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Lately, several worrying incidents
have given us pause to consider the :
state of our racial harmony. :

In May, a Chinese man kicked an
Indian woman in the chest while
uttering racial slurs. Earlier this
month, a Chinese man confronted
aninter-racial couple, saying they
should date within their respective :
races. In the same month, a 3
Chinese woman was filmed hitting :
agong to disrupt her Indian :
neighbour’s prayer ritual

Andrecently, a Malay lady was
sentenced tojail for hurling racist
insults at an Indian female
commuter ona bus.

These racistacts are
unacceptable. I feel the hurt
caused. And like all of you, I' wish
theseincidents hadnot happened. :

Some have asked why we are
experiencing this recent spate of
racist incidents. They wonder if
racism has gathered speed. I think
we should see thisina broader
context.

The government monitors
closelyallincidents involving race
andreligion, because we know
how sensitive they can be. From
our tracking, we know such racist
incidents are not new. They were
far more numerous earlier in our
history, but declined gradually
over the decades, although this
pastyear has seen significantly
more cases than usual, most likely
because of the stress of Covid-19.

Suchincidents don’talways
make the headlines. But racism
still exists in Singapore; itisamong :
us - in our streets, our
neighbourhoods and our
workplaces.

In the past, racist incidents
would likely have beenresolved
amongst the parties involved and
behind closed doors. Nowadays,
the casesare highlighted on social
media, and circulated more widely
toalargeraudience.

Inapositive way, social media
has helped to create greater
awareness of racism here. This has
made us, especially the majority,
look closely in the mirror and
reflect deeper about whowe are,
andwho we want to be.

Andwe clearly cannot leave
thingsas they are. We are better
than this. Whether online or
offline, we must hold ourselves to
higher standards, and tackle
racism wherever it exists in our
society.

The question is: what dowe do
now?

How we got here:
Building a Singaporean
Singapore

Toanswer this question, we must
firstunderstand our past and how
we got here.

Race is never an easy issue for
any society inthe world, especially
highly diverse ones like ours. Itis
highly emotive because the
questionofrace is wrapped up
with our identities, our cultures,
our ways of life. The natural
instincts of humans are to look out
for people who are most like us,
andtokeepa distance fromothers. :

Itis notimpossible to overcome
such discomfort, as we and other
multiracial societies have shown.
But we would be fooling ourselves
ifwe believed that racial and
religious harmony were the
natural order of things. It does not
fall ready-made from the sky.
There is nothing pre-ordained
abouta multiracial society.

For Singapore, the question of
race has been a fundamental issue
from the beginning, To put it
simply: Ifrace did not posean
existential challenge, Singapore
would never have separated from
Malaysia, and we would never
have become an independent,
sovereign state.

Our 23 months in the federation
showed the tendency of eachrace
to emphasise its identity, its rights,
andits primacy - oftenat the
expense of other races. Against the :
grain, our founding leaders set out
to build a “Singaporean
Singapore”.

AsMr Lee KuanYew declaredon :
Aug 9,1965: “We are going to have
amultiracial nation in Singapore,
Wewill set the example. This is not
aMalay nation; thisis nota
Chinese nation; thisisnotan
Indian nation. Everybody will have :
hisplace, equal...”

But our founding leaders also
knew that creating a Singaporean
Singapore was not simply a matter
of mouthing slogans. They knew
we needed deliberate policies,
carefully thought out safeguards,
andresolute efforts to ensure:
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i+ a.They consistently refused to

confine their political base only
to the majorityrace, tothe
exclusion ofall others

b. They took firm action,
including invoking the Internal
Security Act, against chauvinists
ofallvarieties - including
Chinese chauvinists

c¢.They made English — a neutral
language common toall -

our working language, the
language of government and
the main medium of instruction
in our schools

d. They changed electoral rules
to guarantee that minorities
wouldalways be representedin
Parliament, and that no party
could prevail by narrowly
appealing toany specificrace
and religion
e.Theyamended the
Constitution to create a
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Rights, chaired by the Chief
Justice, with the power toreject
any law passed by Parliament
thatinfringed on the rights of
minorities

: Because of what theyachieved, we
i areinamuch better position

: today. The racial riots of the 1960s
¢ are confined to history textbooks,
: andSingaporeans of my

: generationand our children have

. experienced decades of peace and
: harmony.

Weare not perfectand there’s

: stillmuch work to be done. But

Singapore is one of the few places

: inthe world where people of

: different races and faiths have
: lived peacefully and closely

: together for more than halfa

i century.

