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F
OR many Singaporeans,
2013 has been a year of
emotions.

There was compas-
sion and relief associat-

ed with the shifts in social policy
on education, health care and
housing.

But there was also anger, anxie-
ty and disappointment associated
with the population debate.

The strong reactions to the Pop-
ulation White Paper released at
the start of the year influenced
subsequent discussions on all is-
sues related to housing, transport
and employment.

The year closes with the shock-
ing riot at Little India, which trig-
gered emotions ranging from dis-
comfort to fear.

Perhaps it is the power of the
negative and its contagion – it ap-
pears that negative emotions, rath-
er than positive ones, have domi-
nated much of 2013. But the nega-
tive emotions have also yielded
some good. It is useful to reflect
on some positive outcomes that re-
sulted from the negative emotions
and contemplate how we can
move forward as a country.

Negative emotions,
positive outcomes

STUDIES have shown that nega-
tive emotion can impede good
judgment but it can also lead to
positive outcomes. The narrative
that emotion is a beast to be
tamed by rationality is scientifical-
ly inaccurate and politically
self-defeating.

Emotions are not just natural
consequences of events or instinc-
tive reactions to them.

People experience negative
emotions when the progress to-
wards their goals is being obstruct-
ed, or when they think their im-
portant concerns have been trivial-
ised. Conversely, people experi-
ence positive emotions when they
are making progress towards their
goals, or when what they consider
important is given high priority.

This means emotions can be ef-
fective signals and springboards
to help policymakers diagnose
problems and formulate solutions.
To do this, one needs to under-
stand and address emotions by
linking them to the concerns, aspi-
rations and goals in various seg-
ments of the population.

For example, the strong nega-
tive emotions experienced and ex-
pressed in the population debate
have surfaced many deeper issues
concerning sustainable economic
models, urban planning, manpow-

er management, fair employment
practices, social mobility and so-
cial cohesion.

As a result, it has become clear-
er that policies must not be formu-
lated narrowly as singular solu-
tions to isolated problems. This is
especially when problems are in-
ter-related and a narrow solution
to a problemmay create more seri-
ous problems and unintended neg-
ative consequences.

Systems thinking and
strategic-futures thinking
are needed to formulate and
implement integrated poli-
cies – policies that address
multiple goals in a comple-
mentary manner and antici-
pate alternative scenarios.

So, in retrospect, 2013 may
be characterised as a good year
of emotions for Singapore
despite the dominance of
negative emotions. This
is because critical is-
sues that used to be
latent were made ex-
plicit in public de-
bates and policy
discussions.

Somemay de-
scribe the of-
ten-conten-
tious dis-
course as
a wake-
up call
or politi-
cal crisis.

But I see
it as an oppor-
tunity to understand the various
economic-social linkages and de-
velop constructive responses to
them.

Emotion can yield positive out-
comes but it cannot be the founda-
tion of a society’s future. For soci-
ety to progress, we need to ad-
dress public emotions in context.
This context is provided by values
regarding what is important, and
principles for guiding actions.

To translate affect into action,
there needs to be some consensus
on what is important to be actual-
ised and how to do so. As a coun-
try, we need shared values and
guiding principles to evaluate poli-
cy and public actions.

Shared values

WHAT might be some values that
we are likely to achieve consensus
on and perhaps deserve more
public discussion in the year
ahead? I suggest three values –
integrity, fairness and social har-
mony.
� Integrity requires individuals
and groups – be they in public, pri-
vate or people sectors – to be im-
partial and non-corrupt. This of-
ten refers to personal character
but it also involves how breaches
of integrity are handled.

Wrongdoing must be reported
and pursued, regardless of the po-
sition of the individuals involved
or the political or public embar-

rassment that may result.
Public agencies must remain

impartial – both actual and
perceived – when carrying out
their functions. Public trust in the
integrity of public institutions is
critical when dealing with conten-
tious issues in an environment of
increasing political contestation.
� People are sensitive to fairness
in the distribution of outcomes
and fairness in the processes
leading to those outcomes. Fair-
ness is also critical in the treat-
ment of the individual, whether it
is in the rewards given or help of-
fered.

How we evaluate and therefore

treat an individual should be
based on two considerations. The
first is the objective evidence of
the individual’s performance. The
second is the individual’s access
to opportunities to perform.

Taken together, these multiple
dimensions of fairness – out-
comes, processes, performance
and access to opportunities – pro-
vide a more holistic value-basis
for actions to address issues of em-
ployment discrimination, develop-
ment of local talent, social inequal-
ity, social mobility and compas-
sionate meritocracy.
� Social harmony should under-
line Singapore’s efforts to address

challenges of social cohesion and
manage social integration. Social
harmony is consistent with good
interpersonal and inter-group rela-
tions, and ultimately individual
well-being. Social harmony is not
just merely a practical means to
achieve political stability and eco-
nomic prosperity. It is a desirable
end in itself.

