
Masiah
Text Box
Reproduced from Navigating Differences: Integration in Singapore, edited by Terence Chong (Singapore: 
ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2020). This version was obtained electronically direct from the publisher on condition that copyright is not infringed. No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior permission of 
ISEAS Publishing. Individual chapters are available at <http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg>.

http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg


The ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute (formerly Institute of Southeast Asian Studies) 
is an autonomous organization established in 1968. It is a regional centre dedicated 
to the study of socio-political, security, and economic trends and developments 
in Southeast Asia and its wider geostrategic and economic environment. The 
Institute’s research programmes are grouped under Regional Economic Studies 
(RES), Regional Strategic and Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social and 
Cultural Studies (RSCS). The Institute is also home to the ASEAN Studies Centre 
(ASC), the Singapore APEC Study Centre and the Temasek History Research 
Centre (THRC).

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic press, has issued more than 2,000 
books and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of research about Southeast 
Asia from within the region. ISEAS Publishing works with many other academic 
and trade publishers and distributors to disseminate important research and 
analyses from and about Southeast Asia to the rest of the world.

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   2 12/5/20   3:41 PM





First published in Singapore in 2020 by
ISEAS Publishing
30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace
Singapore 119614
E-mail: publish@iseas.edu.sg
Website: <http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg>

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the  
ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute.

© 2020 ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

The responsibility for facts and opinions in this publication rests exclusively with the 
author and his interpretations do not necessarily reflect the views or the policy of 
the publishers or their supporters.

ISEAS Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Names: Chong, Terence, editor.
Title: Navigating differences : integration in Singapore / editor: Terence Chong.
Description: Singapore : ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2020. | Includes 

bibliographical references.
Identifiers: ISBN 9789814881265 (soft cover) | ISBN 9789814881616 (PDF) | ISBN 

9789814881623 (epub)
Subjects: LCSH: Social stratification—Singapore. | Social integration—Singapore. 

| Singapore—Social conditions.
Classification: LCC HN700.67 A8N32

Typeset by Superskill Graphics Pte Ltd
Printed in Singapore by Markono Print Media Pte Ltd

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   4 12/5/20   3:41 PM



Contents

Acknowledgements vii

List of Contributors ix

1. Introduction 1
 Terence Chong

PART I: RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES
2. Managing Religious Diversity and Multiculturalism  

in Singapore 19
 Joseph Chinyong Liow

3. Christian Activism in Singapore 36
 Terence Chong

4. Rising Conservatism in the Singapore Malay-Muslim  
Community: Worrying Times Ahead? 56

 Norshahril Saat

PART II: NATIONAL AND ETHNIC COMMUNITIES
5. “New” Chinese Immigrants in Singapore:  

Localization, Transnational Ties and Integration 77
 Elaine Lynn-Ee Ho and Fang Yu Foo

6. Singapore Malays: State-Community Relations, Complexities  
and Possibilities 91

 Walid Jumblatt Abdullah

7. “What Kind of Indian Are You?”: Frictions and Fractures  
Between Singaporean Indians and Foreign-Born NRIs 110

 Laavanya Kathiravelu

PART III: POLITICAL DIVIDES AND A DIVIDED POLITY
8. Protest and the Culture War in Singapore 129
 Daniel P.S. Goh

9. The People’s Action Party in Government: The Pole for  
“Big Tent” Singapore 148

 Kenneth Paul Tan

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   5 12/5/20   3:41 PM



vi contents

10. The Burdens of Ethnicity: Chinese Communities in  
Singapore and Their Relations with China 165

 Ja Ian Chong

PART IV: DIVERGING ECONOMIC WORLDS
11. Self-Reliant Wealth and Trickle-Down Welfare:  

