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Performative Silence: Race, Riot and the End of Multiculturalism 

 

Abstract 

On 8 December 2013, the monotonous placidity of Singapore’s streets was disrupted 

by anti-social violence in a district called Little India. Such acts of mass aggression 

were unheard of in a country whose policies of multiculturalism have been hailed as 

exemplary for developed nations. This article examines the conditions and 

consequences of the riot in Singapore and posits that the event signified a rupture in 

the politics of multicultural practice. It analyses media representations, official state 

narratives and vitriolic public responses to consider how the voices of the rioters have 

been violently silenced. Framed by what Georges Bataille terms the dialectic of 

civilised speech versus silent violence, where silence is regarded as dispossession 

and objectification, and vocality as empowerment and subjectivity, this article will 

consider the performativities of silence and violence and the ways the riot is an event 

of dissensus, a politics of interruption that fractures hegemonic state-prescribed 

narratives of multiculturalism.   
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Big Trouble in Little India1 

Held up as a model par excellence of state multiculturalism where the culturally and 

ethnically diverse population purportedly resides in harmony ‘regardless of race, 

language or religion’ (Singapore National Pledge), Singapore has been cited frequently 

as an example of alternative multicultural practices – an approach that differs from the 

liberal theories of multicultural accommodation.2 The ruling People’s Action Party 

(PAP), stewards of Singapore’s governance since its independence in 1965 and the 

world’s longest ruling political party, have pride themselves in a policy of ‘governing 

through difference’ – a means by which ‘citizens (and inhabitants) can be segmented 

through artificial differences in order to discipline the manner in which the political and 

social landscape is understood and managed by political elites’ (Vasu 2012: 736). 

Through the intentional underscoring of a fictional West-Asia dichotomy and the 

emphasis on a new Asian self-identification based on ‘Asian values’ as well as the 

celebration of token signifiers such as cultural holidays and ‘Racial Harmony Day’, the 

PAP has long preserved the illusion of successful state multiculturalism through a 

corporatist framework that is, cyclically, ‘legitimated through the maintenance of social 

harmony’ (Ang and Stratton 1995: 66). 

 On 8 December 2013, however, what was commonly believed to be unthinkable 

in a country infamous for its impeccable civil order occurred. The monotonous placidity 

of Singapore’s streets was disrupted by anti-social violence in the form of a riot. Titled 

by the media as the ‘Little India Riot’, an angry mob of foreign workers, Indian nationals 

specifically, reacted violently to the accidental death of a fellow migrant labourer who 

was run over by a bus driven by a Chinese Singaporean. The incident occurred at a 
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road junction in a district known as Little India, an area where many local ethnic Tamils 

reside and foreign Indian nationals on temporary work permits congregate, patronising 

shops that cater to this cultural composition. In the spontaneous chaos that lasted 

almost two-hours, police vehicles were overturned, rescue vehicles were set ablaze, 

and law enforcement personnel were assaulted. What was a local (and localised) 

event became immediate global news as politicians and citizens awoke in disbelief. 

Apart from Singapore news networks, the incident was reported by the BBC within two 

hours after its occurrence. Other prominent broadsheets and news networks such as 

the Economist, The Financial Times, the Guardian and Bloomberg carried articles the 

following day. Of the approximately 400 rioters,3 28 suspects were arrested, of which 

25 were migrant labourers from India. Just two days after, all 25 were charged with 

‘rioting with a dangerous weapon’ and ‘being members of an unlawful assembly whose 

common object was to overawe, by a show of criminal force’.4 Subsequently, 9 more 

labourers were similarly charged. 2 of the 34 have thus far been sentenced to prison 

with respective strokes of the cane. 57 others were summarily found guilty of having 

participated in the riots and were repatriated just eight days after the incident. A further 

‘advisory’ was issued to an additional 200 foreign labourers whose involvement were, 

as claimed by authorities, ‘passive’. They were then permitted to retain their 

employment passes on condition of ‘good behaviour’.5  

State-controlled media underscored the causes of the riotous incident as those 

of the influence of excessive alcohol consumption and mob mentalities. In so doing, it 

silenced the subjectivities of those involved and muted the migrant experiences of 

exploitation, alienation and discrimination. Along with the summary sentences 
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dispensed to the rioters, the accused rioters’ ineloquence and inability to speak the 

language of law and civil discourse – their denial of a voice – underscored the 

subaltern condition and revealed a systematic muffling via interpretive and replicative 

mechanisms of political discourse that foreclose the power of speech and 

representation. Critically framed by what Georges Bataille terms ‘violent silence’ (1957 

(1986): 186) this paper will investigate specifically the politics of radical silence (and 

silencing of the subjective voice) that characterises the treatment of Singapore’s 

underclass of transient foreign workers and posit that the riot exposed a gaping fissure 

in Singapore’s endemic brand of state multiculturalism. Adopting Judith Butler’s 

understanding of ‘performativity’, where normative discourse is realised only through 

the inscription and repetition of social acts, the ‘tacit collective agreement to perform, 

produce, and sustain […] cultural fictions obscured by the credibility of those 

productions – and the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them’ (Butler 

1988: 522), this article will further investigate the ways in which state media was 

employed to performatively silence the accused migrant workers. It will consider 

silence not only as negative and negation, absence and erasure, or the resolute 

‘unspeakable but meaningful other of speech, writing, and related performative acts’ 

(McCullough 2001: 366-7) but as ‘intelligible nonsense’ (Medina 2004: 567).  