I know not allagree with the

i policies we have put in place. For
: example, some believe the GRC

i systemisnotnecessary,as

: Singaporeanscan be trusted to

i vote for the best candidates, of

: whatever race, without the aid of
i the GRCs.

Butlookat the United States,

: another polyglot society. There the
i courts have intervened to ensure

: electoral districts with built-in

: majorities of African-Americans

: and Hispanics, so as to have

: diverse representationin their

: legislatures,

InSingapore, because we want

: raciallyintegrated rather than

: segregated housing, we nolonger
: have constituencies with built-in
: majorities of Indians and Malays.
: Instead we have the GRC systemto :
i ensureatleasta minimum number
: of minority legislators in

: Parliament.

Sowhether itis America or

i Singapore, both have systems to
i guarantee the representation of
i minoritiesin legislatures. Both

i recognise you cannot have

: Epluribus unum - Out of Many,
: One - by simply assuming the

: many don’texist.

Irespect the views of

: Singaporeanswho believe we are
: readytomove beyondrace,andso
: thinkwe nolongerneed the GRC
- system. Believe me, nobodywould

be more pleased than the PAP

- leadership - pastand present,
: from Lee Kuan Yewand ;
: S.Rajaratnam onwards - ifone day :
¢ weno longer needed the GRC
: systemtoensure sufficient
 minority representation.

Butwe are not yet totally

{ immune to the siren calls of

: exclusive racial and cultural

i identities. Neither have we

: reacheda “post-racial” state,

i Surely recent events have, if

: anything, confirmed our caution.

i Ourdistinctive model of
: multiracialism

¢ Thisleads me to another §
: important point: we didnot setout :
¢ toachieve racial harmony by

: creatingamonolithic society. Our
: multiracialism does not require

: any community to give upits

heritage or traditions.
Oursisnot the French way,

¢ insisting onassimilation into one
: master language and culture:

speak French, accept French ways

: andassimilate into French society. :
i Insteadwe decided to preserve,
: protectand celebrate our

i diversity.

Hence, we encourage each
community to take pride inits own

¢ cultures and traditions. At the

i same time, we seek common

i groundamong our communities,
: andaim to expand our common

: spaceandstrengthen our shared
: sense of belonging and identity.

Our bilingual policy isa key

: plankin thisapproach. We believe

: thatbyaffording our children

= (1) That minorities would be
protected

* (2) That the majority would not
abuse its dominance

* (3) Thatbigots and chauvinists
from whatever race would be
constrained and curbed

i access to the rich traditions that
: ourvernacular languages carry,
: they would know who theyareand :
: won'tbecome pale imitations of
: Europeans or Americans.

Sowe expend considerable

efforts to preserve the Chinese,

: Malay and Tamil languages:

So the founding generation willed
suchanationinto existence,
taking difficultand sometimes
drastic steps to achieve this
fundamentalnational ideal:

¢ insisting school children study

: theirmother tongues, pouring

i resourcesintokeepup standards
: inthe vernacularlanguages,
 andhelping to sustain the

Multiracialism
and faultlines

Singapore’s distinctive model for racial harmony is awork in

i progress, and its people have to be prepared to listen to each other,
i even ifit means uncomfortable discussions on issues such as
Chinese privilege or the CMIO model. But the way forward is to find
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¢ common ground, and avoid a divisive “them vs us” dynamic, says
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: vernacular media.

¢ Tothis day, Parliament provides
¢ simultaneous translationsinall

: four of our official languages,

¢ thoughall MPs canunderstand

: andspeak Englishwell. Itisan

: important practice which we
continue touphold - notleast to

i letthe world and our own citizens
: knowthatweare nottobe

i confused with the West and

i Westerners, though Englishis our
i language of business and we are

¢ connected to the world.

i Some criticise our policies to

: preserveand develop our

: component cultures. They feel

¢ such policies make us more

: race-conscious,and detract from
¢ multiracialism. Special Assistance

¢ cited to make this point.

{  Tunderstand the concerns about
: SAPschools. We dowant our

: youngto growup interacting with
: peopleinother communities and
i making friendsamongall races. So

i strengthen multi-racialismacross
: allour schools.
i Butlwillask those who criticise

: SAPschools to consider: would our :
i society be better offif standards of
: our spokenand written vernacular :
i : Multiracialism in Singapore
: doesn’t mean forgetting our
i separate racial, linguistic, religious :
: andculturalidentities, It doesn’t
Forthat is the primary reason for :
: inheritances in favour of a bland
: and homogenised broth.

i languageswere to fall, and

: Singaporean Chinese, Malay and

¢ Indian cultures were to witherand
i dissipate?

