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[tme for
women to
serve NS

and challenge
outmoded
gender norms

Including women in national service will not
resolve all issues of gender inequality, but
itwilladdress a hth|y symbolic instance of'it.

Itis not just equality, but
also pragmatismwhich
helps to explain the
growing tendency for
countries toinclude
women in their military
draft.France, Israel,
Norway and Sweden are
amongseveral countries
thatalready do this, and
Germany s considering
following suit.
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¢ Images of Ukrainian women

¢ defending their homeland against :
¢ Russianinvaders have beenshared :
: theworld over. Indeed, Ukraine

: hasoneofthe highestrates of

¢ female military service in the

i worldandits 2018 law granting

: servicewomen equalrightsis

i laudedfor catalysing broader gains
¢ ingender equality.

Asthe world watches Ukraine

i mountanunexpectedly stout

¢ defence, gender equality

: advocates have beenroused to

i re-evaluate the role of womenin
: national defence. In Singapore,

i some may wonder ifitis time for
: women to be equallyincludedin
¢ ournational defence framework.

Overthe years, Singapore has

: recognised and celebrated the

¢ contributions of women to the

i progress of our nation. The

¢ Ministry of Socialand Family

i Developmentdeclared 2021as the
¢ Year of Celebrating SG Women,

i andthe Ministry of Home Affairs

: announced a comprehensive

i review of women'sissuesrelating
: tosexualviolence, voyeurismand
i differential treatment.

Amendments to the Women'’s

¢ Charter have been made to allow

i couplesto be jointly responsible

: for divorce. Gender discrimination :
i atthe workplace isunder the :
: spotlight. Gendered fault lines in

: oursocietyarealsobeing

i scrutinised.

Extending the national service

i (NS) obligation towomen is hence
i anopportunity to further include

i women through our nation’s

¢ defence framework, in turn

: allowing men and women toshare
i more of their lived experiences

: anddiversifying their collective

: skillsets. As the anthropology

i professor Ayse Gul Altinay writes,

“given equal suffrage rights, there

: isno other citizenship practice

i thatdifferentiates as radically

¢ betweenmenand women as

i compulsory male conseription”.

Inher third [PS-Nathan Lecture

i lastyear, Ms Corinna Lim,

¢ executive director of the

¢ Association of Women for Action
¢ andResearch (Aware), called for
i extending mandatory NSto

¢ women. She also recommended
¢ expanding NS beyond the

: traditional domains of the army,
i navy,air force and police.

Singaporean women shoulder

i most of our society’s care work,

i Evenwhen not directly doing the

i caring, they disproportionately

¢ bear the mentalloads of running

i homes, raising childrenand caring
: for the elderly, inaddition to

: gainful employment.

Gender-neutral conscription

i changes the narratives around

: what have long been considered

i the distinct domains of “women’s
: work”and “men’s work”,

Furthermore, technology has

i increased the waysin which

i defence is enacted. The Singapore
¢ Armed Forcesis slated to establish
¢ anew Digital and Intelligence

: Service (DIS) by the end of this

i year.Intime, having womeninthe
¢ DIScould also helprectify the

¢ gendergap in high-paying IT jobs.

Ifwomen were includedand NS

i was expanded beyond the new DIS :
: toinclude healthcare and social
: services, we would be socialising
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: menand women to contribute in

¢ less gendered ways, with better

i recognition of their individual

: strengths. Recruits would also gain
i adiverse and comprehensive

: training ground to prepare for

i future crises.

Women may in future alsobe

: required to do NS due to

: Singapore’s declining fertility rate
i —anobservation made in2015 by

¢ businessman Ho Kwon Ping. This

i need hasonly become more salient
. since.

Itis not just equality, but also

: pragmatism which helpsto

¢ explain the growing tendency for
i countries toinclude womenin

: their military draft. France, Israel,
: Norwayand Sweden are among

i several countries thatalready do
¢ this, and Germany s considering

¢ following suit.

Tobe clear, we are not arguing
that NS obligations should be

gender-neutral because males and
¢ femalesareidentical. Theyarenot. :

: Biologicalrealities dictate that
: onlyfemales can gestate babies,
i and thatmales tend tobe bigger
: and physically stronger than

: females.

However, biological realities

i need not constrain a broad

: spectrum of individuals from

: servingand participating in the

: defence framework of Singapore.
: Indeed, eachgender contains

: within it vast diversity, which

i explains why not every male NSFis
: suited tobeing an officer cadet.

