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Excuse me, are you an ‘elite’?

BEY THE EDGE SINGAPORE

hen did conversations abou!
the so-called elite class and
elitis1 attitudes in Singapore
first surface? Some have ar-
gued that it was as lar back
as in the 1880s, when the British colonial
ists created the Higher Scholarships in Sin-
gapore. A special course was developed lor
the students a1 a school that would become
Railles Institution. According 1o a Mother-
ship artlele in June, the grant — which lat
er became the Queen's Scholarship, and
then evolved into the current President's
Scholarship — sparked criticisms of how
It fostered unhealthy competition among
students and parents, and concentraied a
disproportionate amoun! of resources on a
select group of students

Then there was the hullabaloo in 2006,
when the teenage daughter of a Member of
Parllament had commented rather unchart-
tably on her blog about the problems of job
security and age discrimination that anoth-
er much older blogger had raised. The girl,
who at the time was a scholarship student
at Raffles Junior College, had written “get
out of my elite, uncaring face” — a phrase
that possibly earned her lifelong notoriety

Earlier this year, Raffles Institution came
out to dispute its label as an “elite school
lollowing concerns that the schoaol had be-
come “insular® and “less diverse”, according
lo the school’s former principal Chan Poh
Meng and Singapore Education Minister Ong
Ye Kung, respectively. Taking tssue with the
term “elite”. current principal Frederick Yeo
told TOLAY newspaper in an interview that,
“once you use the word elite, you divide,
yOu separate, you segregate”,

Most recently, the issue of an elite class
amd the elitist attitudes, or elitism, that
they may display resurfaced at the Instliute
of Policy Studies’ 30th anniversary event.
Trade and Indusiry Minister Chan Chun
5ing brought up his encounter with a few
students from Anglo-Chinese School [Inde-
pendent), who said they were upsat about
being labelled “elitist” by others simply for
being enmolled in the school,

Chan used the example 1o call for a dis
tinction between elites and those with eli-
ist attliudes. ~To be successful and rise
up is not elitism. To be successful and no
reach out is elitism,” he said.

Chan's definitions are only the latest in
the debate on elites and elitism, which has
been heating up in the last two years. "The
one issue that has dominated any discus-
sion on public policy or society or politics
has been inequality,” says Adrian Kuah,
senior research fellow at the Lee Kuan Yew
Schoal of Public Policy (LKYSPP). “When
you talk about inequality, it invariably
brings into the conversation related issues
such as meritocracy, poverty, social mobili-
ty and of course this whole debate on elites
and elitism,

“Previously, it was something that you
were either tolerant of, indifferent towards
or maybe even resigned 0. Bul today it's
become a trigger for anger, resentment,
frustration, and 1 think it's interesting to ex-
plore why that's the case.”

Elitism, not elite, is the problem

To be sure, eliles exist in every socisty:
there are the imellectual elites, political
elites and socio-economic elltes. “In Singa
pore, there are various types of elites, but
becausze we are 3 meritocracy that is de-
fined by academic abilities, the elites tend
to be those who, by virtue of their cogni-
tive abilities [a=] measured by standandised

hig or her worth and therefore deserves 1o
be among the elite. And that |s where the
|zsue of elites and elitism is rw,glrmuu; T
grate a ot more

Indeed, in today's context, while hard
wark s undoubtedly a kev ingredient 1o
success, nne's fami'y circumstances conld
have just as much Impact. “Although one
should still be ablé 1o succeed based on
hard work and abilities even if one is not

lesting and the scholarship system, have at-
talned prominent positions in Singapore In
the political, publi: bureaucracy and eco
nomic [spheres|,” observes Eugene Tan, as-
sociate professor of law at Singapore Man
agement University (SMU)

Elitism, meanwhile, refers 10 the atti
tude, associated with being elite, ol supe
riority and the sense of entitlernent that
comes from the bdlefl that one has proved

from a privileged background, it was per-
haps easier to do this in the past because
many staried with similar soclo-econom-

l¢ resources,” phaerves assistani professor
Nilanjan Raghunath of Singapere University
of Technology and Design.

