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Amendments to the Public Order
Actnow bar foreigners from using
assemblies and processions in
Singapore to promote political
causes. Inannouncing the change
tothe lawin Parliament on
Monday, Law and Home Affairs
Minister K. Shanmugam
highlighted media reports of 50
Singapore companies funding the
annual Pink Dot eventasan
example of how Singaporeans can
support a cause without foreign
funding.

Pink Dot, which beganin 2009 to
promoteunderstanding and
acceptance for the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
community, had previously relied
onsupport from multinational
corporations. But last year, the
Government said it would “take
steps tomake it clear that foreign
entities should not fund, supportor
influence” events held at Speakers’
Corner, like Pink Dot. This worried
the organisers, but the 50

last year’s 18 sponsors, and they
reportedlyraised 70 per cent of the
2016 sponsorship amount even
before official fund raising began.
Pink Dot has been controversial.
Publicity for the event haslargely

?

causes resonate

i takenplaceonsocialmediaand,in
¢ recent years, religious

i conservatives have come out to

: campaign againstit online. For

i instance, agroupof Muslims

: starteda Wear White movement in
i 2014, which received support from
: segments of the Christian

: community. Mr Shanmugam had

: said on Monday that the matter is

: one for “Singaporeans, Singapore

i companies and Singapore entities

: todiscuss withoutinvolvement of

¢ foreign culture wars”.

Attendance at Pink Dot has

i increased from 2,500 peoplein

i 2009 toan estimated 28,000 by

¢ 2015, according to media reports.

i Clearly, the event has gained

i resonance with some members of

: Singapore society, even thoughasa
i whole, we are still conservative in

i our views on homosexuality. An

i Institute of Policy Studies (IPS)

i survey conducted in2013 with

¢ more than 4,000 respondents

: found that more than sevenin10

i felt that sexual relations between

¢ twoadults of the same sex and gay

i marriage were always wrongor

¢ almostalways wrong, though it

i would be interesting to take the

: pulseagain four years on.
Singapore sponsors have surpassed :
¢ for Pink Dot? Ina book on civil :
i society thatI co-edited withmy IPS :
¢ colleague Gillian Koh, Ipresented  :
¢ findings from myresearchon

¢ Internet-enabled Singapore

¢ campaigns from 2012 to 2014. They
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What, then, explains the support
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i ranthe gamut from those dealing

: with bread-and-butter issues (for
i example, “Say No to 6.9 Million

¢ People”) and human rights issues

: (the Singapore Anti-Mandatory

: Death Penalty Campaign) to those
¢ thatresponded to specific

¢ incidents (“Sticker Lady Petition”).
: Why do some resonate with

¢ Singaporeans and gain traction in
i local and foreign media, while

¢ others fade into oblivion?

First, how messages are framed -

: or how specific dimensions ofan
: issue oreventare highlightedtothe :
¢ public - matters. Research in media
¢ studies, political science and

¢ sociology demonstrates how

: framing shapes people’s

¢ assessmentand opinion of anissue

i by focusing their attention on

: specific aspects of the issue.

Various studies have shown that

i campaigns which enjoy greater

i success - usually measured by

¢ participation numbers - tend to
i have messages that their target

¢ audience canidentify with. In

: communication and cultural

: studies, this connectionis called

“frame alignment”, where the

i movement’s goals and values are
i linked to those ofits target
¢ audience.

In the case of Pink Dot, the

¢ organisers have been consistent in
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Number of people who attended
i PinkDotin 2009.
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Estimated number ofpeople who
¢ attended Pink Dotin 2015.
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drumming one key message over
: theyears - that Pink Dot s for

“everyone, straight and gay, who

: supports the belief that everyone
i deserves the freedomtolove” andit :
: strongly that Pink Dot threatens
i Singapore’s social fabric.

“stands for an open, inclusive
society within our Red Dot

¢ (Singapore)”. The themes of

: equality and inclusiveness

: dominate the messaging, and the

: valuesoflove, respectand

¢ friendship appeal to individuals

: with different social identities and
: fromvaryingstages oflife.

The message isreinforced by the

: messenger: The support expressed
¢ by those from different segments

¢ of Singapore society and by local

i companies alsoundermines the

: argument that Pink Dot merely

: promotes “Westernvalues”, which
¢ supposedly prioritise individual

i choices over societal and familial

: responsibilities.

Second, linked to the above, the

¢ ability to communicate an issuein

i away that speaks to different

¢ audiences is key. This task is more

: challenging when the publicis not

: homogeneous. Itis important to

: understand the primal instincts

: and emotions that affect people’s

i responses to anissue, and consider
¢ ifthe values advocated connect

¢ with those held by the public. In

: this sense, individuals and groups

i running public communications

¢ campaigns that seek to change

i attitudes and behaviours can take a
: leafout of Pink Dot’s book.

Beyond the communications

! insights that Pink Dot offers, it

: providesastarkand timely

: reminder of the precarity of social
i harmonyin Singapore. To different
' people, Pink Dot means different

: things - supporting gay rights,

: demonstrating solidarity with the
i LGBT community, and upholding
¢ thevalues of non-discrimination

: that many Singaporeans identify

¢ with. Thisaccounts for the diverse
: mixofpeople who turnup each

¢ year, from LGBT individuals to

: heterosexuals, from the young to

: the old, and from singles to the

: married with children in tow. At the
i same time, there are those with

¢ deepreligious convictions or

traditional family values who feel

Viewson Pink Dot are clearly

: polarised and any consensus is

i unlikely, given that some religions
i are categorically against

: homosexuality. But on a similar

i note,some religions also practise

: religious exclusivism - that their

: faithis the one true faith - and yet,
¢ theyhave founda way to co-existin
i ourmulticultural society. Can

: Singapore’s tradition of

¢ multiculturalism extend to these

. contentiousissues?

Given the growing diversity of

i Singapore society, itis likely that all
: familiesare already a mixed bag of

¢ religious believersand

: non-believers. My family, for

: instance, has devout Buddhists,

: Catholics, Protestants, Taoists,

: Hindus and those who profess no

: faith. We may not agree all the time,
: butour differences are subsumed

: under our respectand acceptance

: of one another’s beliefs and values.

Astudy conducted by my

i colleagues from IPS on protecting

: the public space in the face of

: growing cultural and religious

: pluralismin Singapore

¢ recommends the sharing of

: personalstories that emphasise

: common identities. This will help

i us extend our empathy to those

: beyond our family and friendship

i circles. Peaceful and respectful

: diversityis what makes Singapore

: uniquely Singapore. Let us not take
: the diversity for granted, let us hold
: ontoit,andletus continue to build
¢ onthe diversity.
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