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hand, wealth can be accumulated also for handing down to future generations. In the Dynastic Model, 
the wealth that is passed down not only affords the offspring a life of abundance but also gives them a 
head start over their peers. The inter-generational transfer of wealth in the Dynastic Model 
therefore not only perpetrates but also magnifies inequality across generations. 
 
In short, inequality is not just about wages. To see the true extent of the social gap, it is important to 
also look at inheritable income and wealth inequality.  
 
 
B. Income and Wealth Inequality is more Damaging than Wage Inequality 
  
Of the three types of inequality, wage inequality usually raises the most alarm because the pains are 
immediate for households in the lower rungs. But over the longer term, inequality is accelerated 
by incomes from investments which households in the lower rungs have less means to do. 
  
For a long time, it was presumed by many researchers that inequality had been driven more by wages 
than by income from capital because, even though capital income was less equally distributed, it 
accounted for a relative small share of overall income for most families. The publication of Capital in 
the 21st Century by French professor Thomas Picketty, however, fundamentally invalidates that 
presupposition.[1] 
 
Based on data collected from tax records rather than income surveys, Picketty and his associate 
researchers have argued that capital income has played a very significant role in the recent trend of 
increasing inequality, and is likely to play an even more important role in the future especially against a 
background of declining labour shares  across developed countries. In the US, for example, Gini 
coefficient rose from 0.48 to 0.59 between 1979 and 2007 if capital gains were included in the 
calculation of the index. [2] 
 
But across generations, it is the unequal inter-generational transfers of wealth that will really 
magnify inequality. This is because wealth breeds more wealth and the longer the time frame, the 
more wealth is accumulated. In the end, the unequal wealth distribution will inadvertently undermine 
social mobility and results in the emergence of social classes that cause division to a society. 
 
In the US, for example, 42% of children born in poverty would never get out of poverty.[3] A 2008 
study by Pew Charitable Trusts comparing social mobility in different countries also shows that in low 
mobility countries like the US and the UK, 50% of parental earning advantages are passed down to 
benefit 6 generations before advantage disappear. In contrast, in high mobility countries such as 
Canada, Norway, Finland, and Denmark, less than 20% income advantages are passed down to 
offspring and it would take 3 generations to cancel out that advantage.[4] 
 
Finally, what makes wealth inequality even more worrisome is the fact that and it is evolving pretty 
much under the radar. In many countries, there is often no systemic studies over time, whether by 
policymakers or academics, of the wealth gap. Moreover, in the past, wealth was usually invested in 
immovable assets such as land and property. In the context of globalized finance today,  wealth can be 
easily shifted and hidden. As a result, no one can put a finger on exactly how unequal wealth 
distribution really is. 
 

https://www.tanmengwah.com/types-of-inequality  
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02. Different Ways of Calculating Gini Coefficient 
Using Different Types of Data 

 
Different types of data can be used to calculate the index. Depending on the type of data 
used, Gini coefficient only provides a specific and narrow perspective of inequality. 

 
15 May 2016 
 
To begin with, let’s look at how wage inequality is measured. 
  
Currently, the most widely used measurement for inequality is the Gini coefficient. One of the problems 
with looking at inequality using Gini coefficient is that different types of data can be used to calculate 
the index. Depending on the type of data used, Gini coefficient only provides a specific and narrow 
perspective of inequality. 
 
 
A. Six Steps of Calculating Gini Coefficient Using Different Types of Data 
   
The figure below, for example, shows six types of data that can use to calculate the index.[1] 
 

 

At the individual level, inequality can first be looked at narrowly in terms of only personal wages using 
earnings from hourly (Step 1), monthly (Step 2) and annual (Step 3) works. 
  
Next, the value of the index also depends on whether part-time or full-time wage rates are used. The 
importance of this factor increases with the extent of dispersion of working time. The greater the 
proportion of part-time workers within an economy, the more important this factor becomes in 
determining the value of the index.  
  