 

Voice, Vocality, Nonsensical Silence, Intelligible Nonsense  

In an amateur video taken of the riots, the first to be uploaded onto YouTube and the 

video source that news networks used extensively, a curious soundscape of indistinct 

vocalisations pervade the recording.6 The video begins with the immediate aftermath 
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of the accident involving the victim Sakthivel Kumaravelu and the hired bus, at the 

junction of Race Course Road and Hampshire Road. Capturing the incident from a 

high-rise apartment located above the commotion, a crowd is seen amassing around 

the bus, along with the arrival of a fire truck and police vehicles. Only shrieks, wails 

and whistles are heard, with the siren sounds of civic authority punctuating the 

unintelligible cacophony. As the gathered mob grows increasingly violent and begins to 

attack the bus with random objects such as beer cans and waste bins, the cries of the 

mob crescendo and then diminish. Throughout the 23-minute video that includes the 

overturning and setting ablaze of police cars and rescue vehicles, the indecipherable 

sounds of anarchy form a persistent concordant soundscape to the disharmonious 

performance of resistance. These vocalisations, regarded as ‘incomprehensible’, 

reverberate with the echoes of subjectivities that have long since been marginalised 

and muted; the seemingly unintelligible cries and wails can be regarded metonymically 

of subaltern silences seeking a voice. 

 Phenomenologically, voice is intimately associated with subjectivity for it is ‘a 

very central phenomenon [that] bears out language without which we would perceive 

differently’ (Ihde 2007: 189). More significantly, voice enunciates the subject through a 

materiality of sound; it is acoustic manifestation produced from a corporeal presence, a 

bodily position. It is not merely, vocality as linguistic utterances or language that 

enables the enacting of that presence and participation (or exclusion) from a 

community; it is also the voice of the subject itself which embodies the ‘materiality, 

density, interiority, relations with experienced space’ (Ihde 2007: 192). As Don Ihde 

posits, ‘voice changes the way we relate and frees us from the limited territory of the 
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unuttered’ (Ihde 2007: 193), ‘voice retains vestigially some sense of the materiality we 

are’ (Ihde 2007: 195).  

 The soundscape heard in the video is metaphorical of the hollowed voices of 

migrant workers in Singapore. Their absent subject positions are revealed in the 

‘silence’ that has been imposed on them. Silence, here, is not understood necessarily 

as the material absence, negative presence or Other of sound or as its essentialised 

binary opposite but as a vocality (and vocal quality) that is made alien and unfamiliar 

because it is listened to with ears attuned to audible discourses and predominant 

language-games. State prescribed language-games and discourses of multiculturalism 

have conditioned the many Singaporeans who viewed, and heard, these sounds of 

violence as nonsensical, even irrational; their reactions and comments found listed 

below the YouTube video exemplify an inability to comprehend the vocalisations of the 

foreign, subaltern Other. Such forms of silence are distinctly not characterised by a 

vacancy of sound but the absence of discursive sensibilities; they are silences 

consequent of an exclusion by specific political discourses that regulate who can speak 

and who is to be understood. Subaltern silences, as Roi Wagner asserts, are 

performed in power structures and subalternities are constructed ‘as aporetic by a 

discourse that violently projects conflicting subject and object positions on them’ (2012: 

100). Silence is thus not merely ‘an absolute stance polar to speech’ (Wagner 2012: 

100) but that which is part of and understood in discourse. In such a context, the 

‘nonsensical’ vocalisations of the shrieks, wails, cheers and jeers heard in the video, 

the senseless sounds of violence, sonorities of the riot that fall outside of the domain of 

state prescribed multicultural discourse, can be regarded as ‘silence’. 



