding their social and cultural
beliefs, values, and identities. This paper argues that in defending one’s good name, such
re/positioning of Self and Other in any offered apologia forces the dichotomized in-group and
outgroup into van Dijk’s (1998, p.267) structural opposition or ‘ideological square’ which:

foreground positive actions/things about the in-group ‘us’
foreground negative actions/things about the out-group “they’
background negative actions/things about the in-group ‘us’
background positive actions/things about the out-group “they’
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Against this background, in this paper, I approach apologia in netizens’ responses to Al-
Jazeera's documentary as argumentation. When discussing argumentation strategies, Reisigl and
Wodak (2001, see also Resigl, 2014) begin with a discussion on persuasion. According to
Reisigl and Wodak (2001), persuasion involves intentionally influencing individuals to adopt,
modify, or change their perceptions, attitudes, and views towards people, objects, ideas, and
their behavioral tendencies (p.69). Therefore, this paper views apologia as a persuasive narrative
that seeks to modify, mitigate, and contextualize the interpretation of the alleged act.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

I analyzed the first 5,000 comments deemed most relevant by Facebook users on the 101 East —
Al Jazeera Facebook page. These comments were posted on July 3, 2020, at 7:59 PM MYT. As
of that date, the Al-Jazeera Facebook Page had 309,266 followers and 283,573 likes. The data
extraction was performed using EXPORT COMMENTS (https://exportcomments.com/), an
automated tool for exporting social media comments to Excel files. In this context, "relevant
comments" refer to those automatically ranked by Facebook, which typically include high-
quality comments from verified profiles and Pages, as well as comments with the most likes and
replies (see https://www facebook.com/help/539680519386145/).

The texts selected for qualitative analysis were chosen based on the most commonly employed
apologia strategies identified in prior research by Ware and Linkugel (1973) and van Dijk (1992).
These strategies were initially identified through a quantitative content analysis conducted before
the current study, as depicted in the table below.

TABLE 1. Strategies of apologia (expanded from Ware and Linkugel (1973} and van Dijk (1992))

1. Denial (a) Denial of act (‘I did not do/say that at all ")

(b) Denial of control (*1 did not do/say that on purpose’, ‘It was an accident")

(¢) Denial of intention (*/ did not mean that', 'You misunderstood me")

(d) Denial of goal ("I did not do/say that, in order to...")

(e) Denial of responsibility (‘if there were negative consequences, I did not have control
over them...")

(f) Mitigations, e.g. down-toning, minimizing or using euphemisms when describing one’s
negative actions (/ did not threaten him, but gave him friendly advice")

(g) Justification: defending the alleged act as an act of legitimate defence, or by detailing
that the other person was indeed guilty , and therefore deserved a negative reaction

(h) Excuse: Acknowledging negative acts as such but simultaneously providing an excuse
for them

(i) reversal: Shifting the blame onto someone else ( ‘We are not guilty of negative action,
they are”)

2. Bolstering s Associating onesell with something esteemed by the audience

e Eliciting memories of positive past experiences, sentiments, ohjects, or relationships to
the audience (the accuser)

3. Differentiation e distinguishing the offence from other similar but more offensive things (It could have
been worse ...")
4. Transcendence s placing the offence in a broader, more favourable context by reframing the offene within

a positive context, portraying themselves as a hero, or a good citizen

Drawing from Wodak (2001), apologia strategies, refer to a set of deliberate actions,
including the use of discursive practices, intended to restore one’s good name or reputation or
reinstate one’s good repute. Here, it also must be highlighted that the apologia strategies in Table
1 above are not exhaustive, but they still provided a useful preliminary point before the in-depth
qualitative analysis. At this stage, | found that across the sample as a whole, as shown in Chart 1,
the differences between these apologia strategies were not substantial. The use of the most used




apologia strategies, Denial (34 per cent), is just less than 10 per cent different from the use of
Differentiation strategies (28 per cent), followed by Bolstering strategies (24 per cent) and
Transcendence strategies (14 per cent).

CHART |. Malaysian apologia strategies
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These preliminary findings aid in deducing the ways in which apologia are realized and
constructed linguistically based on the typical linguistic patterns that occurred for each strategy,
summarized in Table 2, below:

TABLE 2. Linguistic patterns of apologia

Denial Differentiation Bolstering Transcendence
It is not x to y those who enter e Ok we x, but * Wedoa for free, we b, e They would have been y
this country illegally it’s not like we we ¢ for free. We d.... already if they were not in
(Justification) y them, we * Thank you and Malaysia...
It is not x if we have to y as didn'teven z... congratulations A. For « Wedoxtoy...

long as we can stop the disease | ®  There are so x, ¥, z, not only during

from spreading! (Control- many other x ¢, but also d.

denial) (which we *  Anyway, we have
* Ifnotx, then how else...? didn’t do) x, and now y.

