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Executive Summary

This is a report of a roundtable discussion organised by the Institute of Policy
Studies in collaboration with the Singapore Art Museum, on “The Future of Cultural

Leadership in Singapore”.

Cultural leadership refers both to the leadership of government and quasi-
government agencies that formulate and implement policies promoting arts and
culture, and the leadership of institutions that create, promote, and showcase the arts
and culture. They include the Minister of Culture, Minister of Education, senior
management and board members of the National Arts Council, the National
Heritage Board, and of cultural institutions such as National Gallery Singapore and
the Esplanade. Cultural leaders face not only similar challenges as leaders in other
domains, but also unique ones arising from the nature of the arts. Specifically, the
arts are creative and open-ended, involve risk taking, are difficult to evaluate in
terms of success, and are closely tied to larger political, societal and philosophical

issues.

At the roundtable, policymakers, academics, artists and arts practitioners, and
management and board members of arts groups discussed the kind of cultural

leadership that Singapore needs.

The key questions included: Who should lead major cultural institutions of a
country? What values should they be driven by? Is there sufficient capacity for
capability development of cultural leaders? What are the issues of cultural leadership
specific to Singapore in its current state of political, societal, and artistic

development?

Cultural leadership as navigation

In her opening remarks, Dr June Yap, Director of Curatorial, Programmes and
Publications at the Singapore Art Museum, likened cultural leadership to
“navigation” by sailors. For effective navigation, they have to use the “guiding light”
provided by constellations in going ahead and also understand the “vessel” they are
steering. Successful cultural leadership not only requires knowledge, skill, logic, an

understanding of context, but also the ability to have foresight and vision.
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Cultural leadership landscape

The three presenters were Baey Yam Keng, Parliamentary Secretary for the Ministry
of Culture, Community and Youth; Arun Mahizhnan, Special Research Adviser at
the Institute of Policy Studies; and Thirunalan Sasitharan, Co-Founder and Director

of the Intercultural Theatre Institute.

Mr Baey spoke about the programmes by his ministry to promote the arts and
culture. They included implementing museum-based learning for Primary School
students, setting up the Cultural Matching Fund, and making the arts and culture
more accessible to the less fortunate. The ministry also has initiatives to upskill
cultural leaders, ranging from job rotation, to training at the Culture Academy and
through the Creative Industries Workforce Skills Qualifications Framework. An
effective cultural leader must have a good understanding of both arts and culture and
administration; the social acumen to know the ground sentiment; and the ambition

to try new things.

A “dual-track” system for cultural leaders

Mr Arun pointed out that the current government system was unable to foster
strong cultural leadership. The system assumed that “generalist” administrative
officers on frequent rotational assignments — with little or no domain knowledge
when first appointed to their senior posts — would eventually gain the necessary
expertise over time. However, governing Singapore has become highly complex and
requires “specialists” with specific domain knowledge. Mr Arun proposed having a
new “dual-track” system where “generalists” and “specialists” advance with equal
rank and rewards. The government must gain more cultural literacy and artistic
sensibilities to make informed decisions about arts and cultural policies. However,
he also reminded the arts community not to expect the government to behave like

artists, and to recognise their own need to have administrative sensibilities as well.

The tension between cultural leaders and artists

Mr Sasitharan spoke about the unavoidable tension between cultural leaders in the
public service and artists on the ground. This is because good bureaucrats are trained

to objectify culture as they would any other public good. For artists, however, culture
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is deeply infused with their sense of who they are. This difference often translates
into bureaucrats of “not getting the arts”. As a result, they fail to understand the
instincts, impulses and needs of the arts community on the ground. Effective cultural
leadership needs to engage artists on their own terms, be open to embracing
differences and new diversities in expression, and be prepared to risk the possibility

of failure.

Discussion

The main points raised in the discussion were:

1. The need to address the tension between policymakers and artists. Cultural
leaders in the government have the responsibility to grasp the spirit of the arts,
and understand the difference between “policy-ing the arts” and “policing the
arts”. Conversely, artists need to possess greater administrative sensibilities to
better understand challenges faced by bureaucrats on contentious issues such as
funding. One possible way to achieve this is to establish a “buddy system” in the
administration where “generalist administrators” are paired with “specialist
administrators” in order to facilitate the exchange of complementary

perspectives.

2. Policymakers have a responsibility to protect the “safe space” in which art is
produced. In a time where conservatism is on a global rise, the ability of the arts
to address issues in an accessible manner and create platforms for discussion and
better understanding is more important than ever. Thus, cultural leaders in
government need to protect this “safe space” in which artists operate.
Nevertheless, different people might have different ideas of the kind of arts that
should exist within in this space. Hence, cultural leaders in the government also
need to come forth to defend artworks that a vocal minority finds offensive and
tries to censor. Both cultural leaders and artists need to think about how to
pursue contentious issues and controversial topics in a manner that would bring

different segments of society together.
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Introduction

Together with the Singapore Art Museum, the Institute of Policy Studies organised a
roundtable discussion on 27 October 2017 to look into the subject of the future of
cultural leadership in Singapore. Held at the Singapore Art Museum, the roundtable

examined the following issues of cultural leadership:

1 Who should lead the major cultural institutions of a country?

1 What types of expertise — such as the artistic, administrative, and

entrepreneurial — should cultural leaders bring to the job?
1 What values should cultural leaders be driven by?
1 What visions are the most appropriate for the work of cultural leaders?
1 Is there sufficient capacity for the development of capability of cultural leaders?

1 What are the issues of cultural leadership that bear specifically on Singapore in

its present state of political, societal and artistic development?

A total of 60 participants attended the roundtable, which included policymakers,
academics, artists and arts practitioners, and leaders of various cultural

organisations.

The roundtable was chaired by Mr Tan Tarn How, Adjunct Senior Research Fellow

at the Institute of Policy Studies.

First, Dr June Yap, Director of Director of Curatorial, Programmes and Publications

at the Singapore Art Museum, gave her Opening Remarks to kick off the session.

Next, three speakers — Mr Baey Yam Keng, Parliamentary Secretary for the
Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth; Mr Arun Mahizhnan, Special Research
Adviser at the Institute of Policy Studies; and Mr Thirunalan Sasitharan, Co-
Founder and Director of the Intercultural Theatre Institute — each gave their
presentation on the topic. Finally, there was an open discussion for all participants

moderated by Mr Tan.



Do our cultural leaders “get” the arts? |7

Opening Remarks: Dr June Yap

The topic of the day is cultural leadership; and in pondering the subject, I thought I
would look to a historical method for divining directions, beginning also a little

lighter in tone before we embark on more serious discussion.

In the midst of a vast and seemingly endless ocean, with no land in sight, sailors have
historically, and even in the present, relied on the skies above to navigate their
journeys; especially with stars as their guide, where light from age-old constellations

act as signposts.

What is leadership ? One might say it is knowing that there are these compass points,
holding steady even as the world turns, and not just an inky-black and empty sky.
And then, even as one looks to the heavens or guiding lights, one also needs to turn

around to see what one might be steering.

Dr June Yap giving her opening remarks.

Is it a luxury mega yacht such as the one owned by Chelsea Football Club owner,

Roman Abramovich, that stands at an eclipsing length of two football pitches?

Is it estimable English author Douglas Adam’s fictional Heart of Gold, the first

spacecraft to make use of the Infinite Improbability Drive that allows it to past
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through every point in the universe, thus able to go anywhere without having to deal



