
VALUE SYSTEMS

You’ve heard about filial piety countless times in Social Studies or Civics and Moral 
Education class, and respect for elders is engrained in value systems across most 
cultures in Singapore. From habitual gestures to special occasions, here are some 
ways we show respect and filial piety to those who’ve come before us.
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Certain special occasions in different 
cultures call for different gestures to venerate 
our elders, and some are entirely based 
around this concept. For the Chinese, filial 
piety is considered a key value, and is the 
founding principle of festivals such as the  
Hungry Ghost Festival and Qing Ming Jie – both  
of which focus on the idea of paying respects  
to one’s ancestors. Further, a common customary 

WHAT IS IT?

greeting, the act of salam is also usually performed, especially towards elders, as a sign of 
respect. When done by a younger person towards an older one, the act of salam usually involves 
the former kissing the hand of the latter. In the Chinese community, some everyday acts include 
calling older people by appropriate titles; younger people inviting elders to eat first; treating one’s 
parents to a meal after getting one’s salary, and similar gestures. In the Tamil community, as a 
form of respect, Tamils greet their elders prior to greeting anyone else in the group. 

marriage rite is the tea ceremony, during which the bride and groom serve tea to their elders in a  
demonstration of piety. 
 
For the Malay community, part of Hari Raya Puasa includes visiting their elders and asking 
their forgiveness for any wrong that they have committed during the year.  Further, when green 
packets are given out containing money, a larger amount is also given to the elders as a sign 
of respect. 

In the Indian community, for  special occasions like Deepavali and Pongol,  some family members 
kneel to touch the feet of their elders as a symbol of respect for their wisdom and experience, and 
to receive blessings from them. Elders are also integral parts of many celebrations and important 
occasions. For example, during the Tamil Hindu celebration of Pongol, prayers are conducted 

We all want to feel as if we belong to something bigger than ourselves. For many 
ethnic cultures in Singapore, this traditionally means building and preserving 
one’s community. After all, you are only as strong as your weakest link. Here are 
some ways different ethnic groups have organised themselves to strengthen their 
communities. 

MALAY COMMUNITY

UNITY IN 
COMMUNITY2

Communally, Malays place great emphasis on relationships outside of the immediate family. 
In fact, it is common to refer to someone who is completely unrelated to you as a saudara 
angkat (adoptive kin). This means that this person is as close to you as your own family.  
A sense of belonging to the community is still largely present, and this is not without the 
efforts of organisations such as the Malay Heritage Centre that promote research and public 
understanding, as well as run interactive programmes designed to bring the Malay culture 
closer to the community. There is also the Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura (Muis), also known 
as the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore, which is the statutory board on religious matters 
for Muslims in Singapore. The congregations in the mosques retain a very important place in 
fostering community. Yayasan MENDAKI (Council for the Development of Singapore Malay/
Muslim Community), formed in 1982, is dedicated to empowering the community through 
education. For example, Malays can apply for tertiary tuition fee subsidies through MENDAKI.  
MENDAKI works extensively with partners that share and support its vision and mission. They 
consist of government agencies, schools, mosques, Malay/Muslim organisations, employers, 
community centres and MAECs (Malay Activity Executive Committees), family and student 
service centres and many more. In addition, the People’s Association Malay Activity Executive 
Committees Council (MESRA) organises Gentarasa annually. It is the biggest Malay cultural 
show in Singapore that aims to build an appreciation for and understanding of the Malay culture.

INDIAN COMMUNITY

CHINESE COMMUNITY
The Chinese clan associations in Singapore play an important role in preserving and promoting 
Chinese cultural traditions, values, and identity. They date as far back as the 19th century, 
when they were formed due to a need for mutual support, protection, and collective cultural 
needs and practices.  In the 1980s,  the Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations 
(SFCCA) was founded to try and revitalise the role of these associations in a rapidly changing 
Singapore. Today, they preserve and promote Chinese cultural heritage through activities, 
conversations, exhibitions, and philanthropy.  In 1992, the SFCCA joined with the Chinese 
Chamber to launch the Chinese Development Assistance Council (CDAC). Today, the work of 
the CDAC is encapsulated in the following four areas: developing students through their tuition 
and enrichment programmes, empowering parents through parenting workshops and talks, 
supporting low income families through financial and employment assistance, and helping senior 
citizens to lead a fulfilling retirement through organising volunteering, health and wellness, and 
learning activities, as well as other philanthropic activities.

EURASIAN COMMUNITY
In the 1980s, the Eurasian Association (EA) saw a surge in its membership, many of whom 
wanted to learn more about Eurasian culture. The EA leaders thus had the mandate “… to 
co-ordinate projects for the advancement of Eurasians in Singapore and to undertake public 
education and awareness programmes for them,” as stated as one of its objectives. The 
strategy has been an outreach programme, in which the EA participates in national level events, 
such as the National Day Parade, Chingay Festival, and other similar events. Sometimes, the 
participation involves performances; at other times, the EA might set up informational displays 
that spread awareness to other Singaporeans. In 2003, at the EA’s Eurasian Community House, 
the Eurasian Heritage Centre was opened. The mission of the Centre was therefore to be a 
permanent showcase of the Eurasian community, its history and its culture. The Centre attracts 
a combination of tourists, local schoolchildren, and other interested Singaporeans. Indeed, many 
of the visitors are Eurasians themselves, who would like to learn about their heritage.