Another factor, the employment intensity, is whether those who are unemployed all or part of the year 
are included in the calculation of Gini. It has been shown in the EU that the biggest jump takes place 
between steps 2 and 3 when their inclusion increases the value of Gini coefficient significantly 
by 30% on average.  
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As can be seen from the chart, countries such as the UK and Portugal have high levels of both wage and 
income inequality. Luxembourg, Germany and Austria, on the other hand, have high levels of wage 
inequality but low levels of income inequality. Countries such as Finland, Sweden, Denmark, and 
Belgium have low levels of both wage and income inequality. Finally, countries such as Spain, Greece, 
France, and Italy have low levels of wage inequality but high levels of income inequality. 
  
In general, the classification seems to be roughly associated with the different European social 
models:[2] 
 

• the first with the Anglo-Saxon or Liberal model; 
• the second with a Germanic variant of the continental model; 
• the third with the Nordic model and the most social-democratic continental countries; and 
• the fourth with the Mediterranean model. 

 
In short, the European experience shows that when looking at Gini coefficient, it is important to know 
the data use for its calculation and to remember that it only tells a narrow aspect of inequality. 
  
One way to see a more complete picture, for example, is to look at Gini coefficient in conjunction with 
a host of other indicators and ratios that can even be obtained from the same data set used to 
calculate the coefficient, but dissected in different ways. 
 
 

https://www.tanmengwah.com/problems-calculating-gini-coeff  
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03 How Gini Coefficient Significantly Understates 
Inequality in Singapore 

 
31 October 2018 
 
As we have just learned, one of the problems with looking at inequality using Gini coefficient is 
that the index can be calculated from different types of data. Depending on the data type used, Gini 
coefficient only provides a specific and narrow perspective of inequality. 
  
A. How Gini Coefficient Understates Inequality in Singapore 
 
(i)         Use of Households Wages in the Calculation of Gini Coefficient 
 
To begin with, Singapore’s Gini Coefficient is calculated by the Department of Statistic (DOS) using only 
household wages. Even though there are merits in using total household earnings, the approach masks 
the actual wage gap between individuals especially when other benefits such as paid leave and health 
insurance, which can be substantial for the high-income earners, are also included.  
  
For example, there is seemingly no inequality between two similar households both earning a total 
wage of $10,000. But if Household A has only one wage earner while Household B has two, then the 
comparison based on individual wage earner will really be between $10,000 and $5,000 indicating a 
very substantial wage gap. 
  
This is why, In the case of EU, Gini coefficient for wage inequality is calculated at the personal 
level using personal wage data. Gini coefficient for income inequality, on the hand, is calculated at 
the household level using pooled personal income data that combines wage and capital income. 
 
(ii)         Gini Coefficient Measures Relative Inequality but does not Reflect Absolute Inequality 
  
Next, as a measure of relative inequality, Gini coefficient comes with a serious shortcoming: it does not 
reflect absolute inequality. As long as the incomes of the poor grow as fast as those of the rich, the Gini 
coefficient will remain unchanged over time, even though the difference in absolute income have 
changed significantly. 
  
To illustrate, consider two individuals starting with wages $1000 and $2000 see their earnings grow to 
$4000 and $8000 respectively. Gini coefficient will remain the same because both see their wage 
increase to 4 times. Yet their wage gap has grown from the initial $1000 (i.e. $2000 - $1000) to $4000 
($8000 - $4000). So even though the individual with the higher wage experience a larger absolute raise 
and inequality gas in fact increased in absolute term, the unchanged Gini coefficient still concludes that 
growth remain inclusive.[1] 
  
In short, because Gini coefficient is a good measure of relative inequality but does not reflect absolute 
inequality, it makes inequality seem less large. In other words, Gini coefficient is prone to misleading us 
into thinking that economic growth is more “inclusive” than it is. There is a distinct possibility that wage 
inequality may continue to worsen in absolute perspective even if Gini coefficient is maintained at the 
current level. 
  
(iii)          Gini Coefficient Measures Wage Inequality but not Income and Wealth Inequality 
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Finally, most importantly, concerns over Singapore’s state of social inequality should not be just about 
earning from work (i.e. wages) but also about income from capital investments as well as 
about wealth accumulation. 
 
Since Gini coefficient is calculated by the DOS based only on earning from work, what is being tracked in 
Singapore is really only wage inequality but not the broader income inequality which, according to 
Piketty’s research, is likely to be much more pronounced today and in the future given the higher rate 
of investment return than wage growth. Furthermore, while capital gain is not taxed, wage is. 
  