Thete i another problem wilh one at-
tributing his or her success solely to hard
waork. "By extension, you might be saying
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Elitism produced by system of meritocracy

FROM PREVIOUS PACE

that those who fail deserve their fallure be-
cause they didn’t work hard enough,” says
Kuah of LEYSPP, *Thal makes the siory
very crude and simplistic, because you're
imposing a morality tale of sorts: "you are
stothiul’, *vou didn‘t ry hard enough’, ‘you
squandered your chances’,”

Yet, the reality. as he points out, is: “We
don't hand out rewards based on effort, We
only hand out rewards based on outcome.
There are people who work very hard and
still don’t make it in life.”

Nilanjan observes, "The current conver.
sations about elitism are centred around
how one can access social mobility and suc-
cess in an Increasingly competitive world if
one does not have the same access to net-
works and resources [that are accessible o]
those in the upper echelons of society.”

Class divide

One thing thal evervone seems 10 be agreed
on is that elitism is a coneem for every-
body, across all segments of society. And,
ohservers wamn that there is a risk of the
distinction between the elites and oth-

ers degenerating into a class divide, which
could further exacerbate inequality by ham-
pering social mobility.

In December 2017, the Instiule of Policy
Stadies published “A Study on Social Capi-
tal in Singapore”, which found that people
from the so-called elite schools and peo-
ple who live in private residences did not
mix with people from non-elite schools and
public housing residents.

Interestingly, the study showed that peo-
ple from an elite school and who lived in
private homes had mare diverse social met-
works than people who were [rom non-elite
schools and who lived in HDB flats, For in-
stance, people who lived In private hous-
ing had tles 10 an average of 3.05 people
wha al=o lived in private housing and 2.6
people who lived In public housing. People
who went to elite schools were friends with
an average of 2.7 people who went 1o the
same type of schools and 2.1 people who
did not.

Conversely, people who went (D non-
elite schools were friends with an average
of 3.9 people who also went o the same
classification of schools, but only an aver-

age of 0.4 people who wenl to elite schools.
And, people who lived in public housing
had ties to an average of only (.8 people
who lived [n private homes, compared with
an average of 4.3 people who lived in pub-
lic housing.

SMU's Tan points out thai a class divide
comes as a result of the belief that a per-
son from the other social group or strala is
diametrically differemt in outlpok, values
and life chances, “that there is contempt for
those who are not like them ™,

It would seem that the sentiment culs
both ways. “Elitlsm in a small society like
ours tends 1o have a greater impact, espe-
clally when socio-economic differenilals
tend to have a racial, religious and linguis-
tic dimension to them as well," he adds.

What, then, ¢an be done 1o alleviate the
challenges of social mobility. and perhaps
the hating on the elites, whether deserved
or otherwise! For one, a hard look at Singa-
pore’s focus on meTitocracy as the guiding
principle of progress could be due. This is
because as society progresses, the basis of
meritocracy also changes. Very simply, peo-
ple are no longer starting out from the same

point. The second-generation elite would
have benefitted from the head stan given to
them by their parents, “Any elite would be
deluding himself If he thought that his suc-
cess 5 solely his effort,” says Tan,

“As society becomes less equal, the abil-
ity for the better-off to protect and pass on
their privilege grows larger, This is often
because they are able 1o transmit their priv-
ilege 1o the nexi generation. The examina-
ton meritocracy that we are in further re-
inforces the difference, where education
becomos an ‘arms race’,” he adds.

Kuah of LKYSPP argues that Singapore’s
system of meritocracy is “producing some
perverse oulcomes”,

“You have this system of meritocracy be-
cause you wani to hand out rewards, po-
sitiong, prizes based on ability rather than
connections and positions of power and so
forth. But when you have produced capable
people and they are in a position now o
creale connections and weaith and power
for themselves, the children of wealth and
power become more capable.

“Elitism ends up being a phencimenon
produced by our system of meritocracy.” B
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