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A MIDDLE ground. That, said Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong last November, is what has allowed Singapore to
avoid the polarisation that has ensnared other developed
countries.

Because Singaporeans across constituencies have
similar interests and identities, politics here has managed
to maintain a certain cohesion, he said.

But unhappiness in two areas that touch on
fundamental principles on which Singapore’s success has
been built now threatens to decimate the middle ground.

Staying open
to foreigners

As an influx of foreigners has caused Singapore’s
population to swell rapidly to 5.3 million in the last
half-decade, a sense of economic threat and social
anxiety has simmered among citizens hitherto open to
newcomers.

As public infrastructure heaved under the strain,
resentment grew against foreigners who faced a myriad
of accusations: depressing wages, using Singapore as a
stepping stone, and enjoying the privilege of living and
working here without facing any of the obligations, such
as national service.

Tales of foreigners behaving badly made the rounds
online, from a Filipino boy who played the drums too
loudly, to a family from China who objected to the smell
of their Singaporean Indian neighbour’s curry; from a
Chinese student who thought Singapore had more dogs
than humans, to drunk Caucasians assaulting a
Singaporean taxi driver.

The political leaders’ message that the country would
sink without foreigners began to seem callous to those
who felt the Singaporean way of life was under siege.

In the last few years, the Government has started to
tighten its immigration framework, determined to reduce
the economy’s reliance on cheap foreign labour.

But it has made clear that turning away foreigners is
not an option: In a paper released by its population unit
last October, government demographers said that given
the current birth rate of 1.2, the citizen population of 3.2
million will start shrinking in 2025 without immigration.

About 20,000 new citizens a year are needed just to
keep this pool stable, almost twice the 13,000 a year
Singapore has absorbed over the last decade.

Meritocracy and
the income gap

Singapore has the most millionaires in the world, and
also one of its highest measures of income inequality – a
Gini coefficient of 0.47.

In the past few years, a niggling sense of social
stratification has been borne out by worrying school data
– first proffered by former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew
in 2011.

He revealed statistics showing a gulf in the
educational background of parents of students in top
secondary schools versus those from neighbourhood
schools. They showed that on average, half or more of
those from brand-name schools had fathers who were
university graduates. The corresponding figure hovered
at around 10 per cent for neighbourhood schools.

Late last year, Education Minister Heng Swee Keat
said four in 10 pupils in six top primary schools live in
HDB flats, half the national average of eight in 10 pupils
for all primary schools.

There are worries that the Singapore Story – of a
meritocratic society that rewards hard work regardless of
one’s background – will not survive the decades ahead.

The level playing field now seems inexorably tilted
towards the privileged, upset by a tuition arms race and
the social capital of those born into success.

While Singaporeans once lined up behind the goals of
openness and meritocracy as the way a small, vulnerable
nation could thrive, some now see in yesterday’s
solutions the seeds of today’s problems.

In 20 years’ time, will the border between the local
and the foreign ossify into an impermeable barrier?

Will the threshold between the rich and the poor –
once crossable through hard work and talent – become
an unbridgeable distance?
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BY 2025, if the birth rate does not
improve from its current abysmal
level of 1.2, the citizen population
of 3.2 million will start to shrink.

To prevent this, the Govern-
ment has projected that it will
need 20,000 to 25,000 new citi-
zens a year to keep the population
stable, or growing slowly.

This is a more aggressive pace
than over the past decade, during
which 13,000 new citizens were
added each year on average.

Already, the character of the
local resident population has
evolved considerably in the past
10 years. In 2000, 81.7 per cent of
Singaporean residents were born
in Singapore; in 2010, this
dropped to 77.2 per cent.

In another decade, the propor-
tion of “native-born” Singapo-
rean residents will drop again,
and probably by an even greater
margin, given the predicted
number of new citizens needed a
year to stop the population from
shrinking by 2025.