As for wealth inequality, given how much asset values have risen over the past decades, we can expect 
the gap in wealth distribution to be significant if not worse than wage and income inequality. And since 
Singapore does not charge inheritance tax, wealth is passed on without any redistribution. 
  
Of the three types of inequality, wage inequality usually raises the most alarm because the pains for the 
households in the lower rungs are felt in the immediate instant. But over the longer term, inequality is 
accelerated by incomes from investments which households in the lower rungs have less means to 
do. Across generations, the unequal inter-generational transfers of wealth will magnify as wealth 
breeds more wealth. The unequal wealth distribution will inadvertently undermine social mobility and 
results in emergence of social classes. 
  
Hence, if the timeline is projected long enough (says 50 to 100 years), the playing field will increasingly 
be tilt against young Singaporeans who are disadvantaged at birth by their parents’ lower education and 
income levels as well as ownership of assets. With a growing role played by inherited dynastic wealth, 
Singapore is poised for a future dominated by inherited aristocracy and what Picketty 
called patrimonial capitalism. 
  
What makes income and wealth inequality even more worrisome is the fact that and it is evolving 
pretty much under the radar. While we closely track the movement of Gini coefficient to monitor wage 
inequality, there have been no systemic studies over time, whether by policymakers or academics, of 
the wealth gap in Singapore. No one can therefore put a finger on exactly how unequal income and 
wealth distribution really is here. 
 
 
B. True Extent of Inequality: Not only Wage but also Income and Wealth 
 
In short, while Gini coefficient is a useful indicator of inequality, there are serious limitations of using it 
to keep tab of the true state of inequality because  
• the methodology and the choice of data used to calculate the index allows relative inequality to 

be deliberately understated 
• as a relative measures, it hides rapidly widening absolute inequality 
• it does not track income and wealth inequality thus understating the true extent of overall 

social disparity  
 
It is not possible to meaningfully address inequality if its true extent remains hidden. The first step 
towards genuinely tackling inequality in Singapore is therefore to map out a more accurate picture of 
not just wage but also income and wealth distributions. This tracking should be carried out consistently 
over time ideally by an independent institution with no vested interests rather than by the Department 
of Statistics. 
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Such an analysis, conducted with depth and breadth and consistently across a long timeframe using 
a broad range of data sets can help to piece together a more accurate picture than just the Gini-
coefficient can. Until then, measures implemented to tackle social disparity at best merely alleviate the 
pains brought about by inequality while absolute wage gap remains understated and income and 
wealth gaps continue to widen under the radar because the contributing dynamics remained 
unreported and unrestrained.  
 
 
https://www.tanmengwah.com/how-gini-understates-inequality 
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04. Picketty’s Theory on Income and Wealth 
Inequality 

 
31 October 2018 
 
A. Belle Époque & Gilded Age 
 
It was presumed for a long time by many researchers that inequality had been driven more by earnings 
from work (i.e. wages) and that income from capital stock (wealth) is neither important nor interesting. 
The publication of Capital in the 21st Century by French professor Thomas Picketty, however, 
fundamentally invalidates that presupposition. 
  
Using multi-country data dating back 260 years, Picketty shows that even in the past — during 
Europe’s Belle Époque and America’s Gilded Age — unequal ownership of assets (i.e. wealth), not 
unequal pay (i.e. wages), was the prime driver of income disparities. He further warns that societies 
today are showing signs of similar social divide. Picketty’s ground-breaking study on income from capital 
led to a resurgence in research interests on the roles of wealth in driving social disparities.  
 

[About Belle Époque] The Belle Époque was a period of Western European history 
between the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 and the outbreak of World War I in 
1914. The period was characterized by optimism, regional peace, economic prosperity 
and technological, scientific and cultural innovations. It was considered by some as 
a golden age for Europe preceding World War I. In the Great Britain, for example, the 
period of Belle Époque coincided with late Victorian era and early Edwardian era, both of 
which stand out as a time of peace and plenty especially for the aristocrats, the gentry 
and a bourgeoning middle class comprising of entrepreneurial business owners. However, 
under that veil of prosperity, the advent of Industrial Revolution and the rapid increase in 
population and urbanization also resulted in rising incidence of poverty. Workers were 
paid subsistence level wages to work long hours in workhouses with appalling working 
conditions and child labour was prevalent. Shortage in housing also contributed to 
overcrowding and the emergence of slums. In contrast to the hardship of the working 
class, the aristocrats and the gentry were able to live a life of opulence from inherited 
assets. The Belle Époque was therefore also a period of drastic class divide. 
 
