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S’pore cannot be laissez-faire with
race, religion issues: Shanmugam

Harmony here due to nation’s near-zero
tolerance for hate, offensive speech, he says

Wong Pei Ting
Correspondent

Issues of race and religion cannot
be dealt with by taking a laissez-
faire, race-blind approach, said
Law and Home Affairs Minister K.
Shanmugam on July 1.

Singapore intervenes heavily to
ensure social cohesion and has “a
tough set of laws” to deal with the
minority who choose to be nasty
towards people with different
characteristics, he added in a
speech at a forum on non-violent
ethnic hostilities jointly organised
by the Ministry of Home Affairs
and the Institute of Policy Studies.

Mr Shanmugam noted that in a
world fraught with racial and reli-
gious tensions, the Republic - de-
spite its status as one of the most
religiously diverse places in the
world - is an outlier not by chance.

The peace and harmony found
here have to be attributed to its
near-zero tolerance for hate and

offensive speech, he said.

Mr Shanmugam spoke of other
countries’ experiences managing
ethnic hostilities, then detailed
Singapore’s approach and laid out
future challenges for the nation.

The majority of people in every
society exercise restraint and treat
those of other ethnicities and reli-
gions with civility, he said. But if
the minority who do not are not
dealt with under the law, they will
eventually set the tone for an in-
creasing number in the population.

While they might not move a ma-
jority in society, it is enough to po-
larise society and create hostility
to incite violence, he added.

To stop this from happening, Sin-
gapore has, among other laws, the
Maintenance of Religious Harmo-
ny Act, which gives the home af-
fairs minister the power to issue a
Restraining Order against religious
leaders who engage in inflammato-
ry speech.

On top of the legal framework,
the Government heavily inter-

venes to promote social cohesion
and ensure that government policy
is not organised around ethnic
lines, Mr Shanmugam said.

He cited the example of Singa-
pore’s Ethnic Integration Policy
(EIP) in public housing, saying that
allowing natural market forces to
take hold would see neighbour-
hoods with more expensive flats,
such as Ang Mo Kio and Bishan,
populated with 90 per cent to 95
per cent Chinese.

Introduced in 1989, the EIP sets
ethnic quotas on flat ownership
within each Housing Board block
and neighbourhood to prevent eth-
nic enclaves from forming. About
75 per cent of the Singapore pop-
ulation are ethnic Chinese.

The Government had swum
against the natural current “at
some political cost”, Mr Shanmu-
gam added, noting that many peo-
ple mischaracterise the policy as
being against minorities, as it
means that minority ethnic groups
cannot sell their flats to a larger
segment of the population.

Beyond enclaves, the conse-
quence of allowing segregation to
take place along ethnic lines is
schools becoming segregated over
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Law and Home Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam spoke of other countries’

experiences managing ethnic hostilities, then detailed Singapore’s approach and
laid out future challenges for the nation. ST PHOTO: GAVIN FOO

time as well, affecting integration,
he said.

Mr Shanmugam also argued that
the Chinese, Malay, Indian and
Others (CMIO) classification on
identity cards should stay, al-
though there had been calls to do
away with it.

“Isn’t it better to understand that
there are differences, and then deal

with those differences... Capture
the data and see the progress of the
different communities, try and
bring everybody up and, at the
same time, overlay it with a Singa-
porean identity. Aren’t we stronger
for that?” he said.

The CMIO classification is not in-
tended to create division, but to
help the Republic build a stronger

and more united society, as well as
to reduce ethnic tension, he added.

Mr Shanmugam said notwith-
standing the right to free speech,
the Singapore Government draws
the line firmly when it comes to
words or actions deemed offensive
to other races or religions.

This is not always the case over-
seas, where the prevailing argu-
ment is that speech attacking dif-
ferent ethnic groups should be al-
lowed in the name of free speech,
he said.

“This ideology of free speech has
prevented people from thinking
honestly and sensibly about how
societies, human beings actually
behave,” Mr Shanmugam told the
audience.

