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I
n the search for solutions for
overcrowded MRT trains, a
prize for out-of-the-box think-
i n g m u s t g o t o t h e
19-year-old Singaporean who

proposed separate cars for Indians.
Her expletive-laden tweet last

week was a reminder that Singa-
pore’s race relations are not always
as harmonious as those sentimen-
tal National Day videos.

Many Singaporeans have ex-
pressed outrage at such racist think-
ing. Others are more alarmed that a
tertiary student could be stupid
enough to show it.

On one prominent political web-
site, comments have been divided.
Some readers have defended the
girl, with one even calling for scien-
tific research to uncover why Indi-
ans smell (seriously).

Evidently, many netizens re-
serve their zero-tolerance stand
against racism for cases where the
perpetrators are foreigners. Singapo-
rean-on-Singaporean racism is of-
ten met with ambivalence.

Overall, however, majority opin-
ion in Singapore – regardless of
race, language or religion – is con-
vinced that such speech does not
belong in the open. The resulting
chorus of condemnation that greet-
ed the girl’s tweet was reassuring.

Perhaps, though, we need a
more intelligent collective response

to such breaches, of which last
week’s is certainly not going to be
the final one.

In some societies, offensive
speech is discounted as part of the
cost to be borne for freedom of ex-
pression. Ours, clearly, is not one of
those societies.

Instead, when confronted with
such unpleasant sights, Singapore-
ans are quick to question whether
the windows have been opened too
wide. Someone will call the cops.
Others will decry the ills of the In-
ternet.

Both responses are understanda-
ble but neither is particularly pro-
ductive.

Broad laws
Lodging a police report has become
the standard citizen response to of-
fensive online speech. On the
bright side, such automatic reliance
on the police may reflect trust in
the authorities to act as neutral arbi-
ters in ethnic disputes.

However, it is also a symptom of
Singaporeans’ over-dependence on
the Government to deal with prob-
lems.

The risk of over-reliance on the
state to maintain social harmony is
built into our broadly worded laws.

Most societies give their govern-
ments some powers to regulate of-
fensive speech, but international
human rights norms state that
these powers should only be a last
resort.

Article 20 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights requires that “any advocacy
of national, racial or religious ha-
tred that constitutes incitement to
discrimination, hostility or vio-
lence shall be prohibited by law”.
What’s legally offside is extreme
speech that would have a tangible
effect on the rights of others if left
unchecked.

Singapore lawmakers, in con-
trast, have instituted a much lower
threshold.

So intentionally “wounding the

religious or racial feelings of any
person” through any expression is
a jailable offence under Section 298
of the Penal Code. Section 298A us-
es similarly subjective language,
prohibiting expressions that pro-
mote “disharmony” between reli-
gious or racial groups, or any act
that is known to be “prejudicial to
the maintenance of harmony”.

The sweeping powers that Singa-

pore’s statutes give to the authori-
ties are perhaps a reflection of the
strong societal consensus that race
and religion must be handled deli-
cately, including at the expense of
freedom of expression. However,
these powers need to be used spar-
ingly.

This was less of a problem in the
past, when traditional media gate-
keepers could be counted on to

stop most offensive speech from en-
tering the public sphere, leaving
the police with less to mop up.

With the Internet, however,
words and pictures regularly pop
up that fall in the category of
“wounding the religious and racial
feelings” of readers and viewers.
Turning every such incident into a
police case is simply unsustainable.

‘Internet-centrism’
The other habitual public response
to offensive online speech is to re-
open the debate on Internet regula-
tion. Because things happen on the
Internet, people are quick to as-
sume that it is Internet policy that
should be fixed.

This fallacy is part of what Evg-
eny Morozov has called “the Net de-
lusion”. In his 2011 book of the
same name, he criticises “Inter-
net-centrism” – the tendency to re-
frame every question in terms of
the Internet instead of other fac-
tors.

Morozov’s beef is with the Unit-
ed States government’s obsession
with the Internet as a tool for de-
mocratising closed regimes.

In Singapore, you can see Inter-
net-centrism at play in debates
about social problems such as rac-
ism, making Internet regulation
and censorship seem like the obvi-
ous policy levers to pull.

This obsession with the Internet
is not surprising, as it is easily the
most charismatic technology of the
last half-century. But it is probably
time to get over it.

