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Invitation

EP changes:
It’s not just

about

the politics

The debate about the elected presidency
(EP) is driven not just by politics and the law,
but by perceptions, values and notions of
fairness. Policymakers and the public need to
engage on these for fruitful discussions.

David Chan
For The Straits Times

The passion in the public
discussion on the proposed
changesto the elected presidency
ispalpable. This is not surprising as
the issues involve multiracialism
and meritocracy, which are core
principles that Singapore upholds
asasociety.

Next month, the Government
will table a Bill that encompasses
changes to the elected presidency.
Parliament will debate
the Bill during its second reading
in November.

How should policymakers and
the public approach the
discussions in the next two
months? Here are my suggestions
onways to make a positive
difference in the discourse:

PERCEPTIONS

First, we must remember that
perceptions matter. We need to
recognise thatissues relating to the
elected presidency are complex
because they are interrelated.
Adecisionon anissue canlead to
benefits and positive

multiplier effects, or unintended
negative consequences.

The fact (or perception) that
many issues are intertwined makes
it difficult to look at the issue
through a single lensand to
evaluate the arguments for or
againstaproposed change or
position. Instead, we must
understand that people’s views on
the issues are likely to be affected
by human psychological processes.

Discussions on the elected
presidencyare notjust political or
legalin nature, but are social and
emotional as well. After all, the
presidencyisan institution that is
meant to symbolise the unity of the
nation. When an institution (and a
person) is invested with such

! valuesand aspirations, it is not
: surprising that debate about
: changestoit canbecome heated.

Policymakers and citizens alike

: must thus realise that people may

i beunduly influenced by what is

: salientat the moment, suchasa

: sound bite in the media. They may

: focus on the immediate pastand

i imminent future, suchas the

: previous presidential election and

i thenext,rather thanlonger

: timeframes. They may also make

: inferencesbased on what the

: changes mean for specific

! individualsand concrete cases,

: rather than consider more abstract
i issues, suchas how the changes will
: affect the system of governance or

: future changesin government.

And itis human to selectively

: seek out information and
: interpret it in away to support
i preconceived ideas.

So for the public and policymakers

i alike, it isimportant to discussissues
: franklyand keep an open mind.

Singaporeans - both the people

: and the Government — aspire to,

: and demand, a high standard of

¢ integrity in public and political

i service. This explains why one

¢ proposed change is for potential

: presidential candidates to have

¢ their character and reputation

i assessed more stringently by the

: Presidential Elections Committee.
i Thisproposalisbased on the value
i ofintegrity. It complements the

i other proposals toraise the

: eligibility criteriarelating to

i financialand executive

i managementwhich, whilerelevant
i totechnical competence and

: ability, may not predict integrity.

i SOCIAL HARMONY

i Second, social harmony must be

: kept paramountin discussions on
: theelected presidency. Social

: harmony has alwaysbeen ashared :
i value underlying Singapore’s

: efforts to address differences,

i especially when multiracial issues
¢ areinvolved. It should guide how

: changesto the elected presidency
: arereviewed and discussed, and

i how differences in views are

. expressed and managed.

For the public and policymakers,

i socialharmony should be akey

i consideration when they decide, if
: andwhen, toadvocate a position,

: supportapolicy optionor

: implement it. Thisis most relevant
: whenthere are reasons to believe

! thatthe positions or policy options
: havearisk of negatively affecting

i racerelations and social cohesion.

! suspicion, tensionand

: misunderstanding. There may also
: benegative individual or

: community effects on beliefs about
: perceived efficacyandselfor

: publicimage. All these may

: eventuallyresultin conflict, or civic
: and political disengagement.

: harmony s salient, individuals,

i groupsand policymakers have a

: common and constructive basis to
i discussissues of individualism

: versus collectivism, and group

¢ versus national interests.

Threats to cohesion occur when

: policies or publicactions send
: signals - sometimes unintentionally :
: —thatoneraceisassumed inferior

: orunfairlyadvantaged as compared
! toanother.

Thisleads to intergroup

When the shared value of social

Social harmony is especially

: relevantwhen discussing the need
: forareserved election fora

! particularrace and how the

: “hiatus-triggered” provision is

¢ consistent with Singapore’s

! multiracialism and meritocratic

; ideals, or not.

