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Opening remarks
The Institute of Policy Studies’ (IPS) flagship Singapore Perspectives (SP) conference took
place on Monday, 23 January 2017. Around 950 people — including public servants, business
leaders, academics, community and civil society leaders as well as students — attended the
full-day event held at the Raffles City Convention Centre.
The theme of SP2017 was “What If?”. Speakers and participants were invited to re-examine
Singapore’s key governing institutions, systems and values as they envisaged scenarios of
Singapore in its next 50-year journey to the year 2065.
IPS Director Janadas Devan opened the conference by highlighting what he called the
persistent facts of Singapore’s improbable existence. The first set of such facts is its
geographical location in South East Asia in the midst of religious, cultural, ethnic, political, and
historical diversities, which place Singapore at the crossroads of vast civilisations.
The second set of facts has to do with how Singapore is both a country and city, which means
it bears the burden of being a global city that needs its own military as well as other
infrastructure of a modern communications gateway such as ports and airports. It also means,
Mr Devan said, that Singapore needs a manufacturing base to mitigate inequality in the
country, which ordinarily would not be a concern to a city; Singapore’s Gini coefficient which
measures income inequality is high for a country but is moderate when compared with other
global cities.
Since Singapore is an unlikely nation and its existence, a proof of miracles he said, the
conference focused on the question: What if the conditions of Singapore’s existence and
success no longer prevail?
An example is what might happen if Singapore ceases to possess an exceptional
government? Mr Devan spoke of how the government’s failure to adequately address needs
in the areas of transport and healthcare that led to a poor showing for the ruling party in the
2011 General Election. To him, Singaporeans should always expect to have an exceptional
government. The country cannot survive without it.
But that would also mean, he added, that Singaporeans must be exceptional too, ensuring
that they do not allow “buffoons” into government and that they resist nativist or neo-fascist
political sentiments.
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Panel I: Looking Out
Professor Wang Gungwu
Chairman
Governing Board
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy

Chairperson:
Professor Tommy Koh
Special Adviser
Institute of Policy Studies

Dr Khong Cho-Oon
Chief Political Analyst
Global Business Environment
Shell International

Professor Joseph Liow
Dean and Professor of Comparative and International Politics
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies
Nanyang Technological University

Professor Joseph Liow (left) takes a question from the floor. To his left are (L-R) Professor Wang Gungwu,
Professor Tommy Koh (chairperson) and Dr Khong Cho-Oon.