[About Gilded Age] The Gilded Age (1870s – 1900), on the other hand, is the American 
parallel of Europe’s Belle Époque. It was a period when big wigs like John Rockefeller, JP 
Morgan and Andrew Carnegie dominated the American industries and political parties 
served the interests of the big businesses instead of the electorates’. Often referred to as 
“robber barons”, these corporate bosses were able to pursue unethical and unfair 
business practices aimed at eliminating competition and increasing profits. As social 
disparity widened and problems of unsafe working conditions, child labour, and political 
and corporate corruption became increasingly widespread and entrenched, many 
Americans began to question the fairness of free-market capitalism. By the 1890s, 
efforts by reformist politicians to rein in these negative effects of industrialization led to 
the onset of Progressive Era lasting till 1920. During this period, the progressives sought 
to regulate private industry, strengthen protections for workers and consumers, expose 
corruption in both government and big business, and generally improve society. In the 



PART III: INEQUALITY IN SINGAPORE IS GROSSLY UNDERSTATED. WHY? 
Tan Meng Wah 

 

10 
www.tanmengwah.com 
tanmengwah@yahoo.com 

end, common sense ideas such as antitrust legislation, progressive income tax, 
minimum/living wage and collective bargaining/unionization laws were passed. 
 

  
B. Why is Income Inequality Always Higher than Wage Inequality? 
  
According to Thomas Picketty, income inequality is always a lot higher than wage inequality.   
  
To explain the higher income inequality, Picketty invokes a simple, intuitive and yet dynamic model that 
takes into consideration rates of economic growth, g, and rates of return to capital, r.  In 
effect, g proxies the rate of wage growth, which is positively link to rate of economic growth. The faster 
the economy grows, the more likely wage growth will also increase. Similarly, the higher the return 
from capital investments, r, the faster wealth will accumulate. 
  
In general, Picketty posits that income inequality, and hence also wealth inequality, is a 
steeply increasing function of (r – g). 
 
When r (i.e. earnings from capital investments) is higher than g (i.e. wage or earnings from work), then 
initial wealth inequalities attributable to intergenerational inheritance get amplified at a faster pace 
than earnings from work can be accumulated in current generation. This results in widening wealth 
inequality over time. Conversely, when g is higher than r, than earnings from work in current generation 
grows faster than new wealth can be generated from existing wealth and wealth gap may not widen as 
quickly or may even begin to narrow depending on how equitable the wage distribution is. 
 
Picketty’s research shows that r was indeed greater than g in most part of the history of mankind. 
During the times of agrarian society, for example, growth was close to 0% while returns to capital, 
mostly in the form of rental income, were 5%. Economic growth rose to 1% – 2% with the onset 
of Industrial Revolution but returns to capital rose in tandem with economic growth too. Wealth gap in 
Europe and the US therefore continued to widen through the 19th century and reached its peak in 1910 
when top 10% wealth share hit 90% and 80% respectively. It began its declining trend though after that 
firstly as a result of the lower return to capital, r, between 1914 – 1945 attributable to the two world 
wars and the Great Depression, the higher tax rates and then because of the higher g of 3% - 4% in the 
vibrant post-war global economy.  
  
After 1970s, however, wealth inequality resumed its climbing trend because of wide-scale neoliberal 
policy initiatives driving privatization, deregulation, and changes in tax structure and of technological 
changes and globalization, all of which contributed to higher r leading to higher income inequality. 
  
