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“The work of our artists, especially in the form  
of literature and plays, can help us find the words, 
the language, to describe our national character 
and identity … [it falls] on the poet, the writer, the 
musician, and / or choreographer to capture the soul  
of the country or character of the people.” 

Professor Chan Heng Chee (Chan 2019)

Our identity—what defines us and makes us different 
from one another—is something that operates on 
multiple levels. One of the ways we articulate this 
perception of our “I-ness” is by reference to our place 
within the community we belong to. This can be as 
small a grouping as your family (father, mother, 
son, daughter) or friends (the funny one), or larger 
ones such as those who share your race, religion, 
neighbourhood or, indeed, country. This nexus is 
not uni-directional. Over time, our interactions 
in these various communities will also shape our 
perception and expression of our I-ness.

Both international and local studies show strong 
support for the idea that the arts play an important 
role in identity articulation and formation. 
Artistic expressions are not only a documentation 
of where we have come from, but also a means to 
explore and articulate who we are today, and what 
our aspirations are for the future (Caruso 2005).  
By giving our identities clearer definition and  
shape, arts activities help to reinforce our affinity 
to these identities. This is especially so when they 
operate not only on a cognitive level, but also on an 
emotional one; the unique resonance of Dick Lee’s 
“Home” for many Singaporeans beyond simply  
being a well-composed song is just one example.

The arts are widely recognised as a platform for us 
to give voice to our unique identity, whether in 
words, gestures or images. Australia’s National Arts 

Figure 1. Youth participants at a workshop run by street art collective, RSCLS,  
as part of National Arts Council’s Noise programming, 2018. 

Image courtesy of National Arts Council.

The arts express 
individual identity
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Figure 2. The Arts and Cultural Identity: percentage of respondents (by race) who agree that it is 
somewhat important / important to appreciate art forms. Source: Institute of Policy Studies.

The arts transmit 
cultural identity  

across generations

Participation Survey found that 69 per cent  
of Australians agreed that the arts helped us to 
“express ourselves” (61 per cent in 2013) (Australia 
Council for the Arts 2017). Similarly, the NAC’s 
biennial Population Survey on the Arts showed that 
the proportion of Singaporeans who agreed that the 
arts enabled us to “express our personal thoughts, 
feelings and ideas” rose from 71 per cent in 2013  
to 85 per cent in 2017 (National Arts Council 2017).

A 2017 study on ethnic identity in Singapore 
affirmed that having a strong ethnic identity was 
important to 64 per cent of Singaporeans (Institute 
of Policy Studies 2017). While language is seen as 
the most important signifier of this ethnic identity, 
the study found that a significant percentage  
of Singaporeans (ranging from 30-60 per cent  

of the different key racial groups in Singapore) 
believed that an appreciation of cultural art 
forms—from performing to visual arts—was at 
least somewhat important (see Figure 2). Cultural 
art forms are, understandably, closely associated 
with ethnicity because many artistic expressions are 
drawn from cultural traditions. 

Nearly half (47 per cent) of all respondents agreed 
that it was at least somewhat important to transmit 
the enjoyment of ethnic music to their children, 
with the Malay (64 per cent) and Indian (66 per 
cent) communities ranking notably higher than 
the Chinese (42 per cent) community. In terms  
of wanting their children to be aware of ethnic arts,  
we see similar results: more than three-fifths 
of Malays (65 per cent) and Indians (67 per 
cent), and slightly less than half of Chinese (43 
per cent) responded positively. This is perhaps 
unsurprising as the same study showed that 
only slightly more than a third of Chinese  
respondents (39 per cent) engaged with their own 
ethnic art forms sometimes, often or always, as 
compared to more than three-fifths of Malays  
(62 per cent) and Indians (62 per cent). 
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The arts help forge 
common identity  
and foster pride

At the national level, the arts also play an important 
role as they provide platforms for shared experiences, 
and help to establish distinctive narratives and 
symbols that are specific to the country and its 
people. In Australia, 57 per cent agreed that the 
arts helped them to “shape and express Australian 
identity” (Australia Council for the Arts 2017). 
Similarly, in Canada, 87 per cent agreed or strongly 
agreed that arts and culture defined “what it meant 
to be Canadian”, while 77 per cent of Canadians 
agreed or strongly agreed that arts and heritage 
experiences enabled them to feel “part of their local 
community.” Analyses of various Canadian surveys 
indicate positive correlations between pride and 
sense of belonging. In 2013, people who said they 

were very proud of the country’s achievements in 
arts and literature also had a slightly higher sense of 
belonging to their community, town, province and 
country (Statistics Canada 2013). In 2015, Canadians 
who rated arts, culture and leisure in their city or 
town as “excellent” were nearly three times more 
likely to report a “very strong” sense of belonging to 
their city or town, compared to those who rated the 
arts as “poor” (Angus Reid Institute 2015).

