Inhuman Seats
There was an interesting cartoon on the Internet that showed an office clerk getting on a bus that was so crowded that the passengers could hardly move.  The man noticed that an expectant mother and an old man were standing right next to the priority seats, but neither would sit down.  Out of curiosity, the man jostled to the seats to see what was going on.  The sign above the seats read: “Inhuman Seats: Please yield your seat to nerds, idiots, perverts, or bastards.”  No wonder everyone was standing.
The cartoon may have been drawn only for fun, but in my experience, there IS something inhuman about priority seats.  During my high school days, I commuted to school everyday.   The bus to school was jammed with students every morning but most of the students, including me, would never take the priority seats for fear of the possible embarrassment of being asked to yield the seats to the needy.  One morning on the way to school, I felt terribly tired and dizzy because I stayed up too late the night before.  The priority seats were empty and no one that seemed to need the seats was in sight, so I sat down.  I only wanted to rest for a while, and I would yield the seat to anyone who needed it.  But after a little while, I fell asleep.  Some time later, an old man woke me up with his cane and said in a thunderous voice: “Don’t pretend that you’re asleep.  What did your teacher teach you about priority seats?  Yield your seat right now!”  All the passengers, including some of my classmates, stared at me as if I were an inconsiderate person.  I was too embarrassed to say anything in my own defense.  But from that moment on, I began to question the purpose of the priority seats.
The original conception of setting up the priority seats was to keep the elderly, the pregnant, the disabled, or passengers traveling with babies safe during their journey.  Yet such descriptions are hard to apply and we have difficulty in offering the priority seats to “the right people.”  For one thing, nowadays people of all ages are striving to keep fit and many elderly people look quite young for their age.  Sometimes the elderly even express anger when offered seats.  (How dare you to think I am old and weak?)  Yet on the other hand, there are many people who are traveling but have different ailments and they might need seats.   Still, according to the words on the sign, they don’t qualify to use priority seats.  When I sat down on the priority seat that day, I was in a very bad condition.  But apparently, it was not an appropriate reason to occupy the seat.  As a result, the priority seats are often left unoccupied even when the bus is very crowded and sickly people may be standing.  It’s definitely not an efficient way to use the seats.
I am not claiming that we should all occupy priority seats whenever we feel like it.  In a caring society, it’s vital that people help one another.  When we see someone needing a seat more than we do, we naturally offer them ours.  It doesn’t have to be a priority seat; it can be any seat on public transportation.  In other words, every seat on the bus or train could become a priority seat when needed.  Yet now the sign behind the priority seats announces the rule that such seats must be left for those who belong to certain identities.  But when someone is forbidden to sit on those seats even when he or she desperately needs to sit down, I no longer consider priority seats a caring facility.  It’s inflexible and stereotypical and just not right for our complex reality.
I still see empty priority seats very often when I take the bus or the MRT.  And I walk towards them to look closely at the sign.  No matter what is written on them, either “Priority Seats” or “Inhuman Seats”, it doesn’t make a lot of difference because both slogans demand great courage from people who would like to sit on them.  It’s no wonder the seats are often left empty.