On a global level, the real average return on private capital, all classes of assets included – stocks, 
bonds, real estate, bank deposits, and so on – was about 6% between 1980 – 1990  but declined slightly 
to about 5% per year between 2000 – 2015. For those who invest more in international stocks, on the 
other hand, the return they enjoy was 8%. As for hedge funds, reserved for the ultra -rich, their average 
performance at one time even exceeded 10%.[1] 
  
Today, the level of wealth concentration in the top rung has recovered from the 1914 – 1945 shocks 
although the inequality is less extreme than a century ago. Top 10% wealth share in Europe and the US 
hovers around 60% and 70% respectively. The moderation from its 1910 peak of 90% and 80% can be 
explained by the emergence of the new middle class, which was non-existence a century ago, owning 
20% to 30% of the total wealth. 
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Looking ahead, with g slowing down to 1% – 2% (and henceforth also the shrinking of middle class) in 
the long run and with r rising as a result of tax competition between countries to attract capital, wealth 
concentration may well rise again in the coming decades to reach or surpass the peak recorded in the 
early 20th century. 
 
 
https://www.tanmengwah.com/picketty-theory-on-inequality 
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05. Implications of Picketty's Theory on Income and 
Wealth Inequality in Singapore 

 
31 October 2018 
 
If Picketty is right with his thesis that lower economic growth leads to increasing wealth 
inequality because wages grow slower than investment incomes (i.e. g < r), then Singapore’s slowing 
growth associated with its matured economy has serious implications hereon on how equitable wealth 
distribution will be in the coming decades. 
  
During the 1960s – 1990s when Singapore was experiencing high economic growth, people at all rungs 
benefited from the rise in national income (i.e. GDP) despite the unequal distribution in wages. At the 
same time, given the relatively underdeveloped capital markets then, overall households’ income was 
dominated by earnings from work. Wealth distribution in earlier Singapore was therefore likely to be 
more equitable and less unequal at that stage because g (i.e. earnings from work) was greater than r (i.e. 
earnings from investments). 
  
Today, with a matured economy, growth has slowed to 1% – 2%. At the same time, Singapore has also 
evolved into a financial hub with well-developed capital markets providing a wide array of investment 
products generating a return to capital of at least 6% – 8% or even more in exceptionally good years. In 
other words, while wages (i.e. g) have stagnated, investment returns (i.e. r) have risen significantly. 
  
Moreover, high income households generally have more savings to invest. They are also savvier in 
seeking out investment products that offer the highest return, while diversifying their risks. In 
contrast, households at the lower rungs not only have less to invest, most of their savings is in CPF, 
which generates a return that is lower than the 6% – 8%, or in illiquid asset, such as a HDB apartment, 
which not only does not generate any recurring passive income to supplement their lower wages but 
also results in household wealth being eroded as the lease of the flat runs down. 
  
The combination of lower wages and lower returns from savings for households at the lower rungs 
compared to the higher wages and higher returns from investments for households at the upper rungs 
points to the unsavoury truth that wealth distribution may have gotten more unequal over the past 
decades. 
  
According to a global wealth report released by Credit Suisse in October 2013, while the mean 
wealth per adult was US$281,764 in Singapore, median wealth was considerably lower at US$90,466. 
In other words, even though the average wealth per adult was US$281,764, 50% of the adults had 
wealth less than US$90,466. This sizable gap between the median and the mean was one of 
the biggest in the rich world. The top 1% of Singapore’s wealthiest held more than a quarter of the 
country’s wealth. While some 4.4% of Singapore adults had more than US$1 million in wealth, 20% had 
less than US$10,000. Of the other 215 countries surveyed, only Denmark and France had a wealth gap 
wider than that of Singapore.[1] This is quite astounding considering that the wealth inequality in 
Singapore is an outcome of accumulation that has taken place over only about five decades. In contrast, 
Denmark and France had a long aristocratic legacy of inter-generational wealth inheritance spanning 
centuries. 
  
To make matters worse, as more unequal inter-generational transfers of wealth take place In 
Singapore over the coming decades, wealth inequality here can only deteriorate at an even faster rate. 
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The playing field will increasingly tilt against young Singaporeans who are disadvantaged at birth by 
their parents’ lower education and income levels. With a growing role played by inherited dynastic 
wealth, Singapore is poised for a future dominated by inherited aristocracy and what Picketty 
called patrimonial capitalism. 
 

