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Managing the tensions of tribal

politics: Lawrence Wong

At the IPS-RSIS conference
yesterday, Finance Minister
Lawrence Wong focused on the
threat posed by new forms of
tribalism and identity politics and
how Singapore can meet the
challenges they pose. Here are
edited excerpts from his speech.

‘The naturalinstinct of humans is
tolook out forthose who are most
like us. Around the world, we see
therise of what we might call a
“new tribalism” in politics,or
“identity politics” as it is
commonly described. What does
all this mean for Singapore,and
how should we respond?

IDENTITY POLITICS

INMODERN SOCIETY
‘Theage-old conflict between
national and tribalidentities
remains oneofthe mostpotent

namix

oftribalidentities. We area
diverse racial mix from three
major Asian civilisational
complexes - China, Indiaand
South-east Asia. Yet we have none
oftheirlong history or indigenous

th ity Act against
chauvinists of all ilks. They
introduced what were in the

Finance Minister
Lawrence Wong
said that while
the

become increasingly difficult to
find common ground, or solutions
thatbenefitallgroups.

Conversely, we should be
mindful of breaking society into
eversmaller boxes. Thisis what
we'veseen in some places — for
instance, black feminists not
seeing eye to eye with white
feminists; or one minority feeling
ithas to be more aggrieved than
another;and so on.

‘We must fight the instinct to set
ourselves apartand pigeonhole
others,and instead be willing to
build understandingand
commonality across 1denn?: lines.

The reah(y is rha( all of us have

Beinga

may not always
arrive ata
perfect solution,
it will never let
any group feel
unheard, ignored
or excluded. All
must feel that
they are part of
the Singapore
family, he added.
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culturalidentity.
This iswhata fair and just society
must mean. And we. cannat inthe

short-term policies —
like making English the main
medium ofinstruction in our
schools, and later the Ethnic

name
xdenn(y polmcs deny the nghts
ofavariety of groups to organise
themselves, so as to gain

Singaporean should nevermean
having to give up any of our other
identities. So we may be Chinese,
Malay, Indian, Eurasian or any
otherrace.Butwe are firstand
foremost Singaporeans. Likewise,
regardless of our gender or sexual
orientations, regardless of the
causewe champion, we areall
Singaporeans, first and foremost.

Ifweuphold this idea - that
being Singaporean isa matter of
convictionand choice, and that it
takes priority over our other
identities and affiliations - that
would giveall of us oneimportant
commonality around which to
build understanding and trust; to
negotiate our differences and find
common ground on difficult
issues; and then we can
continually look for ways to move
forward together.

Third, letusdraw on the better
angels of our nature. Humans are
tribalists, but weare also traders,
by nature. Throughouthistory,

driving forces of violence within cultures to hold us together. for public theirconcerns,or  : humanity hasthrived because of
andbetween nations. Indeed itis wonh reminding housing - eek heil itic our

Amilitary historian Victor Davis wewere racial and well-being. theunknown, and to meet new
Hansonlikened tribalism toan barely acentury or twoago. Even and religious groups. The challeng people, ‘whomwe can live
“ancient narcotic”. Ashe putsit, seemingly stable identities thatwe Allof ly ddoour best with, tradewithandlearn from.In
oncetribalism takes hold, it’s now take for granted - Chinese, possible i f legiti concerns of every factthese traderinstinctsarean

“almost impossible... topreventit  ; Malay, Indian;letalone Singaporeans believed thatwhat ~ : “tribe”, withoutallowing our integral part of who we areas

harder ~were not stable at Singapore stood for as anation politics tobe based on ingap i
work of establishing multiracial all. exceededthe pull of their own identities ortribal allegi tarted trading hub.
i d citi: i Toil letmeaska tribalinstinctsand feelings. Tradeis in our blood.
because it isan “ancient narcotic”. : question: what doyouthink was Imagine what would have OURWAY FORWARD Trade is not just about making
“Tribe” is not just amatter of theworst hy ifour foundi economic rransamons dee is

ethnicity. Ther identity ‘had pursued Before, hotthe
‘markers that are driving what we Manywouldsay theraceriotsof | ifthemajority Chinesein 1964 race riots, we tookpains to trustand mu(’ualbeneft The
might call “the new tribalism” of 1964, which resulted in 36 deaths i had insisted Tod: ay
themodernera. For example, the andabout 560 injuries. But, in fact, Mand:armasourworkmg wehavea di liesin h:

culture wars that wenow see in the

afarmore violent conflict took
Hokki d

language; or if we had allowed

butwe alsohave much more m

and cooperate. This same trading

West cutacrossa p allover common, and the Smgaparean instinctis crucial in setting the
issues- fromabortionrightsto ‘Teochews in May 1854. The riots Singapore identit; ociety.
votingrights; fromwoke cullureto lasted for more than10 days, Therewouldnot havebeena Sohowcanwe balancethe From the beginning, our
even peoplekilled, andno ds of diverse
wearing. Th agreat) ,andabout : Singaporeanidentity tospeakof. identity groups while mai of gafair
itiesan burned. Atbest,we wouldbealoose acohesive and harmonious deal forall. We mustcontinue in
Inthel i historical ion of tribes, one society? How canwe builda thisvein - continue to engage with
long-cherished melting-pot elhos record, the background to the conflictaway from society, wh yone is equal ther, work
wesee therise of tribalismand conflictwas the refusal ofthe But d hasaplace, We must
identitypolitics. The once Hokkiens “tojoinina i hoice, fthe ;, do sonotonly with those outside
accepted politicalargumentsfora : toassist the rebelswhohad been ofthe few placesin (he world Th uestions and butalso between
racially diverse citizenry unitedby : drivenfrom Amoy by the Imperial : todaywhere - despite the many Idon't have full answers. But I differentsegments of
acommon pastand shared Chmz troops”. imperfections; despite lmgenng would few possible well. Fourth, asa
loyalties to the Constitutionin the society, we must continue to give
USare now eroding. bu( barely 150 years ago, tribal (or peopleof different tribes have First, to tackle tribalism and all Singaporeans reason tohope
Whyis it despit uulect”) livedpeacefully together formore  identity politics, we should anda fair chance to haveagood
pil P! than halfacentury here. strengthen our human life.
despite efforts toforge Smgapore (as well as: m Chinatoo) Thi i affair: ionshi The rise of extreme politics in
iti ribes, races tural or will alv be knife-edge; soit Thi ith y
andreligions that we continue to national identityas Chmese needs constant attention and thespirit of reciprocityand large partrelated to their
live under the shadow of Orconsider this: Singapore careful management. In the kinshipat the dailylevel. Wemust i economicwoes. The middle-class
tribalism? nationalism (and Malayan hyper-connected world that we be good friends, good neighbours, : in manyWestern countries has
Partof th liesin i (hatpreceded it) had livein, the culture wars that began itan: ing by i i
howmany: its il inthe Westwillnot b human just for years, but for several
overthelast few decades. nationalisms of Smgapore s there. They havealread: d : help the trust we decades. The I households
Consider how life waslikeinthe : component races. If there had new forms of identity politics h havein her, and thisis the incomes, with
19505 or 60s: There were many beenno Chinese Revolutions (of beyondourfa liar dividesofrace | elementaltask of every society. children faringless well than their
problems, but societies 1911and 1949);if there had beenno  : and religi Because when people lose faithin : parents.We mustneverallow this
everywhere were generally more Indnn nauonal movement which 1f weare: not careful, this new oneanother, things will fall apart tohappenin Singapore. So wewill

cohesive,and people
connected and moreactive in their
respective communities. In

hadbeen

"kamﬁung Spirit”.

Over the last fewdecades, there
hasbeena greater emphasis on the
culture of self. It’s allabout how “
want tobefree to be myself”. We
see this most lyinthe

trib: ily takeroot here, : very quickly. continue to work hard to promote
Indiaand Pakistanin1947; ifthere : and ourpolitics can become It takes effort and time to get to inclusive growth, and toensure
new identity i know d d build thatallSis ucceed
leading toits Managing these new tensions trust. Thisis not something that in their pursuits.

independence in1948 - no
Singaporean (Chinese, Malay or
Indian) would have conceived it
possible tohave a Singaporean
nationalism.

USandparts of Europe, but it
permeates societies everywhere.

Ourvery claimofa national
identity was prompted, if not
inspired, bythe mbal natmnahsms

Tobe clear,
individual has brought about a lot
of progress in many areas. But as
theNew York Times’ columnist
David Brooks hasnoted, when the
senseof selfis inflated, at the

ofourvar
‘we thenreally be sure, with lhe rise
of China, Indiaand South-east

doesn’t mean that we pretend that
differences do not exist.

For example, France hastried to
deal with the issue of race by
banning the collection of
race-based data. But the problem
hasnot gone away. Instead France
hasseenasurge of racial protests
inrecentyears, with many
minority groups calling for the
government to collect d

‘we can compel or do at scale;
relationships have to be built one
atatime.