6 | P a g e  
 

 In ‘The Meanings of Silence’ (2004), José Medina posits that silence is not an 

absolute condition but can be understood as ‘intelligible nonsense’: ‘what appears as 

nonsensical in one practice can be intelligible in another’ (Medina 2004: 567). Within 

the boundaries of dominant (and dominating) discourses, these voices that have 

‘things to say and yet cannot speak in our discursive practices’ (Medina 2004: 566) are 

regarded as ‘nonsensical silence’ (Medina 2004: 566). The silences heard in the video, 

are not ‘nonsensical’; they contain meanings that expose the socio-political realities 

prevalent and resonate with dissonance that ruptures the unquestioned rhetoric of 

multicultural harmony. Yet, within the sanctioned discourses of law, order, civility and 

economic progress, these silences reverberate as ‘gibberish’. As Medina further 

asserts,  

 

[…] we are not always players in the language-games in which we find 

ourselves. In many of these games our agency is significantly curtailed and in 

some cases even denied. If we examine actual practices in their specific social 

and historical contexts, it is not difficult to find in them speaking subjects who 

have been objectified in certain aspects of their lives and have to remain silent 

about them, and even voices that been silenced completely.  

                  (2004: 566-7)  

 

The intelligible nonsense that characterises the silence of wails and cries is one by a 

permanent transient underclass that has become silent/silenced, made invisible and 

objectified; it is one of (a brief) resistance to the exploitation by the forces of neo-liberal 
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capital, insatiable economic growth and a derivative class(ed) society comingled with 

race, ethnicity and nationality.  

Attempting to provide a voice – a vocality of subjectivity – to those whose voices 

have been hollowed, independent citizen journalism portal, The Online Citizen, 

conducted independent investigations to uncover, via first-hand accounts, the causes 

of the riot and treatment of those who were accused of rioting. In a series of three 

interviews, volunteers from the community blogging site travelled to various parts of 

India to speak to three alleged rioters who were promptly deported within a matter of 

days after the incident. Consistent in these interviews is the quality of ‘nonsensical 

silence’ – a silence characterised by utterances (and vocalisations) not comprehended 

in Singapore’s authoritarian discourses and judicial processes. Evident in the 

interviews was the workers’ inability to speak or comprehend the English language 

thereby collectively rendering them ‘invisible’ and placing them in a position of mute 

objectification. Subbiah Muruganantham, one of the three workers interviewed, 

explains how he was wrongly deported but had no legal recourse or chance for appeal. 

In his recount, Subiah tells of how he did not actively partake in riotous acts but was 

unfortunate to have been close to the epicentre, purchasing goods. When arrested and 

presented with a statement, he could not speak because he ‘did not even know what 

was written […] it was not translated and they (the police) did not give me enough time 

to read through it’ (Anon. ‘I drank but not was not drunk’, 16 February 2014). As Subiah 

recognises, ironically, ‘I told them in Tamil so they might not [have] fully underst[ood] 

what I was trying to say’ (Anon. ‘I drank but not was not drunk’, 16 February 2014). Any 

attempts to converse became traces of nonsensical silence – the vocalisation of his 
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subjectivity violently muted through an audial transformation of sound into noise. This 

condition of nonsensical silence is similar to the experience of Sri Rangan Pandiyan, 

another Indian national deported shortly after the riot. Like Subiah, Sri was brought in 

to Outram Park Police station and sternly interrogated but he could not understand 

what was written in the statement as it was not translated (Anon. ‘Interview with 

deportees: Dinner with friends gone awry’, 15 February, 2014). Although Sri obediently 

cooperated with the police and provided the necessary information even as he denied 

involvement in the riot, he was told he would be deported. In the 2 days that he was 

incarcerated, he was refused the right to an appeal, to any form of legal counsel, and 

even a phone call back home – legal measures that permit an enunciation of 

subjectivity. He, like others accused of the riot, was radically made silent and in the act 

of silencing remained dispossessed. In another interview, Ashok Kumar reveals how 

he was repeatedly hushed, literally, by the police. Despite asserting his innocence 

about his involvement in the riot, Ashok was deported and there were no explanations 

provided. As he recounts, in the first investigation, the police took down statements of 

his whereabouts and his (lack of) involvement in the mayhem. He was then asked to 

return to the station two days after the initial interrogation; four days after the second 

inquiry, the police took Ashok away to a prison at Admiralty Centre. He was told, 

‘knowingly or unknowingly, you were involved in the riot’ (Anon. ‘Interview with 

deportees: Midnight visits by police’, 16 February 2014) and was to be expatriated. 

Unlike Subiah or Sri, Ashok was conversationally competent in the English Language 

and so insisted that the police should check the cameras and videos to see if he could 

be identified as part of the motley crew. But his assertion of subject position and 
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identity, through a vocal declaration, was quickly muffled as these reverberations 

turned to a violent silencing: he was told to ‘not talk too much or else we put you in jail’ 

(Anon. ‘Interview with deportees: Midnight visits by police’, 16 February 2014. Italics 

added). Incarcerated, Ashok describes how others like him were denied a phone call 

back home. When it came to the legal proceedings, he recounts how ‘the police 

instructed us not to open our mouths and not to question anything the magistrate says’ 

(Anon. ‘Interview with deportees: Midnight visits by police’, 16 February 2014, italics 

added).  