Language continues to unite the broader Tamil community in Singapore. In 2006, MOE set up the 
Tamil Language Learning and Promotion Committee (TLLPC) with the specific aim of interesting 
students in the Tamil language, its literature, and its culture. In 2000, the Tamil Language Council 
(TLC) was set up. Theatre is also important in bringing together the Tamil community in terms 
of arts and language, with many Tamil drama associations, groups and production companies 
in Singapore, as well as a total of approximately 192 Tamil dramas and plays. There are also 
university Tamil Language interest groups, such as the National University of Singapore Tamil 
Language Society (NUSTLS). Further, the Tamil Representative Council (TRC) was established 
in 1952. TRC pursues the development of Tamil culture and identity, organising festivals and 
literary exhibitions.

The Sikh community is brought together in several ways. The Sikh Advisory Board exists to 
advise the government on matters that concern Sikh community welfare, religion and customs. 
The Sikh Welfare Council addresses welfare-related concerns in the Sikh community, in terms 
of providing assistance to immediate concerns, fostering financial independence, and providing 
counselling and support. The Singapore Sikh Education Foundation (SSEF) was set up in 1990, 
to teach Singaporean Sikh children their mother tongue in a formal setting. In Singapore, Sikh 
Gurdwaras (places of worship) also act as Community Service Centres by offering facilities for 
language learning or improving knowledge of Sikh religion; library and books; physical exercise; 
blood donation programmes; and public lectures and other events.

The Singapore Malayalee Association hosts variety shows, fun fairs, sports events and 
gatherings around the island often lasting for a whole month. These events provide the 
Malayalee community an opportunity to strengthen their ties with one another, as well as to 
express their identity amongst kith and kin. Concerted effort is made to speak Malayalam during 
these events. The Gujaratis set up institutions that have allowed them and their descendants 
to continue practising cultural and religious traditions that are important to them. For example, 
The Singapore Gujarati Society (SGS), first known as the Singapore Gujarati Yuvak Mandal, 
was established in 1956, and organises events such as Diwali dinners, Holi Mela (or the festival 
of colours), and cultural bazaars. Other minority Indian groups have associations to keep their 
communities close and preserve their heritage as well, such as the Maharashtra Mandal for 
members of the Marathi community, the Bengali Association of Singapore, the Singapore Telugu 
Sangham, The Singapore Sindhi Association, or Marwari Mitra Mandal.

Finally, the Singapore Indian Development Association (SINDA) is a Self Help Group established 
in 1991 to uplift the socio-economic status of the Indian community in Singapore. In the course 
of fulfilling its objectives, SINDA works closely with many volunteers, schools and grassroots 
organisations. Today, SINDA runs a wide array of programmes that not only effectively serve 
to uplift the educational performance of Indian students, but also promotes family harmony and 
uplifts the social status of ethnic Indians.

Filial piety refers to a virtue of respect for one’s parents, elders and (in some cultures) ancestors. 

RESPECT & 
FILIAL PIETY

The way we greet and treat 
our elders is a major part of 
most cultural value systems in 
Singapore. For example, in the 
Malay community, there is the 
act of salam. Apart from being a 

and family members then seek blessings 
from the elderly. Elders are also important in  
Tamil and Sikh wedding ceremonies, both 
in approving the proposed marriage, fixing 
the date, and providing blessings during the 
ceremony.



SAVING AND 
LOSING FACE3

In Singapore, value is placed upon maintaining “face” to uphold your 
social standing within the community. Showing face can refer to 

things like public praise, bringing gifts on social occasions, or treating 
someone to a expensive meal. On the other hand, losing face can 

refer to experiencing embarrassment or humiliation.

FILIPINO  
HIYA

MYANMAR ARR NAR DE

The concept of hiya translates 
to “a sense of shame” but 
really refers to the idea of 
saving face. More than avoiding 
embarrassment for yourself, 
it is just as important to avoid 
embarrassment for others as 
well. For example, people with 
hiya avoid openly disagreeing 
with one another so as not to 
embarrass the other party!

This Myanmar idea of arr nar de can be understood as what Singaporeans would typically 
understand from the term paiseh (a Hokkien slang that refers to being embarrassed).  
Arr nar de refers to a sense of empathy and centres around a strong consideration for another’s 
feelings. Not wanting to trouble others? That’s arr nar de. 

More examples of this include avoiding talking about taboo topics, maintaining respectful 
behaviour towards elders, and curbing assertive behaviour.

OUR SHARED VALUES
We have seen how different we Singaporeans are when 

classified within our ethnicity, from what we eat to the way 
we live our lives. Despite all of our differences, beneath the 
colour of our skin we are all essentially the same. Cheesy, 

right? But it’s true – especially when you take a look all the 
values that we share as Singaporeans.

Granted, some of these values are not unique to Singapore 
but celebrated as Asian values across the board. But 

combine these values with our ancestors’ common history 
as the migrants and the nation’s pioneers and you get a 

shared experience that is uniquely Singaporean.
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