The Singapore Story in 200 Years? 189
 Irene Y.H. Ng

12. The Future of the Middle Class in Singapore:  
2020 and Beyond 207

 Gillian Koh, Tan Ern Ser and Vincent Chua

13. Geographic-Ethnic Segregation in Singapore:  
Emerging Schisms in Society 231

 Leong Chan-Hoong and Yvonne Yap

14. Ageing Societies, Age-Inclusive Spaces and  
Community Bonding 248

 Kalyani K. Mehta

Index 259

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   6 12/5/20   3:41 PM



Acknowledgements

This book was mooted in 2017 by then Director of ISEAS – Yusof Ishak 
Institute, Mr Tan Chin Tiong, as a contribution to Singapore’s Bicentennial 
Commemorations. The aim of the book was to take stock of Singapore’s 
socio-cultural progress through the decades and to offer insights into the 
potential mid- to long-term challenges facing the country. After some 
deliberation, we decided that the theme of integration would be a highly 
relevant one. In a multicultural society open to global trends, it is clear that 
the tensions between different values, beliefs, worldviews, identities, and 
ideologies will remain with us for the foreseeable future. These tensions have 
only become more complex, and it is increasingly necessary to understand 
integration as a multidimensional issue that warrants a multidimensional 
examination. This volume is an attempt at such an examination.

Such a book will not be possible without key individuals. It has been 
my privilege to identify local scholars whose work I admire to contribute to 
this volume. I have benefitted immensely from their learned perspectives.  
I am grateful to Mr  Tan for the opportunity to work on this volume as 
well as the advice offered along the way. My thanks also goes to ISEAS’ 
Publications Unit and the editorial team for their professional work. 
My colleagues Daljit Singh, Benjamin Loh, and Hui Yew-Foong helped 
to sharpen the arguments and ideas in the chapters with their valuable 
feedback and critical comments. Research Officer John Choo Rong Hui was 
a very reliable and extremely competent assistant, and was instrumental 
in the coordination of the project. Last but not least, the kind support of 
Mr Choi Shing Kwok, the current Director of ISEAS, also went a long way 
in ensuring this book came out in a timely fashion.

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   7 12/5/20   3:41 PM



20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   8 12/5/20   3:41 PM



List of Contributors

Ja Ian CHONG is Associate Professor of Political Science at the National 
University of Singapore. He previously worked with the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies in Washington, DC and the Institute of Defence 
and Strategic Studies. He held fellowships from the Harvard-Yenching 
Institute, East-West Center, and the Princeton-Harvard China and the 
World Program. His book External Intervention and the Politics of State 
Formation: China, Indonesia, Thailand, 1893–1952 (Cambridge, 2012) 
received the 2013/14 International Security Studies Section Book Award 
from the International Studies Association. Dr  Chong’s work crosses 
international relations, comparative politics, and political sociology, and 
focuses on security issues in the Asia-Pacific.

Terence CHONG is Deputy Director and Senior Fellow at the ISEAS – 
Yusof Ishak Institute. He is a sociologist who works on religion and the 
middle class in Southeast Asia, as well as multiculturalism in Singapore. 
He has published in journals such as Modern Asian Studies, Journal of 
Contemporary Asia, Asian Studies Review, Pacific Affairs, Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, among others. He has edited books on Singapore, Thailand, 
and Christianity in Southeast Asia.

Vincent CHUA is Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology, 
National University of Singapore. He received his PhD in Sociology from 
the University of Toronto, in 2010. His research areas are in the fields of 
social networks (and social capital), labour markets, social stratification 
(gender, race, education and class) and neighbourhoods. His research is 
featured in journal publications such as Social Networks, Social Science 
Research, Current Sociology, Sociological Perspectives, American Behavioral 
Scientist, and Sociology of Education.

Fang Yu FOO graduated from the National University of Singapore with 
a Major in Geography (BSc Hons). Her graduating research thesis focused 
on the Chinese diaspora and new immigrants in Singapore. She also holds 
a Postgraduate Diploma in Education and is currently teaching Geography 
and Social Studies at the secondary school level in Singapore.