What it means to be Singapo-
rean in 10 years may be very dif-
ferent from what it is now, just as
it has shifted from 10 years ago.

The change in the Indian com-
munity, which has seen the most
immigration, is the most pro-
nounced and perhaps the harbin-
ger of things to come.

When Ms Subina Khaneja, 50,
moved here with her family from
India in 1994, there were only
two shops in Little India that sold
the brown flour she used to make
roti. Singaporean Indians, mostly
descendants of immigrants from
Tamil Nadu, make roti with white
flour.

Two decades later, brown flour
can be found in every shop in Lit-
tle India, and in shops along the
East Coast where a large popula-
tion of expatriate Hindi-speaking
Indians live, says the president of
the Indian Women’s Association.

Of the Indian residents here,
35 per cent were not born in Singa-
pore, compared to 6 per cent
among Chinese residents.

The prevalence of brown flour
may be a small matter, but it
speaks to the way Indian newcom-
ers have changed the social fabric
of the ethnic community.

Their presence has also been
felt in other, deeper ways: The
household incomes of the Indian
ethnic group has been pulled up-
wards by the affluent newcomers
over the past decade, from $3,438
to $5,370. They are now the high-
est-earning ethnic group in Singa-
pore, overtaking the Chinese.

In the next decade, the mix of
“new and Northern” and “old and
Southern” could move even more
in favour of the former. There
may come a day, some believe,
when Hindi is used in the vernacu-
lar mass media.

The recent outcry over the
addition of the Chinese names of
MRT stations to train announce-

ments also evinced an anxiety
that social norms – in this case
the primacy of English as the lin-
gua franca in Singapore – are
slowly shifting.

That the Singaporean identity
will morph is a given; whether it
manages to survive intact is the
bigger question with fur-
ther-reaching consequences.

Sociological studies show a
community’s sense of belonging
and identity tends to become
stronger when under pressure or
intimidation from other groups,
notes National University of Sin-
gapore sociologist Stella Quah.

In places like Dubai, the social
c o m p a c t i s o n e w h e r e
native-born citizens draw closer
together in the face of a foreign
influx – holding themselves sepa-
rate from foreigners who are
there only to work, and not ex-
pected to integrate or become nat-
uralised citizens. Locals there are
a privileged minority, showered
with entitlements and subsidies
to sweeten the presence of a huge
contingent of foreigners.

Observers see signs of such a
strategy being deployed here, as
subsidies and benefits in educa-
tion, health care and housing
have become more tiered towards
citizens in the past few years.

Earlier this year, three academ-
ics from the S. Rajaratnam School
of International Studies proposed
creating a revenue pool from the
levies collected for Work Permit
and S-pass holders. A one-off
entry levy could be created for em-
ployment pass holders to contrib-
ute to this fund, they suggested.

The money would be ear-
marked for direct benefits to citi-
zens in the form of an “immigra-
tion bonus”.

Should Singapore take this
Dubai-esque route, the national
identity stays intact and unchang-
ing – for the small, shrinking
group of native-borns who are en-
tirely cut off from foreigners in
their land. Their acquiescence to
immigration is economic in na-
ture, and their relationship with
foreigners transactional only.

But NUS sociologist Paulin
Straughan sees two reasons this
path is unthinkable for Singapore.
The first is the high rate of in-
ter-marriage between locals and
foreigners – in 2011, four in 10
marriages were such cross-cultur-
al ones. This speaks to a very po-
rous division between who is local
and who is foreign here, she says.

The second reason is that
locals in the United Arab Emirates
are bound by the strong thread of
a common religion, the same
marker that divides them from for-
eigners living and working there.

In contrast, there is no such
binding commonality among Sin-
gaporeans, whose hotchpotch of
races and religions – and the ex-
pectation of mutual tolerance and
accommodation among them – is

actually a central aspect of its
national identity.

A natural capacity to absorb dif-
ference and diversity already ex-
ists in Singapore society, says Dr
Straughan. This may help the
national identity adjust to new,
moulding forces without pulling
away or fraying apart.

