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I was born and raised in Singapore, a city-state that while perhaps being more widely known for its 

economy, proudly celebrates its status as the most religiously diverse country in the world.1 In few 

other places will one find a mosque, Indian Muslim shrine, Chinese temple and church all along the 

same 350m stretch of street. Despite this plurality, or maybe because of it, the government is willing 

to exercise strict control over the sentiments religious leaders express, with the aim of keeping 

religious tensions at a minimum. While some may view this as the government overstepping its bounds, 

these actions could instead be seen as part of a strategy that is aimed at finding religion’s unique space 

to occupy within Singapore’s ostensibly secular public discourse. I aim to show that this experimental 

approach to discovering the place religion has in the public sphere is one worth undertaking. 

 

Singapore’s early leaders were famously pragmatic men who were aware of the perilous circumstances 

in which the nation gained its independence. On one hand, the legacy of British colonialism and its use 

of Christianity as a tool of cultural imperialism,2 as well as Singapore’s precarious position as the only 

Chinese-majority country in the region, surrounded by much larger (and at times actively hostile) 

Muslim-majority neighbours, would have left the founding fathers wary of religion’s ability to influence 

social developments within the nascent nation.  At the same time, the degree to which religions were 

instrumental in setting up the beginnings of education, health and social systems, along with the 

religious sentiments of much of the population, precluded the possibility of a heavy-handed approach. 

 

Instead, the focus of Singapore in the early stages of its nationhood was on rapid industrialisation and 

meeting the infrastructural and developmental needs of the population, especially in terms of housing 

and education. Despite pre-independence warning signs to the contrary, with incidents like the Maria 

Hertogh riots in 19503 and communal clashes between Malays and Chinese during celebrations of the 

birthday of the Prophet Mohammed in 1964, religious tensions seemed to mainly be simmering beneath 

the surface during this time.4 It was not until the late 1970s that growing concern about social problems 

coalesced into full-blown discourse on the moral dimension of nation-building. The result of this 

discourse was the introduction in 1984 of Religious Knowledge as a compulsory programme at the 

upper secondary level in Singaporean schools, aiming to inculcate moral values through education on 

religion. This experiment was short-lived, however, being withdrawn as a compulsory programme 

within 5 years after complaints of proselytization during lessons.5 

 

The origins of the failure of this programme can be seen in its inception. From the start, it was trying 

to isolate and extract a good the state valued (moral values) from the religious context in which it was 

found. In doing so, it found the two inextricably linked, and hence in the attempts to inculcate the one, 

found the other irretrievably dragged in as well. Scared of upsetting the delicate religious balance in 

Singapore, the Ministry of Education withdrew the lessons and replaced them with an entirely secular 

programme of Civics and Moral Education. 

 
1
 Taken from a study conducted by Pew Research Center in 2014 entitled “Global Religious Diversity”. 

https://www.pewforum.org/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity/ 
2
 The conflict between colonial Christianity and cultural traditionalism in Asian societies is expounded on in 

RHB Goh’s “Singapore's 'Two YMCAs': Christianity, Colonialism, and Ethnic Fault Lines” 
3
 Protests erupted over the custody of a girl born to Dutch parents but brought up by Malay Muslims, turning 

into riots when images of her kneeling before a statue of the Virgin Mary were published.  
4
 Analogies have been drawn with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to explain the dormancy of religious tensions 

within these early years. 
5
 The official reason given was that the government failed to exercise neutrality in offering only certain 

religious classes, however government reports indicate the primary concern was the proselytization of 

students. 
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The Government seemed to have learnt from this incident, with the passing of the Maintenance of 

Religious Harmony Act (MRHA) in 1990. The MRHA established a Presidential Council for Religious 

Harmony, comprising leaders from the major religions in Singapore, to report on matters affecting 

religious harmony in Singapore, with special view to those accused of (1) causing feelings of enmity or 

ill-will between religious groups and (2) promoting political or subversive causes under the guise of 

religious belief. While this may seem just another tool of state repression, the choice to involve 

religious leaders in the legal process showed that there was recognition that these issues could not be 

isolated from the religious contexts in which they arose.  