(Mitigations)

e They are x, they should be
treated like x (Reversal)

s Wedidn’t dox,inordertoy...
(Goal-denial)

Based on the patterns and absences observed, I conducted a detailed analysis of how Self and
Others were positioned within the apologia, employing Reisigl and Wodak's (2016, p. 36)
framework. Two specific strategies were employed to gain deeper understanding of how social
actors are constructed and the underlying argumentation scheme. The first strategy that I
examined was referential or nomination strategies. These strategies involve the use of particular
words to name and represent different individuals, processes, events, and entities, with the aim
of either bestowing respect or holding them in low esteem. By closely scrutinizing the words




employed to designate various social actors, I was able to identify the establishment of in-groups
and out-groups. This analysis shed light on how individuals and entities were portrayed and
positioned within the apologia, illuminating the dynamics of social categorization and group
identities. The second strategy that I explored was predicational strategies. Predicational
strategies revolve around the linguistic description and characterization of individuals, events,
and other entities once they have been constructed or identified. This involves attributing
positive or negative evaluative qualities to them through implicit or explicit predicates. By
examining the evaluative attributes ascribed to social actors within the apologia, I gained
insights into the persuasive tactics employed and the overall rhetorical stance of the
argumentation. This analysis revealed the ways in which positive or negative characterizations
were strategically employed to shape perceptions and bolster the defense argument.
Additionally, in my analysis of the apologia's argumentation, I paid attention to topos (plural
topoi). which pertains to the aim(s) of a defense argument within the broader argumentation
scheme. Through a thorough examination of the topoi utilized in the apologia, I identified the
underlying basis of the defense strategies. This enabled me to discern the key arguments and the
ways the claims of truth and normative rightness of Self and Others were justified by the
netizens.

Within the context of the Aristotelian topical tradition, the term topoi (singular topos) refers to
specific ‘places’ where arguments can be located. The concept of ‘place’ here is metaphoric,
and typically points to different mental areas or categories as discussed by Eriksson (2012) and
Kienpointner (1997). Analysing topoi, which involves identifying and examining these areas
where arguments are made, has proven to be a valuable technique for understanding the
underlying meanings of speech and deconstructing arguments (Kienpointner, 1997; Boukala,
2016). The list of topoi in the Discourse-Historical Approach DHA) is more specific, many of
which can be connected to to the Aristotelian topos of consequentiality (see Boukala, 2016).
However, in the analysis presented in this paper, I primarily focus on material topoi,
acknowledging the significance of contextual nuances. As emphasised by Rubinelli (2009), the
selection of the argumentation scheme is influenced by the analyst’s reflection of the data, which
also involves the subject’s local semantic coherence. Hence, when examining the data, I adhered
to the Aristotelian tradition in my understanding and interpretation of topoi, placing particular
emphasis on material topoi while taking context into account. In other words, the available lists
of topoi (see e.g., Reisigl and Wodak, 2001; Boukala, 2016) were utilized to guide me in the
analysis of my own based on the contextually specific apologia that Malaysian netizens used to
respond to the Al-Jazeera’s (2020) 101 East documentary. This means that the topoi presented in
this paper may have varying labels and names, depending on the specific arguments found in the

apologia.
The following section discusses the findings of the analysis.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

First, apologia were predominantly centred around the topos of threat posed by Al-Jazeera’s
2020 documentary, which can be expressed as:

Topos of threat: if the immigrants are allowed to stay in the country illegally, Malaysia will
not be able to break the chain of the Covid-19 infection.

(1) You should know that these illegal immigrants do not really maintain their
hygiene. Most of them who come here are dirty.




(2) Those illegal immigrants came with so many diseases, and with the current
Covid19 pandemic, that's not helping. Please, if you care about them so much,
take them back to your country...

(3) The Malaysian Government does its best for national security, even if there is a
need to arrest all illegal immigrants. Outsiders can keep their opinions to
themselves.

(4) They’re ILLEGAL. They don’t pay taxes, they’re involved in crime, and other
bad stuff.

(5) What do you expect? We treat them to a 5-star hotel? These ungrateful illegal
immigrants should be ashamed of themselves because we still provide food and
free screening tests for them, regardless of their status in our country.

(6) They are illegal ... our government takes them and puts them in good places.
Gives them food ... this is our country, so we have the right to protect our
country.

(7) This is very biased and very bad journalism practice. Nothing to do with racism.
These are counter-measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19 among
"[LLEGAL" immigrants.

Based on (1) — (7), Malaysian netizens generally denied the alleged discrimination
through reversal. This scheme reverses the blame to put it on an Other, i.e. “We are not guilty of
negative action, they are’, therefore “We are not guilty of discriminating against these people
because they are guilty of being undocumented, or ‘illegal’’, which potentially leads to victim-
victimizer reversal. This scheme is supported by the distinction of the Other, which is made
evident in the systematic and persistent use of third-person plural pronouns and possessive ‘they/
them " and ‘theirs’ in apologia. Such overt linguistic pronominalization further widens the
boundaries of social difference, distancing ‘us’ (the ingroup) from ‘them’ (the outgroup) as, like
‘them’ (the outgroup), “we’ (the ingroup) do not and more importantly cannor identify if “we’
want to break the chain of the Covid-19 virus. It is also crucial to note that, across the data set as
a whole, a diverse group like migrant workers in Malaysia has been treated as homogenous,
hence denying normal social variety and making them a more convenient target for othering in
Malaysians’ responses to the Al-Jazeera’s documentary. This has also been very much reflected
in Malaysian media’s representation of migrants, at least during the early phases of the MCO
when this community was typically homogenised, collectivised, genericised and portrayed as
resembling each other in appearance. behavior, or posture, made it challenging to distinguish one
from another, constructing a sense of “they all look alike to me” impression. The consistent
discursive depictions of migrant workers as a ‘threat’, to be feared and avoided in society,
further constructs the stereotypic-metonymical normative notion of migrants. For instance,
among others: unhygienic (1), carriers of disease (2), freeloaders (4,5, 6), dangerous (4, 5),
demanding (3, 6), and unruly (5, 6). These stereotypical microaggressions are consistently used
to justify the alleged discrimination in Al-Jazeera’s documentary which is deemed to excuse
Malaysia/ Malaysians from the alleged acts, further reinforcing the migrants’ otherness and
‘unbelongingness’ at a time of pandemic.

