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How best to bridge divides
and strengthen a
common national identity?

Linette Lai
Political Correspondent

Atatimewhen peopleare rediscov-
ering their “tribes” and reasserting
different facets of their identities,
it feels harder than ever to forge a
common Singapore identity every-
one feels they haveashare in.

This is especially the case when
friction_arises between groups
with different lived experiences,
whichcan lead topeopleurmingin-

down on their

hsnzmell’s RSIS forum.
timing and context matter,
L-spL'cnlly when the issues under
discussion involve irreconcilable
esand are likely

are currently under various pieces
of legislation. While such laws may
not make people get along with
oneanother, PM Lee said, they sig-

to stir up sm)ng emotions, Prof
Chan said. A discussion that is
ly imed, poorly planned and

hurt in-

nal what society right or
wrong and “nudge people over
time tobehave better”.

ional University of
ation better.sg. PHOTO: INSTITUTE OF POLICY STUDIES

sions - such as distrust, or worse,
hate between communities,” said
the senior research fellow and

headof societyand cultureat IPS.

“Too much, and it may inhibit
self-expression, which could lead
to repression within the self and
the commenty.”

Mr Joel

up at Tuesday’s forum, during
which Singaporean writer Ng Yi-
Sheng responded to Prof Chan’s
suggestion that people should re-
frain from becoming “t00 angry”
when disagreeing ona topic.

Rage can be productive and peo-
plehave the right to be angry when

be
for mﬂucnnal pwplc on social me-
dia - who e space - to set
end enfotee coils of condict for

Ngsaid.
In response, Prof Chan agreed
thatanger arising from value viola-
tions such asunfair treatment is un-

shesuggested.
AHANDS-OFF

legitimate and at
tmes even useful, but it is impor-
¢ o be calm and composed

There is the option of letting de-
bates on identity run their course,
without attempting to shape them
orarbitrateinanyway.

On Tuesday, Finance Minister
Lawrence Wong cald Singapore-

Tri-

h
s(emofhelp

‘When such discussions do go ac-
cordingtoplan, thereare benefits.

Associate Professor Yow Wei
Quin, from the Singapore Univer-
sity of Technology and Design's

partite Committee on Workplace
Fairmess makin

est broker” in the Government,
which wlll strive to make sure al

tions on this legislation. These are
expected to cover areas set out in

groups fe
Dur Acsistont Professor Walid
Jumblatt Abdullah, from Nanyang

fair employ-
ment practices, such as age, race,
gender, relgion, nationaliy, lan-

positions, rather than

ese were some of the issues
raised at a conference on identity

he
thinking, They may
also become more cognisant of
how their actions may impact or be
i eadde

Institute of Policy
Studics (IPS) and the . Rajarat-

Dut what about gloups that are

isability.
B ivlsociety groups have su-
gested that legal protections be ex-
{ended to preven discrimination
based on cat exual

University’s School
of Social Sciences, said the Govern-
ment does not need tointervene in
every debate. “It can take a step
back and let people discuss and
have a robust discussion, some-
times even on issues they would
find sai

orientation and gender identity

nam School of

lef

ies (RSIS) on Tuesday.
Insight looks at_three ap-

or are not ready to engage inde-
bate with the wider society

Having laws in place will make it
mandatory for offenders to un.

Under this hands-off approach,
what would happen when people
clash over fundamental differ-

whcn a
eral expres o lesdio e
intended negative consequences”

“If we don’t have the humility to

change ke strategiesand belicks..
in the light of new information, T
think we are no longer adaptive.
And what we do is a disservice to
the group that we are represent-
ing...because it will backfire.”

He called instead for the cre-
ation of an overall climate in which
people remain respectful, even
where strong disagreements exist.

