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Effectively, the re-positioning from “Surprising Singapore” to “New
Asia — Singapore” is not one of introducing modern development into
Singapore cultural mix. Instead, it is to maintain a sense of oriental
exoticism in its brand imagery. Many Asian aspects of Singapore soci-
ety are increasingly difficult to observe and experience by tourists. “New
Asia — Singapore” accentuates oriental aspects of the city to tourists. It
decodes the “Asian soul” behind the modern facade. Dayne Lim con-
tinued (personal interview):

The way that people work, in the way that we see ourselves, in
the way that we re-engineer things, in a lot of the traditions that we
currently practice [...] we are still Asian in our soul.

By melting modernity and exotic Asia together, STB tries to claim
an indigenous Singapore. It asserts that Singapore has progressed and
modernised in an Asian manner, and its oriental traditions have also
changed and modernised through external global influences. These meta-
morphosed aspects of culture are considered truly Singaporean. Subse-
quently, “New Asia — Singapore” hopes to offer products that are dif-
ferent from competitors in the region. “New Asia — Singapore”
interpreted Singapore as an indigenous brewing of multiple cultures,
and of the old and the new, would distinguish Singapore from the
region’s more “pristine” destinations.

In making clear the official concept of “New Asia — Singapore”,
the STPB Destination Marketing Division offered a brief (11 Septem-
ber 1997), stating that “New Asia” can be found in Singaporean
lifestyle, food, music and various attractions. The brief reiterated that
though Singaporeans live in a modern environment, their lifestyles reflect
some traditional ways of life. Practices such as hanging clothes to dry
on bamboo poles (Fig. 2), dishes such as passionfruit ginger seabass
and banana “pizza” with honey lavender ice cream offered in Doc
Cheng’s Restaurant in the Raffles Hotel, places like Suntec City, Asia’s
largest convention/exhibition centre, with its modern buildings organ-
ised according to the ancient Chinese belief of geomancy, are “New
Asia” examples. Basically, as already mentioned, “New Asia” decodes
Singaporean society as an entangled mix of East and West, old and
new.

Images of “New Asia — Singapore” are aggressively promoted
throughout the world. Since the launch of “New Asia — Singapore”,
advertisements can be found on the Internet, international newsmagazines
and global television networks. The tourism authorities in Singapore
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Figure 2. A traditional
Asian way of drying
clothes in modern high
rise flats: a sign of “New
Asia — Singapore”,

have always emphasised on market promotion. Between 1991 and 1995,
the authorities spent between 88 and 92 percent of its budget on pro-
motion (WTO, 1996, p. 67).

STB has also developed a number of “New Asia — Singapore” tour
products since 1996. Asad Shiraz, explained:

What we are doing is we are changing the tourist products in Sin-
gapore., We want them to experience the “New Asia — Singapore”. Yes,
today as the lold] tours are conducted, they will not go away thinking
that Singapore is New Asia. And that's why the tourist board is involved
in not just brand positioning, but influencing the type of products so
that there is a match between our positioning and what we are selling
to the consumer.
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STB also launched the Tourism Development Assistance Scheme
(TDAS) in 1998 to further strengthen the tourism industry. The author-
ities have allocated US$50 million to be used over ten years for this
scheme. More money will be offered if necessary (The Straits Times, 4
May 1998). Among other things, products consistent with the “New Asia
— Singapore” theme would be developed. Through TDAS, for instance,
the STB and Agri-Food and Veterinary Authority of Singapore assisted
five urban farms within the Singapore’s Agrotechnology Parks to
enhance and develop visitor-friendly programmes. In the name of agri-
tourism, the parks would showcase a brand of intensive modern city
farming technologies, in rare and rustic Singapore settings. These farms
would offer exotic and endangered plants, environmentally friendly and
pesticide-free vegetables, ornamental fish and tropical orchids (S7B
press release, 19 May 2000).

With the many connotations tied to “New Asia — Singapore”, Sin-
gapore is offering its style of Asian development and asserting an
indigenous modern Singapore. Its new identity is supposed to capture
the essence of modern Singapore, and at the same time, create an even
more exciting destination for visitors.

As can be seen from the discussions so far, “New Asia — Singa-
pore” is descriptive, in the sense that it attempts to capture the
“essence” of Singapore. This point is reflected in the STPB Destination
Marketing Division brief, “New Asia — Singapore’: the concept” (11 Sep-
tember 1997, highlights in original):

“New Asia - Singapore” is not a product one consciously creates. It
is the sum total of the way we live, work and think. The products are an
expression of all that.

The STPB Destination Marketing Division brief also stated:

In short, “New Asia — Singapore” expresses the essence of today’s
Singapore: a vibrant, multi-cultural, sophisticated city-state where tradi-
tion and modernity, East and West meet in harmony; a place where one
can see and feel the energy that makes New Asia — Singapore the exem-
plar of the dynamism of the South-East Asia region.

However, “New Asia — Singapore” also offers a vision. It generates
new tourist products (e.g. through TDAS) and forms perceptions and
images for visitors by focusing the attention of tourists on selected
delightful things in Singapore (Ooi, 2001b, pp. 145-179). As I shall elab-
orate later, the “New Asia — Singapore” vision is also changing local
society.
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MEDIATED INTERPRETATIONS: DECODING RFALITY OR VISIONS?