Also, notice that the persistent use of the prepositive adjective ‘illegal” to describe
migrant workers directly foregrounds the abstract or threatening aspects of the Other, predicating
migrants as being in opposition or objection to Malaysia’s values, norms and laws. Having said
that, it is also vital to highlight that the nomination category of ‘illegal immigrants’ used in the
comments is legally accurate in Malaysian law. This is because under Malaysia’s Immigration
Act 1959/63 ! immigrants are either legal/ documented or illegal/ undocumented. However, the
use of the prepositive adjective ‘illegal’ in “illegal immigrants’ modifies the noun, i.e. all




persons/immigrants, instead of the specific verbs/ actions mentioned in the documentary, i.e.
exceeding visa limits, unauthorized border crossings, presence in the country without proper
authorization, and engaging in employment without a valid work permit. This depersonalised
nomination, pertaining to their immigration status, as opposed to individuals, heightens the sense
of menace while suggesting that being illegal and all the connotations that that adjective carries
is an intrinsic feature of these migrant workers who, as can be deduced from the responses,
typically hail from certain countries, i.e. Bangladesh, Myanmar and India. Such a semantic
contradiction misleadingly criminalizes immigrants, permitting a crime to render the individual,
as opposed to the individual’s action, as illegal, and this relegates the community to a space
outside the workings of the law by default. In this way, it always entails a unilinear teleological
explanation of the issue solely in terms of outsiders coming in unlawfully, presumably to stay
permanently, particularly in this case, when it is posited from the standpoint of Malaysia, as the
migrant-receiving nation-state in the apologia. This further essentializes a generic and singular
construal of migrants as criminals, even though these transgressions as reflected in (1) — (7)
above are all status offences, i.e. offences determined by the status of the individuals, actions
that would not be considered crimes if committed by citizens or ‘legal/lawful” immigrants. Here,
reformative denial strategies using the topos of threat attempt to work on the understanding of
the public, instead of trying to change the meaning of the alleged racism and discrimination.
However, similar topoi in the transformative differentiation strategies can also be observed in the
apologia below:

(8)  Butdid we kill them? Did we make them suffer? Discrimination is a must to save
lives.

(9)  How can discrimination be cruel when it is to contain the virus? There is so much
open and obvious cruelty in other parts of the world which require extra attention
and here you are ... trying your very best to tarnish our reputation? Do not waste
your time...

(10) OK, it’s discrimination, but the govt could have let them die or shot them before
they could even set foot on our territory...

(11) It’s a lockdown. They are illegal immigrants, undocumented, untraceable. that’s
why they have to be put in one place to minimize the spread of the pandemic &
make tracing easier. Even Malaysians under suspicion of Covid-19 were put in
quarantine centres. Some of us are being put under enhanced lockdown (army
control). I stand with my government’s actions!

(12) These are just normal pandemic procedures!

(13) We did what we had to do ... better than what is happening in America eh...?

In (8)—(13), there is an/a in/direct attempt to separate the alleged racism and
discrimination from the larger context within which Al-Jazeera's documentary portrays that
attribute. However here, when distinguishing the alleged discrimination/ racism from more
offensive acts, the embedded suggestive violence/ threatening rhetoric or ‘threatoric’ against the
migrant community (out-group) in the apologia cannot be left unnoticed. For instance, the
rhetorical questions in (8) and (9) intentionally assert implicit propositions bearing relevance
which consequently aids in the focus-shifting strategy A is not B, suggesting that B is worse than
A (see Table 3 below). While in (10), the use of epistemic probability (as opposed to possibility)
‘could have let” emphasises a degree of likelihood of the ability/ power of the in-group (Us:
Malaysians/ the Malaysian government) to cause B, in this case, the death of the out-group
(Them: the migrant community) by the in-group’s own action/ inaction, but We (the in-group)
chose not to cause B, but A to C, which consequently helps restore the damaged credibility of
Self.




TABLE 3. Differentiation strategies scheme

Accusations (A) Other offences (B) to shift attention away Aims (C)
from the accusations

e Being discriminating o It was not killing o  Tosave lives

*  Being racist e It was not tarture e  Tocontain the virus
e It was notopen cruelty *  To minimize the spread of the
e We didn’t let them die virus
s We didn’t shoot them *  To have more convenient
o It was worse in America [than in Malay sia] tracing

