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How Muslims on this side of the world react can
have significant social consequences, he says
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Major shifts in the Islamic centre
of gravity that is the Middle East -
from warming geopolitical ties to
growing socioeconomic openness
- are being watched closely by
Muslims in South-east Asia.

And as the practice of Islam in
the Middle East evolves, how Mus-
lims on this side of the world react
can have significant social conse-
quences, said Law and Home
Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam.

“The countries of the Gulf are tak-
ing steps to prepare themselves for
a very different world in the
decades to come, in a bid to stay
prosperous, vibrant, attractive,
and they have set out to reform not
just their economies, but also their

societies,” he noted yesterday.

In a keynote speech on the
second day of the Middle East Insti-
tute’s (MEI) two-day annual con-
ference, he noted that economic
relations between the Middle East
and South-east Asia were also
likely to expand.

The MEI is an autonomous re-
search institute within the Na-
tional University of Singapore.

With South-east Asia boasting a
young population of 600 million
and a continually growing econ-
omy, there will be opportunities
aplenty and competition for talent,
said Mr Shanmugam.

Changes in the Middle East - in-
cluding the further normalisation
of Arab-Israeli ties and increas-
ingly secular attitudes — would also
affect the balance of power there,
with states acting in their best
interests, depending on the issue

athand, he added.

Mr Shanmugam, who was for-
eign minister from 2011 to 2015,
spoke of significant regional re-
alignments. The most substantial
change, he said, has been the Abra-
ham Accords - brokered by the
Trump administration in 2020 to
normalise ties between Israel,
Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) and the United States. “Oth-
ers have their ties too, growing
stronger, but on the quiet,” he said.

Inlate March, Israel also hosted a
historic summit in its Negev
desert, attended by the Egyptian,
Emirati, Bahraini and Moroccan
foreign ministers and their Israeli
and American counterparts.

Said Mr Shanmugam: “The de-
tails about the summit are few, but
theypoint towards further normali-
sation of the Arab-Israeli relation-
ship.”

In the context of these changes,
one question is how the Muslim-
majority countries in South-east
Asiawillreact, he said.

Mr Shanmugam noted that signif-

icant experiments in different
economic and social approaches
were also taking place in the Mid-
dle East. In Saudi Arabia, women
are no longer required to don the
hijab and are allowed to drive and
work. Concerts by Western acts
and cinemas have returned.

A short film shown at the Saudi
pavilion at the Dubai World Expo
starred the American actor John
Travolta and featured lines such as
“one of the greatest melting potsin
theworld”.

Said Mr Shanmugam: “This isa vi-
sion. Observers have commented,
it is coming from the top, it has to
percolate down and be accepted,
and thatisworkin progress.”

The UAE, too, is moving towards
some laws based on a more secular
footing - for example, by decrimi-
nalising alcohol consumption and
cohabitation of unmarried cou-
ples. “The approach is that Dubai,
in particular, is a cosmopolitan
place, it’s open for business, wel-
comes people from all over the
world.”
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Mr Shanmugam observed.
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the world, said the minister.
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