: the SAP schools. They were pure

: Chinese-medium schools before.
! Weretained some of them in this

: new formsowe canstill havea
sufficient number of bilingualand
i bicultural students, equally strong
¢ inEnglishaswellas Chinese.

:  Similarly, we have programmes
¢ inafew schools to enable our

: students to deepen their

: proficiencyin Malay and Tamil,

i andto nurture their bicultural

¢ interests.

Wealso have madrasahs, strong
vernacular media,aswell asahuge
i variety of Chinese, Malay and
: Indian cultural organisations -
¢ fromthe Chinese Orchestratothe
: Malay Heritage Centre tothe
¢ Indian Fine Arts Society.

¢ onthe grounds that they

i perpetuate racial consciousness
i andare not inclusive of other

i races, other languages, other

i cultures, other traditions?

: Obviously not, for that is not what
: wemean when we pledge

¢ ourselvestobecome “one people,
i regardless of race, language or

: religion”,

The Singaporeanisnotonly the
: English-educated cosmopolitan,

¢ London, Paris or New York. The
i Singaporeanisalsoour fellow

: inMandarin, Malay, Tamil, or

: other languages, and who

i have different cultural

i perspectives and views.

i Imight quote here what Prime

i Minister Lee Hsien Loong said in
i 2017,at the opening of the

¢ Singapore Chinese Cultural

: Centre. Itencapsulates wellhow

: our model of multi-racialismis not
¢ tobe confused with French

: universalism or the American

: “melting pot”. “Weare...a

: multiracial, multi-religious, and
: multi-cultural society,” the Prime
: Ministersaid. “This diversityisa

: fundamental aspect of our

: respective identities. Our aimis
: integration, not assimilation. No
: race or culture in Singapore is

: coerced into conforming with

¢ other cultures or identities, let

: alone that of the majority.

“Ours is not a melting pot

: ¢ society...Instead, we encourage
: Planor SAPschools are sometimes :

eachrace to preserve itsunique

: culture and traditions, while

: fostering mutualappreciation and
: respectamongallof them. Being

: Singaporeanhasneverbeena

: matter of subtraction, but of

i addition; not of becoming less, but
we will continue to see how we can :
i contraction, but of openness and
¢ expansion.”

more; not of limitation and

Thisis our distinctive
philosophy of multiracialism. We
do not devalue diversity, but
acceptand celebrate it.

require us to erase our rich

Instead, it enjoins us to embrace

: ourinheritances, respect those of
: others,and go beyond them to

: encompassanationalidentity and
: shared purpose.

Iamreminded here of

: somethingthat [hadread by the

i late Kuo Pao Kun whenTwasat

: MCCY. Helikened culture to trees
i —theyare separate at the trunk

: buttouch at the tips of their

i brancheswhere crosspollination !
: occurs, and at the tips of their roots :
: where they draw sustenance from
¢ thesame soil.

As Pao Kun observed, it's

: important to move higherand
: deeper torealise the beauty of
Should all this be done away with :
: constantlystriving to do. Go

: deeper tostrengthen our cultural
: roots;andat the same time, reach
: higherto cross-pollinate with

: other cultures, and thus develop a
: strongershared Singaporean

: identity.

pluralism. This is what we are

Is this easy to do? No. But s it

: worth trying toachieve this? Yes,
: absolutely,

Our distinctive philosophy

i of multiracialism underpins our
i up-to-date with the latest trendsin :
: have developed, pragmatically, to
i meet our own circumstances and
. citizens who are more comfortable :

rules, laws and practices which we

realities.
Sometimes, we say we must take

¢ intoaccount race, for we cannot

i pretend that racial identities don’t
: exist. Soin national politics, we

i havebeen deliberate in making

i sure people of allraces are

: represented; in housing, we have
¢ consciously ensured a balanced

: mix of ethnic groups and avoided
: racialenclaves.

Andon other occasions, we say

: let’sgobeyondrace,let’s be race

: blind. Soin employment, in our

: education system, we have striven
: togive everyone, regardless of race
: orreligion, equal opportunities.

Moving forward with
: mutual trustand
i accommodation

: Onekey reason why our system

: hasworked is because of the

: mutualunderstanding and trust

: forged between our communities.
: Wedidnot get to where we are

: today through confrontation or

: compulsion. Nor did every

: communityassertits own

: entitlements, and press its claims
: againstothers.

Instead, through mutual

: accommodation and compromise,
¢ we have found abalance thatall

i canaccept. No community has

: gotten everything it wanted. But

: collectivelywe have achieved

i more together than what we would !
: otherwise have attained by just
: focusing on our individual

: agendas,

Everyone is generally

: comfortable,andwe are allable

i tolive harmoniously together.

