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The fog of fear
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or sedition, and always securing the necessary permits before
organising any activity—you could still be punished for crossing
invisible out-of-bounds markers, either because the issue is
considered inherently sensitive, or because you’re making your
point too strongly for the government’s comfort. You could then
be marked as a challenger and find your employment options
narrowing. This is what ministers don’t say when earnest tertiary
students ask them about fear in Singapore.

Like most Singaporeans, I’m familiar with the taste of fear. One
personal experience comes from 2014. Alex Au, the blogger, was
facing trial for contempt of court and his lawyers Peter Low and
Choo Zheng Xi were preparing his defence. They asked if I could
contribute an affidavit as an academic expert on alternative online
media. They weren’t asking me to defend Au’s words, but just to
explain how alternative journalism works and its role in a healthy
media system. I said yes immediately, as my PhD dissertation had
been on this very topic. If there was a chance my expertise could
help the court come to a more enlightened decision, how could I
refuse? But the timing sucked. I was facing my own problems. I
was appealing to Nanyang Technological University to review its
decision not to award me tenure. My ability to continue my career
in Singapore was at stake. If there was even a small risk that my
involvement in the trial would jeopardise my appeal, it seemed
foolhardy to proceed, especially since my affidavit was just a nice-
to-have and not essential to Au’s defence. When the time came, I
apologised to my friends and withdrew my offer. They understood
immediately and never made me feel guilty. But it continues to bug
me how fear got in the way of doing the right thing.

If you are independently wealthy and do not depend on the state
for patronage, there may not be much the government can do to
you. But if you’re counting on a job in the public sector—the
country’s largest employer—or your work depends on income or
approvals from government, being in its bad books may be costly.
Unlike larger authoritarian countries that have multiple potential
patrons and clients, Singapore’s highly concentrated power
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