This means raising issues in a
way that is “sincere, humble and
with good intentions, intellectual
honesty and a learning orienta-
tion, not engaging in sarcasm and
character assassination, both ac-

tualand perceived”, he sai

Prof Chanadded: “It willbe coun-
terproductive if our anger, convic-
tion or passion is nt transited

ctions that

Women, forinstance,
c1|1y been excluded from such der

lergo gime, said
Assocm(e Professor Adrmn Kwek

SPACE
fdisagreementsarisebecausepeo-

bat Zha
Weiyu fmm the National Umvcmry

what other peo-

ple feel “ronglyal)nul then creat-

ing spaces for discussion might

help both sides reach a common

understanding, These could in-
olvi

new media department. In many
cases, these groups then formed

cial Sciences’ Centre for University

Core. But they may also mean that

people treat one another well b

cause they fear punishment -
chne: they pu

-

first put forth by philosopher john
Rawls that operates based on an
“overlapping consensus”. lnsread
of building harmony based o

shared values - which may diffcr
from person to person, and even

ences and form social identities.

ing aca-
Gormesani il society volges a5
wellas small-group dialogues.

In September last year, the Con-
versations on Singapore Women’s
Development was launched to un-
derstand women’s concerns, with
the resultant feedback to be com-
piledintoa White Paper.

For such platforms to be effec-
tive, they must be made available,
accessible and attractive for peo”
ple to take part in, said Professor
David Chan, a psychologist and
director of Singapore Manage-
ment University’s Behavioural Sci-
ences Initiative, who was a panel-

became foundations upon which
these social groups can reach out...
tothelargersociety,” shesaid.

LEANING ON THE LAW

Another option is to spell out in
law behaviour that Singapore

munvamthnmm bnhaverhalway
“The result will be a

~ittaps eachin-
dwxdual’s alues to builda consen-

ctal harmony, where one's re-
straint depends on whether one
willgetinto trouble with the law.”
DrCarol Soon, one of the modera-
tors at the IPS forum, pointed out
that social media, with its low bar-
ier to entry, has become the space

sus on

Solve problemms, So regarcless of
who we are and the views we hold,
we need to learn how to reduce
negativity, produce positivity and
co-createsolutions.

But that does not mean shying
away from disagreement.

On the contrary, it is important
for people to engage more with
those who they disagree with, and

Hevesin. isless frag-
1leIhanonebas«denmelyonselfr -
terest, he said, adding that norms
which facilitate social harmony in-
cludekindnessand tolerance.

Any framework to manage social
harmony should ensure that

openness rather than trying to

shut them down, Prof Walid said.
“The moment we start saying,
‘Oh, you disagree with me, and
therefore you are less moral than
~ Ithinkthat'sa recipe for soci-

deems with penal-
ties - orat least mandatory rehabil-
itation - for those who runafoul of
the rules. In August, Prime Minis-
ter Lee Hsien Loong announced
that Singapore will introduce a
Maintenance of Racial Harmony
Act to consolidate existing laws
dealing with racial issues, which

tation. But given that these plat-
forms have been plagued by prob-
lems ranging from cyber bullying
to disinformation, some degree of
lation is needed. The chal-
lengeis finding the right balance.
“Toolittle, and society would be
the poorer, given the repercus-

places where people often acquire
values - such as schools and reli-
gious organisations - alignn trans-
mitting values that affirm such
norms, he said. This framework
shouldalso teach and model scien-
tfically_ supported, productive

methods of disagreement.

‘The topic of disagreement came

we
beable to builda cohesive society.
“We can disagree completely
and robustly with people. But the
‘mechanism tosettling those differ-
ences has to be more openness in
termsof debate and dialogue.”

linettel@sph.com.sg

Primordial pulls of race remain

Goh Yan Han

In 1854, riots between Hokkicns
and Teochews in Singapore lasted
over 10 days and left at least 400
deadand 300 housesburnt.

Over a hundred years later in
1964, race iat in the countryled
t036deathsand 56

In recent years, it vl
ingrace have also made headlines.

Anccdotes have surfaced of how
people from minority races are dis-
criminated against when looki
for housing or job opportunities.

xamples show how pri-
mordial markers of identity, such
as race, religion and language,
have been a source of conflict in
Singapore over the years.