: Thisisadelicate balance, butitis
: notafixed position. The situation
: isdynamic.

Society’s attitudes and

: conditions continue to evolve and
: change over time. Thereisnowa

. greater mixing andinteraction

i betweenraces - inschools, at the
- workplace, in society.

Younger Singaporeans have

: grownup less conscious of racial
i differences,and more accepting of
: otherracesas compared to their
i parentsand grandparents. More

than one in five marriages in

: Singaporeare inter-racial.

Indeed because of where we are

i today, there are Singaporeans who
: feelitis time to take adifferent

: approach onrace relations - that

: the Government should nowwork
: onthebasis thatwearea

. race-blind society,and remove all
: rulesand practices that underline
: raceinvarious ways.

lappreciate these desires.

. Indeed, I share these aspirations.
: PerhapsIam youngenough to feel
: theidealisticinstincts of the
millennials, and old enough to

: understand the caution born of

: experience of my parents’
generation.

Butwe canallagree thatour

{ multiracialism is not perfect,and
: we have to keep working at it

: deliberately, toreduce our

i imperfections, step by step.

Let me offer some suggestions

i onhowwe candoso.

First, we must recognise thatin

¢ any multiracial society, itis harder
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: to be aminority than a majority.

: Thisis so everywhere in the world.
i So, itisimportant for the majority
: community in Singapore to doits

i part,and be sensitive toand

: conscious of the needs of
 minorities.

This cuts across allaspects of

{ daily life:

i« (1) Itmatterstosomeone who

faces discrimination when
looking for ajob

i + (2) It matterswhen someone

feelsleft out when everyone else
inagroup speaksina language
that notall can understand

(3) It matters to potential
tenantswholearn thatlandlords
do notprefer theirrace

(4) It matters to our students,
neighbours, co-workers and
friends who have to deal with
stereotypes about theirrace, or
insensitive comments

i These things do happen, not

: always, and perhaps not even

i often, butsometimes. And when

: they do happen, they cause real

i hurt, whichis not erased by lightly
: dismissing themas casual remarks
: orjokes.

I believe the majority

i community in Singapore
i understands this.

So Iask that we do more and take

! the extrastep tomake our
i minority friends, neighbours,

co-workers feel comfortable. Treat

i others in the way youwouldlike to
: betreated; and by your actions,

i teach your childrento do the same.
: Remind those among your family

: members or friends who may slip

¢ up from time to time.

Atthe same time, lamgrateful

i that minorities have reciprocated
i byrecognising that the majority

: community has legitimate needs

i and concerns too.

Inthisregard, it isimportant to

i realise that the Chinese
: community in Singapore isnot
i monolithic.

Sometimes people talkabout

: “Chinese privilege” in Singapore.

i There maywell be biases or

¢ blind spotsthat the Chinese

: community should become aware
i ofand torectify.

But please understand that we

: stillhave awhole generation of

: Chinese Singaporeans whoare

: more comfortable in Chinese than
: English,and who consider

: themselvesatadisadvantage in an
i English-speaking world. They feel
: that they have already givenup

i much to bring about a multiracial

i society: Chinese-language schools,
i Nanyang University, dialects,

i andsoon.

“What do youmean by ‘Chinese

: privilege'?” they will ask, for they
i donot feel privileged atall.

: Naturally many of them would

i object to being so characterised.

This brings me tomy second

i point, which is that we must

: continue with our approach of

: mutualaccommeodation, trust and
i compromise.

Letme be clear: [ am not saying

¢ thatwe should refrain from

: voicing our unhappiness, or that

: minority Singaporeans should

: pipe downabout the prejudices

: they experience. On the contrary,
: we shouldbe upfront and honest

: about theracialised experiences

i variousgroups feel,and deal

: squarely with them

We must continue to speak up,

: and even be prepared to have

i uncomfortable discussions - not

i tostartarguments, but to begin

i civilised discussions, listen to each
: other,andunderstand all points of
: view. Butwe should not insist on

: maximum entitlements and rights
i for our respective groups; construe
i every compromise asan injustice

i thatneeds to be condemned; or

: put the worst interpretation on

i every perceived slight or

* insensitivity.

Because when one group jostles

: aggressively toassertits identity

: andrights over others, it will not

: take longbefore other groups feel
: putupon,andstart to jostle back.