 

https://www.tanmengwah.com/implications-on-sg-wealthinequality  
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06. Singapore's Gilded Age 
 
31 October 2018 
 
"This is the best of times. This is the worst of times." 
 
Charles Dickens wrote this opening line to portray the American’s Gilded Age. But the line is just 
as befitting for today’s Singapore. 
 
  
A. The Failing Politics of Economics 
 
Increasingly, Singapore is divided into two worlds. For some, it is the best of times because they are 
now enjoying the fruit, be it from their hard labour or their astute investments afforded by the 
remarkable economic growth of the past decades. For others, Singapore has become a place where life 
is becoming painfully hard because of stagnating income amid rising living costs and widening social gap 
and of the uncertain, if not bleak, future going forward. 
  
Economic development always produces “winners” and “losers”. But a country’s economy does not 
evolve in a vacuum. For societal developments to be sustainable, the political economic system not only 
must be meritocratic but must also ensure that the “winners” do not take all so that enough is left for 
those who are left behind. The role of any government is therefore not only to develop the 
economy but also to put in place a political system to ensure the equitable distribution of the 
economic gains, inequality notwithstanding. More importantly, the system must also be equitable for 
the future generations so that the odds are not stacked against them even before the race has begun 
for them. 
 
On both counts, for both the current and the future generations of Singaporeans, the politics of 
economics appear to be failing. All these while, political expediency dictates that policymakers focus on 
controlling relative inequality, hence the use of the relative index, Gini coefficient which, by its 
measurement, already puts Singapore among the most unequal in the world. 
 
 
 B. Stiglitz: “Inequality is Created by Government” 
 
But even as a narrow measure of wage inequality, Gini coefficient comes with a serious shortcoming. As 
a relative measure, it does not reflect the rapidly widening absolute inequality which is where the real 
harm is done because when wages are so low for those at the bottom that even just getting by with 
bare necessities becomes hard. Today, absolute wage inequality, not measured by Gini coefficient and 
hence not consistently tracked, is rising at a rate of 20 times between the top and bottom deciles of 
wage earners. 
 
Notably, social disparity today is no more driven by just environmental (e.g. globalization) 
and circumstantial factors (e.g. illnesses). as it was during the 1980s and 1990s. Since the turn of the 
century, inequality in Singapore is increasingly driven by systemic forces (i.e. deliberate policies) 
employed by the Government to extract wealth from the rising land dividend amid declining 
demographic dividend. These systemic rent-seeking policies resulted not only in rising housing, living 
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and business costs but also stagnating wages and declining job security as well as very significant wealth 
transfer from the households to the State. 
 
As the Nobel laureate economist Joseph Stiglitz puts it, "Inequality didn't just happened. It is created 
by the government." 
 
  
C. Inequality Hitting Young Singaporeans 
 
It is not that the Government is doing nothing to address the widening inequality. But efforts are mainly 
targeting at containing damages to alleviate pains created by the rent-seeking policies rather than 
fundamentally addressing the root issues to future-proof Singapore. 
 
Meanwhile, job opportunities for even young Singaporeans are dwindling with a matured economy. 
The high costs of doing business have also resulted in the exodus of MNCs over the past decade leading 
to a further contraction of the manufacturing sector which is the key to support the growth of middle-
class households. For young Singaporeans who are late to the race, they face not only uncertain job 
prospects and lower wage-growth potential but also high living costs. The high housing costs, pushed 
up by government-regulated “market” forces, enslave them to a life of hard work just to pay off an 
“investment asset” that they lease from the government and do not own in reality. 
  
In contrast, those who are lucky to be born into the ‘right’ family are destined to live a gilded life. 
Increasingly, life is becoming a race not with the same starting line but with multiple entry points 
along the way. The privileged ones can be given a lift by their well-endowed parents to join the race at 
an entry point far ahead of others in their cohort. In the coming decades, the skewed playing field will 
increasingly favour those with the right lineage. For those born less privileged and receive no help from 
their parents, who may themselves be struggling with saving for their retirement, they are made to 
bear the full costs of past growth even though they have not benefited as much from Singapore’s past 
success. This is not only inequitable but also unsustainable socially and politically. More will become 
disgruntled and choose to challenge the system. Eventually, the rising inequalities will breed 
cynicism and cause young Singaporeans, especially those born poor, to lose faith with meritocracy. 
  