When social harmony is a
shared value for individuals,
groups and society, there is a com-
mon basis to discuss and negoti-
ate issues of individualism versus
collectivism, inter-group competi-
tion versus cooperation, and secto-
rial versus national interests.

Guiding principles

VALUES are convictions of what
is important and beliefs of what
ought to be. But how do we trans-
late these abstract statements of
convictions and beliefs into policy
and public actions? I suggest we
organise and direct our transla-
tion efforts around three guiding
principles – rule of law, accounta-
bility and “people-centricity”.
� The rule of law translates val-

ues to actions in two ways.
First, the rule of law directly

upholds the values of integrity,
fairness and social harmony by
maintaining law and order.

This is done by having the
law define offences and pre-
scribe deterrence for issues
relating to corruption, parti-
ality, discrimination and vi-
olence.

Second, the rule of
law provides a princi-
pled and objective basis
for decision making, es-

pecially in areas where
personal bias and vested in-

terests may influence the man-
agement of disagreements and
resolution of conflicts. The
content of laws may evolve
over time. But as a princi-
ple, the rule of law must
be maintained, without
fear or favour.

� Accountability has a
legal or regulatory basis but

it also has moral dimensions.
Unlike responsibility, accounta-
bility cannot be shared with or
delegated to others. Accountabili-
ty is about being ultimately an-
swerable for actions and out-
comes.

As elected representatives and
stewards of public funds, the
Government is expected to be
accountable to the people but
accountability also applies to
financial institutions and
non-profit organisations.

Accountability is applicable to
all people. For example, freedom
of speech and individual discre-
tion should be accompanied by
personal accountability of what is
said and done.

When individuals and organisa-
tions are accountable for their ac-
tions and results, it helps preserve
the values of integrity, fairness
and social harmony.
� The third principle is peo-
ple-centricity. This involves a
focus on citizen well-being, hu-
man dignity and respect for
diversity across individuals. In
policymaking, this means serving
the interests of citizens and
effectively enhancing their
well-being.

People-centricity also means
treating all people with the digni-
ty and respect they deserve,
regardless of their nationality or
differences in background. In this
regard, there is a need to improve
the treatment of low-skilled
foreign workers in Singapore in
the areas of workplace safety,
living conditions, salary payment
and provision of social amenities.

As the year of emotions comes
to a close, I wish 2014 will turn
out to be the year of values and
principles. It is probably idealistic
to expect our society to achieve
consensus in public values and
principles in a year. But much
common good can be achieved if
we focus more on issues of shared
values and guiding principles.
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A year of anxiety and compassion in 2013
may need to give way to a year when Singapore
talks about shared values and principles.

T
HE deportation of 57 foreign workers
for their role in the Little India riot is no
cause for celebration. Migrant workers
typically borrow large sums in their
home countries to pay agents to secure
jobs in Singapore. They need to make
good on their stay here to pay off debts
and support their families. Sudden repa-
triation can mean a financial disaster on
top of unfulfilled dreams. However, em-
pathy with foreign workers is contin-
gent on their readiness to abide by the
laws of the host country. Those who
take part in riots, in whatever capacity,
forfeit any claim to public sympathy.

In this context, the argument made
by foreign labour activists, that due pro-
cess was subjected to expediency in Sin-

gapore’s handling of the repatriations, is
misplaced. Due process here includes
the right of the authorities to determine
administratively who should be deport-
ed. Due process in certain other jurisdic-
tions means giving judicial access to
those faced with deportation. Singapore
is different because it does not wish to
replicate the experiences of places
where repatriation involves a long, ardu-
ous and expensive process during which
those faced with deportation stay on at
the taxpayers’ expense till the process is
exhausted. Arguably, the certainty of
this access could well encourage the
breaking of the law in the first instance.
Nations where individual rights are privi-
leged in this way are free to extend their

particular concept of due process to im-
migration offenders. Singapore, a small
state in which the primacy of order is
the foundation of justice, cannot afford
to take chances with the security which
makes order possible.

Non-governmental organisations
working for the welfare of foreign work-
ers – a worthy and admirable goal in
itself – should be clear about whether
they want Singapore to go the full way
to the judicial oversight of repatriations,
with its attendant financial, social and
possible security costs. Singaporeans
then would be in a position to judge whe-
ther they prefer protracted repatriation
cases over trust in the authorities to
exercise their executive powers judi-

ciously and impartially.
The fact that fewer than 60 workers

were identified for deportation, out of
the 4,000 interviewed and 400 investi-
gated in the aftermath of the riot, hardly
makes a case for state vendetta against
helpless foreigners. The offences of
those deported ranged from obstructing
the police to defying orders to disperse.
The vast majority of foreign workers,
who continue to contribute to Singa-
pore’s economy and their own, are
proof that their labour is valued even
after the dreadful riot. Foreign workers
must respect the laws that make Singa-
pore a safe place for them as for Singapo-
reans. That must be their compact in
coming here.
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