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Roundtable Discussion with Emeritus Professor Riaz Hassan on “The Singapore Muslim Identity” 

A Report by the Centre for Research on Islamic and Malay Affairs (RIMA) 

 

The discussion started at 11.30am with an introduction of the speaker by Mr Nizam Ismail, Chairman of the 

RIMA Board of Directors. Professor Riaz Hassan began by stating that his presentation for the day would be 

based on a combination of two general concerns:  

1. Findings of his research on the theme of Muslim consciousness;  

2. How the Muslim world will be like by the year 2100 if the present trends continue. 

 

He further mentioned that even though he is an optimist by nature, he does not actually feel encouraged 

when it comes to the future of the Muslim world. Using World Bank statistics which reflects the distribution 

of Muslim countries in different economies, data for the year 2008 shows that 976 million Muslims in 43 

countries suffer from low income per capita, while the rich countries are predominantly non-Muslim. A 

majority of Muslims are also experiencing poverty, despite the fact that many are residing in middle-income 

countries. In Singapore for example, two groups of people stand out - those who are rich, and those who are 

poor. Unfortunately, many of the poor in Singapore are the Malay/Muslims. Almost 74% of Singapore 

Muslims earn less than $2,000 every month. Nevertheless, they are in a better position when compared to the 

global profile of the Muslim poor.  

 

According to Professor Riaz, based on global indices, Muslims indicate the highest illiteracy rate, particularly 

among the women, and experience an average life span several years lower than the rich industrialized 

countries. He questioned whether such a phenomena occurs because of their status as Muslims. However, he 

voiced his doubts about this since statistics in the U.S. show that American Muslims are doing very well 

financially, and that they have among the highest per capita income in the United States.  
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Professor Riaz then proceeded with the argument that perhaps the answer to the question could be found by 

defining the meaning of being a Muslim. According to him, there are five core dimensions to religious piety. 

These are:  

1. Ideological  

2. Ritualistic  

3. Devotional  

4. Cognitive  

5. Consequential  

 

With these five dimensions in mind, Professor Riaz conducted a comparative study of Muslims in several 

countries: Indonesia, Pakistan, Kazakhstan, Egypt, Malaysia, Turkey, Iran and Singapore. According to the 

findings of his research, Kazakhstan scored lowest in the ideological, ritualistic and devotional dimensions. 

This, he said, can be largely attributed to the fact that the practice of Islam was prohibited during the period 

when Kazakhstan was part of the USSR.  Professor Riaz also highlighted that, in terms of these same three 

dimensions, the results for Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore do not vary much.  The variations in the piety 

indicators in various Mulsim countries surveyed were not so much a function of theology, but of the social 

factors.  

 

Professor Riaz also opined that when it comes to rituals, Malaysians and Indonesians appear more orthodox 

than Singaporeans; something which he suspects may be largely due to the majority-minority effect resulting 

in Singaporean Muslims behaving differently as compared to if they were a majority group. Even though 

Singapore Muslims score low in terms of performing rituals, they exhibit a high score in terms of the 

experiential dimension. He thus suggested that they may be more inclined towards practising Sufism than 

others. On the other hand, results reflecting the cognitive dimension indicate that almost all Muslims, 

irrespective of their nationalities, are afraid of God. Muslims in Australia also produced the same result as 

Muslims in Singapore. According to the sociological explanation, this may be because God is the embodiment 

of our society. However, when the same question was put to Christians, rather interestingly the proportion 

who answered yes was only 30%. Only 40 % of Turkish Muslims felt punished by Allah.  

 

Professor Riaz then presented four separate indexes demonstrating the progressiveness, adaptiveness, 

contributiveness and inclusiveness of the Muslims in Singapore. The results indicate that Muslims in 

Singapore score high in terms of all of the aforementioned attributes. According to Professor Riaz, the results 

are almost identical to the Muslims in Australia.  

 

He further mentioned that radicalism and Islam are often associated as being one and the same.  However, he 

opined that radicalism has never been part of the Muslim theology but is instead a by-product of the 
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inequality that often exists in current society. Using the Muslims in Australia as an example, he noted that 

even though adherents there are very well-educated; partly attributable to Australia’s strict immigration 

policy; they are also amongst the most disadvantaged groups in the country when it comes to employment 

and housing. More than half of the Muslim men in Australia are unemployed.  