Here, in contrast to the denial strategies, the accusations are subtly or explicitly
acknowledged, but they feature a differentiation stance to redefine the alleged act(s) that should
be judged in a different temporal perspective (i.e. the Covid-19 pandemic), which consequently
shifts the focus of the offences and mitigates their severity using the argumentation scheme ‘A is
not B, and for C, we need A’ in Table 3. In other words, while racism and discrimination may
have occurred, Malaysia/ the Malaysian government really has limited culpability for those acts,
locating the responsibility/guilt for those acts not with Malaysia/ the Malaysian government, qua
Malaysia/ the Malaysian government, but instead in the circumstances of the external context,
i.e. the pandemic, or its management/ control. Here, it is also worth noting how differentiation
strategies are heavily laden with presuppositions that the migrant community presents a
homogenous threat, where it emphasises community accountability for the disease. Such
valenced grammatical patterns generalize the whole community as the active agents of Covid-19
(X), therefore any Malaysian(s) (¥) who gets Covid-19, is or becomes infected with or by X.
More significantly, with such linguistic patterns, individuals in the migrant community when
they have contracted Covid-19 are not seen as ‘victims’ of the immediate threat, i.e. Covid-19,
because of the generic presumption of the metaphorical framing that they are ‘carriers’ or ‘cases’
or, worse, the virus itself. Similar dehumanization strategically continues to consider them as ‘a
danger’, rather than objects of compassion, which is then employed as a means to seek
exoneration from accusations, aiming to restore Malaysia/the Malaysian government’s
reputation.

Closely related to the topos of threat is the topos of prioritization in the apologia, which
can be expressed as:

Topos of prioritization: if this is our country, then we should be prioritized over outsiders in
order to protect ourselves from the virus.

(14) Malaysia is doing its best ... This is our country ... what’s illegal will stay illegal ...
it’s not about human rights...

(15) It’s all about our country ... we need to make our people safe first... @ @ @ @

(16) Itis the right move! And we Malaysians support it, it's not for you to judge!

(17) We are Malaysians ... we keep our nation safe during this difficult time...

(18) Malaysian is for Malaysians ... Not for illegal migrants. It is imperative to make
sure our people are safe, no matter what it takes.

(19) No, our country does not recognize illegal immigrants ... other than us Malaysians
who support the government for the sake of the people of Malaysia. You don't need
to interfere with what our government does ... because we Malaysians are united.
We support our government

(20) This is our country ... It up to us how to manage illegal migrants

(21) This is OUR COUNTRY! OUR LAND! OUR HOME! Not yours. Let our
government do what they do to protect US, the citizens!




(22) What the Malaysian government did is to protect its own citizens. Look what
happens now. Our country is almost free from Covid- 19. If Malaysia did not take
steps like this, we would become like the USA. Criticizing a country that is trying to
take care of its citizens is totally stupid and unfounded. We, Malaysians, totally
support our government. Now, we go out feeling safe because of the actions taken
by our government.

In the comments above, the apologia patterns begin with denial (justification) strategies,
defending the alleged act as an act of legitimate defence, and therefore did not deserve a
negative reaction. However, it is worth noting how comments (14)—(22) above were followed by
an implicit/ explicit denial of responsibility towards the undocumented migrant community and
emphasis on the responsibility of the Malaysian government towards its citizens, that is, ‘even if
we discriminated against the migrants, or were being racist, if there were negative consequences
from what I did, then I did not have control over them...’. To realize these defence strategies, we
can first and foremost see the use of the hegemonic inclusion of the accused-groups (Malaysia,
the Malaysia government, Malaysians), primarily via first-person plural pronouns: ‘we, us, our’.
Such collectivized grammaticalization of the accused individual (commenter/ netizen on
Facebook) to him or herself conceptualises a group identity between insiders and outsiders,
hence emphasising the sense of un/belongingness. The repeated use of Malaysia provides a
sense of territorial rootedness which is organically accompanied by an emotional attachment to
an imagined space, and members’ place within it, which must be protected, defended and cared
for, as no stakes are more compelling than the safety of our nation (as an imagined space,
metaphorical HOME) and everything within it. These strategies then neutralize the alleged act as
it puts the topos beyond argument, as the process of argumentation itself rhetorically reatfirms
such values and belongingness and, to a certain extent, ownership as well as autonomy: This is
our country, our rules. And if this is our country, it is right that ‘we’ possess ‘our’ own state and
our exclusive right (to feel safe from the virus) should be acknowledged. As a result, the alleged
actions expressed in Al-Jazeera’s documentary are constructed as reasonable and uncontroversial
because the state is normatively obliged to prioritize the interests of the rakyat. This, hence,
helps to support in particular a denial strategy: “We are not racist ... we just need to protect
ourselves.” Consider the denial strategies schemes adopted in the apologia earlier:

e It is not x to y those who enter this country illegally [because we need to make
sure our people are safe] (justification)

e Itis not x if we have to y [as long as we can stop the disease from spreading!]
(control denial)
If not x, then how else [are we going to curb the virus]? (mitigation)
They are x, they should be treated like x [especially during the pandemic]
(reversal)

e Wedidn't do x, in order to y ... we do x, [because we need to protect our people]
(goal-denial)

When unpacking these schemes, it becomes apparent that the topos of reality predominates.
This argumentation scheme often relies on tautological reasoning, where assertions are reiterated
using varied phrasing, rendering the denial proposition in the apologia logically irrefutable. This
topos can be expressed as:

Topos of reality: due to the existing circumstances, the alleged action is justified or
necessary to be done/perfomed.