Daniel P.S. GOH is Associate Professor of Sociology at the National 
University of Singapore. He studies state formation, postcolonialisms, 
race and multiculturalism, urbanisms, and religion. His recent co-edited 

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   9 12/5/20   3:41 PM



x list of contributors

books include Urban Asias: Essays on Futurity Past and Present (JOVIS 
Verlag, 2018) and Regulating Religion in Asia: Norms, Modes and Challenges 
(Cambridge University Press, 2019). His current work focuses on the cultural 
politics of history, heritage and global city making in Hong Kong, Penang 
and Singapore. He has published over fifty articles in journals and books; 
these can be found at www.danielpsgoh.com.

Elaine Lynn-Ee HO is Associate Professor at the Department of Geography 
and Senior Research Fellow at the Asia Research Institute (ARI), National 
University of Singapore. Her research addresses how citizenship is changing 
as a result of multidirectional migration in the Asia-Pacific. She is author 
of Citizens in Motion: Emigration, Immigration and Re-migration Across 
China’s Borders (Stanford University Press, 2018), which received the 
American Sociological Association’s (ASA) award for “Best Book in Global 
and Transnational Sociology by an International Scholar” in 2019.

Laavanya KATHIRAVELU is Assistant Professor at the Division of 
Sociology, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. Her research 
interests lie in the intersections between migration and citizenship, urban 
studies, and race and ethnicity. Her first book is Migrant Dubai: Low Wage 
Workers and the Construction of a Global City (Palgrave Macmillian, 2016). 
She was Fung Global Fellow at Princeton University between 2015 and 
2016 and was a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Max Planck Institute 
for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity (2011–14). She is currently 
working on a series of projects on migration infrastructures, immigrant 
integration, and invisible privilege in Singapore.

Gillian KOH is Deputy Director (Research) and Senior Research Fellow in 
the Governance and Economy Department at the Institute of Policy Studies, 
National University of Singapore. Her research interests are in the areas of 
party and electoral politics, the development of civil society, state-society 
relations and state governance in Singapore. Among other things, Dr Koh 
conducts surveys on Singaporeans’ political attitudes, sense of identity, 
rootedness and resilience and their social networks. She has helmed several 
scenario-planning projects; written and edited published works on civil 
society and political development in Singapore.

LEONG Chan-Hoong is Associate Professor at the Centre for Applied 
Research, Singapore University of Social Sciences. He received his 
PhD in Psychology (2006) from Victoria University of Wellington, and 

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   10 12/5/20   3:41 PM



MSc in Statistics (2011) and Applied Geographic Information Systems 
(2019) from the National University of Singapore. His research focuses 
on social diversity and national narratives. He is the Singapore national 
representative for the World Association for Public Opinion Research, 
and elected Board Member of the International Academy for Intercultural 
Research. Chan-Hoong was consulting editor for the International Journal 
of Intercultural Relations (2013–14), and editor for its 2019 Special Issue, 
Viewing Intercultural Adaptation and Social Inclusion Through Constructs 
of National Identity.

Joseph Chinyong LIOW is Dean of the College of Humanities, Arts, and 
Social Science, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Kalyani K. MEHTA is former head of the Master of Gerontology degree 
programme at Singapore University of Social Sciences. She launched the 
first PhD in Gerontology in Singapore in 2017. Professor  Mehta is an 
outstanding researcher on ageing issues and she has published six books 
and more than forty-five articles in highly reputed journals. She has served 
as Nominated Member of Parliament in Singapore from 2007 to 2009. Her 
research interests range from ageing-related policies, retirement, mature 
workers, gerontechnology, family caregivers of seniors and intergenerational 
relationships.