The first panel explored the impact of potential changes in Singapore’s external environment.
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What if the nation-state is no longer the key organising unit of the world?
Approaching the topic from a historical perspective, Professor Wang Gungwu explained that
the nation-state is a relatively new concept. It is a myth that the advent of the nation-state
occurred at the time of the Treaty of Westphalia in the 17th century or the Treaty of Vienna in
the 19th century as some scholars have argued — these treaties were signed between great
empires to put an end to war among them by drawing borders, which then benefitted smaller
countries too. The growing notion of international law and sovereignty in the 19th century
made it possible for nation-states to emerge, but it was really only after the Second World War
in 1945, when the world’s great empires were destroyed, that the notion of the nation-state
truly came into being.
Ultimately, Professor Wang said, the nation-state is an ideal and a work-in-progress, where
boundaries of some nation-states are subject to change. It may have been a significant
organisational unit, but Professor Wang questioned if it has ever been the key organising unit
of the world as suggested by the question. It is of course a hope that international law and the
United Nations will succeed in protecting the nation-state.
How the big powers of the world work out a modus vivendi amongst themselves will be critical
to answering the question. However, Professor Wang noted that these powers are more often
than not grouping together at the expense of weakening the standing of small powers and
countries. After much rumination, he said that the answer to the question still eluded him.
What if globalisation fails?
The second speaker, Dr Khong Cho-Oon, said that the question he was to address had
seemed like a surprising one until recently. After all, for a long time, globalisation, with its
market liberalisation and new technology, seemed like an inexorable force. But as early as the
1990s, the company he does scenario-planning work for, Shell, considered the possibility of
identity politics filtering and restraining globalisation, with national governments and societies
seeking to protect their own interests and identities.
Dr Khong said that the 2008 Western Financial Crisis marked the end of globalisation as we
had known it, and the world experienced several critical and volatile transitions in the areas of
climate change, the global economy, geopolitics and governance. While the technological
aspects of globalisation will carry on as scientific development cannot be stopped, what will
change are societies’ attitudes to globalisation and their practice of it. In effect, globalisation
will not fail but take on new forms, he said.
Dr Khong outlined two possible forms. In the first, called “Mountains”, globalisation is capitalist,
but not liberal. Globalisation carries on but it is slowed by nationalist and protectionist
sentiments where people call on their governments to deal with what they view as its
destabilising effects. Even then, countries know it is necessary to cooperate to tackle global
issues like climate change, resource scarcity and demographic challenges. In the second
called “Oceans”, globalisation is decentralised and diffused, with solutions being found by a
vigorous civil society outside the public sphere and not by governments. How the world
negotiates various challenges will determine globalisation’s eventual form and our own fate.
What if Singapore has to choose between China and the United States?
The third speaker, Professor Joseph Liow described the scenarios in which Singapore may
be compelled to choose between China and the United States (US), and the factors, he
suggested, that should guide such a decision if it came to that.
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Professor Liow noted that after the Cold War, a stable strategic equilibrium developed between
the US and China in East Asia, which contained the centrifugal pressures of strategic
competition in the region and allowed it to flourish. But a new American administration, coupled
with an increasingly assertive China and its current political and diplomatic browbeating, now
threaten this equilibrium.
Professor Liow cautioned against taking a zero-sum game view of foreign relations with China
and the US. This is because of the reality of an interdependent and interconnected world,
alongside geopolitical developments like deepening and widening relations between China
and the US with countries in the region. It is also in the interest of both powers to remain
engaged in the region. But there are five scenarios within which Singapore may be made to
choose between the two, said Professor Liow.
The first is the election of an unpredictable American president that is hostile to China. The
second is the rise of nationalistic hawks in China who view the US and its allies as obstacles
to China’s inevitable rise and have few reservations about engaging in conflict if warranted.
The third draws on the first two, which is the prospect of a serious breakdown in China-US
relations because of the perceived threat of a rising China. The fourth is where the US and
China agree to carve out spheres of predominant interests to stay out of each other’s way.
The fifth is where Singapore’s diplomacy fails and it is forced to pick between the two
superpowers.
If it came to that, Professor Liow said that Singapore should consider five factors. First, any
choice should be made based on Singapore’s interest and not the preferences of other
countries. Second, the Singaporean government of the day should act in a way as to guard
the country from external interference in domestic politics. Third, it would have be mindful that
making any concessions to the great powers would risk sending the wrong signal to
neighbouring countries, allowing them to think that Singapore is a “pushover”. Fourth, while
the US and China are key features of geopolitics in the region, they are not the only powers
of consequence that shape it. Fifth, countries in the region face similar dilemmas and therefore
it would be useful to consider how the neighbouring countries and cohesion in ASEAN will be
affected.
Discussion
Two themes emerged in the discussion — first, that of globalisation’s future and its relationship
with the “angry voter”; the layperson who might have lost faith with globalisation. The second
had to do with questions of geopolitics, not just about the China-US relationship, but also the
role of supranational bodies.
Chairperson Professor Koh asked Dr Khong if globalisation would survive the angry voter. Dr
Khong said that globalisation has expanded the “size of the pie” but the critical aspect is the
political question of how equitably that pie is distributed. This question animates not just the
poor who are thought of as “angry voters” but also the middle class. Dr Khong reminded the
audience that the rise of the Nazi party in Germany had more to do with middle-class support
and therefore, for the future, that pressures on the middle class arising from technological
disruption might determine the shape of globalisation.
To a question of how Singapore’s success is determined by the longevity of the standard
model of globalisation, Dr Khong said that it is not possible to tell yet if the future would see
the “hardening of nation-states”, or if it might change into to a fast-moving, people-powered
world where traditional state governments are viewed as outmoded “dinosaurs” and only
smaller, more nimble entities survive. Citing responses to climate change as an example, he
said that while the incoming American administration might seem sceptical about climate
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change, market forces and local state governments can act ahead of central and federal
government and take the initiative away from the locus of national power.
Professor Liow was asked about his remark that other external powers of consequence may
shape the US-China relationship in Asia, to which he elaborated that there is an entire debate
to be had about which countries could be considered significant in that regard. He said that
engagement with such smaller powers should be widened and deepened. Both Professors
Wang and Liow were sceptical about the prospect of South East Asian states pooling
sovereignty or attempting to make the region neutral, saying that both strategies had been
attempted in the past with poor results.
Professor Wang spoke about China’s attitude to the “One China” policy that had been
questioned by the incoming American administration. He said that it was part of the Chinese
government’s foundational goals to reunify all of China. He likened the idea of “oneness” in
nation-states with “primordial tribalism” in response to another question. Nation-states have
never been able to do away with such primordial tribalism, but in the best-case scenario, they
directed loyalties towards themselves and kept such sentiments contained. Ultimately, the
task of building a nation is both tough and unending, and a work-in-progress across the world.
He also opined that the idealism inspired by the building of nation-states must be tempered
with hard-headedness, which is especially true in the face of geopolitical risks like a potential
China-US Cold War.
The session concluded on the question of whether the US might withdraw its engagement with
East Asia. Professor Koh chimed in to say that the US is not becoming isolationist, but
unilateralist. Professor Liow said that he doubted that the US would leave the region, and it is
the reverse scenario of the possibility of a miscalculation that escalates tension between China
and the US that poses the real worry. He added that the US faces a contradiction: if it rescinds
support of the One China policy and China takes exception to that, how will US President
Donald Trump respond? Will he cause the tension to escalate by sending military forces into
the Taiwan Strait? Or will he hold true to what he said in his inaugural address — that the US
would no longer defend allies at American expense?