 The condition of radical silence is evident in these verbatim accounts; it is a 

condition that pervades an exploited underclass of transient workers whose rights have 

been denied. In its relentless desire to live up to its neo-mercantile reputation7 and 

preserve the social stability that is necessary for such uninhibited progress, Singapore 

imports more than 319,000 foreign labourers8 but keeps them ‘hidden’ from the daily 

experiences of the pristine surface life. Modernity’s adaptation of compassionate 

slavery, most are indentured labourers who know little (or no) English and are often 

unable to comprehend the terms of the employment. Many do not know their legal 

rights or have no access to legal counsel when such terms are exploited or abused.9 

As indentured labourers, their identities are interpellated by a discourse of neo-liberal 

global capital that violently tears them from subjectivity and objectifies them as 

functionaries of the labour market. Accordingly, the riot could be regarded as 

resistance to a prevailing politics that has rendered these workers as invisible and 

voiceless, a reclamation of each participant’s sovereign subject position in a politics 
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that has denied him vocality.  

 

Performative Silencing: Civilised Speech and Violent Silence 

Acts of riotous violence and silence and their dichotomous relationship with language 

and discourse call to mind Georges Bataille’s dialectic of civilised speech and violent 

silence. In Bataille’s writings, in particular his reading of the works of Marquis de Sade 

in Erotism (1957, 1986), a dialectic of speech / civilisation and silence / violence is 

posited. Bataille notes how speech has often been the expression of civilised man and 

language is the medium and expression of that civility. Violence is regarded as 

something ‘outside’ of language and a condition that is associated with the Other of 

speech – silence (1957 (1986): 186). According to Bataille, ‘The distinction is that 

civilised men speak and barbarians are silent, and the man who speaks is always the 

civilised man […], since language is by definition the expression of civilised man, 

violence is silent’ (ibid.). Civilisation and language ‘grew as though violence was 

something outside’ (Bataille 1957 (1986): 186). There is hence a conjunction of silence 

and violence as seen in their opposition to reasoned, civilised speech (Wagner 2012: 

104). In this equation, those that remain silent (and are silenced discursively or 

physically) are regarded as violent and vice versa.  Bataille expresses how ‘[c]ommon 

language will not express violence […] If violence does occur, and occur it will, it is 

explained by a mistake’ (1957 (1986): 186).  

 Bataille’s thesis is acutely evident in the official statements made about the 

causes of the riot and of those involved. According to The Straits Times, Singapore’s 

Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Home Affairs Teo Chee Hean claimed ‘the 
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Government [would] not tolerate such lawless behaviour’ (Chan, 8 December 8 2013) 

and it would take ‘strong and decisive action to charge, and to repatriate those who 

took part in the riot to send a strong signal that we [would] not tolerate actions by 

anyone which threaten law and order in Singapore’ (Chen Bloomberg, 17 December 

2013). In those statements, violence is regarded as abject and that which is outside of, 

or Other to, civilised behaviour; violence needs to be muted, hollowed, purged and 

extinguished. In addition to Teo’s assertions, Police Commissioner Ng Joo Hee 

reiterated identical views when he reassured the public that no Singaporeans were 

involved in the riot but that the ‘unwanted violence, rioting, destruction of property, 

fighting the police, is not the Singapore way’ (Chan, The Straits Times, 9 December 

2013). Embedded in these views is a reification of Singapore’s placid multicultural 

episteme based on system of difference and ethnic absolutism, a ‘them’ and ‘us’ 

dialectic where Singaporeans are civilised and consultative – visible, vocal, verbal, as 

opposed to the foreign Others, here specifically the lower caste migrant worker, who 

are violent – invisible, silent, mute. Violence is regarded as an unfortunate mistake and 

not characteristic of, or proper to, the Singapore government’s meticulously designed 

discourse of multicultural harmony and stability. 

 Performative silencing – discourses that mute – was prevalent in the way the 

civilised speech of state-controlled media and official statements remained dumb about 

the underlying social causes of the riot. This silencing to effect silence was a distinct 

measure to eradicate the sensibilities and subjectivities of Other individuals who 

formed the rioting mob. In what is a critical incident in the nation’s history, with the last 

riot having occurred more than forty years ago, the event exposed the violence of class 
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stratification, consequent of the state’s resultant, capital-driven, neo-liberal strategies 

of transient labour. This rupture in the well-preserved illusion of a seamless social 

fabric reverberated with the voices of the muted underclass but such ‘noise’ was 

performatively silenced by prevailing political language-games. In the immediate 

aftermath, a Committee of Inquiry was set up by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong to 

investigate the causes and consequences of the incident. The conclusions drawn by 

