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Scepticism among the young can be good for society
From Kwan Jin Yao

It is hard to disagree with Minister for
Culture, Community and Youth Lawrence Wong’s clarion call for action.
For some time, the youth have been
encouraged to be involved “in causes
and projects that help build a better
society … (and help Singapore become

a) democracy of deeds” (“National
Youth Council to be revamped to better engage the young”, May 31).
Despite its flaws, the school-based
community involvement programme
appears to have contributed to rising
volunteerism rates and has also encouraged some youth to adopt meaningful causes. The many individuals

who have done great work, as cited by
Mr Wong in his speech, are evidence
of these trends.
Mr Wong also cautioned against
cynicism among the youth, while
speaking of the need for the young
“to become active and discerning
citizens”. He referenced a speech by
Member of Parliament Hri Kumar
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Young people
grow cynical,
disillusioned
and disengaged because
they are
pigeonholed
into supposed
‘opportunities’.
Cynicism does
not develop
from scepticism, but from
the lack of
avenues to express that very
scepticism. We
must maintain
spaces for
dialogues and
conversations.

Nair (Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC), who
had spoken of the deep-seated sense of
cynicism and hopelessness that characterised political systems in “mature
democracies”.
Scepticism — which is not necessarily a bad thing — is often confused
for cynicism. If youths are to be part of
an active citizenry, they must be keen
to question and criticise fairly. Community projects are in fact perfect
platforms to develop such scepticism,
where the young can ask themselves
what their motivations are, question
their awareness of stereotypes and biases, and whether they could be doing
more harm than good. Honesty with
shortcomings sustains involvement
in activities, and critical dispositions
come in handy.
We need a dose of scepticism so the
young speak up to influence and shape
national policies. Young people grow
cynical, disillusioned and disengaged
because they are pigeonholed into
supposed “opportunities”. Cynicism
does not develop from scepticism, but
from the lack of avenues to express
that very scepticism. We must maintain spaces for dialogues and conversations.
Also, Mr Hri Kumar’s argument
— that good voter turnout in Singapore vis-a-vis Britain, Germany and
the United States is an “expression of
optimism” — is not necessarily accurate. Voting is compulsory in Singapore. Moreover, disillusionment could
be just one of many reasons for low
voter turnout.
The revamp of the National Youth
Council also begs the question of
whether it should play a central role
in youth engagement. After all, even
without the proposed change, youth
projects have sprung up organically. Also, how different would the new
engagement efforts be from existing
ones, without the additional resources? How would they be sustained?
And what problems are there with the
council that require restructuring?