Panel II: Looking In
Mr Jeremy Au
Chairperson:
Ms Li Xueying
Deputy News Editor
The Straits Times
Singapore Press Holdings Ltd

Mr Aaron Maniam
Ms Amanda Chong

The second panel examined the balance of material and post-material priorities for Singapore
in 2065. The speakers were social entrepreneur Jeremy Au, civil servant-poet Aaron Maniam
and lawyer Amanda Chong, who is also a poet.
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(L-R): Ms Amanda Chong, Mr Jeremy Au, Ms Li Xueying (chairperson) and Mr Aaron Maniam receiving questions
on the balance of priorities for Singapore.

What if non-economic indicators become the measure of a country’s progress?
Mr Au noted that Gross Domestic Product and other economic measures were the usual ways
in which Singapore measures its progress as a society. While such metrics are easy to use
as “a beacon for decision-making at the policy level”, they are not designed to measure true
societal progress: “Economic measures simply fail to capture the totality of what Singapore’s
progress means as a country and whether people perceive that progress has even taken
place.”
Instead, Mr Au suggested turning to our National Pledge as a source of holistic values —
including justice, equality, happiness, prosperity and progress — that Singaporeans can
aspire to and upon which an index for Singapore’s development can be based. Referring to
the design of the Gallup World Poll, he proposed that these values could form a Singapore
Development Index. Based on the Gallup data for 2016, Singapore scored highly in the
categories of “unity”, “racial harmony”, “democracy” and “justice” but less well in the categories
of “prosperity” and “progress”. Mr Au said that while Singapore’s social fabric has strengthened
over the years, people’s belief, perception and optimism in Singapore’s economic vitality has
weakened over time. A Singapore Development Index could guide the formulation of public
policy and form the framework for further discussion of policy issues involving community
stakeholders, the social sector and business leaders.
What if Singapore fails to become a creative and innovative nation?
Mr Maniam argued that the metaphors that we use in public discourse are important as they
shape Singapore’s approach to creativity and innovation. The metaphors that have been used
so far reflect an engineering mindset in which creativity is perceived in terms of structure,
institutions, inputs and outputs. However, the creative process is non-linear and such
metaphors do not capture its inherent complexity, he argued. They fail to capture the
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spontaneity of creativity, the outcome of which is of great worth but not always of quantifiable
value.
As such, Singapore needs better metaphors for creativity and Mr Maniam proposed two. The
first, the metaphor of biology, which sees systems as constantly alive and dynamic, captures
the fact that creativity has both monumental and mundane aspects to it. The biological
metaphor also encourages people to approach creativity in a nuanced manner as biological
systems are constantly changing. They take time to evolve and blossom with adaptability as
an important quality to them. The second metaphor revolves around the idea of “gift” rather
than “exchange”, which are transactional in nature. In their pure form, gifts are of value but not
necessarily of quantifiable worth. Gifts are often not planned, and creativity by extension
cannot be structured in a neat, predictable way. Gifts are best when they are used to pay
things forward. It is thus better to see ourselves as stewards rather than owners of gifts, and
to avoid over-planning creativity and innovation. Mr Maniam concluded by stating that multiple
and overlapping metaphors are needed to understand creativity in a sophisticated way.
What if Singapore fails to sustain itself as a vibrant, cosmopolitan “global city”?
In addressing the third topic, Ms Amanda Chong noted that economic and instrumental
imperatives have been the key driving force behind the promotion of the arts in Singapore.
She argued that Singapore’s vision of a global city had been built from the “outside in” and as
part of a branding exercise. She argued that if the country continues on the trajectory of
developing its arts and cultural sectors to attract global talent, Singapore might end up closing
the door on itself.
Far beyond attracting global talent, the arts scene can transform Singapore into a mature and
self-confident nation, and Ms Chong suggested three ways in which the arts can help construct
the city from the “inside out”. First, by engaging people in alternative views of life, the arts can
help people grasp the complex world. Second, the arts can enable people to inhabit the lives
of others and listen to their voices, thereby inculcating empathy. Policymakers might be less
tempted to see people as objects and problems to be solved. Instead, the former could focus
on empowering the latter in decision-making. Third, the arts can encourage us to ponder new
directions in the Singapore narrative, engage in conversations, and arrive at conclusions on
what we value as a nation. In sum, the arts serve as a collective space to reiterate the ideals
that are considered precious to society.
Discussion