Schoolchildren celebrating Racial
Harmony Day. An NUS professor has
called for a Singapore where people
discuss privilege openly, without
denigrating any group. ST FILE PHOTO

Increasingly, race has been a
topic of focus, with the term “Chi-
nese privilege” roundly debated

Increasingly, race has been

peri-

One platl‘nrm s Minority Voices,
an Instagram page co-founded by

bannedthe collection of race-based
data. “But the problem has not gone
away. Instead, France has seen a
surge of racial protests in recent
years, with many minority groups
calling for the govenment o col-
lect race-based data so as to better
inform policymaking,” he said.

“As a starting point, we must
recognise that the pull of identity
politics arises from real differ-

These lived realities, such as of

Mr Sharvesh L
sl spaca for peaple o share tor
riesof racismand discrimination.
During the recent IPS-RSIS Con-
ference on Identity, he said: “When
Tand people who look like me are
questioned about our nationality
and about our citizenship, very of-
ten that makes you feel like you are
not part of the social fabric... not
partof Singaporean-ness.”
resultinpeo-

atopic of focus, with the

term “Chi ilege”

roundly d
inoriti their

media.

—

“There’s much to be said and be

thought about how we, collectively

s Singapore, have gone about his
of

being mistaken for foreigners, are
what legitimise discussions about
privilege, said Professor Vineeta
Sinka,a sociologs atthe Nationl
University of Singa

“Forme.. privige s the recdom
tonot think about race orgender or
sexuality or anythingelse when I'm
tryingtogetajoborapromotion, or

ffort
i ” he said

ple developing hatred of their own
ethnicity and distancing them-
selves from their own culture and
race,headded.
Addressing this, psychology pro-
fessor David Chan from Singapore
ManagementUniversity noted that

‘mateandshouldnot be dismissed.

“My own view is that the Chi-
nese-] Malay-lndxan -Other ~ (cate-
gorisation) is past its use-by date.
Andit’s about time we really think
of how toreconceptualise that.”

Ina speech at the conference, Fi-
nance Minister Lawrence Wong
said managing tensions does not
Tean pretending differences do
not exist. He cited France, which

Minding the local-foreign divide

In a bid to focus on the Singapo-
rean identity, one must be cautious

been hotly discussed over the

Duringthe 2011 General

Election,

gaporeans and non-Singaporeans,
includingpermanent residents.

With nearly 40 per cent of the
population in Singapore being for-
eigners, that divide could be very
destabilising, if not managed prop-
erly, said Ms Corinna Lim, execu-
tive director of the Assoc
Women for Action and Research
(Aware), at a conference on iden-
tity this week.

Groups could fall through the
cracks, such as migrant spouses
with Singaporean  children, an
the creation of different categories
of people here can resultin danger-
ous divides like first classor sec-
ondclass, she’s

The local-foreign divide has

Foreign worker Saravanan Samidurai
taking a selfie with Mr Rimy Lau on a
train in 2015 after the latter urged
him to keep his seat when he got up
for other commuters. ST FILE PHOTO

Institute of
pal research fellow Mathew Math-
ews said this is a fault line that has
become more apparent due to
changes in economic strategy. He
said: “When Singapore shifted its
focus to be a regional and global
hub, and adopted a more liberal
immigration policy, the concerns
about migrants became more ap-
parent, especially when more Sin-
gaporeans el threstened \vilh job

policy seenastoo lax ai

rent. " shesaid.

She called for a Singapore where
people discuss privilege openly,
both without denial and without
demonisingany,

Sucha siationwonldsee Singa-
poreans making a commitment to
the right of others to express them-
sclves, even if they are not part of
those communities.

gyanhan@sph.com:sg

Wong had said that the Progress
Singapore  Party’s  campaign
against Ceca had “strong racistand
xenophobic undertones”. His fel-
low ministersmade asimlr polo.
In response, PSP’s Non-Con-
stituency MP Leong Mun Wai said
the reason for the party’s position
on Ceca had “nothing to do with
race or xenophobia”.
at the discussion to

g
possibly the most
emotionallyand pol
chargedissue, as
Singaporeans complained
aboutovercrowdingand
perceived unfair job

ally

 During the 2011 Genenl Fiec-

as
oo movef forcigners
) possibly the most emotionally

Iso resurfaced

gaporeans complained about over-
crowding and perceved unfaijob
competition. The Government sub-
sequently as range of
tools to tighten the inflow of for-
eign workers at every skill tier,
such as high foreign worker levies
and stricter criteria for S Pass and
Employment Passholders.