Singapore’s primary broadsheet underscored the ‘major role’ alcohol had played in the 

mayhem (Lim The Straits Times, 26 March 2014). In an explanation that performed the 

concealment of deeper sentiment, Lui Tuck Yew, Minister for Transport and also for 

the constituency in which Little India is situated, conjectured how ‘in [his] mind, it was 

quite evident that alcohol could have been a contributory factor’ (Heng The Straits 

Times, 9 December 2013); This conclusion was reached via correlations between the 

prevalent smell of alcohol and nine shops with liquor licenses located in proximity to 

the riot’s epicentre. Second Minister for Home Affairs S. Iswaran reiterated shortly 

after, on his Facebook page, that ‘[a]lcohol consumption was a contributory factor’ 

(Chen et. al. Bloomberg, 11 December 2013). In their enunciation via state-controlled 

media, Lui and Iswaran’s utterances became illocutionary acts of discipline and 

subordination as a new bill to ban the sale and consumption of alcohol in the area, on 

weekends and public holidays, became immediately effected.10  

 The Little India Riot made international headlines. The ban on alcohol was 

equally newsworthy perhaps because of the seemingly illogical explanation provided 

by state officials. The government’s post-haste reaction was published in Bloomberg, 

The Economist, and Times of India, among other notable broadsheets; The New York 
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Times promptly ran a controversial editorial that probed the soundness of alcohol as a 

contributory logic. Entitled ‘Singapore’s Angry Migrant Workers’ (Anon. ‘27 December 

2013), the article exposed the exploitation of transient workers in Singapore: debt-

labour, low wages, crowded living conditions and a silence rendered by a lack of 

proficiency in Singapore’s language of commerce - English. Implicitly, The New York 

Times put these forward as the underlying causes of the riot, explicating more 

thoroughly what The Economist subtly posited:  ‘alcohol alone would not have turned 

hundreds of usually peaceful workers into a belligerent mob’ (Anon. ‘Trouble in Little 

India’, 14 December 2013).  

 The riot and the official responses to its causes and conditions reify Bataille’s 

interrogation of the silence-violence / speech-civilisation dialectic: it demonstrates how 

the superstructures of free-market capitalism and neo-liberal civilisation are built on 

speech, rhetoric and discourse. Civil order, the bedrock of Singapore’s rapid progress 

and stability, must not be threatened by silence speaking as violence; silence must 

remain the Other of speech. Yet, as Bataille reminds us, violence is always stubbornly 

there, a testament to silence’s refusal to be muted (1957 (1986): 187).  

 

Dissensus: The Politics of Silence 

The systematic and systemic silencing of the subaltern migrant workers exemplify the 

hegemonic monophony of authoritarian politics that compels all to follow the strict rules 

of its (neo-liberal, globalist economic) language-game. The immediate events that 

followed the riot demonstrated how power was transmitted and distributed through 

illocutionary acts of state media and state representatives that reified the visible yet 
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silent social hierarchies prevalent in First-World Singapore. Yet the riot – its violent 

acoustics – exposed the fractures of the ‘normative’ structures of multicultural 

harmony, once believed to be sedimented and sacrosanct.   

After news of the riot was publicly known, via tweets, Facebook posts and 

YouTube videos, a slew of racist slurs and denigrations filled social media sites. 

Racially derogatory remarks such as ‘those Indian bastards’, ‘banglas’,11 ‘Indian 

barbarians’, ‘foreign hooligans’, ‘black fags’ and ‘stupid ah neh’12 were sprawled in the 

comments section of the first YouTube video of the riot. Other comments included 

scathing remarks on the cultural practices of Indians; YouTube commenter 

masonicbrother688 claimed, ‘You can’t teach these people social and moral virtues, 

They have none all they know is how to rape, steal and live is a shit hole. They still eat 

with their hands and cant find their way to wash what other way would they act?’ 

(YouTube, 8 December 2013).13 Some blamed the government and its mercantilist 

ethos for allowing such an uninhibited and massive influx of foreign workers while 

others seemed concerned about taxpayers’ dollars being squandered on the 

necessary repairs in the aftermath of the violence. Ultra-nationalistic sentiments were 

roused as virtual citizens decried the behaviour of those alien Others who were 

likewise racial Others. In archetypal Singlish, and mockingly imitating Tamil phonics, a 

post by Mazlianah Baybjepon wrote:  

 

drama mama.. fool of drama. guess too much of the Bollywood and tamil movie. 

they think they can get scott free like all those hindi/tamil movies they watch. 

sorry mate this is SINGAPORE. No one get going freely once crime is done. ah 
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nehh u must learn how to chill and behave in people country la deyy …earning 

living here don’t stir trouble laaa ah nehhh.  