 

My own life has been one that parallels this interplay. At my graduation ceremony to become a 

commissioned officer of the Singapore Armed Forces as part of my compulsory national service, I was 

blessed by leaders of ten different religions from the Inter-Religious Organisation Singapore. What 

some may view as an “intrusion” of the religious into the secular is actually a process through which 

allegiance to country is in some sense bestowed with the approval of religious leaders, creating 

legitimacy and resonance where others may feel a tension between their loyalties to state and religion.   

 

I am currently studying Theology, Religion, and Philosophy of Religion in university. What is unusual is 

that my education is being funded by the Singapore government, with the expectation that I will return 

and work in the public service. This represents a major departure from the traditional conception of 

the “Asian parent” governmental style, with its focus on success in STEM fields. In fact, the first 

announcement of the funding of a Malay Muslim scholar’s Master in Buddhist Studies was met with 

plenty of controversy. But in the words of the Director of the Public Service Commission Secretariat, 

“In the Singapore context, secularism does not mean being devoid of religious content. Our public 

space is shared by Singaporeans of different religions.”6 Thus we find that Singapore is attempting to 

straddle a fine line in deciding where exactly religion belongs in the public sphere.  

 

But the city is nothing but the soul writ large, and I find negotiating these issues a struggle in my 

personal life too. As someone who will be involved in the formulation of policy in the future, my 

Christian beliefs may clash with government policy, for example on the issue of abortion. While I 

continue to grapple with how to resolve these conflicts, I find ways of mediating them that produce 

different outcomes, and it is through knowledge of these outcomes that I can make decisions on how 

to act. Similarly, it is in the attempt to bring these religious beliefs into public spaces that we continue 

to discover and shape where the boundaries lie.  

 

And these experiments have borne fruit. The bold move to allow a church to acquire a mall in land-

scarce Singapore has resulted in the development of a public arts performance arena, hosting local and 

international shows and contributing to the local arts scene. Two years ago, my church collaborated 

with a nearby mosque in holding two fundraiser events to pay for the construction of a sheltered 

pathway that benefitted the residents in the area. Once welcomed into the public arena, religious 

organisations often turn benefactor in ways that go beyond the simple role of charity they usually are 

limited to occupying. 

 

Secular societies operate much like religions in their own right. As sociologist Talal Asad points out, 

they require a consensus about shared beliefs in order to function, and, at least in the West, come 

with their own anthropological baggage.7 By recognizing that our concept of what the term “secular” 

 
6
 Teng, A. (2019, July 23). PSC defends scholarship recipient's choice of Buddhist studies at Oxford. The Straits 

Times.  
7 Asad’s “Formations of the Secular” highlights the genealogy of secularism as a concept in the pain and 

torture from religious wars and the need to deal with human rights and Jewish and Muslim minorities in a 
European context. 
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entails is fluid, we can begin to make room for this kind of experimentation and find out more about 

ourselves in the process.  

 

Of course, this approach is far from perfect, and Singapore faces its particular challenges as well. 

Bringing religion into secular spaces can have consequences, particularly when those involved feel they 

are being misrepresented. Recent controversies include the use of the wedding photographs of a 

Muslim couple to portray the celebration of Hari Raya Aidilfitri, a completely unrelated religious 

festival. In particular, this has struck a chord amongst those who feel that Malays are mistreated as a 

minority in Singapore’s racial context.  

 

But even in these cases, where mistakes are made, there is opportunity for discussion and interaction 

that allows us to expand our perspectives and enrich the kinds of discourse we can have in future. Of 

course, it will take time and we may perhaps come to realise there are costs we have to bear, sacred 

cows of secularization (or at least, our traditional view of it) that we have to slay. But the alternative 

is a bleak picture of self-censorship for fear of offending others, of retreat and intellectual self-

hardening and decay. We must be prepared, as Luther said, to sin boldly. 

 