Imagine if we focused on the
role of motor vehicles in modern
life the way we focused on the Inter-
net.

Cars and other vehicles are regu-
larly used by criminals; occasional-
ly, individuals commit suicide in
their automobiles and, every night,
unmarried lovers use them in lieu
of short-time hotels.

Whenever we learn of such activ-
ities, we don’t launch into a debate
about the merits and demerits of
motor vehicles. It doesn’t occur to
us to revise the Highway Code.

Of course, when there is a clear
link between the technology and
the harm – like when kids get hurt
in a school bus without seat belts,
or workers are killed while being
transported in a lorry – we know it
may be time to tighten traffic regu-
lations.

But, sensibly, we don’t instinc-
tively propose vehicle-centric solu-
tions to problems just because vehi-
cles happen to be involved.

Just like vehicular transport, the
Internet is now woven into the fab-
ric of everyday life.

Since life is full of good and bad,
we should not be too surprised to
see all manner of bad things surfac-
ing on the Internet.

To focus on the medium can dis-
tract from the real solutions, and
make regulation and censorship
seem deceptively attractive.

Civic responses
Our responses to expressions of rac-
ism need to be carefully weighted.

On the one hand, we shouldn’t
succumb to moral panics that
cloud our judgment: In most cases,

it is not necessary to invoke the law
or review Internet regulations.

On the other hand, we
shouldn’t be so blasé about breach-
es that racist speech becomes nor-
malised. While it would be futile to
try to eliminate such speech from
the fringes of society and in the pri-
vate sphere, we can realistically aim
for a public sphere where nobody
has any doubt that racist speech is
regarded as morally wrong.

It’s wrong not only because it
hurts the targeted community’s
feelings but also, more important-
ly, because it pushes them to the
margins and undermines the princi-
ple of equality – which is as impor-
tant a democratic right as freedom
of speech.

There will, of course, be some in-
stances where many Singaporeans
do not feel a line has been crossed
in the first place.

This is probably why United
Overseas Bank (UOB) got off com-
paratively lightly after some of its
Chinese employees showed up for
a Bollywood-themed staff party
with their skin painted black.

Reducing an ethnic group’s es-
sence to a set of physical attributes
is one of the crudest forms of rac-
ism, and it is no accident that such
stereotyping has been part of the
ideological arsenal of every genocid-
al society in history.

UOB issued only a qualified apol-
ogy – “if” members of the public
had been offended.

In countries more attuned to the
way racism works, such a response
would have been greeted with con-
sumer boycotts and tough ques-
tions at its annual general meeting.
UOB evidently feels that its home
base is not such a country – and it is
probably right.

Citizens should do more to as-
sert vigorously the norms of civili-
ty, tolerance and respect for diversi-
ty. This is a job for journalists, blog-
gers, parliamentarians, community
leaders, activists and other opinion
leaders.

There’s also scope for creative
civic responses.

Take, for example, last year’s
heartwarming “curry day” cam-
paign, conceived by a non-Indian
Singaporean to thumb a nose at
complaints from an immigrant fam-
ily about curry smells wafting into
their flat. This is the kind of vigor-
ous grassroots activism needed to
counter assaults to our sense of
what Singapore should be.

Instead, we have too often out-
sourced to the Government the re-
sponsibility of building a cosmopol-
itan society. Such habits are self-per-
petuating, giving people insuffi-
cient practice in dealing with rac-
ism and prejudice, and resulting in
a society that is less resilient than it
could be.
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My 14-year-old son protested when
I said I was writing about his spend-
ing too much time playing compu-
ter games.

“You are going to embarrass
me,” he moaned. “I play computer
games during non-school days and
I am not an addict.”

We came to a compromise and
he agreed to let me say this: My son
spends more hours playing compu-
ter games than I am comfortable
with.

All right, I admit it. The problem
is not how long he is in front of his
iMac, but what I am comfortable
with.

My discomfort stems from a
study on the effect of computer
games on Singapore children pub-
lished by an American Psychologi-
cal Association journal in February.

After studying 3,000 students
between eight and 17 years old
over a three-year period, research-
ers from the Institute of Mental
Health, National Institute of Educa-
tion and Iowa State University in

the United States said the longer im-
pulsive teenagers with attention
deficit disorder spend playing
video games, the worse their condi-
tion gets.