           (YouTube, 8 December 2013) 

 

Palsamy Thayal asserted that the rioters are ‘uncivilised uneducated India born 

citizens [who] burned the Police cars & ambulance. I go to India I don’t behave like 

this. I obey the law & behave like human because I’m born in Singapore. Singaporeans 

don’t behave like this’ (YouTube, 8 December 2013). Demonstrating little empathy or 

erudition in the origins and circumstances of the riot, race commingled with foreignness 

became the encompassing explanation for the ‘unruly’ behaviour. Whatever 

incarnation it took, the constant in all of these remarks was the inability to distinguish 

race, ethnicity, nationality and class – a blanket objectification of Otherness as colour. 

Reflecting the complexity of multicultural politics and multiculturalism in a globalised 

city-state, there was sheer ignorance in recognising forms of identity. Blame was most 

readily cast on the rioter’s low-wage labourer status in relation to, and synonymous 

with, the colour of their skin mistakenly comprehended as nationality (or vice versa), 

and misperceived cultural stereotypes such as violent behaviour being inherently 

characteristic of ‘Indians’. Foreignness thus became synonymous with the labour 

functionary, as is with race, ethnicity and social class. These cyber-statements, as 

declarations of public sentiment, most saliently revealed the failure of Singapore’s state 

multiculturalism, achieved through systematic propagandistic education and 

methodical indoctrination of its citizens, as netizens regarded the fractured stability and 

peace as a consequence first of racial foreignness and class difference. 
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Such perceptions, ironically, reflect the ‘success’ of the ruling party’s adherence 

to categories of difference(s) that has been used as a means of identification. Race-

based politics, through the classification of diverse ethnicities into a neat CMIO 

(Chinese, Malay, Indian, Others) model has been a governing philosophy since the 

years of independence. Such an approach to race governance was a remnant of 

British Colonial administration and persisted with the new independent government as 

a means of locating similarity in difference – in recognising (and preserving) one’s 

racial and cultural difference while seeking common ground. Those who did not fit 

neatly into the CMIO mould remained invisible. And silent. Singapore’s multicultural 

politics has thus always been grounded in such a politics of silence and in-visibility, 

based on a distribution of what Jacques Ranciére terms the ‘sensible’. This is 

understood to be that which is ‘capable of being apprehended by the senses’ (2004: 

85). According to Ranciére, society and community are organised on the principle of 

the sensible and its partitioning (the police) and the essential work of politics is to 

configure the spaces so as to make the ‘world of its subjects and its operations seen’ 

(2010: 37). Communities are governed by an ordering of perception that organises 

bodies into common traits with the established order. The police is thus not a social 

function ‘but a symbolic constitution of the social’ (Ranciére 2010: 36) where society is 

divided and partitioned into groups relegated to specific modes of doing, places where 

these tasks and occupations are conducted and the modes of being that correspond to 

these occupations and these places (Ranciére 2010: 36). It is a distribution of visibility 

and invisibility, inclusion and exclusion; there is ‘no place for any void’ (Ranciére 2010: 

36). In thesis seven of ‘Ten Theses on Politics’, Ranciére notes how the partition of the 
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sensible involves the  

 

dividing-up of the world (de monde) and of people (du monde), the nemeïn upon 

which the nomoi of the community are founded. This partition should be 

understood in the double sense of the word: on the one hand, as that which 

separates and excludes; on the other, as that which allows participation  

                 (Ranciére 2010: 36) 

 

The community of transient migrant workers in Singapore are politically and 

socially segregated, made invisible and silenced following a model of the British 

colonial institution of ‘divide-and-rule’ politics, earlier mentioned, which was based on 

the belief that each race had ‘distinctive propensities that were best developed by 

setting up a political structure which maintained things at the stage they appeared to 

have reached when colonisation started […] racial stereotypes came to provide both 

the informal and formal bases for social interaction’ (Benjamin 1976: 120). Not so 

different from the indentured colonised, these hard labourers from Tamil Nadu are 

housed in overcrowded dormitories found in the peripheral zones of the island; 

scheduled transportation takes them to and from their work sites and they remain 

largely ‘out-of-sight’ from the public. On the weekends, they congregate in Little India, 

a micro-simulation of home, so as to disappear into homogeny and familiarity. The 

distinct accommodation plan reifies a politics of racial segregation now commingled 

with class and citizenry: the foreign, transient Indian labourer must be ghettoised and 

governed.14 
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Dissensus occurs, according to Ranciére, when interruption and rupture occur 

(or is performed), where the void is made visible, and what results is a ‘presence of two 

worlds in one’ (2010: 37). It is a ‘politics that comes solely through interruption’ 

(Ranciére 1998: 21) – the invisible world is placed in the visible and in that state, 

dissensus threatens normative politics. Ranciére provides the example of political 

demonstrations as events that make visible that which had no reason to be seen. 