has al
during the Covid-19 pandemic,
with some foreigners accused of
“spreading the virus here”.
Therecent parliamentary debate
over the India-Singapore Compre-
hensive Economic Cooperation
Agreement (Ceca) also has roots in

this point by Aware’s Ms Lim, psy-
chology professor David Chan
from Singapore Management Uni-
versity said it would be dangerous
to act 3 fthe Singaporean iden.
ty is the “only and most powerful
force to bind people together and
allother things don't matter”.
‘That s not the case, as common
valuesanda respect for dignity can
alsobindpeopletogethe
that there is no coun-
y, govcmmcnl or people who in
discussions deliberately leave out
nationalidentiyand iizenship.
He think Singaporeans
would vcry much like tosay thatas
Singaporeans, (this is what) we
have in common and share in our
identity. That's not inconsistent
with a cosmopolitan city.
where you can co-exist with for-
i residents.”

Finance Minister Lawrence

GohYanHan

LGBTQ and vaccine issues

While some divisions like race and
rehgion have their roots in history,
eme: s like gender and
Sexualty ave splt Singaporeans.

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der and queer (LGBTQ) issues
have been more prominent in the
last decade, with those who cham-
pion such rights at odds with other
groups.

The concerns of LGBTQ people

are important, and one cannot say

to any group that ther concerns
Fi-

“This is what a fair and just soci-
ety must mean. -in

Otheremerging divides

the name of avoiding the dangers
of identity politics ~ deny the
Tights of avariey of groups 10 o
ganise themselves, so as to gain
recognition for their concerns, or

nclude

ing: “There’s racial tension... but
it's exacerbated, and it’s inter-
twined with class differences. That
is something we cannot ignore.”
Institute of Policy Studies princi-
pal research fellow Mathew Math-
ews highlighted generational di-
s that emerged elsewhere but
arealsopresent here. il

peop p
and anti-vaccine,

ferent circumstances and are mr

id the

conditic

The LGBTQ community, with
evolving and complex identities,
has recently had to grapple with
non-binary and pansexual identi-
ties, said gay Singaporean writer

areillegitimate o
list rLawrcnce Wongac-
knowledged carlier this week.
“Every Singaporean deserves a
place in our society, regardless of
his or her background, status or
racial or cultural identity,” he said
ataconferenceon identity.

A 2019 photo of the annual Pink Dot
event. LGBTQ issues have been more
prominent in the last decade, with
those who champion them at odds.
with other groups. ST FILE PHOTO
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NgYi-Shengat

“We'veseenalot of critics within
the queer community who have
actually been holding Pink Dot to
task as much as We Are Against
Pink Dot has,” he said referring to
the annual movement to support

Covid:
I

particular those critical of restric-
tions on people who choose not to
bevaccinated.

Experts have cautioned against
the dangers of a class divide linked
tofactors like race and nationality.

Assistant Professor Walid Jum-
blatt Abdullah from Nanyang Tech-

Abenlah iy

the LGBTQ

cial Sciences said Si e has to

view
issues rather differently, and so

times feel that people in pamcuhr
generations may be hamperingsoci-
etal progress or leading society ina
detrimentaldirection,”hesaid.

“In the Singapore context, age
differences also relate to different
educational attainment and ability
tonavigate the digital world.”

The way fault lines play out
abroad should be watched closely
here too, he added. Forinstance, in
some countries, a person’s affilia-
tions closely track their political
identity, and in turn their attitudes

Other emerging divides include

those between people who are

pro-vaccineandanti-vaccine, espe-
Covid.

go beyond cursory or superficial
statements about how inequality
matters and think deeper about

Also circulating on social media
are anti-vaxxer perspectives, in

He pointed to the rise of pop-
ulism in the West and in Asia, say-

“When there are methods of mo-
bilising identities which are adver-
sarial in nature, you can expect
that the fault lines will be even
more difficult tomanage,” he said.
GohYanHan