Also, those who spend time on
these games may also develop im-
pulsivity and attention difficulties.

It said nothing about how par-
ents could get their children to cut
the computer gaming hours. So I
was left feeling clueless and help-
less.

The survey was not the first of
its kind. Last year, another pub-
lished study of 3,000 Singapore pri-
mary and secondary students
found that computer game addic-
tion fuelled depression, overturn-
ing the common belief that exces-
sive gaming is a symptom of men-
tal health woes, not the cause.

I turned to the Internet and
found at least three Singapore web-
sites which seemed right for par-
ents like me.

There was www.cyberwell-
ness.org.sg – a campaign started by
the Media Development Authority
to help students, parents and teach-
ers learn about cyber wellness.
There is a host of useful articles on
cyber bullying and gaming addic-
tion.

Its forum section looked promis-
ing, saying: “Have something
you’d like to ask? Or are you won-
dering whether others have similar
thoughts or questions about cyber
wellness related topics? You’ve
come to the right place!”

But I could not log in despite try-
ing on two laptops and an iPad,
using the recommended browsers.

The second website,
http://www.ict.edumall.sg/
cyberwellness/index.html, was an

officious-looking Ministry of Educa-
tion cyber wellness portal for teach-
ers, students and “partners”, who
include parents.

Disappointingly, the tips for par-
ents were merely four points on
how to be more involved in prepar-
ing children for the online world,
and six safety tips.

I finally found what I was look-
ing for at http://planetcrush.org/

It is a snazzy website by Touch
Cyber Wellness, an arm of volun-
tary welfare organisation Touch
Community Services. There are
newsletters and resources, includ-
ing a useful Parents’ Guide To Popu-
lar Games In Singapore.

It runs a breathtaking array of

programmes ranging from parents’
workshops to counselling for those
who need help for excessive gam-
ing.

I called and spoke to Touch’s
director of youth services, Mrs Ani-
ta Low-Lim, who confirmed that I
was not alone.

Last year, its cyber wellness hot-
line received 238 calls for help, up
from 149 in 2010. Its counsellors
also saw more than 100 children
for excessive gaming, a fifth more
than the year before.

Touch has been running cyber
wellness programmes since 2001,
and could do with more resources.
Its team of 13 staff and counsellors
attends to calls and runs pro-

grammes in schools, sometimes at
up to five schools a week.

In June, it will open its second
cyber wellness centre, in Hougang
Secondary School, to promote
responsible gaming.

While not the first school with a
cyber wellness programme, it will
be a centre where working parents
and other adults can drop in and
talk to counsellors about their chil-
dren’s Internet or gaming habits.

It is one way of reaching out to
parents, which Touch wants to do
more of.

This brings to mind the Parents
Advisory Group for the Internet
(Pagi) which was prominent for
some years before it fell out of

sight.
The volunteer group was formed

in 1999 to help parents guide their
children in using the Internet. It
was an outspoken outfit headed by
dynamic educator Carmee Lim.

It advocated helping non-Eng-
lish-speaking parents learn about
the Internet, and called for content
rating and website labelling.

It was disbanded in 2006 and
made part of what eventually has
become the Internet and Media
Advisory Committee.

Oddly enough, just as access to
computers and the dizzying range
of things children can do online
exploded in the last decade, the
strong voice of parents appears to
have disappeared.

Perhaps what we need is a new
group to articulate parents’ con-
cerns about the things their chil-
dren get up to online, raise the alert
on issues that baffle them and sup-
port one another through this digit-
al frontier in parenting.

For now, I am making a small
start by applying what I’ve learnt
from Touch. I am trying not to be
overly worried about my son since
he has already set himself a bounda-
ry of playing only on “non-school
days”.

And I think I may be one step
ahead of him, since I now know the
danger signs of excessive gaming –
tiredness, irritability and a general
lack of interest in things, among
other things.

I’ll know when to get him away
from his computer, even if he does
not know it himself.

These are all baby steps, but it is
better than being clueless.
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Clueless parents could use a little more help
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The recent cases of offensive online comments
will not be the last. But society’s response

cannot be to demand arrest and prosecution
or keep seeking new curbs on the Internet

No need
to call

the police
every time
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