Interestingly, Singapore’s

: founding prime minister Lee Kuan
i Yewwanted our NS obligation to

: apply toall citizens. Drawing

: inspiration from Israel, he sought

: toentrench the desire of

i Singaporeansto defend their

: nationregardless of sex. However,
i then Defence Minister Goh Keng

: Swee declined on the basis that

: Mindefwould have to carryan

¢ extraburden.

One justification proffered for
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excluding women from NS is that
i thepain of childbearingisan

“unofficial” form of national

: service that they endure. Yet, to

: bearchildrenisaconscious choice
: that modern Singaporean women

: make. NS obligations, onthe other

: hand, cannot be cast asa conscious
: choiceanda conscientious

: objectorwill face ajail term

: instead. Furthermore, with

: childbirth increasingly taking

placelater inlife, it does not

: conflict with NS obligations, and

: womenwho are pregnant or

: lactating can be exempted from NS
: andreservist duties.

Beyond this clear disanalogy

: between NSand childbirth,

: defining NSalonggendered lines
i propagates thenotion that men

: arebest suited todefendinga

i nation,andwomen, best suited to
: raising families. The truth is more
: complex, excludingand

: discouraging womenand men

: from many endeavours theyare

: perfectlysuited to.

Someargue thatsuch
socio-cultural trends are part of
our traditions and do not cause
muchharm., Yet, if this was really
rue, advanced economies globally
would not be striding towards a
more equitable playing field
between the sexes.

Notably, it is increasingly
recognised that it is not only
women who gain from this
evelling. Men, too, gain
mmensely from the opportunity
otake amore active role in
child-rearing and other care work.
Whole-of-societies benefit when
people feelless straitjacketed by
gender stereotypes.

It would also be a powerful
cultural signal in favour of gender
equality. The two-year sacrifice in
one’sprime is a sensitive issue for
many Singaporean men., It often
provokes amixture of pridein
one’sservice, but alsoresentment
hat their sacrifice is sometimes
unshared and underappreciated.

NSis often wielded asa mark of
egitimacy, one that only men have
access to. Aman might defend his
Singaporean-ness by saying “I did
NS, ok!”, This contribution is also
financially recognised through
higher wages and other privileges
hat preclude women.

Women, however, have a head
startin education and
employment during the formative
ime of early adulthood. Entering
he workforce earlier, they tend to
achieve financial stability more
quickly than their male peers,
which remains a source of angst
for young Singaporean men.
These contentions undergird our
gender identities in Singapore,
and so the pursuit of gender
equality requires that we find
ways to resolve them.

South Korea provides a
cautionary tale, The 2016 murder
of awoman triggered an
examination of attitudes towards
women in Korean society.
Campaigns like #MeToo and
#mylifeisnotyourpornreceived
support from politicians like
President Moon Jae-In. The aim
wasto break down toxic attitudes
and gendered stereotypes, but this
riggered an anti-feminist
backlash from young Korean men,
galvanising support for more
conservative parties.

One of the friction points was
he fact that Korean men (but not
women) do two years of military
service. Many young men felt that,
because of this, Korean women
hadit “easy” compared to them.
Experts posit that decades of
academic ultra-competitiveness,
highyouthunemployment and
compulsory national service
explain why younger Korean men
are now generally more
anti-feminist than older men.
Attempts to cut through to these
men that did notaddress this key
source ofanger and discontent
have hadlimited success.

One oft-cited downside of
extending NS towomen is that, at
heyounger end of the spectrum,
here could bealabour force
shrinkage. However, with the
ageing workforce and
normalisation of lifelong learning,
this shrinkage will provide senior
workers the slack necessary to
hrive for longer periods in new
vocations.

Another issue is that women
may be unenthusiasticabout

majority of Singaporeans support
NS, only between 13 per cent and
22per cent of young womenare in
favour of female conscription.

But it is worth remembering that
hisis notagendered response.
Archival data suggests that when
NSwas firstintroduced there was
significant opposition, including
street demonstrations and
protests. Yet,a few generations on,
tiswidely supported by
Singaporean men. Making our NS
obligation gender-neutral will
require the moral courage from
our parliamentarians and female
recruits that was once required of
our male recruits as they faced
conscription for the first time.

Including women in NS and
expandingits scope will not
resolve allissues of sex-based
discrimination and gender
disparity, but it will reverse one
significant and highly symbolic

nstance of it. If implemented well,

tcould allow Singaporeans of both
sexes to lessen divides, diversify
responsibilities, fortify existing
support structures, and build
social resilience through varied
experiences. In the process, we
would be unshackling our citizens
from certain gender stereotypes
and levelling the playing field to
createamore resilientand
multi-skilled population.
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