
Detailed Notes
Beneath the Surface: A Civic Conversation on Race and Religion

Date/Time: Saturday, 19 November 2022, 9.00 am - 12.00 pm
Organisers: National Youth Council (NYC), SINDA Youth Club (SYC)
Venue: Asian Civilisations Museum, River Room
Attendance: 65 youth participants

The dialogue started with a breakout experiential activity using NYC’s “Beneath the

Surface” Civic Conversations Toolkit comprising twelve breakout groups where diverse groups

of youth connected by sharing their values, aspirations and lived realities while gaining insights

about their counterparts. After the activity, the group reconvened for remarks by SMS Janil

Puthucheary, a large-group shareback and discussion with panellists.

OPENING REMARKS

1. The host, Mr Haresh Tilani, invited Dr Janil Puthucheary, SMS, Ministry of

Communications and Information & Ministry of Health, to share his remarks.

2. SMS Janil said that he was heartened to see open and honest sharing as he walked

around and added that the conversation should not just be about being open and

vulnerable, but also listening to each other and responding.

3. SMS Janil said that conversions and discussions surrounding the topic of race and

religion diversity in Singapore were difficult but crucial to have to strengthen social

cohesion. He said that there was a need to reinforce the appreciation for everyone’s

diverse views and experiences rather than just tolerating them.

4. SMS Janil said that he hoped the toolkit would equip participants to engage in and more

importantly, lead conversations on sensitive topics. He said that if these constructive

dialogues can be had, the nation can move forward together.

5. SMS Janil said that the idea for the toolkit originated from founder of hash.peace,

Nazhath Faheema, and several youth leaders and that the National Youth Council

partnered White Hatters and Bold at Work to design the toolkit and test it with a wider

pool of youth. He added that the National Youth Council is committed to turning these



conversations and ideas into action, and will continue to provide opportunities and

resources for youth to have these conversations.

6. SMS Janil said that there needed to be greater respect and understanding for diversity

on both online and offline platforms, and added that online anonymity and distance gives

those who make toxic and rude comments the sense that they cannot be held

accountable.

7. SMS Janil said that appreciating our diversity in the workplace is important, as biases

may get in the way of functioning at the workplace. He continued, saying that bonding

with coworkers through social gatherings is something to be considered in order to foster

closer bonds with each other, removing certain biases that may have existed previously.

8. SMS Janil then said that while policies and laws could be implemented - empathy,

mutual respect, and trust could not be legislated. He added that it is at the individual and

community level that these strong bonds are upheld, as these bonds of friendship are

the most important foundation for our nation’s social cohesion.

9. SMS Janil said that the Forward Singapore exercise is for Singaporeans to reflect on

and renew our social compact and is an opportunity to discuss and agree on the roles

and responsibilities of different segments of society. He then encouraged participants to

continue to contribute their voices to this effort.

POST-ACTIVITY DEBRIEF & PANEL DISCUSSIONS

10. Mr Haresh invited the following panellists and moderator to commence the post-activity

debrief and panel discussions:

i. Ms Nazhath Faheema, Founder of hash.peace
ii. Dr Teo Kay Key, Research Fellow at Institute of Policy Studies (IPS) Social Lab
iii. Mr Imran Taib Mohamed, Founder of Centre of Interfaith Understanding (CIFU)
iv. [Moderator] Mr Yuvan Mohan, NYC Council Member and Chairperson of SINDA

Youth Club

Participants’ Post-activity Insights

Q: What did you and your group mates learn about ourselves through this activity?



11. A participant from Group 1 said that through the activity, the group understood and

appreciated the importance of diverse people coming together to have open discussions

on sensitive topics such as race and religion.

12. A participant from Group 11 said that through the activity, the group realised the impact

an individual can make in challenging racial and religious discrimination and prejudice.

She added that everyone should be socially responsible, especially on platforms like

social media.

Panellists’ Question and Answer

Q: What are the roles of online and offline spaces in the discussion of race and religion?

13. Ms Nazhath said that while social media provides an outlet where users can openly

share their race and religion-related experiences and views, it often does not lead to

deeper and more meaningful two-way dialogue about the issue. She added that users

may self-censor their authentic views in fear of backlash and cancel culture.

14. Dr Teo said that a survey conducted by CNA and IPS found that younger Singaporeans

were more likely to call out racism than older Singaporeans. She said that while social

media provides a platform for those who have experienced racism to give their complete

account of the incident without interference, offline dialogues allow for more genuine and

empathetic conversations.

15. Mr Imran said that social media has the positive effects of generating awareness of

racism and validating one’s experiences through connecting them with individuals with

similar stories. He added that social media gives voice to underrepresented groups who

may not have the space to share their experiences elsewhere.

16. Mr Imran, however, also warned that social media may lead to echo chambers where

users are only exposed to negative stories and develop a sense of victimisation and lose

hope. Bad actors can also manipulate sentiments online to create divisiveness in society.

He said offline dialogues are thus important as they bring people together to generate

greater understanding and facilitate racial healing.



Participants’ Post-activity Insights

Q: What did you learn about enhancing racial and religious harmony through this
activity?

17. A participant from Group 3 said that through the activity, the group learnt about the

importance of being open-minded and listening to understand perspectives that may

differ from their own. He added that despite their differences, they ultimately share the

same goal of achieving racial and religious harmony in Singapore.