One theme that emerged in the discussion was about how to establish priorities for Singapore;
how consensus can be reached on those priorities, and how the marginalised in society can
be better engaged in that process.
Ms Li commenced the discussion session by highlighting to the presenters the assumptions
underlying the “What if” questions posed to them — that Singapore desires to become a
vibrant cosmopolitan city, and to be innovative and creative. She suggested that not all
Singaporeans would feel that these are priorities for the country. How then could Singapore
reach a consensus on what are the most desirable goals for Singapore in 2065?
For Mr Maniam, a certain level of creativity and innovation must happen, and Singapore must
be seen to be welcoming of creativity for it to be a thriving global city that is attractive to talent
and potentially be a source of ideas and solutions for the world. The question then is whether
everyone has to be “creative”. Recognising that creativity exists as a spectrum from the
seemingly mundane — like with raising productivity in the business sector — to the
monumental, then at the aggregate level, it is important to have a critical mass of creativity.
Ms Chong replied that it is important to consider what being a “global city” means first and
foremost to Singaporeans and for the maturation of society. For Mr Au, it is not that every
individual has to be judged to be “creative” before Singapore is considered “creative” but what
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is important is that every Singaporean is able to reach his or her full potential in whichever
domain, industry or set of skills he or she pursues.
Taking the cue from the conference theme, a participant asked what the speakers would say
“if the entire ballroom here were not filled with global elites or even national elites; what if the
entire ballroom was filled with angry voters?” Mr Au said that he would listen to them and ask
how they want to be helped, for no one is an island and helping the group is helping the
individual. Ms Chong recounted her experience of teaching poetry to foreign domestic workers
and children from lower-income groups and learnt how the arts can be very powerful in helping
people understand others from different spheres and forge a sense of commonality.
Acknowledging that stories of deprivation and marginalisation are legitimate and need to be
addressed, Mr Maniam cautioned that the interests of the angry voter should not be treated in
the same way that one treats the politicians who say they represent them. Lying, bullying and
general bad behaviour by those politicians should not be condoned even if it is for that cause.
He would ask the angry voters to choose between the metaphors of victims and agents, before
adding that the former implies the absence of agency in taking control of the future.
The next cluster of questions was related to the notion of “creativity and the arts”, its
relationship with discipline, history and heritage, as well as the government’s role in developing
it.
A participant asked Mr Maniam for his views on the relationship between creativity and
discipline, as breaking the rules entails knowing what the rules are in the first place. Mr Maniam
replied that discipline and creativity are two sides of the same coin, and the daily routines of
highly creative and productive people often involve extremely disciplined processes. Creativity
and discipline complement each other and therefore, one should not adopt an overly binary
approach to dealing with creativity and discipline, he argued.
Another participant observed that history and heritage appeared to be given little significance
in the discussion on creativity, innovation and vibrancy. She added that creativity does not
exist in a vacuum and the discourse on innovation seemed to entail discarding the old and
bringing in the new. Pointing out that there are many poems about nostalgia and places that
have been destroyed in the name of progress, Ms Chong said that her contemporaries are
writing books on the country’s history. She said that the arts community loves Singapore’s
heritage, and that understanding history is important as the Singapore Story has to be
informed by knowing the contributions and legacy of its pioneers.
On Ms Chong’s point that Singapore’s ambition of becoming a global city was motivated by
the wish to attract the talented and wealthy to its shores, a participant who had actively shaped
and implemented arts and cultural policy in Singapore proffered a different view. He said that
in addition to economic progress, the policymakers’ goal was to “build a Singapore in which
Singaporeans will be cultured and culture-loving.” In response, Ms Chong recognised the
indispensable role of the government and efforts of the National Arts Council and other
organisations in promoting the arts. However, she said, she wanted to represent the voices
and perceptions of the artistic community — members of which were concerned about certain
policy decisions and the level of control — in relation to the motivations of the government’s
arts administrators. This would enable dialogue to continue, which is vital for moving the arts
scene forward.
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Panel III: Looking Across

