Concerns raised at forum on racial relations

What proportion of people of the following races do you think can
be trusted to help you if Singapore faced a national crisis (e.g. SARS)?
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SINGAPORE— While relations between
different races here appear to be good
on the surface, as borne out by a re-
cent study on racial and religious har-
mony, panellists and participants at a
forum yesterday felt that things may
not be asrosy ifone scratchesbeneath
the surface.

They cited some of the detailed
findings of the study which were re-
leased yesterday.

In July, the broad findings of the
study — which was conducted by
the Institute of Policy Studies and
OnePeople.sg — found that Singapore
did well on most of the indicators on
the scorecard, including the absence
of minority discrimination in using
public services, absence of interra-
cial and religious tension and absence
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of minority discrimination in the
workplace. The study surveyed
3,128 households of all ethnic groups.

At a forum yesterday, where the
detailed findings were shared and
discussed, panellists voiced con-
cerns over, for instance, the stere-
otyping of races. About 80 per cent
of the respondents agreed that when
they know a person’s race, they have
a “good idea” of what some of their be-
haviours and views are like. The study
also found that 95 per cent of the Chi-
nese respondents said that they have
at least one close friend of the same
race but only 23.3 per cent said they
have close Malay friends, for instance.

And should a national crisis like the
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
of 2003 strike, about 63 per cent of the
respondents from the minority races
believed that they could trust more
than half of Singaporean Chinese to
help them. In comparison, the trust
of minority races was slightly lower.

Nominated Member of Parliament
(NMP) Eugene Tan, who was one of
the panellists, said while the sur-
vey results were not alarming, they
showed that the foundation for racial
and religious harmony was not as
strong as one might have hoped.

The others on the panel were
former NMPs Zulkifli Baharudin and
Viswa Sadasivan, as well as Nanyang
Technological University sociologist

Kwok Kian Woon. Associate Professor
Tan said: “There is still a lot of work
to be done ... we seem to be exhibiting
a state of tolerance rather than one of
appreciating differences. Are we sleep-
walking our way to disharmony?”
Mr Zulkifli added: “You may like
nasi padang cooked by the Malay guy,
but does it translate into something
deeper?” He noted that while about
80 per cent of Singaporeanslive in the
heartlands, and should have the oppor-

tunity to interact with other races, an
“unacceptable” proportion of respond-
ents do not. In fact, about 16 per cent
said they would not try to get to know
people of other races and religions
even if they were given the opportu-
nity. The panellists felt that people of
different races were too careful or sen-
sitive around one another, leading to a
lack of honesty in relationships.

A forum participant, who is a lec-
turer from a polytechnic here, related
an incident where he asked the school
authorities if prayer areas can be situ-
ated in areasthat are more convenient.

“Their response was this is religion
.. we don’t go into this whole area. Let’s
see what the civil service does. So if
everyone is waiting for someone else to
take the lead, then where is the lead?”
he asked. “How much of this so-called
comfort, that the majority population
has, is the result of some subtle exclu-
sion that they cannot see?” He added
that nursing students at the poly have

to remove their tudungs when they go
to hospitals for clinical attachments,
ostensibly for clinieal control, but he
argued that this was not “the real rea-
son”, as the tudungs can be sterilised.
Dr Mathew Mathews of the IPS,
who led the study, said the drive to ap-
preciate other cultures is still work in
progress, borne out by the fact that
just over half of the respondents were
interested in meeting or understand-
ing people of other races or religions.
He said: “I think the majority of
Singaporeans are rather comforta-
ble with the good state of racial and
religious relations here which makes
them see little need to actually go the
extra mile to seek to understand and
appreciate other cultures.” He said
that for the next study, which will be
conducted in 2016, the researchers
could explore deeper the areas where
respondents did not score well in.
Some of the panellists pointed out

that race is not the only issue creating
fault lines here. Mr Sadasivan said:
“Today, it is about socio-economie dif-
ferences, class, foreigners, and it is no
longer about racial lines.” More oppor-
tunities need to be created for people

to make friends, “talk straight and not
be so cautious with each other”, he said.

The study also found that Singapo-
reans are even less comfortable with
new citizens of a different race in both
the public and private spheres.



Inter-racial and religious acceptance
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