Politics arises as eruptions, as dissensus; they cannot be identified with 

communicative action since such a model, according to Ranciére, presupposes 

‘partners that are already preconstituted as such and discursive forms that entail a 

speech community, the constraints of which is always explicable’ (2010: 38). The Little 

India Riot was such an event of necessary politics, of dissensus, for it revealed 

Singapore’s race and cultural politics not as ‘a confrontation between interests or 

opinions [but a] demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself’ (Ranciére 

2010: 38).  

In its performativity, the riot constructed a ‘paradoxical world’ (Ranciére 2010: 

39) that placed together two separate worlds – of silence/violence and rhetoric/civility. 

More significantly, this dissensus shattered the government’s long-held illusion that 

multicultural relations and race politics are healthy and harmonious. The riot signified 

the end of multiculturalism in Singapore. The dissensus, consequently, necessitates a 

re-examination of policies towards this permanent transient underclass and a deep 

reflection on the success (or failure) of state prescribed multicultural policies.  

 

Polyphonic Multiplicity and Multiculturalism 
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In his writings, in particular Inner Experience (1943, 1989) and Erotism (1959), Bataille 

notes how community is at stake in moments of social crisis: on one hand, the forces 

of increased order try to take control, while on the other, the prospect for genuine 

community (more than just living together) emerges (Hegarty 2000: 95). Community is 

confronted with re-conception in these moments of eruption or dissensus. The Little 

India Riot exemplifies these concerns with community for it revealed a fracture in 

multicultural politics; it exposed how multiculturalism, for a Singapore community, is 

conceived of as a closed system where immigrants, permanent or temporary are 

regarded as a contamination and destruction to ‘community’, this being an inherited 

psychological state from the prevailing national discourse of ‘them-and-us’ born from 

race-based politics. This closed system of community is most evident in the heated 

remarks bellowed by the rioters as they attacked rescue workers. According to the 

‘Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the Little India Riot on 8 December 2013’, the 

rioting workers had believed that the Chinese bus driver, Mr Lee, and his assistant, Ms 

Wong were responsible for the death of Kumaravelu and were hoping that authorities 

would arrest and take them away when they arrived at the scene of the accident. 

Instead, Lee and Wong were shielded from the riotous crowd as officers guided them 

to safety; this intensified their fury. Some Tamil-speaking police officers, accordingly, 

had heard some of the workers yelling, ‘are our lives worthless?’, ‘there is no respect 

for our lives!’ and ‘you all only look after the local people’ (Selvam et. al. 2014: 38. 

Italics added).  

 The ‘them-and-us’ polarity, the demarcated zones of the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, 

as seen from both the perspectives of the rioters and local citizens, reify the (seeming) 
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impossibility of a genuine multicultural community. Such an impossibility is also 

exemplified in the recently concluded investigations on the Little India Riot (30 June 

2014). In the findings and recommendations presented by the appointed Committee of 

Inquiry (COI), all 8 suggestions focussed merely on improving the safety and security 

of affected areas in addition to increased surveillance, improved training of frontline 

officers and better management of areas where workers congregate; only 5 pages of 

the 75-page document attempted to address the conditions and rights of foreign 

workers. As Russell Heng, President of Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), a non-

profit organisation in Singapore that seeks to promote fair treatment of migrant 

workers, notes, what has been done in the aftermath of the riot is insufficient; the 

government has yet again failed to examine or enforce, more carefully, present laws 

and regulations that do not protect workers’ welfare (Chua 2014). Additional 

surveillance devices such as closed-circuit television cameras and increased 

frequency of police patrols remain superficial measures to deal with the symptoms of 

deeper dissatisfactions and further demarcate these places as spaces of potential 

deviance, spaces that are outside of the (local) community. 

While the Little India Riot exposed the essence of politics, ‘a dispute over what 

is given and about the frame which we sense something is given’ (Ranciére 2010: 69), 

the measures taken thereafter and the consensus of plastic recommendations put 

forward by the Committee of Inquiry failed to address the possibilities of change and 

community; they advanced a reversion back to the state of the police – the partitioning 

of the sensible and an underscoring of division and exclusion. These changes did not 

involve the structural transformation necessary for the creation of shared spaces and 
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new multiculturalisms; there was no change in what Wittgenstein terms Lebensformen 

or ‘forms of life’ (1953, 2001) 15 – deep social transformations and revolutions in the 

material conditions of life and ‘consensus of action’ (Wittgenstein 1975: 183-4). The 

continued denial of voice and vocality prevents the possibilities of new 

multiculturalisms or of a politics of multiculturalism for politics, as Ranciére so distinctly 

demarcates from the police, is, before all else, ‘an intervention in the visible and the 

sayable’ (2010: 37), an intervention in the speech-civilisation dialectic. 