Chairperson:
Dr Gillian Koh
Deputy Director (Research)
Institute of Policy Studies

Dr Norman Vasu
Senior Fellow and Deputy Head
Centre of Excellence for National Security
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies
Nanyang Technological University
Ms Mariam Jaafar
Partner and Managing Director
The Boston Consulting Group
Associate Professor Thang Leng Leng
Deputy Director
Centre for Family and Population Research
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
National University of Singapore

(L-R): Associate Professor Thang Leng Leng, Dr Norman Vasu, Dr Gillian Koh (chairperson) and Ms Mariam Jaafar
discussing questions on how Singapore should manage social diversity as it looks to the future.

The third panel examined how Singapore deals with issues of old and new forms of social
diversity, along the lines of race and religion, immigration and family.
To contextualise these themes, Dr Koh provided several sets of data. The first was the
distribution of the citizen and resident population by ethnicity and religious affiliation, as well
as the distribution of the total population by status of residency. The second set of data
included information about the decline in the growth of foreign workforce in Singapore over
recent years and Dr Koh highlighted the government’s population projections and plans that
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were articulated in the Population White Paper (2013) to explain the trend. The third set of
data related to Singapore’s low fertility rates and ageing population, as well as data from an
IPS survey and the General Household Survey to suggest that senior Singaporeans depend
heavily on monetary support from family for their subsistence. These, she hoped, would help
participants think about the questions posed in the session.
What if we ignore race and religion?
The first speaker Dr Norman Vasu described the current policy paradigm with regard to race
and religion as “hard multiculturalism”. The key planks of that are racial quotas to prevent the
formation of ethnic enclaves in public housing; race-based self-help groups where people in
the same community can better understand and uplift the less privileged members; the system
of Group Representation Constituencies; the most recent provision in the Elected Presidency
system to ensure multiracial representation in the office of the Head of State; and the Mother
Tongue policy in Singapore’s education system. Such policies aim to guard minority rights,
preserve culture as well as provide opportunities for inter-ethnic interaction and social
cohesion.
Looking ahead, Dr Vasu offered three possible models for managing race and religion. The
first is essentially the status quo of hard multiculturalism, with minor tweaks when they are
required. The second model he offered was a more revolutionary one of “benign neglect”, with
the state distancing itself from upholding or protecting cultural differences, striving instead for
a post-racial, colour-blind society. This would be at the cost of ignoring the lived realities of
ethnic minorities. The third model Dr Vasu discussed was an evolutionary approach of using
targets, though not quotas, to ensure proportional racial representation in as many spheres of
Singapore life as possible, like student enrolment in educational institutions. He argued that
the benefit of the evolutionary model is that it provides targets that groups can strive towards
— but the downside is that it can entrench the sense of racial differences.
What if we cease to accept immigrants?
The second speaker, Mariam Jaafar shared four scenarios of how technology and immigration
could play out in Singapore’s future depending on whether technological disruption brings
about accelerating returns to the country or whether the returns plateau; and whether the
course of social, economic and political development would be “progressive, integrated and
inclusive” or “regressive, divided and unequal”. The diagram she shared that spells out in the
four scenarios is replicated below.
Ms Jaafar asked the audience to consider how immigration policies might have to be modified
with each scenario, bearing in mind that each type of response would in turn further affect not
just the economy, but also other aspects of the country. Using the case of the US economy to
simulate the possibilities in that country, she demonstrated how a small dip in economic growth
would entail the trade-off of sacrificing economic gain for households, firms and economies
for years down the line. It is impossible to run away from the question of growth: Where would
growth come from if the supply of immigration is cut off? Japan managed in earlier decades
without immigration but is now struggling with negative productivity growth, she noted. Back
to the American context, she argued that immigrant entrepreneurs have contributed
significantly to the economy in creating companies which in turn hire Americans,
demonstrating the value of immigration. The scenarios and data suggest the need for an
adaptive immigration policy whilst paying attention to key signals of change. Ms Jaafar urged
the relevant authorities to go beyond protecting the Singapore core, to elevating it. On the
other hand, immigrants can certainly do their part to improve the level of integration into
Singapore society, she added.
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What if the family is no longer the fundamental building block of society?
The third speaker, Associate Professor (A/P) Thang Leng Leng addressed the topic from an
ageing perspective. Singapore, like countries in the region such as Japan and Thailand, faces
the effects of declining fertility rates and a rapidly ageing population. Would sociocultural
changes — changing family sizes and structures, weakening of cultural values such as filial
piety and contested definitions of “family” — potentially lead to a situation where the traditional
family unit is no longer the fundamental building block of society?
Singapore’s current policy approach is to rely on the family as the first line of social support
for the elderly, with institutionalisation as a last resort. Although most would agree with the
basic idea that the family provides care for its elderly members, this rhetoric has been criticised
for the burden it places on families, and for the fact that it does not deal with the possibility