Observers hope to see Singa-
pore following the American or
Australian model of “integration,
but not assimilation”. Under a
broad umbrella of values and aspi-
rations that define the national
identity, ethnic and cultural differ-
ences are allowed to flourish.

No one group is expected to be
like another, as long as they all
agree to subscribe to the common
aspirational qualities of the nation-
al identity. In such societies,
notes Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies visiting research fellow
Asad Latif, a thick layer of “cultur-
al assurance” exists. “In America,
they have a strong sense of them-
selves. Immigration is not seen as
a threat to identity, it does not
touch the core of their being.”

He is confident newcomers can
adapt to the local way of doing
things, rather than insist on their
old norms – as long as it is clear
what is expected of them. “Immi-
grants know what they don’t
want, not what they want,” he
says. “It falls to us to offer them
something they want. It comes
back to our sense of ourselves.”

The respect for multicultural-
ism inherent in the Singaporean
identity puts it in good stead to
emulate countries like the US and
Australia, but its small size and
youth are hurdles which pose con-
siderable challenges.

Ms Subina notes that her broth-
ers, having lived in the US for
some time, identify themselves as
Americans. But for Indians like
herself who have been in Singa-
pore for decades, the same decla-
ration is not as easy to make.

Her husband and children are
naturalised citizens, while she is a
permanent resident. “There are
things that Singapore stands for,
like being corruption-free, merito-
cratic and multi-cultural. But
these are not well-defined as aspi-
rational qualities of the national
identity. It’s not clear that this is
what makes you Singaporean.”

While “core Singaporean val-
ues” such as meritocracy and fair-
ness are important to uphold, Be-
havioural Science Institute direc-
tor David Chan suggests integrat-
ing foreigners into Singapore soci-
ety need not start from such lofty
points. “More simply and direct-
ly, Singaporeans expect foreigners
to subscribe to the same common
principles of respect for multicul-

tural differences, basic courtesy
and being law-abiding individu-
als.”

Conversational ability in Eng-
lish is also an increasingly impor-
tant marker of Singaporean identi-
ty, he adds, as it is the “common
interaction medium” not tied to a
particular race or cultural group.

But Singapore’s youth and
small size make its integration
challenge greater than that of the
US or Australia. Institute of Poli-
cy Studies’ Dr Leong Chan Hoong
says common cultural norms are
integral to the formation of a
strong “national identity” that
binds foreign-born and na-
tive-born citizens.

In New Zealand, for example,
he notes that supporting the All
Blacks national rugby team is a
must to be “a part of them” –
“These norms reinforce the
notion of naturalisation.”

Such cultural norms are yet un-
formed in the Singapore context,
if a 2012 IPS survey of 2,000 citi-
zens – half local-born, half natu-
ralised – is indicative.

Asked what makes someone
Singaporean, the characteristics
that emerged were vague. Besides
“respect for multiracial and mul-
ti-religious practices”, “getting
on well with neighbours” and “be-
ing gainfully employed” topped
the list.

Responding to the survey, Act-
ing Minister for Social and Family
Development Chan Chun Sing
says the Singaporean identity is
not yet fully formed because the
country has had only four decades
behind it. In contrast, the US Dec-
laration of Independence was writ-
ten in 1776, while the Common-
wealth of Australia Act, creating
one entity from the Australian col-
onies, was passed in 1900.

Economic growth, says Mr
Chan, “buys time” for the Singa-
porean identity to form and
strengthen. But the city state’s
size may be one challenge that
time cannot overcome.

“Australia is huge. If you’re
not comfortable with the Vietnam-
ese or Chinese, you can move to
the north-eastern cities,” points
out Dr Leong. “There is the hinter-
land, which mitigates a lot of the
problems.”

For Singaporeans who are un-
willing to accept a high level of im-
migration, there is nowhere for
them to “escape” to, he notes.

