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EDITOR’S NOTE

The Good Citizens (Hao Gongmin) moral-education
curriculum is a collective memory and a shared
experience of a generation of Singaporeans. In recent
years, local designers have been appropriating the cover
art of the Good Citizens textbooks for a dose of nostalgia.
No matter the Good Citizens curriculum then or the
Civics and Moral Education today, both are essentially a
set of standards for “citizens” prescribed top-down, and
are in fact a form of national education. Does the term
“citizens” or “civic” in the context of Singapore entail the
concept of a “civic society”? In other words, does a civic
society exist in Singapore? Is there a difference between a
“national” and a “citizen”? What are the rights of a citizen
and what are the obligations in exchange for these rights?
And who has the say on these rights and obligations?
Singapore celebrates 50 years of independence this
year. “Independence” and not “nation-building”, as
the nation-building project for Singapore began after
the Second World War as an anti-colonial struggle for
independence and the nation most of our forefathers
envisioned was a Malayan nation inclusive of Singapore.
Our forefathers had diverse visions on pressing
issues such as nationality, citizenship, the model and
composition of the nation-state, et cetera. These different
visions competed and the one that emerged victorious is
perhaps neither the best nor the most compatible model—
but the model advocated by the victor in that complex
power struggle.
“Citizens” or “citizenship” is envisioned (imagined

 and constructed). The Western concept of “citizen”

also “constructed”
he employed the term
‘envisioned” to encompass

both concepts.

or “civic society” is of course also envisioned, and thus
debatable and not universal. Singapore does not have

to blindly adhere to the Western model, as that might

not suit the context of Singapore. What is important

is that the people of Singapore should be allowed the
rights to the envisioning of a “Singapore citizen”. Maybe
we could start thinking, are the obligations, rights, role

of a citizen determined and constant, or should they

be often communicated, negotiated, dialogued, and
adjusted according to different eras and contexts? Should
the concept of “citizens” be pluralistic, especially in a
diverse society like ours? Despite the official discourse on
“citizens”, do different interpretations of “citizens” already
exist in our society? And as citizens ourselves, could we be

more pro-active in envisioning our obligations, rights and
role? Shouldn’t the right to interpretation of “citizens” be
held in the hands of the people?

Since Drama Box launched the pilot issue of our online
newsletter in December 2011, the newsletter has evolved
into an ezine in 2013. In this issue, we are taking things yet
a step further and publishing in print! Draft is available
free-of-charge, good job for getting your hands on a copy!
As this is our first printed issue, there have been a lot of
details to be worked out, and we decided to invest our
efforts into just creating one, instead of two issues this
year.
We have chosen to explore the countless

interpretations of “citizens” in our society, through

the theme of “Good Citizens” for this issue of Draft. By
providing various possibilities for the envisioning of
“citizen”, we hope to activate the readers’ imagination

to form their own ideas of what being a “good citizen”
means. In the Feature, Corrie Tan takes us through 50
years of socio-political theatre in Singapore. In the two
Columns, Phoon Yuen Ming discusses the reactionary
“good citizens”, while Josh Hong deliberates the issue
of refugees. We have 3 writers who came on board and
carried out interviews — Neo Hai Bin with four young
people from Singapore, Macau and Taiwan on the topic of
civic engagement; Robin Rheaume with a former political
dissident on the alternative model of “good citizen™; Szeto
Hiuyan with a former court journalist. Four young poets
share their ideas through words, and a photography
collective, through images, in Open Call.
We hope that you enjoy this issue of Draft, and as

the Japanese saying of “ichi-go ichi-e” reminds us to
treasure our encounters with people as they may never be
repeated, let us cherish this only copy of Draft this year.

Eng Hao
Co-editor, Draft
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Theatre in Singapore has always been inherently
political. It was an avenue for rebellion and protest
when other conduits wére closed, and when the doors
were closed on theatre it often found a way, through
mischievous or disguised means, to slip in through the
cracks. |

FEATURE

Politics for the
apolitical: 50 years
of socio-political
theatre in Singapore

by Corrie Tan

Corrie Tan is the theatre
correspondent and critic for
The Straits Times, where she
writes about the performing
arts and cultural policy. She
also co-organises and sits
on the judging panel of

the annual M1-The Straits
Times Life Theatre Awards,
which honours excellence
in Singapore theatre. She is
interested in issues relating
to cultural memory, arts
and media censorship, as
well as socio-political and
interventionist theatre.

" A — FEATURE

In Singapore, and the rest of the world, the state will always be at odds
with the art that does not fit the brand of “public service broadcasting”, or
the expectation that artists ought to be “good citizens” in helping to shape
society and its people according to a certain set of principles and values. In
an interview with The New Yorker in 2008, American multimedia artist Paul
Chan—who later put on an extraordinary production of Samuel Beckett’s
Waiting For Godot in hurricane-hit New Orleans (where the community was
still waiting for more help, more resources, more support)—pondered the
link between politics and the arts. He believed that politics and art

are not only separate but incompatible: politics is about
concentrating power, he says, and art is about dispersing it. Certain
works of art resist our attempts to interpret or explain them, Chan
believes, and that resistance—what he calls their “articulate
speechlessness”—is what gives them enduring power.

Singapore multimedia artist Loo Zihan, who went to Nantes, Frances for
athree-month arts residency earlier this year, spoke with The Straits Times
about

the dilemma that artists like him face in accepting state funding,
because “no matter how avant-garde or controversial the work, we
are being co-opted into the system and this necessarily means that
the work we are producing aligns with the interest of the state and
what it would like to represent”.

The state’s idea of the good citizen does not always align with the artist’s
ideal of the good citizen. In theatre in particular, the good citizen is often
one that is actively engaged in intelligent debate, exploring alternatives,
and probing the reasoning behind social conventions and norms. As such,
theatre in Singapore has often sought to put pressure on the comforts of
Singapore living. There is no doubt about it—living in Singapore is easy.
Here, where there are no obvious, life-threatening difficulties, and where

“sensitive” discussions on race, religion and sexuality are often swept under
an ever-expanding carpet, the status quo can soften the instinct to agitate
and to protest. As Singapore stepped from third world to first, its challenges
have also shrunk to complaints. It is therefore an ideal of the theatre, where
the edges between life and art entwine and overlap, that a passive audience
can be prodded to take a more active stance on the socio-political issues that
concern them.
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