 Silences (nonsensical silence, intelligible nonsense) can speak and are not the 

antinomy to speech/civilisation. Writing about silence in voiceless mourning as a 

means of ‘vocal’ lamenting, Marios Chatziprokopiou postulates that silence should not 

be considered as an essentialised opposite of vocal excess but works in an antiphonic 

relation (2015: 123). Citing the work of performance artists and groups such as Leda 

Papakonstandinou and The Women in Black, Chatziprokopiou suggests how 

mandated silence can deconstruct master narratives (2015: 123). The nonsensical 

silence and intelligible nonsense of the riot resonated with such potential to 

deconstruct Singapore’s multicultural discourse based on race politics and a ‘them-

and-us’ divide. For multiculturalism in Singapore to be reconceived and re-examined in 

an age of transcultural and transeconomic throughflows, the binarisms of speech / 

civilisation – silence / violence need to be broken; silence must not only be considered 

in antiphony to vocality but must be given voice. There needs a conscious radical 

critique of existing language-games that prescribe stale and simplistic concepts of 

racial harmony and cultural integration; it requires a deep structural transformation that 

considers a ‘polyphony of language-games’ which ‘allow for a multiplicity of voices and 
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standpoints’ (Medina 2004: 567). In such a polyphony, the ‘intelligible nonsense’ of the 

riot can be comprehended and the silence of these transient workers can be made 

audible. A re-examination of the politics of multicultural practice entails, as Medina 

stresses, acts of listening to the silent voices that are ‘in principle audible and these 

presently unspeakable meanings are in principle expressible’ (2004: 570).  

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Notes  
                                                
1 This is also the sub-title used in the article published in The Economist. See F.C. 

(2013).  

2 Liberal theories of multicultural accommodation (LTMA) are defined by political 

theorists as governance through the acceptance of plurality. While diverse in variant 

beliefs, the general principle is concerned with the commitment to pluralism where 

cultural groups should have autonomy and should be allowed to organise their ways of 

life to reflect the plurality of legitimate values and value orderings. See Galston (2002), 

Gray (2000) and Weinstock (2007). 

3 An accurate figure remains impossible to determine with early news reports 

estimating the number of rioters to be 400 but this was later revised to about 300. 

4 This is taken from Chapter VIII of the Singapore Statutes. Available at 

http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/search/display/view.w3p;ident=9e3d5b56-d8fc-4b32-

96f2-90790133a442;query=DocId%3A025e7646-947b-462c-b557-

60aa55dc7b42%20Depth%3A0;rec=0.  

5 News sources have varying figures for those arrested and charged but the numbers 

stated here are taken from the Singapore government’s website. See ‘Law and 

Regulation: What are the Facts of the Rioting Incident at Little India on 8 Dec?’, 

Available at http://www.gov.sg/government/web/content/govsg/ 

classic/factually/factually-20131213-what-are-the-facts-of-the-rioting-incident-at-little-

india-on-8-dec.  

6 See YouTube video posted by ‘iamdaremixer’, (23 mins), ‘Singapore Little India Riot 

Angle 1’.  
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7 In an article written by Murray Hunter, Singapore was labelled as the only true 

mercantile state in the world with its almost-free market practices and the corporatist 

approaches to governance. See Hunter (2013). 

8 This is with the latest figure reported by Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower See 

http://www.mom.gov.sg/statisticspublications/others/statistics/Pages/ForeignWorkforce

Numbers.aspx. 

9 There have been many accounts of these exploitations such as those that involve 

non-payment of workplace injury or unfair deduction of work equipment, among others. 

‘Transient Workers Count Too’ is a non-profit organisation that attempts to improve the 

conditions of low-wage migrant workers in Singapore. The website contains articles 

detailing the unethical work practices and inhumane living conditions of this 

underclass. See TWC2: Transient Workers Count Too, http://www.twc2.org.sg/. 

10 What was a temporary ban over one weekend was subsequently extended for six 

months under the ‘Public Order (Preservation) Act’ with the only premise being a 

government official’s conjecture. 

11 This is a colloquial term used by Singaporeans to describe foreign Indian and/or 

Bangladeshi workers.  

12 ah neh is the colloquial derogatory term, used in Singapore, to describe Indians of all 

descent.  

13 The quote has been taken in verbatim and the colloquialisms, misspellings and 

grammatical errors are original. 

14 As reported in the local broadsheets and new media platforms, there have been 

cases of increasing tensions in places where foreign workers reside. Residents of 
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some housing estates in which these dormitories are located have, in cases, erected 

steel barricades and set up patrols to prevent these foreign workers from loitering in 

their neighbourhood. See Tan (2008). The article is reprinted here: 

http://heresthenews.blogspot.co.uk/.  See also Au Yeong et. al. (2007). 

15 The expression ‘forms of life’ is used at several junctures in Philosophical 

Investigations (1953) and Wittgenstein was not very precise on what it meant, it is 

generally taken to refer to the conditions and contexts – sociological, physical, 

behavioural and historical – in which a particular language derives, or contains, 

meaning. See J.F.M. Hunter (1968).  
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