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Race, rights
and respect:
Reflections on the
route to harmony

Beyond symbolism, Racial Harmony Day
sets the stage for more poignant
deliberations on the way forward
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and Melvin Tay

For The Straits Times

Singapore’s annual Racial
Harmony Day was celebrated last
week, but thereis much more toit
beyond the sights, sounds and
smells of such multiracial
festivities. It sustains and
reinforces Singapore’s
commitment to harmonious
coexistence, despite differences.
Indeed, the Racial Harmony Day
celebrationsare wellreceived by
most. The recent 2021 CNA-IPS
Surveyon Race Relations
involving about 2,000 Singapore
residents found that four in five
respondents felt the event helps
preserve racial harmony.
However, the reality is that
Singapore’s quest to be anation
regardless of race, language and
religion isa workin progress. This
isbecause culturalneeds

continually evolve, shaped by both
localand internationalrealities.

Assuch, contestationsand

! resolutionsabout cultural rights
: are expected.

How Singapore handles these

issuesis crucial to building
: nationalidentity and ultimately
i securing the country’s future.

THESTORYSOFAR

. Singapore has done wellin

i navigating contentious cultural

: issues. The state has tried to

i accommodate contemporary

: needs, intandem with giving due
: consideration to preserving our

: prevailing harmonious

i coexistence.

One example is the tudungissue.
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong

: announced in his National Day

: Rally speechlastyear that the

: formerrestrictions on tudung for

i Muslim staffin healthcare settings
: would belifted.

:  Thiswasmetwithmuchapplause :
: from the Muslim community.

While the call to accommodate

i the dressneeds of Muslim nurses

¢ was first brought up inapublic

i forumand widely publicised in the
: medianearlyadecadeago, the

. glacial speed of change does not

¢ imply a majority Chinese society

. draggingits feet toaccord :
: provisions and rights to minorities. :
: i governmenttoaccount.

Aplethora of policies, from the

¢ recognition of festivals, languages
i andpractices, to ensuring

: communaland political

i representation, toaccommodating :
: needssuchasdietary

i requirements, bears testament to
i the country’s commitment to

i includeall.

This stems from Singapore’s

model of multiracialism on which
: Independence was based.

Mostindependent states have

i veered towards the securing of
i rightsand preferential treatment
: forthe majorityin society.

In contrast, Singapore’s

i “regardless of race” and “equality”
i idealsrespect therights ofall

: individuals and communities to

: maintain their culturalidentities,

i amida cohesive Singapore

i identity.

ISSUES THAT CAN ARISE

¢ There are periodic calls for the

i Government to designate various

: religiousandracial celebrationsas
i public holidays, over and above the :
¢ current 11days already catering to
¢ most of the population.

Ifan approach is taken that

Aloose attitude towardsrights

i provision can also resultin the

¢ importance or triviality of issues

: relating to each community being
¢ hardertodiscern.

This, in turn, resultsin those

i outside the communities becoming
: desensitised tothe issues.

: Instancesinother countries hold :
¢ usefullessons. In Canada, the duty
: toaccommodate the widest

. possible range of rights forms part
. ofits nationalnarrative.

Adedicatedindependent

¢ watchdog, the Canadian Human

Rights Commission, holds the

In2018, 25,000 individuals

: contacted the commissionto find
¢ outifthey couldfileacomplainton :

the grounds of their rights being

¢ compromised.

Thisnumber ballooned to

i 36,000in2019,49,000in2020
: and 60,000 last year.

Yet the number of complaints

¢ found to be valid or pertinentand
i accepted by the commission for

i furtherinvestigation fellfrom1,129 :
1 in2018to 849 last year.

