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Internet Usage and the question of cultural diversity in Singapore

           The Internet in Singapore has seen rapid progress in the last decade. The government encourages the population to be computer savvy and the growth of Internet usage is testament to this. Before we can analyze the question of Internet surveillance and cultural diversity a brief narrative of the state of Internet usage and culture is needed. Under the Singapore IT2000 Master plan, the government aims to transform the country "into an intelligent island where IT is exploited to the fullest to enhance the quality of life of the population at home, work and play". The government linked telecommunication company Singtel provides free Internet access with customers paying only telephone charges. Internet usage has risen many fold in the 1990’s. According to a 2000 survey on Infocomm Usage in Households by the Infocomm Development Authority (IDA), computer ownership among Singaporeans grew from 11 to 66.1 percent from 1988. Broadband growth has been particularly robust, with the number of broadband users reaching 450,000 in 2001. All government agencies and statutory boards have websites. Applications for various permits and licenses can be done online. All schools have computer labs and teachers are constantly encouraged to use IT to aid teaching. The government has recently started a campaign ‘Lifelong Learning’ with heavy emphasis on IT based skills upgrading. The usage of Internet has made Singapore one of the top Information societies in the region and the government is constantly looking for means to increase this usage. 


               On the other hand Internet control has increased at the same pace. September 11 attacks; it has been alleged occurred after much of the co-ordinating was done through the Internet. While this is debatable the idea was used to impose control on Internet especially in religious and political discussion. This aspect has also manifested itself in the form of the state watching the net and snooping around websites that put up ‘sensitive’ material. The laws pertaining to cyber security is in fact vague and in many instances invades privacy but this to the state all this is done in ‘national interest’. ‘national interest’ is therefore anything that the state things it alone should decide on, an example being cultural diversity.

            I would like to discuss cultural diversity from two levels. The first is about political diversity and the other is the nature of relations between people of different races and religions. Apart from the Internet, newspapers and broadcasting, both radio and television are widely used in the city-state. These information medias is available in the four official languages, English, Malay, Mandarin and Tamil and a number of dialects. These forms of media are heavily regulated and feverously monitored. The Singapore Broadcasting Authority presides over the media and is on the lookout for ways to increase control. The Printing Presses Act, for example was amended time and again as technology to share and circulate information improved. Movies and serials are heavily censored to make sure that they meet the requirements of not portraying racial tensions or religious animosities. These regulations prevent the people from openly discussing issues pertaining to race or religion for the fear of stepping over the line. The ‘tudong issues’, which will be discussed later, will provide some insight into this matter.  Individuals or groups that attempt to discuss such issues are reminded of the boundaries and are directly or indirectly threatened with prosecution in court. 

           The government through its control on discussion of cultural diversity has extended to the cyberworld and manifests itself in two ways. Firstly political discussion of any form is monitored and regularized. The People’s Action Party (PAP) has governed Singapore for over 40 years. It has an over whelming majority in parliament and has managed to enact laws that curb political freedom. The tough laws on political parties have resulted in few parties and none strong enough to challenge the ruling party. Civil society groups are watched closely to make sure that political undertones do not develop. Groups that want to venture into political discussion or education have to obey a list of rules, get registered as political organizations and have to get permits for any public event. Thus the situation up to the Internet Age was a dismal one for political groups. One would have hoped that the dawn of the Internet age will improve political discussion but this is not to be.

            The government as early as 1996 enacted Internet laws. These laws under the Singapore Broadcasting Authority (SBA) Act (Cap. 297). Section 3-(4), for instance, states, "An Internet Content Provider shall deny access to material considered by the Authority to be prohibited material if directed to do so by the Authority." Definitions of prohibited materials are mostly in the sphere of sexually explicit content. But Section 1(g) of Prohibited Materials also states that the tone of the factors to be taken account is "whether the material glorifies, incites or endorses ethnic, racial or religious hatred, strife or intolerance". These and other aspects of the Act thus require websites to register with the authorities if they contain sensitive subjects such as religion and politics. This restriction appears to be a genuine concern to maintain law and order and prevent racial rift but the aim is actually to curb discussion on issues that the government feels is its domain and where an alternative view would threaten its hold on power. The government identifies any matter relating to culture as having a political end.