 

Professor Riaz Hassan also suggested that people most often tend to follow the norms that society has set. For 

example, in order for an individual to be successful, he or she will have to attain a certain level of material 

wealth and so forth; and when these goals cannot be achieved through accepted means, the individual may 

often resort to deviant behavior to achieve them. That is the reason why the role of the government is very 

important. For example, through affirmative actions, the state will be able to provide these individuals with 

the means to achieve their goals, thus mitigating these undesirable outcomes. 

 

After Professor Riaz concluded his presentation, Dr Shamsuri began the round table discussion by reflecting 

that while he agrees with the minority-majority status, more often than not, it is the minorities who will have 

to surrender more of its wants and desires in deference to the majority. Assertiveness seems to be lacking in 

the local minority groups. Professor Riaz agreed that normally there will be trade-offs, especially when the 

minority is trying to conform to the norms and values set by the majority group; but at the same time, it does 

not mean that Muslims have to become Christians in order to succeed. He recalled that through his 

observation of the Singapore society, local Muslim leaders will normally be the ones to show more of their 

allegiance to the country. Additionally, Professor Riaz also noted that during his time teaching in UCLA, he 

came across a number of Muslim students who were effectively living two lives, primarily because they 

wanted to be accepted by the wider American society.  Professor Riaz also opined that minorities continually 

have to negotiate their ‘public performance’. 

 

Mr Azha Putra then gave his views on the lack of public symbols established by the Malay/Muslim 

community. For example, in Singapore, Muslims generously donate their resources to set up mosques and 

religious institutions at the community level but they fail to do so at the national level, such as contributing to 

the building of hospitals or infrastructure such as bridges. Professor Riaz agreed and added that even in 

Australia; while there have been many university residential colleges set up by churches of different sects, 

there are no such institutions established by Australian Muslim organizations. By the same token, when he 

was in Indonesia more than 20 years ago, there were approximately 54 universities but their libraries held 

only between 5,000 to 10,000 books. He questioned the way in which the royalty or the richer Muslim nations 

will more often than not spend billions of dollars on defense, yet fail to provide development aid to other 

Muslims countries which are in dire need of funds. When asked why such things occur and how one can 

change the current situation, Professor Riaz commented on the need for intellectuals to continue to ask 

embarrassing questions. He suggested that RIMA and AMP start by questioning why only 5% of local 
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Malay/Muslim students make it to university. At the global level, they should also ask why there are no world 

class universities in Muslim countries and what stopped well-to-do Muslims from setting up scholarship 

funds for Muslim students. Dr Shamsuri then mentioned that there is an evident absence of critical Muslim 

thinkers and questioned how one can draw intellectuals to participate in the affairs of the society. Professor 

Riaz argued that the Muslim world has an ‘image problem’ with a major issue being the perception on the 

treatment of women. For instance, Professor Riaz said that he is afraid that the management of sexuality by 

Muslims has virtually led to the ‘imprisonment’ of women. He attributed this to the misinterpretation of 

Islamic doctrine and suggested that Muslims look back on examples based on the traditions of the Prophet, 

especially with regard to his first marriage with Khadijah al-Khuwailid. He further reiterated that the Muslim 

world needs world class universities. According to Professor Riaz, if the Muslims do not change, they will 

eventually end up serving the non-Muslims. He called for more Muslims to engage themselves in critical 

thinking. 

 

He added that while the focus has been on the Muslim population in the Middle East, it is worth noting that 

62% of the Muslims live in Asia;  half of them in South Asia alone. By 2030, Pakistan will have the largest 

Muslim population, followed by India and Bangladesh. This should be an issue of grave concern to the 

international Muslim community due to the adverse social impacts that it may generate. For instance, in the 

1950s, Indian Muslims were better off than the untouchables, but today the reverse is true.  

 

Meanwhile, comparing Iran with the rest of the Muslim countries, Professor Riaz highlighted that even though 

the former is a theocratic state, it is a more progressive one. For example, more Iranian females go to school, 

and 54% of the country’s university students are female. The country’s scientists now produce more scientific 

papers than most other comparable Muslim countries.  

 

As a critical scholar, Professor Riaz shared that he is currently in the process of writing a book which has 

components relating to Surah Al-Fiil (Chapter 105: 1-5) of the Qur’an. He explained that the common 

interpretation based on the holy book is that the Abrahah armies which were out to destroy the Ka’bah were 

prevented from completing their mission when the soldiers were attacked by small birds which carried 

stones made of hell fire. However, Professor Riaz then said that what many people do not know is that there 

was a small pox outbreak that plagued the land during this time. Hence he argued that the invading soldiers 

probably died of the smallpox contagion, in which the ‘stones’ were then used as religious metaphor.  

