
comment      analysis today • Friday 28 august 201526

Continued on page 28

eugene K B tan is 
associate professor 
of law at the 
Singapore 
Management 
university School  
of Law. this 
commentary is 
adapted from a 
longer piece in 
Beyond 50: 
Re-imagining 
Singapore, a book 
of essays by 
different authors on 
the country’s future 
challenges and 
opportunities. the 
publication, which  
is available both  
in print and online, 
is supported  
by the Sg50 
Celebration Fund. 

More Singapore conversations  
needed to keep this little red dot shiny

As Singapore moves into the 
next 50 years, how can we re-
capture, revitalise and nurture 

eugene K B tan

the passion, courage and imagination 
of pioneer Singaporeans when inde-
pendence was thrust upon them that 
fateful day on August 9 in 1965? How 
do we protect and grow our precious 
inheritance of sovereignty, self-deter-
mination and dignity?

The process of arriving at a con-
sensus matters tremendously. Politi-
cal participation must be embraced in 
form and substance. 

“Voice” — understood as express-
ing one’s thoughts and being engaged 
in the deliberative process — will play 

a critical role in the process of reaching 
a consensus or arriving at a decision. A 
range of voices is essential to the rigor-
ous formation of public opinion.

That Singaporeans possess a deep 
sense of identity, belonging and root-
edness to this little “red dot” we call 
home is fundamental to our sover-
eignty. As Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong said recently, pride in being 
Singaporean and having a strong 
sense of identity and of nationhood 
will endow us with the fundamental 
conviction and motivation to over-
come challenges.

This is where the voices of Singa-
poreans must play a bigger part in our 
national life.

The Our Singapore Conversation 
(OSC) held in 2012-13 was a massive 
exercise in consultation and the re-
sponse of Singaporeans demonstrated 
our enthusiasm, maturity and involve-
ment in sharing our views on issues, 
including hot-button ones.

We need to have more conversa-
tions regularly, rather than one Big 
Conversation, and without them be-
ing mediated by the Government.

There is a tremendous opportunity 
for a paradigm shift so that Singapo-
reans can develop the habit and vir-
tue of speaking with one another and 
engaging robustly on key issues of the 
day. These “horizontal” conversations 
are necessary as issues are increas-
ingly not about what the Government 
thinks is best, but rather about what 
citizens are comfortable with.

In these conversations, how we 
converse with one another matters 
as much, if not more, as what we con-
verse about. 

Even if a meeting of minds cannot 
be achieved because the differences 
are too great, the engagement pro-
vides a valuable platform to under-
stand the various perspectives on an 
issue, the vested interests and the pos-
sible ways forward.

Having a range of voices can facili-
tate in engendering a more nuanced 
understanding of the issues, the op-
tions, and the pluses and minuses that 
come with different choices in tackling 
future challenges.

Alternative voices and voices from 
Singaporeans from all walks of life 
will have to take centre stage in any 
public deliberation in a more focused 
manner. Public policy engagement, 
deliberation and implementation will 
be more successful if there is a buy-in 
by the community.

This is where co-creation offers the 
powerful platform for active citizen-
ship to go beyond being a mere con-
cept and rhetoric, to a reality that is in-
herently about collaboration, in which 
open communication lines, trust and 
confidence among stakeholders will 
characterise the partnership.

Co-creation is, in short, about a 
government-civil society partnership, 
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