In other words, because the reality of Covid-19/ the issue of undocumented migration is as it is,
the alleged action as depicted in Al-Jazeera’s documentary should be performed/ done. This
scheme also strengthens the triggered conditional presuppositions, i.e. implicit

assumptions about the world or prevailing belief relating to undocumented migrants whose
‘illegality” as argued earlier is depicted as a threat during the pandemic. However, this triggered
conditional presupposition, i.e. if there are illegal migrants in the country, we are not safe from
the Covid-19 virus, is further strengthened and emphasized to justify an unconditional one in the
topos of reality, i.e. by projection of the assumption that the antecedent, i.e. the if clause: if there
are illegal migrants in the country and apodosis, i.e. the consequent: we are not safe from the
Covid-19 virus of these conditional presuppositions are independent of one another. By
independent here, I mean, the projection on the migrants’ “illegality” will not change what has
been projected as the factual apodosis that we are not safe from the Covid-19 virus. This
phenomenon resonates with Austin’s (1961) ‘biscuit conditionals’ (BCs): “There are biscuits on
the sideboard if you want some” (p. 158) which operate differently from hypothetical
conditionals where the truth of the consequent hinges on the veracity of the antecedent, such as
“If it's too hot (p), the sports day will be cancelled (q).” In BCs, it is implied that biscuits are
available on the sideboard if desired, irrespective of whether the antecedent is true or false in
reality. Here, the ‘illegal migrants conditionals’(IMCs) operate in a manner akin to BCs, lacking
the characteristic ‘conditional’ meaning associated with typical if-clauses. In canonical
conditionals, if-clauses restrict the situations in which the consequent is true. while in IMCs or
BCs, if-clauses restrict the circumstances in which ‘the consequent is relevant’ (in a broad sense,
encompassing aspects of social appropriateness). In this case, from such projections, we can say
that there are illegal migrants in the country, whether we feel safe or not from the Covid-19
virus. And somehow if we put it in the context of apologia/ self-defence, we can see how the
focus here is shifted and the issue of ‘illegal migration’ is problematized and further emphasized
earlier, hence helping to offset the offensiveness of the alleged discrimination highlighted in Al-
Jazeera's documentary. This also again helps to consistently foreground the discursive
depictions of migrant workers as a ‘threat’ to society during the pandemic, which produces and
further reproduces the construction of the stereotypic-metonymical normative notion of
migrants.

In the attempt to continue reconstructing a positive Self in the self-defence discourse against
Al-Jazeera’s (2020) documentary, the ways the similar topos of reality is used are also worth
noting. Here, instead of focusing on negative Other/ circumstance-presentation (derogation) to
deny the alleged acts in the apologia, the topos of reality is used as a conclusion rule to reinforce
the existence of positive deeds, experiences, sentiments or relationships (face-keeping/ saving)
in order to identify Malaysia/ the Malaysian government more favourably. Consider the
bolstering and transcendent strategies as the counterpart or complement to denial and
differentiation strategies in the apologia below:

(23) Are we racist? We screen them and treat those who are Covid-positive in our health
facilities. This has proven to curb the spread among the immigrants as well as among
the community. Malaysia has now succeeded in controlling the pandemic when others
are still struggling.

(24) Thank you and Congratulations Malaysia. For protecting our country and caring for the
illegal immigrants for years, not only during the pandemic. Malaysia is among the top
countries donating and assisting Palestinians in Gaza, Syria, Yemen and many war-torn
countries, even Bosnia before. Thank you, Malaysians.

(25) Anyway, we saved thousands of lives by allowing you to breathe in and stay in
Malaysia to support your family. We are proud to do so compared to those countries




who fought for “human rights” but end up (still increasing) with the highest case
numbers of Covid-19.

(26) They should thank the Malaysian Government because they have received treatment
like the locals, medical attention, good hospitality without paying a single cent to the
government!!! Discrimination my ass!

(27) Malaysia is among theos countries fighting Covid-19 with the highest success rates to
reduce causalities in the world ... don’t take it personally — it’s not racism.

(28) Where is the discrimination? Do you know that Malaysia provided a hotel, including
free meals? Do you know that Covid tests here for everyone are free? Our government
pays for everything.

First, it can be observed that the alleged acts in (24), (25) and (26) are not in/directly
acknowledged if not wholly ignored. When bolstering, Malaysians’/ the Malaysian
government’s reputation is leveraged using the implicit speech act of reinforcement in
declarative statements. However here, argumentative acts centre more specifically on
‘remembering’ and not simply “thinking’, hence establishing a connection between previous
thoughts and future thoughts through present ones. It does not merely bring all Malaysians’/ the
Malaysian government’s positive past reputation into consciousness, but also emphasises that
these memories/ experiences/ deeds are held there, and hence must be revived. In this way,
bolstering strategies distance the focus away from the alleged acts, consequently overshadowing
or at least mitigating them. In contrast, the use of transcendent strategies implicitly/ explicitly
recognized the accusations, for instance through ironical questions: ‘Are we racist?” in (23) and
‘Where is the discrimination’ in (28). As opposed to the rhetorical questions in (8), the
propositions p (racism, discrimination) in (23) and (28) are made irrelevant in themselves,
asserting contextual inaccuracies, and challenging the meaning of such acts, especially when
these offences are put in the immediate larger context of the pandemic (see Table 4, below):

TABLE 4_Bolstering and transcendent strategy schemes

Reformative Transformative Appeal to higher values
Bolstering strategies Transcendent strategies [implicit’ explicit positive
[past positive deeds, experiences etc.] [seeing the offence within the current outcome]

larger positive context]

*  has been caring for illegal s  screen them (a) and treat *  mitigate the spread [of
immigrants for years (24) those who are Covid Covid-19]

s top country donating (a), and positive (b) in our health s 1o successfully reduce
assisting b (25) facilities (23) casualties