 

Another controversial issue is polygamy. Professor Riaz conveyed that during the time when the text was 

revealed there was no restriction on how many wives a man could marry. He said however, the Qur’an sought 

to cap the number of wives a man could take in at four, given the circumstances during that period.  The 
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implication is that the restriction on the number of wives can be actually altered under different social 

situations.  

 

Dr Shamsuri summed up the discussion by asking Professor Riaz what he thought was the best form of 

affirmative action for the Malay/Muslim community in Singapore. Professor Riaz was of the opinion that the 

Malay/Muslims, as well as the poorer Chinese and Indians, are greatly disadvantaged in Singapore. He argued 

that there should not only be equality of opportunity, but more crucially, equality of outcome. He emphasized 

that this is where affirmative action is needed. Professor Riaz said he was deeply disappointed to observe that 

in a rich country like Singapore, many people are still not able to get adequate medical coverage. 

 

RIMA’s analysis of the event 

The Singapore Muslim Identity was the theme of the Roundtable discussion with Emeritus Professor Riaz 

Hassan, organised by The Centre for Research on Islamic and Malay Affairs (RIMA) on 22 September 2012.  

Prof Riaz shared on the sociological observations which can be inferred from his studies on Muslims from 

various countries as he talked about their economic standing around the world, the measurements of their 

levels of religious piety, and the global outlook for Muslims in the future.  

 

From the two-hour session, the RIMA team felt the biggest takeaways were firstly, how Muslims around the 

world; even those who are better educated than the non-Muslims in their respective societies; still face 

disadvantages as a result of their faith. Such phenomenon sees Muslims turning to disapproved means or 

more specifically, deviant behaviour, in order to attain their wants and needs. Hence, social dysfunctionality 

among Muslims is not caused by adherence to the Islamic faith, but rather a lack of access to opportunities.  

 

Secondly, his prediction that South Asia will overtake Indonesia as the most populous Muslim region by 2030 

brings about the question of whether there will be a shift in the centre of influence on the practice of Islam in 

the future. While it has not generally been seen or felt that Indonesia has had any bearing on the way Islam is 

practiced, it does bring about questions of what the global Muslim climate may be like in the following 

decades.  

 

Thirdly, Prof Riaz presents the observation that Muslims tend to contribute exclusively to their community 

and their faith, rather than to society at large or towards secular causes. An example is how Muslims with the 

financial means are more likely to donate for the building of new mosques, rather than set up libraries and 

hospitals. This translates to lost opportunities for the Muslim community to build up positive images in the 

eyes of mainstream society. The question is if the onus should then be for asatizahs to initiate changes in the 

mindset of Muslims so as to motivate them to participate and contribute at the national level? 
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Overall, it was felt that Prof Riaz’ findings serve to enforce current beliefs which include for example,  the 

opinion that Muslims as a whole are poorer than the general global population, and have high levels of “fear 

of God”. These translate to negative social beliefs and practices in Singapore, where it is not uncommon to 

hear of Muslim parents egging their children to marry quickly in order to avoid sinning; something which 

most likely stems from their strong fear of God. 

 

Prof Riaz’s point about meritocracy and how it results in certain communities not being given equal 

opportunities for material gain relates very much to what is happening to Singapore’s Malay/Muslim 

community (MMC) today.  An argument can therefore be made that for meritocracy to genuinely benefit the 

citizenry, it has to be presented in a more ‘guided’ form. The RIMA team also thinks that there should be 

interventionist policies from the lower levels of individual development, more specifically in the form of early 

education, instead of at the secondary level, in order for the disadvantaged classes to move up the social 

ladder.  

 

As a continuation to the discussion, the team hopes to organise more discussions and seminars especially 

with clerics offering differing viewpoints, as well as to host more interfaith discourses as part of the RIMA 

Colloquium Series. Through such events, RIMA aims to encourage more critical thinking on religion and its 

contextual interpretations.  

 

Additionally, RIMA is also considering a proposal for its flagship event - the Community in Review (CIR) 

Seminar - to deliberate the issues surrounding meritocracy as well as affirmative action approaches. Another 

idea is for RIMA to develop a research programme focusing on Malay and Islamic arts and culture. This would 

not only provide a greater insight into the valuable and positive contributions of the Malays and Muslims in 

Singapore, but also help raise awareness of the ‘Golden Age of Islam’ and the hugely significant contributions 

of the Islamic civilisation throughout history; something which it is hoped would also help negate some of the 

prevailing negative stereotypes of Islam and Muslims in today’s society.  

 