          The PAP has an extensive network of parapolitical organisations that reach into every residential area. These organisations include community centres, town councils and residents’ committees. It does not need to canvass for support through the net. Therefore it was easy and logical for the government, PAP, to enact laws that make it difficult for opposition parties get support through the Internet. The websites are monitored and only information about the parties can be put up. The laws prohibit political discussion on the Internet unless the website dedicated for that purpose alone is set up. Political awareness websites such as the Think Centre are not much better off.  They are not allowed to associate themselves with any party or to appear to support parties during elections. The ambiguity and restrictiveness of the legislation effectively resulted in non-party political sites like the Think Centre having to figure out by themselves which articles the elections department did not approve of. The Centre thus chose to remove hyperlinks to sites that campaign for a political candidate or party. This has the intended effect of creating fear among would-be visitors and commentators. Citizens are also constantly reminded that the Ministry of Home Affairs has the capacity to scan email accounts and polices every area of space for political expression. This process ends up in self-censorship among Singaporeans. Few are willing to risk careers and other material benefits by venturing into anything that can be labelled as anti-government. Ambiguous defamation laws are used against groups and individuals that are too critical about the ruling elite and the person to bear testament to this is former opposition member J.B.Jayaratnam who has been constantly sued by the ruling elite. The latest law makes website operators of political organisations responsible for articles and comments posted on their sites and this is again an attempt by the government to control the Internet in the same way as the printed press.

           There is some change in the nature of political culture in the past few years. Despite all the obstacles put in its way, though, the Internet has managed to sow the seed of transparency in Singapore and has been used to highlight several kinds of issues. A new space has become available where government discrepancies and lapses, complaints against it, and alternative viewpoints can be made public. Student organist ions in National University of Singapore have tried to hold talks and forums where students can question policies of the state and give feedback to ministers. This too is not without restriction and supervision by authorities and warnings against recording of the proceedings. The political awareness groups are trying to remove the self-censorship culture of Singaporeans carefully built up by the government through laws and propaganda but the task is an uphill one. 
            The coming of the Internet has not increased cultural diversity in Singapore. The state of cultural diversity mirrors political culture. Citizens are encouraged to practice ‘racial and religious tolerance’ not understand and accept racial and religious differences. The government has tried to limit racial integration. Self-help groups are ethnic based which means that races tend to look within for solutions to problems instead of on a national basis. Cultural diversity has been used by the government to impose fear and citizens are reminded of racial riots of 1956 and 1964 and are indirectly told to leave racial/religious matters to the government to handle. The government also turns any attempt to discuss racial or religious issues into a political one. A clear example of this can be seen with the website Fateha.com and the ‘tudong issue’.

           The ‘tudong issue’ centers on the strict government policy of not allowing female Muslim students to wear the headscarf to national schools. Fateha .com took up this issue to question why a cultural symbol such as the tudong could not be worn to school. Ftehha.com is a site that aims to discuss Muslim issues and saw the tudong as a cultural symbol of Muslims. The government replied that the dress code was uniform for all students and allowing the tudong in national schools would be to differentiate students and this may impede the nation building process. When the leader of the site was seen openly supporting the girls who did wear the headscarf to school, he was criticized strongly for making the issue political and trying to make the Muslims feel that their interests were neglected. The ‘tudong issue’ has now been overshadowed by the war against terrorism but this example shows how the government can easily clampdown on sites that bring up cultural issues. Fateha.com also opposed Singapore’s support for the US-led war and raised a string of controversial issues resulted in its eventual demise. 

           Cultural diversity has been encouraged in Singapore but at the same time discussions about cultural variations are discouraged. Portrayals of culture are limited to shows and food festivals. The Internet has not been able to bring about a spontaneous debate on culture nor has it aided in people of different cultures coming together to understand each other. September 11 attacks have initiated an attempt by the government to get people to ‘try out’ other cultures. This takes the form of temple visits usually headed by a minister and students visiting cultural heartland like ‘Little India’ and ‘Chinatown’. This is consistent with the government’s wish to find similarities between cultures thus promote unity. However, the lack of open discussion beyond the ruling elite and controlled feedback groups means that the general public is still in the dark about the need for understanding and relies on tolerance backed by law and punishment to maintain peace. This together with self-censorship and the constructed thin line between culture and politics has resulted in the lack of transparency with the government firmly in control of day-to-day life in Singapore.

          The Internet Age in many instances around the world aided political education and the promotion of cultural diversity. It has provided a venue for people to challenge the ruling elites and bring about social change. Many in Asia to draw attention to pressing social abd economic problems have harnessed the knowledge and speed that Internet brings. This is sadly not the case in Singapore. The government is ever vigilant for any move that threatens the existing state of events. Laws are updated and enacted to limit individuals and groups when engaging in political discussion and any attempts to provide an alternative viewpoint on culture is put down perversely.  Thus the notion that the Internet is an opportunity for political freedom and cultural discussion is hopelessly flawed in Singapore.
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