that family members might not be best-equipped to provide care. Data has shown that even
as the family unit is strong today, many senior citizens are concerned about growing old and
yet do not want to be too dependent on their families as they age.
One scenario in 2065 sees the family unit remain strong, supported by state measures to
bolster healthcare and retirement financing adequacy. Alternatively, other sources of
instrumental and emotional support could include friends, neighbours, pets and robots. A/P
Thang shared that two studies have found neighbours to be a strong source of support for the
elderly. More interestingly, those living in low-income rental flats have a strong sense of
belonging and regularly engage with their neighbours and the community. While the family
unit might be changing, this might not necessarily be for the worse, as alternative forms of
support could be used to bolster what it could offer, she argued.
Discussion
The discussion centred on the topics of immigration, race and religion, and well as the issue
of cross-cutting identities and touched briefly on the topic of the family.
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On immigration, a participant asked how it is possible to help “angry voters” be reconciled to
the idea of having immigrants, assuming that they are necessary for Singapore from the
economic perspective. Ms Jaafar said that multiple parties have to play their part in integrating
immigrants. Every society has its threshold of the number of immigrants it can comfortably
receive, but this is influenced by the role that stakeholders play in the integration process. The
government can facilitate integration through direct means such as implementing basic
common language requirements for immigrants, and indirectly by ensuring that systems of
social support bring about equitable outcomes for locals. Businesses hiring or set up by
immigrants can develop their social compact with the community by promising to train and hire
local talent; create jobs for Singaporeans. Citizens, on their part, certainly should live up to
what it means to be “Singaporean” which she understood as being people who are open, kind,
and gracious. Ms Jaafar emphasised the importance of communicating policies effectively,
and that smarter immigration policies with more differentiated foreign labour quotas for
different sectors might help too.
Ms Jaafar was asked if it should be assumed that GDP growth is necessarily a desirable goal.
She said she hoped that the goal is inclusive growth and not growth at all costs, and the
targeted growth level should be discussed and decided upon as a society. Another participant
pondered if society is already heading towards a “Divided Dystopia” as shown in one of her
scenarios. To this, Ms Jaafar said that if she had to venture a guess, Singapore might fall
between the scenarios of a “Divided Dystopia” and “Incremental Diffusion”. When Dr Koh
asked where a policy like SkillsFuture would take Singapore, Ms Jaafar mentioned that
SkillsFuture might fit into the “Great AI Society” scenario where the displacement of jobs by
AI would free up time for the lifelong acquisition of skills.
In response to a question on the impact of immigration on the proportion of the Malay
population, which may make it a shrinking minority, Ms Jaafar referred to the statistics that Dr
Koh cited — that the proportion of the Malay community as part of the population had not
shifted that much over the years. She shared that she is comfortable in settings where she is
the only ethnic Malay, and in settings when she is amongst many ethnic Malays, but
recognised that there may be certain segments of the Malay-Muslim population who do not
feel the same way. From the population planning perspective, it is important to examine if the
assumption of continuing high fertility rates for the Malay population would indeed hold true
and from the immigration perspective, it is important to examine if the presumed lack of Malay
and Indonesian immigrants in Singapore holds true.
In answering a question from a participant on whether Singapore is becoming more
homogeneous in certain ways and heterogeneous in other ways, and of the policy responses
that could manage this, Dr Vasu said that there are indeed greater intra-racial differences that
have emerged. The evolutionary approach of using targets to manage race and religion could
be ported over to manage the gap between Singaporeans and non-Singaporeans. Ms Jaafar
said that a sense of Singaporean identity is indeed emerging, not because Singaporeans are
becoming more homogeneous, but because of a stronger sense of commonality.
On race, Dr Koh asked Dr Vasu where he thought Singaporeans would stand if they had to
choose among the three models, gauging from the recent debate on the changes to the
system of the Elected President. Dr Vasu said that there is no clear consensus where society
stands — some are likely to subscribe to the model of benign neglect, whilst others agree with
the current Singaporean model. Dr Vasu did not think many would support the evolutionary
approach. Another participant asked Dr Vasu about the targets that society should adopt and
achieve by 2065 if the evolutionary model were to be adopted? Dr Vasu responded that this
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model could see Singapore work to fulfil targets of racial representation in occupations and
educational institutions, which would have the effect of pulling society together.
The discussion touched briefly on the topic of family. Dr Koh asked A/P Thang about what she
thought is the future of Maintenance of Parents Act especially since some do have strained
family relations or suffered the plight of absent parents and do not feel it is a fair law. A/P
Thang said that there is the element of reciprocity in this law – if one can prove a lack of
parental support growing up, one may not be forced to provide care. She said that the law is
limited in its ability to help where parents have lost contact with their offspring but
simultaneously fail to qualify for state-sanctioned support. Efforts to reconcile estranged family
members on the ground have been going strong and some children do become more
amenable to supporting their parents in the process. It would be possible to relook the need
to depend on the law to enforce instances of family maintenance if reconciliation efforts
become more prevalent and effective, she said.