The problem is also not just the magnitude of the inequality. An even more worrisome issue is that 
widening social gap is driven today not by just environmental (e.g. globalization and technological 
changes) and circumstantial (e.g. inability to work due illness or who your parents are) factors but 
maybe increasingly also by deliberate systemic factors caused by government policies (e.g. high 
housing costs, regressive tax regime, and liberal foreign labour policies). Going forward, social 
disparities risk becoming structural and persistent with inequality breeding more inequality like a 
cancerous growth. The already high inequality will henceforth only worsen rather than improve 
unless strong deliberate actions are taken by the 4G leadership to rein in the runaway 
dynamics driving socioeconomic disparities. 
  
Already, in a 2016 survey conducted by Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), nearly one in five 
Singaporeans between the ages of 19 and 30 wish to emigrate. Among them, almost a third will 
consider the possibility of doing so within the next five years. They believe that doing so will improve 
their social status and socio-economic security. Almost half – 42.6% – agreed that emigration can 
provide a backup plan in case Singapore fails.[1] In another IPS study on social capital released in 
December 2017, it was revealed that the sharpest division in Singapore is now based on class, instead of 
race or religion.[2] 
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It is not only the despondent young Singaporeans who are feeling left behind. Many seniors, after 
having contributed their prime years to the construction of Singapore to make it what it is today, are 
also feeling destitute and forsaken. In 2017, a record high of 129 elderlies aged 60 and above chose 
to end their own life instead of enjoying their golden years in retirement.[3] 
  
D. Policy Paralysis due to Narrowly-Focused Vested Interests 
 
This malaise of a society divided into two blocs – the haves and the have-nots – is hardly new. Socialist 
models and ideas censuring inequality while espousing an inclusive egalitarian vision had sprouted since 
antiquity in the classical works of Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle. Plato’s work Republic, for 
example, depicts an austere society in which men and women of the “guardian” class share with each 
other their few material goods. 
  
For many Singaporeans who are ahead in the race, they choose to believe that all is well and nothing 
should be done to rock the boat while remaining oblivious to the potential troubles ahead. Some also 
questioned why take the government to task since election results have given the ruling party 
a convincing political mandate. 
  
To begin with, election results always favour the incumbents, especially so in the case of Singapore’s 
ruling party, because of its well-honed ability to root out opposing voices and to hold on to power. 
Issues that are debated during the elections are mostly about current pains rather than about our long 
term vision for Singapore and what needs to be done now to bring that vision to fruition. 
 
It is foolhardy to expect inequality to go away on its own. Recent events such as the Brexit and the 
election of Donald Trump as the 45th US President have amply demonstrated the tumultuous 
consequences inequality results. In the US, for example, rising sentiment of disaffection on the ground 
towards the establishment not only prompted calls for protectionism and de-globalization but also led 
to the election of highly controversial Trump. The American society has never been more divided. 
  
Notably, both Britain and the US were the two flag-bearers of the neoliberal economic regime, first 
extensively propagated by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and President Ronald Reagan in the late 
1970s. Today, neoliberalism, which Singapore also faithfully subscribes to, is in disrepute for not only 
leading to frequent financial crisis but also high social inequality.  Britain, for example, has the highest 
Gini coefficient among the European countries. The US, on the other hand, has the highest index among 
the OECD countries. Brexit and the election of Trump did not happen by accident or by fake news. 
  
Singapore need not wait until when 60% of its wealth is concentrated in the hands of 10% of the 
population, as in the case of the US, before we conclude that actions are needed. By then, the drivers of 
inequality in wage, income and wealth would have become structurally entrenched and any efforts to 
narrow disparities will only become increasingly more socially tumultuous as we are witnessing now in 
the US. 
 
More importantly, it is time to ask what kind of society Singaporeans want for the next lap. Do we 
want a society that is divided into two worlds or we prefer a socially cohesive and vibrant nation-
state where class-divide at birth will not be an overriding inhibiting constraint and where all 
Singaporeans have an equitable stake underpinned by meritocracy, inequality notwithstanding. 
 

https://www.tanmengwah.com/singapores-gilded-age 
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