Irene Y.H. NG is an Associate Professor of Social Work and Director 
of the Social Service Research Centre in the National University of 
Singapore. She holds a joint PhD in Social Work and Economics from the 
University of Michigan. Her research areas include poverty and inequality, 
intergenerational mobility, and social welfare policy. Her research projects 
include a study of in-work poverty among the young; an evaluation of a 
national Work Support programme; National Youth Surveys 2010, 2013, 2016 
and 2019; a study of low-income households with debt; and an evaluation 
of Social Service Offices. She is active in the community, serving or having 
served in committees in the Ministry of Social and Family Development, 
National Council of Social Service, Ministry of Manpower, and various 
voluntary welfare organizations. Her teaching areas include poverty, policy, 
welfare economics, youth work, and programme planning.

NORSHAHRIL Saat is Senior Fellow and Co-coordinator of the Indonesia 
Studies Programme at the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute. His publications 
include The State, Ulama, and Islam in Malaysia and Indonesia (Amsterdam 

list of contributors xi

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   11 12/5/20   3:41 PM



University Press, 2018); Tradition and Islamic Learning: Singapore Students 
in the Al-Azhar University (ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2018); and Islam 
in Southeast Asia: Negotiating Modernity (ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 
2018). His articles have also been published in journals such as Asian Journal 
of Social Science, Contemporary Islam: Dynamics of Muslim Life, Review of 
Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs, and Studia Islamika.

TAN Ern Ser is Associate Professor, Department of Sociology; Academic 
Convener, Singapore Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences; and 
Academic Adviser, Social Lab, Institute of Policy Studies, at the National 
University of Singapore. He received his PhD in Sociology from Cornell 
University, USA. He is author of Does Class Matter? (World Scientific, 
2004) and Class and Social Orientations (Institute of Policy Studies, 2015). 
He is also Adviser for Socio-economic Research and Chairman, Research 
Advisory Panel, Housing and Development Board (HDB). He was appointed 
a Justice of the Peace in 2013.

Kenneth Paul TAN works at the National University of Singapore’s Lee 
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy. As an expert on Singapore’s politics, 
society, and culture, Professor Tan has written extensively and holistically 
on the tensions and contradictions around Singapore’s transition from a 
developmental state to a neoliberal global city. His work is critical, qualitative, 
interpretive, and interdisciplinary. He authored Singapore: Identity, Brand, 
Power (Cambridge University Press, 2018), Governing Global-City Singapore: 
Legacies and Futures After Lee Kuan Yew (Routledge, 2017), Cinema and 
Television in Singapore: Resistance in One Dimension (Brill, 2008), and 
Renaissance Singapore? Economy, Culture, and Politics (NUS Press, 2007).

WALID Jumblatt Abdullah is an Assistant Professor at the Public Policy and 
Global Affairs Programme, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. 
He completed his PhD under the Joint Degree Programme between the 
National University of Singapore and King’s College, London. He works 
on relationships between Islam and the state, political Islam, and political 
parties and elections. He has previously published in Democratization, 
International Political Science Review, Government and Opposition, Asian 
Survey, Asian Studies Review, Journal of Church and State, Australian Journal 
of International Affairs, Commonwealth and Comparative Politics, Indonesia 
and the Malay World, Japanese Journal of Political Science, Small Wars & 
Insurgencies, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, and Journal of Religious 
and Political Practice.

xii list of contributors

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   12 12/5/20   3:41 PM



Yvonne YAP is a Senior Research Analyst at the Institute of Policy Studies, 
Social Lab. Her research interests lie in exploring the impact of spatial policies 
on individual life outcomes, community relations and social stratification. 
In her Master’s thesis, Yvonne examined the effect of ethnic preferences 
and socio-economic differences on housing patterns in Singapore. At the 
Institute of Policy Studies, she is currently involved in Youth STEPS, the 
first national-level longitudinal study of youth in Singapore, as well as a 
geo-spatial study on attitudes towards immigrants in Singapore. She holds 
an MSc in Sociology from the University of Oxford, a BSocSci (Honours) 
in Sociology from the National University of Singapore, and a BA (Double 
Degree) from Waseda University.

list of contributors xiii

20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   13 12/5/20   3:41 PM



20-J06857 00 NavigatingDifferences.indd   14 12/5/20   3:41 PM