Closer to home, NAC’s Population Survey on the 
Arts found similar sentiments among Singaporeans. 
In 2017, a large majority of respondents expressed 
that arts and culture say who we are as a society and 
country (78 per cent), and give us a greater sense of 
belonging to Singapore (78 per cent). 76 per cent of 
respondents also indicated that Singapore arts and 
culture are something that Singaporeans can be 
proud of. Particularly noteworthy is that the scores 
for all these survey questions are the same or higher 
in 2017 compared to the scores in 2013 and 2015, 
indicating an ever-growing understanding by the 
Singapore public of the social value of the arts. 

Figure 3. The Arts and National Identity: percentage of population 
surveyed who agree that the arts express national identity. 

Sources: Australia Council for the Arts, Community Foundations of Canada, 
Creative New Zealand, National Arts Council Singapore.
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Specifically, in Singapore’s case, a large part of our 
national identity is seen as being part of an 
ethnically integrated society. At the opening of the 
Singapore Chinese Cultural Centre in 2017, Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong described Singapore as  
“… a multiracial, multi-religious and multi-
cultural society. This diversity is a fundamental 
aspect of our respective identities … Ours is not 
a melting pot society, with every race shorn of its 
distinctiveness. Instead we encourage each race to 
preserve its unique culture and traditions, while 
fostering mutual appreciation and respect among all 
of them. Being Singaporean has never been a matter  
of subtraction, but of addition” (Lee 2017).

Singapore has thus endeavoured to nurture unique 
Singaporean versions of what it means to be 
Chinese, Malay, Indian and Eurasian. In the same 
speech, Prime Minister Lee spoke about “a growing 
Singaporean identity that we all share, suffusing 
and linking up our distinct individual identities 
and ethnic cultures … the Chinese Singaporean is 
proud of his Chinese culture—but also increasingly 
conscious that his “Chineseness” is different from 

the Chineseness of Malaysian and Indonesian 
Chinese, or the Chineseness of people in China, 
Hong Kong or Taiwan. Indeed, we now speak of 
the Singaporean Chinese culture. In the same way,  
we can speak of a Singaporean Malay culture, and  
a Singaporean Indian culture.”

Findings from Institute of Policy Studies (2017)  
on ethnic identity in Singapore indicate that 
there has been progress made in this direction. 
While a majority of respondents affirmed multiple 
considerations such as race, religion, and language 
used most frequently, as important to their overall 
sense of identity, it is noteworthy that country  
received the highest score (79 per cent). Also 
encouraging is that arts activities can contribute  
to this sense of national identity: 78 per cent 
of respondents to the 2017 NAC Population 
Survey indicated that arts and culture help draw 
Singaporeans closer as a community, while 89 
per cent indicated that they give us a better 
understanding of people of different backgrounds 
and cultures, compared to 64 per cent in both 
Australia and New Zealand. 

Figure 4. The Arts and National Pride: percentage of population surveyed who take pride 
in their country’s local artists who are successful (locally or overseas). 

Sources: Australia Council for the Arts, Community Foundations of Canada, Creative New Zealand. 
Note: Canadian data refer to that for Ontario.
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Figure 5. Multicultural performance by Open Score Project at 
National Arts Council’s Arts in Your Neighbourhood November 2018 edition. 

Image courtesy of National Arts Council.

This is testimony to efforts in the arts scene 
in Singapore to consistently embrace multi-
cultural programming, as well as inter-cultural 
collaborations between artists and arts groups. 
When the Ministry of Culture was established in 
1959, its mandate was “a conscious and deliberate 
effort to help shape a Malayan culture” (Wong 
2001, 5) through public exhibitions and cultural 
performances, notably the Aneka Ragam Ra’ayat or 
People’s Variety Show, a public programme which 
deliberately showcased performances by artists who 
represented the cultural diversity of the country. 

Its legacy can be seen in the NAC’s biannual Arts 
in Your Neighbourhood series which also brings 
free arts events to public spaces in the heartlands, 
and features a range of cultural performances. Its 
November 2018 edition, for example, included shows 
by Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, Era Dance Theatre, The 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra, Teater KAMi, and 
The TENG Ensemble, as well as “When We Get 
Together” by the musical ensemble, Open Score 
Project, which brings together musicians playing 
instruments of different ethnic origins.  
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Future challenges 
and research

Relentless globalisation and pervasive use of  
social media will see social attitudes, particularly 
those that contribute to social identities, evolve 
continually and rapidly. Building on our nascent 
base of arts and identity findings, future research  
can focus on behavioural changes directly linked to 
arts and cultural exposure or activity. There is also 
a need to understand the evolving role of arts and 
culture as the relative strength of identity signifiers 
such as race and nationhood change over time.

A 2018 study by Channel News Asia and  
OnePeople.Sg showed that more Singaporeans now 
feel class, not race as traditionally assumed, has 
become the biggest social divide in Singapore. The 
report also highlighted that people from the more 
affluent classes are likelier to participate in society,  
including engaging in arts and cultural activities 
(Low 2018). Class as a significant identity marker 
and the issue of access is thus something arts 
agencies, institutions and professionals will need 
to be more mindful of when we talk about arts and 
culture providing shared experiences. To this end, 
research on how various aspects of diversity in and 
through the arts can be addressed will be critical.
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