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SPEECH BY MR S JAYAKUMAR, MINISTER OF STATE (LAW AND 
HOME AFFAIRS) AT THE 22ND ANNUAL DINNER AND DANCE OF 
THE SINGAPORE MEDICAL ASSOCIATION AT THE SHANGRI-LA 

HOTEL ON SUNDAY, 25 APRIL 1982 AT 7.30 PM 

I wish to thank you for inviting my wife and I to your annual 
dinner. I thought that this invitation was payment in kind for my 
past services as one of the honorary legal advisers to the SMA, but 
I later realised that the invitation was subject to a proviso, in 
fine print, that I had to speak. 

If all of you are under the impression that I intend to speak 
on a medical topic, then you will be pleased (or disappointed, as the 
case may be) to know that I have no such intention. 
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It is true that I have some links with the medical world, not the 
least important of which being that I am married to a member of your 
noble profession. Many years before that, when I was a final year law 
student, a delegation of medical graduates who were then housemen and 
cow practitioners of considerable repute, asked me to prepare a petition 
to the authorities requesting an increase in housemen's allowance. I 
am glad to say that that first piece of free legal work was successful 
and they got their allowances increased. More recently, I assisted 
your SMA in drafting its memorandum to the Parliamentary Select Committee 
on the Private Hospitals and Medical Clinics Act, 1980. 

But those connections with things medical tight not be a sufficient 
basis to embark on a discourse on a medical topic. Furthermore, it 
seems to me that if I were in your position, having been intoxicated 
with in-depth discussions on medical subjects in the convention for 
the past two days, I would want to enjoy my dinner without a layman 
trespassing on my professional domain. 

For these reasons, I have thought it will be more prudent to speak 
on a matter that a Committee, of which I am the Chairman, has been 
working on for the most part of 1981. I am refering to the Committee 
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established by the Government to review censorship of films and 
publications in Singapore. 

There are two reasons why I have decided to speak on this subject. 
First, the question of censorship of films and publications has 
generated considerable public discussion. Secondly, the Committee 
has concluded its deliberations and has presented its report. Thirdly, 
the Government has accepted the recommendations of the Committee in 
principle. The Report will be made public and you will read the details 
of our recommendations in tomorrow's newspapers. The Committee has 
made a total of 17 recommendations. Let me highlight the major 
recommendations. 

First, the Committee makes a distinction between films (that is 
whether shown in cinemas, TV, video tapes) and printed publications 
and feels that there is greater SCOPE for relaxation of censorship in 
publications. 

Secondly, the Committee finds that in the overall approach to 
censorship, greater attention should be given to the theme and overall 
context in approach to censorship of films or publications. Most 
difficult censorship decisions invariably concern specific scenes or 
pages in a work which may be objectionable under existing criteria. 
There is no problem with blantantly offensive materials such as the 
obviously obscene pornographic materials or materials glorifying 
violence. The controversy is more with the "gray areas" where there 
are scenes or passages in a book which may be questionable. How 
should these problems be solved? The answer does not rest in the 
framing of even more detailed and complicated guidelines. Many of 
these problems can be overcome if the censors are encouraged to pay 
more attention to the overall theme of the work and context in which 
the particular scenes in a film or passages of a book appear. In 
other words, the work should be viewed in its entirely. 

The third aspect of our recommendations concerns censorship of 
films. The Committee examined the existing criteria and guidelines 
concerning censorship of films and feels that it is not necessary to 
make major changes to the existing criteria. The consensus in the 
Committee is that we are in general agreement with the censorship 
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policy and of the view that there is nothing fundamentally wrong with 
the current censorship policy and decisions of the Board of Film 
Censors viewed as a whole, to warrant making any major changes to 
the existing criteria. 

Fourthly, the Committee does feel that censorship policy should 
not remain static and that the Board of Film Censors can move towards 
Lass strict censorship in certain respects. For instance, current 
censorship guidelines are so Strict on allowing any nude scene that 
even a scene which depicts breast-feeding would be cut. Such strict 
interpretation may be too rigid and may rightly be criticised as 
being unrealistic. Certain such scenes could be allowed on condition 
that this is done gradually and with caution and provided that the 
overall context, intention and theme of the film as well as of the 
nude scene is not offensive and is not portrayed to exploit sex. Of 
course, when it comes to pornographic and obscene films and films 
despicting excessive violence, and horror, existing strict policy 
should be maintained. 