Panel IV: Looking Ahead

Chairperson:
Ms Debra Soon
Chief Customer Officer
MediaCorp Pte Ltd

Mr Ong Ye Kung
Minister for Education
(Higher Education and Skills)
Mr Ho Kwon Ping
Executive Chairman
Banyan Tree Holdings Limited

What if Singapore becomes a two or multi-party system?
The final panel saw speakers Minister Ong Ye Kung and Mr Ho Kwon Ping discuss the
question, “What if Singapore becomes a two or multi-party system?”
Minister Ong said he was confident that if Singapore were to become a two or multi-party
system, the country would adapt and life would go on. There could be more contestation on
the ground in key institutions like the unions, associations, clans, recreation clubs and even
media houses. It would however be the civil service that is most tested as an institution as it
must remain politically neutral and serve whichever party that is in power.
Notwithstanding those comments, he added that there could be other significant long-term
risks for Singapore in a two or multi-party system. First, while it is hoped that the difference of
political views will converge in some middle ground, there is the risk that political differences
could diverge in the form of a T-junction where it becomes impossible for the two paths to
meet. Contemporary examples of the effects of deep political polarisation are Brexit and the
bitterly-fought election in the US. In 50 years, divisions on issues such as the provision of
public and social services would be less problematic than the lines drawn on the basis of race
and religion for Singapore. Second, Minister Ong asked if moving towards a two or multi-party
system would slow down policy decision-making and hamper Singapore’s ability to move
nimbly to deal with the geopolitical and economic challenges of the day?
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(L-R): Minister for Education (Higher Education and Skills) Ong Ye Kung, Ms Debra Soon (chairperson) and Mr Ho
Kwon Ping receiving questions from the audience on the future of Singapore’s political system.