In attempting to be both a glo-
bal city, open to global talent, and
a home for a native-born popula-
tion on a small island, “we are try-
ing to do something unique in the
world”, he adds.

But the Singapore story is built
on being the exception. With time
for cultural norms to solidify and
intangible values to strengthen,
the country in 2030 will not be an
Asian Dubai but, hopefully, a mini-
ature America.
RACHEL CHANG
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FRENCH President Francois Hol-
lande wants to abolish homework
for all primary school pupils in
France. It is part of his plan to
improve the education system and
devote more resources to helping
kids from disadvantaged back-
grounds.

The reasoning behind the home-
work ban is this: Affluent and edu-
cated parents can offer more help
with homework, hence a system
with no homework is more likely
to help poorer families keep up.

Mr Hollande’s argument is vig-
orously contested by experts. But
the radical move speaks to the dis-
comfort in France that education
– meant to be the great social lev-
eller – is actually worsening the
gap between the rich and poor.

In Singapore, the same fear has
festered; what parents sense to be
true on the ground for a long time
has, in the last few years, been
borne out by worrying statistics.

In the top primary and second-
ary schools, a disproportionate
number of students are from afflu-
ent and educated backgrounds:
six out of 10 live in private proper-
ty, when two out of 10 Singapore-
ans overall do.

About half of these students
have parents who are university
graduates, compared to about two
out of 10 in neighbourhood sec-
ondary schools.

While social mobility has not
halted, it is slowing. Singapore,
say experts, finds itself nearing
the edge of a cliff that other devel-
oped countries like France and the
US have already fallen off.

If more active intervention is
not taken over the next decade or
two, the Singapore of 2030 may
well find itself grasping at straws,
considering such desperate moves
as a homework ban.

The momentum of privilege is
a powerful one. It places kids at
different starting points in the
race of life. And the pistol does
not fire on the first day of school,
but much earlier; the track does
not consist just of time spent in
class, but is also smoothened by
hours of enrichment activities, tui-
tion and yes, homework.

Placed against this backdrop,
meritocracy perpetuates privilege
in a resilient cycle. The problem is
well-understood. How to meet it
is a battle of philosophical propor-
tions, one that observers see be-
ing waged over the next decade.

The Government has made its
strategy clear: Last year, Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong defend-
ed meritocracy’s central place in
the Singapore story, emphasising
that Singapore broke away from
Malaysia in 1965 precisely be-
cause of its belief in meritocracy,
rather than a system based on
race, connections or wealth.

When it comes to levelling the
playing field, Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Tharman Shanmugaratnam
has said that the Government’s
strategy is to push up the bottom
without holding down the top.

While social and financial as-
sistance is given to those from dis-
advantaged backgrounds, these
must not distort the market of
meritocracy or block ability and
talent from rising to the top, the
Government believes.

Mr Nizam Ismail, former chair-
man of the Association of Muslim
Professionals, puts it this way
when it comes to students in top
education institutions: “The Gov-
ernment will help with fees, not
with placement.”

If children from disadvantaged
backgrounds gain entry on their
own merit to a top school, there is
financial aid and bursaries galore.
But the Government will not ma-
noeuvre these students there in a
bid to reverse-engineer social mo-
bility.

Observers like education policy
expert Jason Tan of the National
Institute of Education argue that
such help given to kids from disad-
vantaged backgrounds can only
chip away at the barriers formed
before their birth. “The momen-
tum that these measures build up
is much less than the momentum
of the cycle of privilege.”

While not advocating an alter-
native to meritocracy, observers
and sociologists want to see it put
in its proper place as a means to
the end of social mobility, rather
than an end in itself.

“The desired policy outcome
should be a high and constant de-
gree of social mobility, not just a
meritocratic system,” says Mr
Soon Sze Meng, a board member
of the non-profit Halogen Founda-
tion. “When meritocracy leads to
social mobility, that’s when it is
doing its job.”

