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to talk about solutions?
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Only if there is greater agreement on what the problems are.

Last week, I was on a four-person panel to discuss inequality and disruption, themes that feature prominently in my new book.

The event was a book launch-cum-panel discussion at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy. The event was put together
by James Crabtree, the school's associate professor in practice, who moderated the panel discussion, coralling all of us along to
keep up a brisk pace of discussion.

As the author of the book featured, Singapore, Disrupted, I gave a 20-minute presentation on key themes mentioned in it.

My main thesis was that since 2011, Singapore has been in a state of sociopolitical disruption. I presented evidence of a fraying
consensus, a fragmented elite, the puncturing of the myth of Singapore exceptionalism and a growing gap between the "best"
and the rest. My argument was that given the widespread disruption to the body politic, it cannot be business as usual when it
comes to politics.

My fellow panellists included the school's senior research fellow, Dr Adrian Kuah, who raised the interesting poser as to how
Singapore, the original disruptor nation, was now in danger of being disrupted.

Civil servant Aaron Maniam, now a PhD student at Oxford University's Blavatnik School of Government, commented that my
book, which featured articles I had written over 27 years as a political commentator in The Straits Times, showed that
governance was complex and contested - the government was not monolithic but included many ministries and officials, some
of whom have different ideas on policies.

The main draw of the evening though was Mr Lim Siong Guan, and I believe many of the 200-strong audience of academics
and members of the public were there for a chance to hear him in person. Mr Lim is professor in practice at the LKY School. He
is the former head of civil service and former group president of GIC, a man respected as much for his intellect as his integrity.
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(From left) Dr Adrian Kuah, moderator James Crabtree, Opinion Editor Chua Mui Hoong, civil servant Aaron Maniam, and Mr Lim Siong Guan. ST
PHOTO: CHUA MUI HOONG

He said some nice things about my book - it was a book launch event after all - and then posed an important question.

Highlighting issues and asking questions and raising criticism was all very well, but it would take a lot more - more courage,
more thought, more purposefulness - to come up with solutions, he said.

He agreed with those of us in the public arena who believe that inequality is one of the biggest challenges facing Singapore
today. But was it not time, he said, for the debate on inequality to move beyond criticisms, to come up with solutions?

His comment goes to the heart of a line of thinking I have been coming across a lot lately. Many readers of The Straits Times
have made similar points to me privately, in e-mail, or on social media posts responding to Straits Times articles on inequality
shared on Facebook.

A few senior civil servants I spoke to also made the same point. Yes, inequality is an issue to tackle, so what can be done about
it, they ask.

At the panel discussion, James pressed me for an answer to the question. So what solution would I propose?

As a journalist who has written about social policies for 27 years, I do have a list of policies that I wish the government would
change. These are to my mind, priority areas that would have iconic impact.

I have written about these before, so at risk of repeating myself, I will just list two.

One: Abolish the alumni priority admission policy for primary schools. Now, places at some popular schools are nearly all filled
up by children whose parents were alumni, or were school or community volunteers (at least 40 places must be kept for
students without family ties to the school). Abolishing alumni priority admission will open up these schools to more kids from
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different socio-economic backgrounds.

Another policy change: Be more generous in offering subsidised housing for unwed mothers and their children. Insecure
housing just compounds the many disadvantages such children already face.

(Each time I mention these to civil servant friends, I am reminded that doing the first will annoy many voters who are alumni of
brand name schools or grassroots volunteers who want to enjoy the priority admission. And doing the second will send the
wrong signal about family values and risk Singapore going the way of developed countries whose too-generous welfare benefits
have seen a sharp rise in babies born out of wedlock.)

The book launch-cum-panel discussion at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy. ST PHOTO: CHUA MUI HOONG

I am sure many Singaporeans will have their own list of policy changes they think will reduce inequality. While I would also
welcome moving the debate on inequality forward, I have a slightly different take from Mr Lim.

Of course solutions are important. Policy change is what we are all after. But solutions are best worked out when there is broad
agreement on what the problems are in the first place, and what needs fixing.

In this respect, I feel that the debate on inequality is happening in two spheres that do not have a lot of overlap.

On one end of the spectrum are sociology academics like Teo You Yenn, whose influential book This Is What Inequality Looks
Like was a call to examine our social conscience as a people, on how the way we treat people who are poor, even when we offer
help, sometimes strips them of dignity. Another academic, Ng Kok Hoe, has argued valiantly for more universalism in benefits -
making benefits unconditional, not means-tested for example.
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On the other end of the spectrum are government officials and social workers like Maliki Osman and Sudha Nair, who argue
that aid has to be conditional and that sometimes, it is people's poor decisions, not poor policy, that keep them poor. In other
words, what they offer is a defence of the status quo approach to social policy.

But what I would like to hear from government officials is what they think of Associate Professor Teo's more sustained critique
of social policies in Singapore: which is that they are too much premised on existing structures of privilege and replicate
inequality.

For example, if you are married, and have a good job with regular working hours and a good home, it is easier for you to access
subsidised housing and childcare benefits as a parent.

If you are a single mother with a child, you can't get subsidised housing, and childcare benefits open to you in theory are not
practical options because you may work shifts and need childcare after office hours or overnight - when the childcare centre is
not open.

Unless the premise on which childcare benefits are given changes, there is not much point coming up with more childcare
policies that will merely make it easier for people with regular jobs to get care, and continue to keep out women in low-income,
shift work.

I would like to know if Prof Teo's book pricked the consciences of political leaders and decision-makers in the civil service into
re-examining policies? And if the academics go beyond critiques, to now look at policies and propose concrete change?

While solutions are certainly needed, I think there is a need for the debate to join together at the fundamental level as well: For
officials to acknowledge the critique of Singapore's social policy and then give their response. If they disagree with the premise
that existing social policies in fact replicate inequality, they should say so and explain what they see as the more serious,
fundamental issues of inequality that Singapore should address.

Like many Singaporeans impatient with too much talk, I too hope the debate can move on to solutions. But there also has to be
more agreement on what the problems are, so we can go on decisively to propose better solutions.

muihoong@sph.com.sg

Opinion editor Chua Mui Hoong's new book Singapore, Disrupted, is out in bookstores.
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