*  saved thousands of lives (a) by . similar treatments to those . to control the pandemic
allowing the out-group to received by locals (a), with
breathe in (b) and stay in medical attention (b), good
Malaysia (c) to support their hospitality (c) for free (27)
families (d) (26) e provided a hotel (a), free

meals (), free Covid tests
(¢), the government pays
for everything (d) (28)

The transcendent appeal (in 23, 27-28) has two entailments: (i) the redefinition of
alleged acts and (ii) an appeal to higher values, invoking the supposition that the acts serve a
larger domain or purpose, hence mitigating the severity of the accusations. Also notice that
‘thank you’ is also repeated in the apologia. Here, it is an expressive illocutionary act that not
only expresses the gratitude of the commenter but also asserts his/her judgement that a grateful
response is appropriate. When engaging in expressive sentiment within apologia, the aim is not
to align the world with the words or the words with the world. Instead, the focus lies on the
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truthfulness of the expressed proposition, p (e.g. for protecting our country. caring for illegal
immigrants for years, not only during the pandemic (24)) is presupposed, expressing a
particularly positive attitude or emotion to restore Malaysia’s/ the Malaysian government’s good
name. Simultaneously, asserting the appropriateness of gratitude expresses one's belief in
proposition p and strives to align the words with the world, emphasizing the psychological state
of belief (that p). Here, the communicative function of ‘thank you’ (and congratulations) invests
in the presence of a belief p as well as presenting the belief p to be added to the common ground
in apologia (e.g. with the use of deontic and epistemic should thank in (26)) to background the
accusations, while foregrounding recognition, acknowledgement and, hence, restore respect,
especially when this leads to implicit/ explicit positive outcomes in a time of pandemic. Here,
similar to denial strategies (i.e. to negate), when netizens bolstered (i e. to identity), there is no
direct/ indirect attempt to change the meaning of the alleged racism and discrimination, as they
stress the accepted understanding of the public.

CONCLUSION

Malaysian netizens sought to justify, explain, or excuse the events, with the intention of
improving, repairing, and ultimately restoring the tarnished image or reputation of Malaysia and
its government, I have not only shown apologia strategies (the whats), but also the linguistic
construction of such strategies (the hows). Evidently, here, the argumentative nature of
imputations (X did Y, Y is bad) asserted in (as opposed to presupposed from) Al-Jazeera’s
(2020) East 101 documentary is not merely a relational concept,i.e. one that not only emerges
from, and is accomplished by, relevant participants in the discourse, but also one that crucially
ought to be responded to, i.e. contested and negotiated in order to reinstate one’s good repute.
Since Malaysia/ the Malaysian government was already put in some unfavourable positions in
the documentary, in the course of responding to the allegations, I have also demonstrated acts of
forced self-re/positioning (the in-group) which simultaneously imply or require a re/positioning
of others (the outgroup) and vice versa to be meaningful, in the netizens’ responses to the
documentary. These reformative (denial/ bolstering) and transformative (differentiation/
transcendence) strategies fall under three key legitimatory overarching topoi, namely, topos of
threat, topos of prioritization and topos of reality, which discursively re/position Malaysia/ the
Malaysia government (the in-group) more positively, and the migrant community (the out-
group) negatively.

Here, the findings also reveal that apologia strategies go beyond the primordial social categories
of apology’s Offender and Offended, because the apologia offered had subtle or no genuine
intention to openly acknowledge the offense and express regret, thus failing to provide
reparations to the victims affected by the alleged acts. More relevant to apologia is the Accused
and Accuser social categories, where the accuser is not necessarily the victim as in the case of
apology, as summarized below:

The accused ¥ The accuser
s Apologia

Ay, o

N e
The victim




Moreover, any accusations call into question the accused’s claim to a positive social identity.
The findings also find that a significant emotional stake was invested in face-saving that could
release/ mitigate the aspersions, then seeing the alleged discriminating/ racist attitudes or actions
themselves as more serious social contraventions, especially towards the outgroup during
difficult times like in a pandemic. This is potentially problematic for two reasons: first,
defending one’s positive traits/ track record to save one’s reputation has often been done at the
expense of others, and this on its own is capable of triggering discrimination/ racism; second,
any accusations also suggest that the victim is a lesser human being who somehow deserves
mistreatment by the accused. Therefore, when the focus was to solely clear Malaysia’s/ the
Malaysian government’s name and reputation, it is hard not to notice how the alleged acts of
discrimination/ racism (what are supposed to be non-negotiable acts) are also negotiated at the
same time. The dislike of or prejudice against outsiders, undocumented migrants, for being
perceived as X (as opposed to being X) in this case is not always openly hostile or aggressive —
but rather can come in a form of innocent concerns and fears, anxieties caused by the pandemic.
The findings also suggest that when defending one’s name against the alleged discrimination/
racism, this only further abnormalizes the presence of this community while neutralizing the
discriminatory/ racist reactions to their presence and responses during the pandemic. It is crucial
to highlight the insidious nature of less overt or virtual forms of discriminatory/ racist speech in
apologetic discourse that continue to reinforce the polarization of Us and Them — which are
often downplayed as harmless expressions and consequently lead to social disintegration.

