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The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as an
autonomous organization in 1968. 1t is a regional research centre for
scholars and other specialists concerned with modern Southeast Asia,
particularly the many-faceted problems of stability and security, economic
development, and political and social change.

The Institute is governed by a twenty-two-member Board of Trustees
comprising nominees from the Singapore Government, the National
University of Singapore, the various Chambers of Commerce, and
professional and civic organizations. A ten-man Executive Committee
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chief academic and administrative officer.



Debating
Singapore

Reflective essays

edited by
Derek da Cunha

IEEHE INSTITUTE OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STUDIES



Published by

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies
Heng Mui Keng Terrace

Pasir Panjang

Singapore 119596

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 Institute of Southeast

Asian Studies.

Internet e-mail: publish@merlion iseas.ac sg
WWW: http://merlion iseas.ac.sg/pub htm!

© 1994 Institute of Southeast Asian Studies
First reprint 1996

The responsibility for facts and opinions expressed in this publication rests exclusively
with the authors and their interpretations do not necessarily reflect the views or
the policy of the Institute.

Cataloguing in Publication Data

Debating Singapore - reflective essays / edited by Derek da Cunha
1. Singapore — Politics and government — 1965—

Singapore — Social conditions.

Arts — Singapore

Singapore — Economic conditions — 1965

Da Cunha, Derek.

DS5599.64 D28 1994 5ls94-41913
ISBN 981-3016-82-5

— W

Typeset by Superskill Graphics Pte Ltd
Printed in Singapore by SNP Printing Pte Ltd



Contents

Introduction ix

Entreé

| The intellectual’s role in society 3
DEREK DA CUNHA

Democracy under scrutiny

2 Give me liberty or give me wealth 9
RUSSELL HENG

3 Nominated MPs: some check is better than no check 15
WALTER WOON

4 Foolish to hamper democracy’s growth 19
RUSSELL HENG

5 A minimum working hypothesis of 22
democracy for Singapore
JANADAS DEVAN AND GERALDINE HENG

6 For a communitarian democracy in Singapore 27
CHUA BENG HUAT

Debating ethnicity, welfarism and
population trends
7 Ethnic peace: a unique contribution 35
RAJ VASIL



vi CONTENTS

An ethnically diverse nation's task
LING ME! LIM

The paradox of ethnic-based self-help groups
LILY ZUBAIDAH RAHIM ISHAK

Welfarism and an affluent Singapore
LIEW KIM SIONG

A declining birthrate
LIAK TENG KIAT

Aspects of Singaporeanness

12

Comparing the Singaporean undergraduate with
the American
JANADAS DEVAN

Kiasuism and the withering away of
Singaporean creativity
DAVID CHAN KUM WAH

Frugality jockeys with conspicuous consumption
P. LIM PUI HUEN

Is Singlish becoming a language of prestige?
LEE GEK LING

Where gilded youth are lacking in heart
DEREK DA CUNHA

Critiquing the arts and popular culture

17

18

19

20

What sort of culture should Singapore have?
PHILIP JEYARETNAM

The West, popular culture, and Singapore
SANJAY KRISHNAN

The arts and the market
STELLA KON

New reach for Singapore's English-language theatre

ROBERT YEQO

40

46

51

55

65

71

76

79

83

89

95

99

105



21

22

Being obsessed with things sexual in the arts

GERALDINE HENG AND JANADAS DEVAN

Self-congratulation: hallmark of
the Singapore arts scene
DEREK DA CUNHA

Urbanism and the search for space

23

24

25

26

Understanding a society's needs for space
G.L. 00l

Key urban challenges amidst rapid change
P.G. RAMAN

Eye on the Concept Plan
JOHN KEUNG

A new urbanism communicated by
shopping centres
YAQO SOUCHOU

The economy: new directions, old problems

27

28

29

30

31

Corporate networking: where to next?
ARUN MAHIZHNAN

Creating a new urban élite for Singapore
TOH THIAN SER

Privatization may not be the best answer
ANNE BOOTH

Domestic enterprises: levelling the playing field

TAY KHENG SOON

When will Singapore become a developed country?

NORBERT WAGNER

The contributors

CONTENTS  vii

110

116

123

127

133

141

147

152

157

161

166

171






introduction

Any foreigner who makes return visits to Singapore every few years
would attest to the rapidity with which change takes place in the
island republic. Indeed, the Singapore of the early 1990s is already
a significantly different place from the Singapore of the 1980s. And
the difference lies not merely in changing physical landscape, as
relentless development turns the last few pockets of rural land into
high-rise residential housing estates, but also in the outlook and
attitude of Singaporeans. These latter, perhaps more cerebral,
changes are given expression in a variety of ways; in politics, ethnic
relations, the arts and culture, and through that all-encompassing
term, economics, which is particularly close to the hearts of
Singaporeans.

With the remarkable speed that change has been effected in
these spheres of Singapore life over the last few years, trying to keep
track of events and trends and, more significantly, their points of
departure, amounts to a daunting task. To that extent, a number of
individuals suggested to me the utility of putting together a compi-
lation of essays, written largely by academics, that would chronicle
and analyse some of the more salient changes that have taken place
in Singapore from the start of the nineties. This book is a direct
response to those suggestions.

The essays in this volume are all drawn from the monthly current
affairs publication Trends, published by the Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies and circulated with Singapore’s Business Times news-
paper. (Between September 1990 and February 1992 Trends had
circulated with the Straits Times.)



x INTRODUCTION

| have been associated with Trends as its Editor since its very
inception in September 1990. As a publication devoted to current
affairs, Trends usually comprises eight essays of a reflective nature,
with one or two focused on Singapore. The 31 essays featured in this
volume were chosen from the 52 on Singapore drawn from the first
45 issues of Trends (up to January 1994).

Readers will immediately notice that all the essays come in bite
sizes. This allows for two things — easy digestibility by the reader,
and coverage of a large number of topics by no less than 27 authors.

Apart from light editing to make uniform phrasing and jargon,
the essays remain essentially in the form they first appeared in Trends.
So that the reader is aware of this, and the context in which a
particular essay was written, the date and issue number in which an
essay was published in Trends is appended at the end of each essay.

This book makes no pretensions to filling any lacuna in one’s
knowledge of the rapidly evolving Singapore story. It is essentially
intended to provide a slew of snapshots, analysed and dissected
by individuals who, with the exception of six, are Singaporeans.

The visitor to Singapore, the academic, the student, and the
general reader may all find something of interest within this compact
volume. The division of the book into six categories, from politics to
economics, with four to six essays in each category, is intended to
reflect the key issues that have shaped the discourse on Singapore
by scholars and others over the last four years.

Derek da Cunha





