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Race, racism and racial
privilege in Singapore

Along with society, the idea of what constitutes racial privilege has evolved over time

Chua Beng Huat

For The Straits Times

There is no running away from
the fact that racism existsin
Singapore. Severalrecent events
have exposed this fact of life which
haslongbeen papered over by
assertions - from politicians,
prominent thought leaders and
ordinary citizens - that racial
harmony is the localsocial order.

Regardless of the substantive
shallowness or depth of racial
harmonyin society, racism should
berecognised asno more than
irrational prejudices against
immediate differences in physical
traits such as skin colour rather
thannegative attitudes based on
knowledge of cultural differences.

Post-Independence,
Singaporeans’ knowledge of
themselves and the world around
them came via the English
language, the medium of
instruction. Most have limited
knowledge of their own ethnic
history and culture, beyond food
and festivals, especially religious
ones. In the case of Chinese

: festivals, the names of some of

¢ them have been simple-mindedly
: rendered in English, suchasthe

¢ “Hungry Ghost Festival”.

Felicitously, Islamic and Hindu

: festivalshave retained their

: original names. Localresearchand
: surveysseldom study substantive

: cultural differencesamong the

: ethnic groups, choosing to stay at

: the superficiallevel of “difference”
: (forinstance, questions suchas

¢ howmany friends do you have that
: are ofa different ethnic group?)

Itis the work of scholars to learn,

: understandand remember the

: putatively thousands of years of

¢ historyand culture of Han China,

: of the multitude of religions and

: languages of South Asiaand of the
: Austronesian originand cultural

: infusion of Hinduism, Islam and

: the colonising West of South-east
: Asia’sindigenouspeoples. Forall

¢ butafewindividualsit would be

: toomuch toask. However, this

¢ lackof deep knowledge isnota

: problemininter-ethnic relations.

What we have are ethnic

: cultures bypractice. Each ethnic

¢ group hasretained certain

: defining culturalattitudesand

: behaviours that have been passed
¢ on,without necessarily the

cultural philosophical
¢ underpinning, within the familial
i and community settings.

Most of these defining practices

: are common knowledge among

¢ Singaporeanadults. A minimum

¢ condition of decency and civility

: towards one another would be to

i honour these differencesandact

: accordingly. This is the minimum
i condition for racial peace, which I
: believeisgenerally practised by

¢ most educated Singaporeans.

CHINESE PRIVILEGE

: Inthe debate onracism, arelated
: issue has stirred much discussion - :
: “Chinese privilege”. Generational
: differences towards the idea of

: “Chinese privilege” have been

: publiclynoted.

For Singaporeans who were

¢ educated in Chinese schools, from
: the1920s to the early1970s, the

: idea of being “privileged” is ironic,
¢ ifnotinsulting.

For them there had been nothing

¢ but degradation of the Chinese

¢ language and modernist Chinese

¢ culture, culminating in the closing
: of Nanyang University in1980.

: The presence of the Special

¢ Assistance Plan schoolsis cold

i compensation. At the personal

: level,ithadbeen but economic

: marginalisation and psychological
: alienation. Their resistance to the

: idea of “Chinese privilege” is

¢ existential not racial.

Older Chinese mayalso havea

¢ different take on what racial

: privilege means. During the

: colonial days, low-end

: governmentservice jobs, suchas

: postmen, policemen, soldiers and
¢ office runners, went mainly to

: Malays (aracial association with

¢ occupation whichisreflectedin

: the colloquial Malay term of “mata
: mata” or “eyes” for cops).

Atthe higher end of the scale,

: English-educated South Asians

: were common in professions such
: asteachers, lawyers and family

¢ doctors. Communication between
: themand the Chinese was mostly
: in“pasar” or colloquial Malay.

Unable to gain a footholdin

: government employment, the

¢ Chinese - illiterate or educatedin

: Chinese - filled thelabouring

: ranks, while the more

: entrepreneurialamong them

: becameitinerant hawkers or

: owners of smallbusinesses suchas :
: village provision shops. Some went :
: into cottage manufacturing or

: became contractors during the

¢ early years of the construction

: boom. Though much diminished,
¢ thelegacy of this ethnic division

: oflabour stilllingers somewhat

¢ inthe present structural

: distribution of labour.

What broughtabout asignificant

: transformation of the colonial
: structure was the policy of
i meritocracy.

Meritocracy put into practice

: theidea ofa“Singaporean

: Singapore”,alocalisation of the

i concept of a“Malaysian Malaysia”
: promoted by the first generation

: People’s Action Party leaders who
: opposed the privileging of the

: Malay majority during our

: short-lived membership in

: Malaysia.

With the obvious advantages

¢ thataccrue to an English-language
: education, Chinese children

¢ were enrolled en masse in

: government public schools. With

: increased proficiency in English

: and its statisticaldominance,

: ethnic Chinese unavoidably ended
: upinevery employmentniche

: acrossthe entire economicand

: classspectrum.

But meritocracy has three flaws.

: Inemphasising effort, it

¢ individualises success/failure,

: creatingatendency towards

: elitism. Inrewarding natural

: endowmentit could, and had, lead
: to eugenicist thinking, asin the

: infamous Graduate Mothers

: Scheme in the1980s, which gave
: children of graduate mothers

: priorityadmission to schools.

: Extending eugenicist thinking to
¢ ethnicity results in

: institutionalising racism.

Finally, meritocratic policies

: suchas those mentioned can, over
: time, rigidify social stratification

: andimpede anindividual’supward :
: mobility. Writlarge, such social

¢ structuralimpediments can affect

particular ethnic groups; for

¢ decades, Malays have been
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identifiedasastructurally
: disadvantagedgroup.

WEIGHING THE SOLUTIONS

: Whatis to be done? If Chinese

¢ demographic majority advantage

: hastranslated into structural

i advantage,a possible institutional
: correctionis “affirmative action”

¢ for minorities. This is not without
: intrinsic systemic problems.

Anunconscious advantage of the

i Chinese majority is the ability to

: assumeandoperate inan

: “unproblematic” socialreality,

¢ whichminority individuals cannot
: take for granted. This would take

¢ both parties to recognise and work
¢ outtheir differencesin their

¢ definitions of the given situation.

Without meritocracy, allocation

: ofresources and rewards would
: have tobe executed by

¢ administrative fiat, which risks
: engendering and embedding

i corruption.

Ifelitism is a personal flaw,

: eugenicist thinking should never

¢ be condoned or institutionalised.

: Whatisneededisto ensure thatas
: evenastarting pointaspossibleis
¢ builtinto the system for each

¢ cohort of young citizens.

As for the law, some would argue

i thatin Singapore thereare more
: thansufficientlaws that can be
: invoked to punishracistacts.

Racist Singaporeansare

: individuals who neither represent
¢ their ethnic group, nor is their

: behaviour endemic in their group.
: Notallracistincidents need to be

: dealtwithas criminalacts. While

¢ legalsanctionisapossibility, far

¢ better that such cudgelsbe used

¢ verysparingly and attempts be

¢ made to firstresolve matters

¢ between the individuals involved.
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