From this start-off point, meri-
tocracy in the Singapore of the fu-
ture looks very different, they
say. For one thing, such a society
must not only support a high de-
gree of upward mobility, but also
its corollary of downward mobili-
ty: a much less alluring prospect,
but inevitable in a working meri-
tocracy.

In the education system, such a
a policy goal would mean remov-
ing the catchments where chil-
dren of privilege are cushioned
from facing the consequences of a
lack of merit. These include a low-
er PSLE cut-off score for affiliat-
ed schools, or preferential prima-
ry school admission for the chil-
dren of alumni.

The Government’s long-term
goals should also be viewed with a
tweaked lens, suggest observers.

For example, it is now in the
midst of a laudable effort to get
more lower-income families to
send their kids to pre-school, and
to equalise the quality of
pre-schools – in recognition that
the starting point in the education
system comes before the first day
of primary school.

But accompanying this push
should be measures to “mix chil-
dren from different back-
grounds”, says National Universi-
ty of Singapore sociologist Vin-
cent Chua. “Research from the US
shows that disadvantaged chil-
dren reap very positive effects
when mixed with stronger kids.”

Most importantly, an emphasis
on social mobility sends the same
message as an emphasis on meri-
tocracy – with a significantly dif-
ferent thrust. Both tell those born
to disadvantage that success is
still within reach through hard
work and ability. But a society
which prizes social mobility holds
up a collective goal, while one priz-
ing meritocracy focuses on indi-
vidual achievement.

The challenge should not be un-
derestimated: A future Singapore
that maintains a high degree of so-
cial mobility would be bucking the
trend of developed societies.

In the US, the gap between the
share of prosperous and poor
Americans who earn bachelor’s de-
grees has widened, according to
researchers from the University of
Michigan. Thirty years ago, there
was a 31 percentage-point differ-
ence. Now, the gap is 45 points.

But the Halogen Foundation’s
Mr Soon sees Singapore as being
in a better position to face down
growing inequality, because its po-
litical system does not allow “the
1 per cent” to fund the campaigns
of politicians who, in return,
promise not to erode their advan-
tages. “Our political system
makes it possible to enact such
measures despite resistance from
elites,” he argues.

The cohesiveness and close-
ness of a small country could also
ease the pushback, says Mr Ni-
zam. Unlike in bigger countries,
Singaporeans are not in silos of
gated communities or urban
slums. “It’s like giving to charity,
but you now give that donation in
the form of an acceptance that the
less well-off deserve these oppor-
tunities, because you have a cer-
tain set of advantages that they
don’t. I don’t think many would
find that unpalatable.”

It would also be less facile than
a national ban on homework.
With a renewed emphasis on a Sin-
gapore story that promises social
mobility through hard work and
ability, the country may avoid con-
fronting such a choice.
RACHEL CHANG

SINGAPORE SOCIETY 2030

Ms Subina Khaneja moved to
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An emphasis on social
mobility sends the
same message... with a
significantly different
thrust. A society
which prizes social
mobility holds up a
collective goal,
while one prizing
meritocracy focuses on
individual achievement.

As the Singapore Conversation gathers
pace, the Insight team examines

present trends for a reading of the
future, in a two-part special. This

week, the focus is on the shifts that
will shape society and politics.

While social mobility
has not halted, it is
slowing. Singapore,
say experts, finds
itself nearing the
edge of a cliff that
other developed
countries like France
and the US have
already fallen off.

Shifts
in the
pillars

A new way to be Singaporean

That the
Singaporean
identity will
morph is a
given; whether it
manages to
survive intact is
the bigger
question with
further-reaching
consequences.

Observers hope to see
Singapore following the
American or Australian
model of “integration,
but not assimilation”.
Under a broad umbrella
of values and
aspirations that define
the national identity,
ethnic and cultural
differences are allowed
to flourish.

The flip side
of meritocracy
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