Given these risks, Minister Ong asked what the government could do about it, as most
Singaporeans would. He argued that Singapore’s political equilibrium might be a one-party
dominant regime due to its small size. There would be some divergence of views, but to a
much lesser extent than larger countries. He said it is therefore important that the People’s
Action Party (PAP) guards against ills of complacency, corruption and elitism that have
brought other dominant parties down. He said that the PAP has to be open-minded to change,
consult widely, improve its ability to co-create policies with other stakeholders, and draw talent
from as wide a spectrum of society as possible. The PAP must constantly reflect on what it
does not do well. It is the job of the PAP to ensure that Singapore continues to flourish as it
keeps the ills he mentioned earlier, at bay.
In his remarks, Mr Ho Kwon Ping argued that the more critical question has to do with the
quality of the social compact that people will have with the government, rather than the
question of whether a “pendulum democracy”, where power swings between two parties,
occurs in Singapore. The pendulum democracy as seen in the traditional model of liberal
democracy has been regarded as the bulwark of sustainable governance. However, faith in
the traditional liberal democratic model has been severely shaken with recent global
developments so that it is no longer considered the yardstick for democracy and governance,
he argued.
In the next 20 years, it is not likely that the political system in Singapore will evolve to become
a pendulum democracy, said Mr Ho. Factors of nepotism, political complacency, a culture of
entitlement and the refusal to slay sacred cows in public policy, in countries like Taiwan and
India have led to the fall of founding dominant parties. These are not likely to affect Singapore
while Mr Lee Hsien Loong remains in Cabinet, said Mr Ho, as the former would maintain the
current political culture and ethos.
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What then are the possible alternatives to the two or multi-party system? Mr Ho said that one
viable alternative is to institutionalise the political competition of ideas within parties that is not
just about a jostling for the leadership positions. Another is to ensure that civil society is an
effective check on power and that robust policy discussion takes place. In today’s informationrich society, the solution is likely to be found in establishing citizen watchdog groups than in
more state censorship. The track record of continuously ruling parties is not good said Mr Ho,
and how the PAP can ensure a robust competition of ideas would shape the future of
Singapore.
Discussion
One theme in the discussion session that followed centred on the longevity of the PAP as the
ruling party, and the alternative outcomes that could emerge. Citing Mr Ho’s comment in his
first IPS-Nathan lecture that no single party has ruled for more than three quarters of a century,
a participant asked if the PAP could be different and end up ruling Singapore in perpetuity. Mr
Ho reiterated that it is unlikely that the PAP will be like other dominant parties that have lost
their way with corruption and other issues while Mr Lee Hsien Loong is still in Cabinet, due to
the political culture set by his presence. The PAP has the potential to set a new record even
if nothing is forever. Minister Ong agreed that the fourth generation of PAP leaders has quite
a task in ensuring that the values that have brought the party and Singapore thus far will
endure.
Following that, a participant asked if Minister Ong shared Mr Lee Kuan Yew’s view that the
PAP could lose power one day and if so, if it would be in Singapore’s interest that an opposition
party does emerge that is capable of taking over? The same participant asked if the PAP
should then alter its narrative that a two-party system is against Singapore’s national interest?
Minister Ong said that the possibility that the PAP could lose power must always be at the
back of the minds of PAP members — the day they fail to do so will be the day complacency
sets in. The PAP has to continue to improve; it has to stay grounded and keep absolutely
clean, said Minister Ong who was of the view that the single-party system may be Singapore’s
political equilibrium because of how small the country is. He said that if the PAP were ever to
become corrupt and if more talented leaders emerge in the field, the PAP will deserve to be
turned out of power. The resilience and robustness of Singapore’s political system is centred
on individuals which, in turn, hinges on the PAP’s ability to recruit and sensitise talent to issues
of governance, rather than the political structure of whether the country is a single or multiparty system.
Mr Ho added that if the PAP has internal institutionalised competition of ideas within the party
and can contain different tendencies of thinking, it will be able to remain robust and continue
as the dominant party. Such a system will give Singapore the flexibility of remaining as a robust
one-party dominant system. Alternatively, the PAP might split into two parties, where both are
likely to comprise members who have spent considerable time in governance. In response to
another participant’s question of whether the PAP has a plan in place should it lose power,
Minister Ong said that as long as the PAP continues to bring in diverse talent and delivers the
good life to Singaporeans, the electorate will continue to exercise the logical choice at the
ballot box. Mr Ho added that historically, an electoral defeat often reinvigorated a ruling party
that had lost its way, as was the case in Turkey.
The next set of questions concerned the recruitment of talent and diversity of views within the
PAP and the partisan lines in local politics. Chairperson Ms Debra Soon asked what would
happen if the PAP fails to attract sufficient talent? Mr Ho said that he did not agree that the
smallness of Singapore meant that there is a paucity of people with leadership qualities that
would rise to the occasion, but rather that the problem is with the top-down selection process
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of talent. Minister Ong related that the challenge for the PAP is how it can be as pluralistic a
party as is possible. He said that there is internal competition within the PAP but this does not
take place in public view.
Minister Ong was then asked if he could envisage policy questions on which there are clear
political divisions. Minister Ong said that it was not that easy to get a sense of local partisan
lines given that politics is found within the broad middle ground in Singapore. For instance, on
the issue of the Elected Presidency, the opposition Workers’ Party takes a similar position as
the PAP - that it is important to find a way to safeguard the country’s national reserves. The
reality that politics at the centre is still working well is more important for Singapore.
A participant asked Minister Ong to name what he thought might be the hardest policy choices
that the PAP will have to make when he looks into the future. In response, Minister Ong pointed
to the shifting geopolitical landscape of the possibility that Singapore might have to choose
between the China and the US; the need to find the balance between the political forces of
globalisation and more primordial sentiments of nationalism; and the challenge of balancing
the larger Singaporean identity with ethnic identities. He said that it is important not to think of
these scenarios as extremes that have to be handled by separate parties, but to bring in
different talented people who can help to find the sweet spot where Singapore can operate.
Mr Ho added that balancing relations between China and the US may be the most serious
crisis and first big test for Singapore in the post-Lee Kuan Yew era, and it could be a sign of
how Singaporeans can solve problems collectively.
In response to a participant’s question on whether Singapore had gained when the PAP lost
Aljunied Group Representation Constituency in 2011, Minister Ong pointed to the multiple
policy shifts that were made since 2011 which have benefitted Singaporeans. The taste of
defeat seeped into the consciousness of PAP members and that, to Minister Ong was, indeed,
to the benefit of the ruling party and Singapore.
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