Racial communities in Singapore

: havebeenlivinginharmonyandin
! awaythat is consistent with both

: multiracialism and meritocracy

i simultaneously. This precious

i societalasset that enables social

i cohesion must be preserved.

Like interpersonal trust and trust

: ingovernment, social cohesion is
¢ difficult tobuild but easy tolose, H
: and, oncelost, is difficult torestore. :

: will express their concerns :
¢ honestly. Sensitive issues that need :
: tobe surfaced will not be

: self-suppressed out of fear of
i allegedracism.

FAIRNESS

¢ Third, we must understand that

i people willassess the proposed

¢ elected presidency changes

i according to whether they think

¢ the changesare fair. AsIwroteina
! previousarticle, people perceive

: fairnesson four dimensions:

i outcomes, processes, performance
¢ and access to opportunities.

i presidency will be seen by citizens
i asfairif:

¢ We should appreciate why people

i areanxious about the proposal to

: reserve anelection forarace if no

i personofthatrace hasbeen

: president after five continuous

i terms, and encourage honest

i discussions and seriously consider
i howthereserved election

: compares with alternative options.

Inthis way, people from all
communities can be assured and

Changes to the elected

of group membership or societal
situations beyond the individual’s

control, and independent of effort

and true potential.

: Inother words, people will assess

i the proposed changes to the elected
i presidencybased on whether they

i provide an objective means of

¢ evaluating a potential candidate,

: andwhether they think the changes
¢ hobble some individuals while

i privileging others.

: MOVING FORWARD

Bearing in mind that feelings and
! perceptions matter, that people :
! wantprocesses to be fair,and social :
i harmony is paramount, how should :
¢ the parliamentary debate and
: publicdiscussion proceed?

If social harmony is paramount,

i thenwe must make sure that

¢ political scapegoating and

i squabbles donot dominate the

: discourse. Suchrhetoric may be

i entertaining but the impact canbe
¢ adverse. It will not only create

; confusionbutalso cause cynicism.
: Itcanevendivide Singapore

i societyand threaten the cohesion

¢ builtup over the years.

.

It results in an outcome where
capable candidates with integrity
are deemed eligible to contest,
and the contest produces
apresident with capability

and integrity.

If the process to determine
eligible candidates has clear and
objective criteria, and theyare
consistently applied.

If citizens can see that those who  :
perform well are rewarded, based :
onobjective assessment. :
If citizens can see that everyone
eligible has equal access to the
contest. The consideration here is
whether the accessis unduly
decreased, orincreased, because

Everyone contributing to the

i discussion should be constructive.
: Thefollowing are some concrete

: stepsthat canshed lightin the heat
: ofpassionate debate.

Get the facts right and make
them clear. Verify claims.
Identify false beliefs, and dispel
myths and misinformation.
Explicate and emphasise the
facts. Start by reading the
government White Paper.
Distinguish between laws and
values. What is not illegal and
what can be passed as laws may
not always coincide with what is
acceptable by people socially or
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psychologically, or what they
consider morally right or fair.

See things from another’s
perspective because feelings and
perceptions matter. Find out
from the various communities
what isimportant or acceptable
to them, what they think, how
they feeland when they would or
would not do something. Ask to
find out their concerns and
circumstances. Never just
assume and attribute.

When making judgments on
potential policy outcomes and
the psychological impact on
people, distinguish between
theory and practice. When
something is theoretically
possible, consider the extent to
which it is practically plausible.
Good science, context-sensitivity
and representative feedback
from the people are critical here.
Frankly discuss implications of
policy options and consider how
likely theyare to achieve the
intended national goals or result
inunintended negative
consequences. In the light of new
information or circumstances,
have the intellectual honesty and
political courage to change one’s
current position.

.

.

.

: Ifallparties take a constructive

¢ approach when considering the

: proposed changes to the elected

: presidency, itis possible to evolve a
i systemof governance that benefits
: Singapore and Singaporeans.

stopinion@sph.com.sg

® The writeris director of the
Behavioural Sciences Institute, Lee
: KuanYew Fellow and professor of

i psychology at the Singapore

. Management University.
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