Fifthly, the Committee had to grapple with the difficult question 
of film classification. As we all know, the major feature of the 
present system is that persons of all ages may see any film. This 
point has to be borne in mind by the censors. Suggestions have been 
mad; from time to time for classification of films to cater for 
audiences of different age groups. We examined the case for and 
against film classification. What is interesting is that although 
members of the Committee had divergent views on this issue, the 
entire Committee was able to agree that at this stage, it was better 
to effect gradual changes within the exi sting system and not to 
introduce general film classification. 

However, the Committee felt that a limited form of film classi- 
fication could be exercised when applications are made by organisations. 
The decision will be made on merits of the case, having regard to the 
relevance and likely benefits that members of the organisation are 
likely to derive from viewing a particular fill. Conditions can be 
imposed relating to the date and place of viewing, minimum age of the 
audience, the viewing to be opened only to members, etc. It is not 
the intention to encourage widespread and rampant proliferation Of 

clubs and societies applying for such limited classification. What 
we envisage is for the Board to make exceptions on a case by case 
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basis, for example when applications are made by literary, educational, 
cultural or civic groups for a one time or one day screening. The 
reason is that there may be certain films which may have intrinsic 
merit to justify being screened to a limited audience. The example 
that I can think of is there may be a film dealing with the traumas 
of a woman who has been subjected to rape. The certain scenes in the 
film and the theme may not allow the film to be screened for general 
viewing. However, it may be unobjectionable and, indeed, desirable 
for a women's organisation to screen it for their own members. 

Sixthly, the Comittee recommends the establishment of Advisory 
Committees which will have advisory and consultative role on matters 
of film censorship and censorship of publications. This will enable 
the censors to have advice and comments from persons who represent 
a fair cross section of public opinion. The decision making process 
is important. Censorship officials must be attuned to changing 
attitudes and public opinion so that their decisions are not out of 
touch with reality. Such sensitivity on the part of officials may be 
even more important than any sot of guidelines or codes for, however 
Impressive such guidelines may be, the effectiveness of censorship 
policy ultimately depends on the persons implementing them and the way 
in which they approach their work. In this regard, the Advisory 
Committee can be of assistance to the censors as well as to the Ministry 

which in reviewing and formulating policies, could seek the views of 

Seventy , as regards television, the Committee feels that 
censorship of films and programmes telecast by SBC should be subject 
to the came, if not more stringent criteria as that which is appli- 
cable to films screened in cinemas. Much of the public debate on film 
censorship has focusssd on films screened in cinemas and on video 
tapes. Relatively less concern has been expressed over censorship of 
television programnes. The pre-occupation with cinemas up to now 

is understandable because th e advent of TV has been comparatively 
recent We are of the view that it is now time to be concerned with 
the content of TV programmes. Furthermore, we believe that censorship 
of 'TV programme should be subject to the same, if not more Stringent, 
criterion as that applicable to films screened in cinemas. 

I . . . . . ...5/- 
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We envisage however the problems of censorship in future years 
will be more related to television and video tapes. As can be seen 
from the statistics, there was a drop in cinema attendance in 1980 
when compared to the three preceding years. This corresponds with an 
increasing sale of video cassette recorders, and also corresponds 
with the increasing percentage of persons obtaining radio and TV 
licences. We are of the view that- TV, especially with increased 
transmission hours and with more varied and contemporary programmes 
from abroad will attract more viewership. This fact, combined with 
the known pervasive impact of TV, requires us to show greater concern. 

The problems will be even greater if we have additional TV stations 
in the future. 

Eighthly, still on SBC, the Committee feels that certain 
I 

programmes may not be suitable for viewing by children and is of 
the view that such programmes should be telecast late at night 
when the children are not likely to be viewing TV. 

As regards publications, as I have said, the Committee feels 
that a distinction should be made between printed publications and 
films or TV programmes and the Committee's view is that a move should 
be made towards lass strict censorship of certain types of publica- 
tions. The distinction is founded on the very nature of the medium 
of communication. A book, unlike films, cannot be enjoyed en masse. 
Reading a book is an individual and private activity requiring more 
mental effort on the part of the individual than viewing films and 
TV. Films and TV thus have greater potential and impact on society 
(especially children ) than books. Of course, certain types of publica- 
tions must still be detained or banned on the basis of their content, 
for example books which under the guise of serious themes have nothing 
but sex portrayed in a vulgar and objectionable way throughout the 
books and books dealing with horror and violence 

These than are the highlights of the recommendations of the 
Censorship Committee. As I have said, the full report and all the 
recommendations will be made public tomorrow. I am sure it will 
generate considerable discussion. Both the liberals and the con- 
servatives, I am sure, will have much to say. 