In the beginning of this paper, I pointed out that tourists are on a
relatively short period of visit, they lack local knowledge and they are
engaged in leisure activities. This led to the situation in which tourists
need the help of cultural mediators to decode the local meanings of
cultural products for them. However, because of the situation in which
tourists lack the resources and knowledge to verify what they have
been told, it is possible for cultural mediators to modify or even fab-
ricate local cultures, so as to better entice tourists with their products.
I also pointed out that the interpretation of cultures is not a straight-
forward process. 1 posed these questions: What types of interpretations
are offered to tourists? And how would these interpretations lead to
changes in local society?

In the case of “New Asia — Singapore”, it selectively accentuates
aspects of local cultures for tourist consumption. This identity product
has to reflect local society and at the same time please and excite
tourists. Through “New Asia — Singapore”, the STB has modified, enhance
and even created cultures to realise the identity. Therefore the types of
interpretations offered by the STB are both descriptive of the society,
as well as visionary. It is visionary because aspects of the identity are
appealing images imagined and constructed for the tourist market. How-
ever, the new products stemming from the “New Asia” vision are also
being appropriated into local society.

The STB works with other state agencies to “enhance” Singapore-
an cultures through nation-building programmes. For example, every
year since the early 1980s, the tourism authorities organise street light-
ups and activities in Chinatown during Chinese New Year, Serangoon
Road during Deepavali (the Hindu festival of lights), Orchard Road dur-
ing Christmas and Geylang Road during Hari Raya Puasa and Hari Raya
Haji (Muslim festivals). These light-ups generate atmospheres of excite-
ment, and at the same time, celebrate ethnic pride according to the
official Singaporean Chinese, Indian, Malay and Others ethnic mix mod-
el (Benjamin, 1976, Chang, 1997b; Leong, 1997; Siddique, 1990)'. These
lively and colorful events make Singapore an eventful city, and they
are aggressively promoted to tourists. Although these events are state-

! The Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others (CMIO) model is a social engineering

programme to fit all Singaporeans into broadly pre-defined ethnic communities. The
CMIO model is also used as a framework in organising another tourist product, the
Asian Civilisations Museum (Ooi, 2001a).
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organised and staged through the STB, they have become popular with
locals over the years. The popularity of these festivals with locals have
made these events part of Singaporean society.

Similarly, the STB co-organised the first Singapore River Buskers
Festival in December 1997. In line with “New Asia — Singapore”, this
is another activity to make Singapore into an eventful and spontaneous
city. Busking had been forbidden in Singapore but laws were relaxed
weeks before the festival (The Straits Times, 1 October 1997). In Sep-
tember 1998, before the second festival, busking regulations in Singa-
pore are further relaxed to allow for longer performance hours and
audience participation. More places are made available for buskers to
perform. Monthly charity busking sessions are being organised. Appar-
ently, the Singapore River Buskers Festival would be the annual cul-
mination of this new form of street life in Singapore. STB is initiating
programmes to make Singapore a livelier city.

There are also indications that “New Asia — Singapore” has since
taken a reality of a cultural and discursive category in Singaporean soci-
ety. For example, The Straits Times (3 August 1997) compared “New
Asia cuisine” to fusion cuisine invented in California in the mid 1980s.
In another issue, The Straits Times searched for “Singapore’s original
‘food people’, who may have been the first to invent fusion fare” (1
May 1998). “New Asia — Singapore” as a cultural category, labels numer-
ous local practices “New Asia”. This new “New Asia — Singapore” cat-
egory, The Straits Times admitted as a term “coined here about 18
months ago” (3 August 1997).

The acceptance and appropriation of tourist-driven cultures into Sin-
gaporean society reflect the general social cultural attitude of the peo-
ple. Singapore has evolved into a pragmatic society (Chua, 1995, pp.
68-70). Singaporeans do not necessarily reject profit-driven culture, art,
environmentalism and public programmes (Chua, 1995). The compart-
mentalisation of economics from other aspects of social and cultural
life is blurred in Singapore. This is supposedly part of the Singapore-
an “New Asia” approach. Singapore embraces foreign influences, adopts
new technologies, seizes international business opportunities and
appropriates foreign cultures. While the state attempts to control “unde-
sirable” foreign influences, this city-state constantly embraces the world
economically. Its open trade policies often entail accepting many influ-
ences from the world. Tourism is one of them.

Besides that, the social engineering of Singapore through tourism
programmes must also be understood in the soft authoritarian regime

631

CAUCE. Nim. 24. OOI, Can-Seng (Singapore/Denmark). Decoding and Manufacturing ...

= = Centro Virtual Cervantes















CAUCE. Num. 24. OOl, Can-Seng (Singapore/Denmark). Decoding and Manufacturing ...

= b= Centro Virtual Cervantes



	CampoTexto: CAUCE. Núm. 24. OOI, Can-Seng (Singapore/Denmark). Decoding and Manufacturing ...