“It’s almost as if logic is suspend-
ed when you throw the term ‘free
speech’, then you can stop all think-
ing and you just have to accept the
ideology.”

In contrast, founding prime min-
ister Lee Kuan Yew never allowed
logic to be suspended and under-
stood how human beings actually
behave in society, he noted.

Because of this approach, no-
body has thought of expressing his
or her opinion about the Quran or
any other religious text by burning
it here, he said. He contrasted this
with what happened in Sweden in
2023, where a series of Quran
burnings took place.

“In Singapore, if you try burning
the Quran or the Bible, or any reli-
gious book or symbol - your next
appointment, and it will be invol-
untary, will be with the ISD (Inter-
nal Security Department), and if
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Legal framework for tackling issues will continue to be boosted

FROM A1

you are not detained, you are more
likely to be charged for this, and
certainly you will see the insides of
our prison,” he said.

Citing the Republic’s tough laws
against the incitement of racial and
religious hatred, including a strict
approach towards hate speech, he
said other countries might be
shocked that Singapore had caned
and jailed a Chinese man who had
put up graffiti that read “Malay
Mati” at an MRT station.

In contrast, the US Supreme
Court has said that inflammatory
speech, even speech advocating
violence by the Ku Klux Klan, is
protected unlessit is directed at in-
citing or producing imminent law-
less action.

Singapore’s legal framework for

dealing with such issues will con-
tinue to be strengthened, he said.
Workplace discrimination, for in-
stance, will be addressed through
upcoming workplace fairness leg-
islation to be introduced in Parlia-
ment later in 2024.

Mr Shanmugam said this is an
important piece of legislation,
which signals that employment
discrimination along ethnic or reli-
gious lines is unacceptable.

“If employers breach that, there
will be consequences,” he added.

While Singapore’s approach has
worked well so far, Mr Shanmugam
said it is being challenged on two
fronts: social media, where hate
speech can travel much faster, and
the population’s differing reac-
tions to conflicts outside of Singa-
pore.

He noted that there is plenty of

disinformation in the online space,
including hostile information cam-
paigns from foreign actors that can
condition people to discriminate
against other ethnicities.

In addition, different ethnic
groups tend to react differently to
conflicts outside of Singapore, and
such differences can also be ex-
ploited to stoke ethnic hostility.

“This is often amplified by peo-
ple subscribing to different sourc-
es of information, their own echo
chambers, based on their own
sympathies and affinities,” the
minister added.

Mr Shanmugam cited an opinion
poll conducted by the Ministry of
Communications and Information
on the Russia-Ukraine conflict.

The poll found a clear, sustained
difference in how older, better-
educated Chinese viewed the con-
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In Singapore, if you try burning the Quran or the Bible,
or any religious book or symbol - your next
appointment, and it will be involuntary, will be with the
ISD (Internal Security Department), and if you are not
detained, you are more likely to be charged for this,
and certainly you will see the insides of our prison.
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LAW AND HOME AFFAIRS MINISTER K. SHANMUGAM, on how the Singapore
Government draws the line firmly when it comes to words or actions deemed
offensive to other races or religions.

flict, compared with other demo- sia’s aggression is justified, and
graphic groups, he noted. They were more likely to blame the West
were more likely to think that Rus-  for the conflict, and think that Chi-

na’s support for Russia is accepta-
ble, he said.

The same is true with the Israel-
Hamas conflict, he said. Other
polls have found that “not all
groups feel equally strongly” about
the matter, while members of the
Malay-Muslim community are es-
pecially moved by it.

Such external events “can pull
our population in different direc-
tions”, and make it more challeng-
ing for the Government and socie-
ty to “hold together in a united
way”, he said.

So while racial and religious har-
mony is now a lived reality of Sin-
gaporeans, it requires constant at-
tention and effort, Mr Shanmugam
stressed.

“The Government will continue
to do its part. We will continue to
look at what else is needed again,
and where laws need to be
changed. We will change them and
explain them,” he said.
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