HARMONY TAKES TIME

i Thisis not toargue against

i conferring rights to communities
: beyondthe status quo butisa

: reminder thatany policy decision
¢ must account for the potential of
: thoserights toimpose on others,

: andalso of competing

¢ considerations beyond the

i sociocultural,

It highlights that, whenever

i changestosocioculturalpolicies
: arebeing considered, due process

inthe light of multiculturalism

: involves engagingall groupsin

¢ close conversation to identify and
: understand their concerns.

i simply caterstoall groups, thiscan |
¢ easilyresultinadeluge of

: demands, given the diversity and

¢ vibrancy of our racial and religious
i space. Thisalso has implications

. beyond the sociocultural, such as

i theimpact onthe economy.

Thisisvital to demonstrate the

: mutualrespect andunderstanding
: extendedtoall, eveninthe face of
¢ differing stances.

i Theengagement processisoften :
: overan extended period -

¢ especiallywhen groups hold

¢ deeplyingrainedvaluesandare
¢ hesitant to articulate their true

¢ feelingsif these goagainst the

i thinking of others. :
Afterall,inthe spiritof harmony, :
i itmay seem disruptive to say that
. something exulted by one group

i may cause grief, seem
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inappropriate or be

¢ inconsequential to another.

Such feelings may often be

: harbouredand discussed within a
i group privately, accompanied with :
: varyinglevels of resentment about
: accommodating others.

Inaddition, this process often

© doesnot progressinalinear
¢ fashion. The dynamic nature of
¢ societyand dailylife all but

guarantees that the perspectives

: and stances will change.

These changes canresult from

: adhoc occurrences or events,

i dialogue withinand between

i groups, the role ofleadersand

. opinioninfluencers,and even the
: veryact of the group being

: consulted.

: KEEPING THE PEACE

! Singapore’sapproachto

i sustaining peaceful coexistence
i betweenracialandreligious

i groups hasbeenbasedonits

: harmony-centred model.

Singaporeans will, to agreat

i extent,compromise for

: harmonious coexistence. They
: preferto keep the peace and

¢ pursue issues with tactfuland

i measured dialogue over more

: antagonisticapproachessuchas
i sit-ins, protests and revolt.

This enables communities to

upholdpractices and perspectives
: theyfundamentally value.

Local Christian clergy

. interviewedin astudyled by the
i firstauthor of this commentary

¢ acknowledgedthat theirbroader
: goalof being Christian witnesses
: wasbest fulfilled in a peaceful

sociocultural climate - evenas

¢ theywere compelled to make

i considerable adjustments to limit
¢ their evangelism approaches in

¢ line with the Maintenance of

¢ Religious Harmony Act.

In the same vein, recent
regulationsand limits on large

i LED wreaths often seenat Chinese
: wakesamidthe backdrop of
: apprehension, including the

: discomfort of minorities alongside
. other safety issues, also reflect this
: conciliatory approach.

Such compromise gives space
for everyone to take ownershipin

. sustaining the stability Singapore
i societyisrenowned for.

Itis fortuitous this stance

i continuesto prevail, asmost

¢ Singaporeans do not perceive

! majority or minority groups to be
. overbearing in their push or

i advocacy for their cultural rights.

Thisisillustrated by the

: responses of over three-quarters
: ofrespondentsinthe2021
i CNA-IPS Survey.

The Government’s current focus

i onthe potential for more robust

i legislation on employment

i discrimination following the

: resolution of tudung donning in

i the healthcare sectoralsoreflects
¢ the evolution of both the

i Government and society inthe

i quest fora harmoniousideal.

While the process of deliberating

: therelevantpolicies can be

i protracted, ungainlyand

i exasperating at times, it canlead to
: additionalinsights that can help

: resolve otherrelated concerns.

Ultimately, Singapore has

i pursueda path that seeks toensure
: everysegment of society
: continues to feel valued.

Thisisintegral toremaining

¢ socially cohesive, while continuing
: toreap the benefits of a diverse
: population.

In this season replete with Racial

i Harmony Day festivities, maywe
¢ avoidactions which may

: undermine the peace and

i engender polarisation, evenas we
i forgeaheadin tackling more

: poignant issues of significance.
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