18. A participant from Group 9 said that open conversation on topics like race and religion

was essential as it allowed for the exchange of innovative ideas to promote race and

religious harmony. He added that such conversations can build mutual trust and

understanding and that conversations need to be facilitated to create a safe space for

open and vulnerable communication.

19. A participant from Group 6 said that through this activity, the group learnt that it is

important to interact with people of diverse backgrounds as it provides insight into why

they think and behave in a particular manner, which builds greater mutual

understanding.

Panellists’ Question and Answer

Q: What can be done to educate and empower the younger generation to have
discussions around race and religion in a more constructive manner? How can
Singapore, as a community, affirm someone’s personal experience and provide them
comfort?

20. Ms Nazhath said that sometimes, people just need an outlet to share their experiences.

Platforms such as social media and offline dialogues organised by hash.peace, a social

harmony advocacy group that advocates for racial and religious unity, allow for that.

21. Ms Nazhath added that when people enter a dialogue committed to the principle of

“agreeing to disagree”, they are in the mindset that they can easily disagree with

another’s opinion, which hinders understanding and prevents the conversation from

moving forward. She added that people need to come into dialogues prepared to have



brave and honest discussions and be willing to acknowledge and accept that there will

be diverse views, even ones that they may not be happy with.

22. Mr Imran said that to have constructive conversations, participants will need to be willing

to be transformed in the process of dialogue. He added that participants will also need to

acknowledge that despite our different ideas, we share similar hopes, aspirations and

fears.

23. Mr Imran also urged participants to question what makes up “racial and religious

harmony” as some, especially those in privileged positions, may view avoiding difficult

topics and keeping everything status quo as ‘harmony’. Imran added that this ethnic

tension would explode one day and affect people differently. Those with privilege can

choose not to participate in these tensions by migrating to another country, while those

without would be left to deal with the consequences.

24. Dr Teo said that to have constructive conversations, participants will need to take action

for change to happen. She added that, for example, Singaporeans from the majority race

would need to do their part to acknowledge, empathise with and voice support for

minorities when racial incidents occur.

Q: How can we bring safe spaces into online avenues and digital platforms? How can we
weave narratives about race and religion into mainstream media?

25. Dr Teo said that creating safe spaces online is a collective effort. She said that

Singaporeans will need to be more active in acknowledging and voicing support for

those who share their experiences of discrimination. She added that people should not

dox someone in the name of vigilantism as it harms the individual more than it advances

the conversation.

26. Mr Imran said that while some social media platforms have existing regulations to tackle

hate speech and incitement to violence, there is a need for moderation in order to

ensure bad actors do not dominate the platform with their own narratives. He added that

it is good to involve journalists from mainstream media to be part of these dialogues in

order to expand and broaden their perspectives on issues like race and religion so that

they are trained to be more sensitive in their writing.



27. Mr Imran said that structural issues, such as the attachment to the CMIO model, prevent

under-represented voices from being heard. He added that we sometimes fail to see the

diverse nature of citizens and assume one person can represent their whole community.

For example, Malay communities are not all homogenous, as members of majority

Muslim groups (Sunni Islam) may have vastly different experiences than minority Muslim

groups (Shīʿa Islam). He added that we should be curious to learn more about peripheral

communities and hear their stories to include them in the discourse.

28. Ms Nazath said that we need to take the first step to create change, such as starting

conversations with colleagues, asking questions about communities you are unfamiliar

with or refraining from commenting on online posts you disagree on without stopping to

understand.

Q:  Currently, many are ‘cancelling’ those with racist actions online. What types of
safeguards and safety nets can we put in place for displays of these unwanted
behaviours? How do we ensure that those left out of the system have their own
safeguards as well?

29. Ms Teo said that empathy should be shown to the minorities to ensure that they feel

listened to, and have other minorities provide support as well. She then reminded

participants to refrain from doxxing anyone due to the harm it could cause.

30. Mr Taib said that there were structural issues preventing smaller minority communities

from getting their voices heard, which was why asking the right questions was needed

for efficient communication. For example, among the Malay community, there could be

several minority groups, which would mean that their experiences were different from

each other too. He urged participants to think about potential blind spots they could have

about their own perceptions, assumptions, and stereotypes. He then said that a sense of

curiosity about different communities could foster better harmony among different

communities.

31. Ms Nazath agreed that the social media space is a difficult one to regulate and that one

should be mindful when commenting and sharing. She said that “the win” is when your

sharing on social media still keeps people connected to you so that conversations will

continue.



Participants’ Post-activity Insights

Q: How would you apply the learnings you gained through this activity in your daily
lives?

32. A participant from Group 5 said that her group would normalise insightful conversations

to bridge the gaps in knowledge in the community. She said that once problems were

uncovered from these conversations, the next step would be to speak up about them so

that these problems will get resolved.

33. A participant from Group 8 said that his group discussed awareness of intersectionality

between or intra-communities and the importance of being mindful and curious. He

added that an attitude of introspection would help us avoid taking things for granted.

CLOSING

34. Ms Teo urged the participants to reflect on the learning from the dialogue and apply it

to their daily lives.

35. Mr Taib said to keep up hope with curiosity, courage, and community.

36. Ms Faheem said to agree and accept that different opinions will exist, and to encourage

that via reading, researching, reflect-dialogue, and self-development.

37. Mr Tilani closed the session by directing participants to NYC’s placemaking platforms

and grant resources.