Wealready see this playing out

i insomany placesaround the

. world: when one side uses identity
i politics to push their cause, it

: invariably emboldens another to

: up the ante and make greater

: demands. We endup fuelling our

i worst tendencies - our tribalism,

: hostility and vengefulness.

If we go down this path, insisting

: ondifferences over commonality,
: minority groups willnot win, and

: the outcome will be most unhappy
: for the majority community too.

So Thopeallgroups calling for

: change will be conscious about

: howtheyapproach the matter. Itis
i natural to want to be heard, to

¢ want to see the changes we think

: oughtto happen. Butlet'sdosoin

: ways that:

= (1) Expand the space for

agreement, not narrow it

i« (2) Deepen cross-cultural

understanding, not cause
defensiveness and suspicion

« (3) Appealtothe better angels in
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allofus, notinstigate a “them
vsus” dynamic.

: Finally, the government will

i continue to engage widely, and to
: update our policies onrace,as

i wellas other policies that help to

: strengthen racial harmony in

: Singapore.

Our policiesare not cast in

: stone.

Forany policy - be it GRC, EIP,

: Self-Help Groups, or SAP schools,
: we continually ask ourselves:

: whatis it that we are trying to

: achieve? Is the policy still

: relevant today? If so, can it be

: further fine-tuned orimproved?

One current example is our

! review of Muslim nurses wearing
: the tudung with their uniform.

: This process entails detailed

: study and extensive dialogue

: between the government and our
i various communities. It cannot

: berushed, nor should things be

i changedsimply based on who

: shouts the loudest.

Ultimately, any change must

¢ expand our common space, and
i strengthen our racial harmony,
: while allowing each community
: asmuch roomas possible to go

: aboutitsway of life.

Take, for example, the ethnic

: balance in Singapore. Some say
: we shouldgo beyond CMIO. But
: how would Singaporeans feel if
: theproportions of C,M,land O

: were to shift dramatically? In

: fact, wehave taken great care to
: ensure this balance remains

: stable for our citizen population
- —precisely because we

: understand how unsettling major
: changes canbe toallgroups,

i majority or minority.

You cansee in the latest census

i report how we have maintained
: this balance over the decades. At
i thesame time, we have worked

: hardatintegrating new citizens,
: toensure they too embrace our

: values and way oflife.

Because while many new

: citizens are ethnically similar to
i us, they come from different

: cultural backgrounds, have not

i grownup or spent many years in
: our multiracial society, and will

: take time to fully appreciate or

: understand our multiracial

: approach.

Around this Singaporean core,

: we have gathered a transient

: population. They live and work

: here foratime, butwill eventually
i return to their home countries.

Thesework pass holders are

i crucial to our economy. They

i enable ustostay competitive,

i attractinvestments,and create
: goodjobs for Singaporeans.

‘We control the inflow of these

: migrant workers. However, it is
: notpossible for us to ensure that
: their ethnic mix matches our

: resident population, nor that

: theymeld seamlessly into our

: social fabric. So from time to

: time, this creates frictions and

: issues within and among our

i communities.

‘Weunderstand these

: concerns. Sowe continue to

: reviewandupdate our work pass
: policiestoo, to ensure that they

: meet our economic needs, help

: Singapore to grow and prosper,

: andyet fit into our social context.

Suchare the realities of living in

i adiverse society,inadynamic,
: globalised world. We have to

i make constant adjustments;

: repeatedly check to make sure
i we get the balance right.

To conclude, this Government

: will never waver in our

: commitment to promote

: harmonyamongall races, and
: ensure thatall Singaporeans

: enjoy fulland equal

: opportunitiesinlife.

Like our forefathers ofall races

* whomade this their home in

: 1965, we tooare convinced that

: we must continue to strengthen

: our“Singaporean Singapore”,

: and build an ever more perfect

: multiracialsociety, even when

: some of our compatriots fall

i short, orneglect to play their part
- inthis vital national project.

Let’s see them as fellow

citizens to be brought along, not
: adversaries tobe shouted down
: orcancelled out.

Letus eachbe our brother’s

keeper, our sister’s keeper.

Andletus move forward witha

: spirit of mutual respect and

: fellowship: educating each other
: about what matters tous, helping
: eachother understand our

: different cultures, and finding

: thecommon stake we allhavein

: oneanother.

We must have the humility to

¢ acknowledge that our

: multiracialism s stilla workin

: progress. The honesty to

: recognise that not everyone will
: want to move at the same pace.

Andyet persevere to protect

{ our multiracialism - cherish it,

i nurture it, strengthen it. Then

: stepbystep, we can approach

i evermore closely to ourideal:

: “oneunited people, regardless of
i race, language or religion”.