REFERENCES

Andika Wahab (2020). Migrant Workers and Covid-19 Outbreak in Malaysia. Ikmas
working Paper 3/2020, pp. 1-46. Retrieved from: https://www.ukm.my/ikmas/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/IKMAS-WP-3_2020-Andika-Migrant-Workers.pdf.

Arumugam, T. (22 March 2020). Don’t worry about being detained, just come forward for
COVID-19 testing please. New Straits Times. Retrieved from:
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/577004/dont-worry-about-beingdetained-
just-come-forward-covid-19-testing-please. Accessed 1 May 2020.

Austin, J., L. (1961). “Ifs and Cans.” In J. O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (Eds.), Philosophical
Papers, Oxford University Press, pp. 153-180.

Badarneh, M. A.(2020). Discourses of defense: Self and other positioning in public responses to
accusations of corruption in Jordan. Discourse Studies, 22(4), 399-417.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445620914670

Benoit, W., L. (2015). Accounts, Excuses, and Apologies: Image Repair Theory and Research,
State University of New York Press.

Bernama. (2020. May 2). Top cop says arrests of undocumented migrants part of Covid-19
measures. Free Malaysia Today.
https://www freemalaysiatoday.com/cate gory/nation/2020/05/02/top-cop-says-arrests-of-
undocumented-migrants-part-of-covid-19-measures/




Boo, 8. (13 March 2020). Foreigners With Covid-19 Exempted from Medical Fees: MOH. Code
Blue. Retrieved from https://codeblue.galencentre.org/2020/03/13/foreigners-with-covid-
19-exempted-from-medical-fees-moh/

Boukala, S. (2016). Rethinking topos in the discourse historical approach: Endoxon seeking
and argumentation in Greek media discourses on ‘Islamist terrorism.” Discourse Studies,
18(3), 249-268. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/1461445616634550

Castor, T. (2015) Accusatory discourse. In K. Tracy, C. llie, T. Sandel (Eds.), The International
Encyclopedia of Language and Social Interaction. Wiley Blackwell, pp. 20-24.

Ding, E. (June 19 2020). Malaysia’s Coronavirus Scapegoats. ForeignPolicy.
https://foreignpolicy .com/2020/06/19/malaysias-coronavirus-scapegoats/

Eriksson, A. (2012). Argumentative Topoi for Refutation and Confirmation. In F. H. van
Eemeren & B. Garssen (Eds.), Topical Themes in Argumentation Theory (pp. 209-220).
Springer

DOSM. (2011). Labour Force Survey Report 2010. Department of Statistics Malaysia, Putrajaya.

DOSM. (2015). Labour Force Survey Report 2014 [PRESS RELEASE)]. Department of
Statistics Malaysia, Putrajaya. Retrieved from
https://dosm.gov.my/v /index.php?r=column/pdfPrev&id=NHUxTlk1czVzMGYwS29mO
EcSNUtOQTO09

DOSM. (2020). Malaysian economic statistics review, 1/2020. Department of Statistics
Malaysia. Putrajaya. Retrieved from
https://www.dosm.gov.my/v l/index.php?r=column/pdfPrevé&amp:id=a2VhN3FvUnpSY
1c5ZmRIaENpSFkwQT09

Hearit, K., M. (1994). Apologies and public relations crises at Chrysler, Toshiba, and Volvo.
Public Relations Review, 20 (2), pp. 113-125

Hearit, K., M. (2006) Crisis Management by Apology: Corporate Response to Allegations of
Wrongdoing. Lawrence Erlbaum.

Kienpointner, M. (1997). On the Art of Finding Arguments: What Ancient and Modern

Masters of Invention Have to Tell Us About the “Ars Inveniendi”. Argumentation 11:
225-236.

Kumar, K. (17 February 2016). Malaysians shun ‘3D" jobs because of social stigma, not low
wages, employers say. Malay Mail. Retrieved from:
https://www malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2016/02/17/malaysians-shun-3d-jobs-
because-of-social-stigma-not-low-wages-employers-sa/1062173

Laws of Malaysia Act 155 Immigration act 1959/63. Retrieved from
http://www.agc.gov.my/ageportal/uploads/files/Publications/LOM/EN/Act%20155.pdf

Lazare, A. (2004). On apology. Oxford University Press.

13




Lim, L., L.. (2022). Key workers in Malaysia during the pandemic. International Labour
Organisation (ILO). Working paper 81. Retrieved from
https://www.ilo.org/wecmspS/groups/public/---dgreports/---
inst/documents/publication/wcms_858545.pdf

Loganathan T, Rui D, Ng C-W, Pocock NS (2019) Breaking down the barriers: Understanding
migrant workers® access to healthcare in Malaysia. PLoS ONE 14(7), pp. 1-24

Mazwin Nik Anis (6 July 2020). Ismail Sabri wants apology from Al Jazeera for ‘false
reporting’. The Star. Retrieved from
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/07/06/ismail-sabri-wants-apology-from-
al-jazeera-for-false-reporting

Meier, A, J. (1998). Apologies: What do we know? International Journal of Applied
Linguistics, 8(2), pp- 215- 231.

Normah Awang Noh, Haris Abd Wahab, Siti Hajar Abu Bakar AH, M Rezaul Islam (2016).
Public Health Services for Foreign Workers in Malaysia. Social work in public
health, 31(5), pp. 419-430.

Potter, J. (1996) Representing Reality: Discourse, Rhetoric and Social Construction. SAGE
Publications Ltd.