What we can scaleare our social
norms. Sowe should work hard to
strengthen the norms that bring us
closer together - norms like caring
for others, kindness, graciousness,

Thisis how webreak outofa
zero-sum mindset, where certain
groups feellike others’ success
must have comeat theirown
expense, or feel that every “tribal”
setback is a major grievance.

Whenit comes tosocial
programmes, we will do our best to

Wehaveseen d
examplesofsuch non'ns
The

Asia, that

inform

willnot againinto
Chinese, Indianand Malay

P
individualismbecomes the
reigning ethos, and the
connections between people get
weakened. Thisleads toloneliness
andisolation. And when people
feellonely and alienated, they fall
back ondefences that are perhaps
primevalin our species - we revert
totribes.

Tribalismmay feellike
community. Butthe twoare not
the same. Community i lS about

ndit’s

Ourracial diversity is surpassed

~ Thelessonsthis: simply
does

tlasshealt

wentbeyond their call of duty to

care for our Covid-19 patients, or
les of

by balancing targeted support
withuniversal coverage for
essential items.

Inshort,we will do everything
wecanto make sure that the
remains alive

not mean they nolonger exist.
Instead, we

front-line workers - from taxi
dri food deli

byour Muslims,
Buddhists, Christians, Hindus,
‘Taoists and many more. By some
measure, Si is the most

religiously diverse placein the
world.

rld.
Our experience of racialand
religious riotsin the 1950s and
1960s underlined clearly the
Ppotential for sectarian clash. We
also saw how i

andwell for. every Singaporean.
Ontop ofallthis, the

could whenwe were

based onmutual szecnon.
Tribalism is inherently
exclusionary, and it's based on
mutual hate: “us”versus “them”,
“friend” versus “foe”.

Once thissort of tribal ldEnlll’y
takesroot, ith diffi

artof Malaysia. Never again, our
founding leaders decidedand
declared.

still, after our independence in
1965, many doubted ifa small
island-state, made up of people

must recognise that the pull of riders - who tokeep mustandwillalways
identity politicsarises from the oursociety going. beafairand honestbroker.
inlived realmes These best attempts, we
Different segments ofou best ofus, andweshould recogmse mightnotalwayssucceedin
pggulanonwnll have rhe:rown real hey em| Second, " Sas
let id groups of : especially controversial issues.
For example, peopleor hateach h , th

beara ity is i willdo our utmost torecognise the
houseworkand receive less homogeneous. challenges andneeds of different

iti i afemale Chinese groups, decide on theappropriate
their Another from polic d ince the rest of
example: People with disabilities haveavasllydlfferemlwed society that thisis a fair way to
arenotableto fully withamale i move forward. .
inoursocietyasthey wouldliketo. Chmesefmmawealthy family. Wehave done so for the Ethnic
Andyet another, 15 notthe olicy inour HDB flats.

example: LGBTQ(]esbxan,gay,
bisexual, lra_nsgender orqueer)

achieve any compromise.

IDENTITY POLITICS IN SINGAPORE

Weseet

dialects, and surrounded by much
larger neighbours, could hold
together for long. Nevertheless,
against the odds, we managed to

many first-world democracies.
Fortunately weare inabetter
positionin Singapore. But we
cannot assume that the harmony
wenow enjoy is solid, letalone
permanent.

Thisdid not happen by chance.
Our founding. leaderswent togreat

thatsociety does
notacceptthem- oreven

Weh

ly lany of us
may hold preconcewed notions

Special
Assistance Planin our schools. We

about
gender, religion, orpolitical
I

g
These areimportant concerns.
One cannot say toany of these
groupsthat their concerns are
1llegmmate or exaggerared Ifwe
p to

are subject to such prejudices;so

issues.

‘We may notalways arrive ata
perfectsolution. But we will never
letany group ignored

all of us must be
the stereotypes we mightharbour.
‘We must avoid reducing our

toa

orexcluded. We willnever let any
group feel boxed inor ostracised.
All mustfeel that they are part of

inplace
safeguard our racnal and religious
harmony. They took tough but
necessary action. They invoked

of Sil

deservesaplaceis m our socnety,
regardless of his or her
background, status or racial or
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ingl fon. This hard
views ofthose whoare different
fromus, and, over time, we see ll

must feel they are part of the
Smgapore family; all must feel
hope for the future.

thatlens. It will