To those . ..6/- 



- 6 - 

To those who may think that the Report is overly cautious, let 
we say that we took into account the following: 

(i) Singapore's most important resource is its people. The 
discipline and moral fibre of its people is vital. Any 
erosion of discipline and standards of morality is detri- 
mental to the national interest. We thus cannot afford the 
permissiveness associated with certain aspects of life in 
some other countries. 

(ii) Singapore, like most other societies, recognises that 
children and young persons arc the most important group in 

l need of protection. Thus our censorship policies must pay 
special attention to children and young persons and must 
not undermine what we are seeking to achieve in schools 
through moral education. 

(iii) Singapore is a multi-racial society, with different racial, 
religious and linguistic groups. Films and publications 
must not impair our efforts to prom-la racial harmony and 
religious tolerance. 

(iv) Singapore is an Asian society. Cur population represents 
three Asian cultures - Chinese, Malay and Indian. However 
modernised we become, and whatever levels of education and 
technology we attain, it is of paramount importance that 
we preserve the best in our traditional Asian values, such 
as the sanctity of marriage, the importance of the family, 
respect for elders, filial piety and moral integrity in 
interpersonal relationships. 

(7) It is important to bear in mind the consequences of any 
decision to "relax" or liberalise" censorship. Any 
undesirable consequential effects on society will be difficult 
to rectify. This point in itself is not are argument against 
liberalisation bit is a point which dictates that any change 
should be brought about gradually and cautiously. 

To those who feel the Report may be liberal in some areas, let 
me say that we took into account the following factors: 

(i) Due to . . ...7/- 
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(ii) 

(iii) 

(iv) 

(V) 

(vi) 

(vii) 

Due to various factors, our society is becoming increasingly 
knowledgeable on trends in films, publications and other 
cultural forms in other countries. 

The number of Singaporeans whO are educated is increasing 
and will continue to increase-, leading to greater demand 
for less censorship. 

More Singaporeans are travelling, studying and working 
abroad, enabling them to view the original versions of films, 
read publications banned in Singapore and, generally, to 
observe the cultural trends in other countries and to make 
comparisons with Singapore. 

Singapore's economic and social development in recent years 
and its establishment as a trade, financial and tourist 
centre have also resulted in exposing Singaporeans to values 
and practices in respect of sexual morality of some other 
countries. 

With better standards of living and increased affluence, 
more Singaporeans are able to afford TV sots and video 
recorders. 

The inevitable consequence of the combination of all the 
abovementioned factors is tha t Singapores are aware of 
the latest trends in films and publications abroad, especial- 
ly in United States and Europa. This in turn will lead to 
rapidly changing attitudes and expectations on the part of 
Singaporeans. 

Any policy which has excessive or unrealistic censorship 
of films or publications and which does not take into account 
such changing attitudes wiil be out of touch with reality 
and justifiably subject to criticism. 

When the . . ...?!- 



we realised that our task was not an easy one. Censorship is, to 

start with, highly subjective. It is controversial. Everyone has 

his cm views on the matter. And When you have six persons to review 
censorship policies, you can imagine how difficult the task could be. 
Six persons - two ladies and four men - of different ethnic and 
religious backgrounds; having different careers and experiences - 
two Members of Parliament, one journalist, one novelist-writer, one 
Institute of Education lecturer, and having their individual. views on 
censorship. 

It came as a pleasant surprise to me therefore that the Committee, 
nonetheless, was able to agree on the Report and the recommendations. 
No doubt, the recommendations will attract reactions of approval and 
disapproval from different groups. 
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When the other members of the Committee and I were appointed, 

However, the task of the Committee was not to displease or please 
one or other of the groups but to bear in mind always the overall 
national interest and the societal objectives we want to prom&e, 
preserve and protect in Singapore. Me bore in mind that any realistic 
censorship policy must be founded on national Interest and that any 
decision to change such policy cannot be taken without considering the 
effects on our society. In this regard, we had to carefully strike 
a balance between factors which may warrant a cautious and strict 
policy and factors which may warrant liberalisation in some areas. 
I 'hope our Report has struck a reasonable balance. 