Reisigl, M. & Wodak, R. (2001). Discourse and Discrimination: Rhetorics of racism and
Discrimination. Routledge.

Reisigl, M. (2014). Argumentation analysis and the discourse-historical approach: A
methodological framework. In C. Hart & P. Cap (Eds.), Contemporary Critical
Discourse Studies (pp. 67-96). Bloomsbury.

Reisigl, M. & Wodak, R. (2016). The Discourse-historical Approach (DHA). In: Wodak, R., &
Meyer, M. (2016). Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis. SAGE Publications Ltd.

Rubinelli, S. (2009). Ars tropica. The classical technique of constructing arguments from
Aristotle to Cicero. Amsterdam: Springer.

Surendran, S. (19 April 2021). The State of the Nation: Malaysia in foreign worker
quandary. The Edge Malaysia. Retrieved from:
https://www theedgemarkets.com/article/state-nation-malaysia-foreign-worker-
quandary

Tee, K. (23 March 2020). Health D-G clarifies Covid-19 tests for foreigners at govt outlets free,
despite PM’s remark otherwise. Malay Mail. Retrieved from:
https://www .malaymail com/news/malaysia/2020/03/23/health-d-g-clarifies-covid- 19-
tests-for-foreigners-at-govt-outlets-free-des/ 1849393

Tee, K. (6 July 2020). Putrajaya labels Al Jazeera report on mistreatment of migrants
‘malicious’, demands apology. Malay Mail. Retrieved from

14




https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2020/07/06/putrajaya-labels-al-jazecra-
report-on-mistreatment-of-migrants-malicious-de/1 881937

Tileagd, C. (2012). Public apologia, moral transgression and degradation ceremonies. (Version
1). Loughborough University. https://hdl.handle.net/2134/11599.

Theng, T., T., Nazihah Muhamad Noor & Jarud Romadan Khalidi (2020). Covid-19: We Must
Protect Foreign Workers. Discussion Paper 8/20. Khazanah Research Institute.
Retrieved from
https://krinstitute .org/assets/contentM S/img/template/editor/202007 13 _Discussion%20
Paper Covid-19 We%20Must%20Protect%20Foreign%20Workers Rev.pdf

The Star. (20 March 2020). Human Resources Ministry releases FAQ during MCO period.
Retrieved from https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/20/human-resources-
ministry-releases-fag-during-mco-period

The Star. (22 March 2020). Covid-19: Illegal migrants at tabligh event can test without fear.
Retrieved from: https://www _thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/22/covid-19-illegal-
migrants-at-tabligh-event-can-test-without-fear

The Star. (7 July 2020). Govt hits out at Al Jazeera over false reporting. Retrieved from:
https://www thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/07/07/govt-hits-out-at-al-jazeera-over-

false-reporting

The Straits Times. (9 May 2020), Coronavirus: Some laid oft Malaysians competing with
migrant workers over 3D jobs - dirty, dangerous and difficult, Retrieved from
https://www straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/coronavirus-some-laid-off-malaysians-
competing-with-migrant-workers-over-3d-jobs-dirty

The Sun Daily. (29 April 2020). Govt to send illegal immigrants identified in areas under EMCO
to immigration facilities. Retrieved from: https://www.thesundaily.my/local/govt-to-
send-illegal-immigrants-identified-in-areas-under-emco-to-immigration-facilities-
EM?2349240

UN. (2020). Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity: Responding to the Socio-Economic
Impacts of Covid-19. United Nations. Retrieved from:
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/tiles/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of -

Covid19.pdf

van Dijk, T., A. (1992). Discourse and the Denial of Racism. Discourse & Society, 3(1), pp. 87—
118.

van Dijk, T., A. (1998). Ideology: A Multidisciplinary Approach. SAGE.

Ware, B., L. & Linkugel, W., A. (1973) They spoke in defense of themselves: On the generic
criticism of apologia. Quarterly Journal of Speech 59(3), pp. 273-283.

Wodak, R. (2001). The discourse-historical approach. SAGE.

15




13D jobs which include working on the factory floor, serving, cooking and cleaning restaurants, and building MRTs,
houses and offices (Theng, Nazihah, Jarud, 2020) are often persistently avoided by the locals due to the stigma, as
opposed to the small salaries. According to the Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF), Datuk Shamsuddin Bardan,
3D jobs are often construed as lowly or demeaning by Malaysians (Kumar, 2016).

2 Bernama, 2 May 2020; Ding, 19 June 2020.

3 The Ministry of Health exempted all infected migrant workers from coronavirus-related fees regardless of their
immigration status (Boo, 13 March 2020), However, the Prime Minister later announced that only citizens would
receive free testing, which was disputed by the health director-general (Tee, 23 March 2020). Despite repeated
assurances, the policy of not arresting or requesting documents from migrants during testing was reversed on 29
April 2020 (The Sun Daily, 29 April 2020).

“ All government subsidies for non-citizens were removed in 2014, making their charges up to 90 times higher. See
http://www.hkl.gov.my/index.php/advanced-stuff/hospital-charges for a comparison of healthcare charges
between citizens and non-citizens.

5 The need for legal documents (i.e. valid passport and work permit), language barrier, discrimination and
xenophobia, physical inaccessibility and employer-related barriers were found to be among the reasons why
migrant workers do not seek treatment from local healthcare services.
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