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If these seem like lofty jargon thrown

recklessly into the already overwhelming

melting pot of vocabulary, fear not - we have

tried our very best to make each phrase in

each section applicable to concrete situations

that have happened all over the world,

explaining things that might not be clear and

focusing on important parts for each case

study. In each of these pieces, we highlight

and examine an oppressive system in society

through a specific theoretical lens. Then, using

what we learnt, we offer one solution for

eliminating or overcoming it.

We hope that by reading our work, you

understand the parts of yourself that may not

belong to you, and see the world and all the

people that fall in its many cracks and

crevices.

We hope that by sharing our vision of the

world, you become inspired to envision and

realize your own better tomorrow.

In reading all these theories about oppression

and overcoming it, we struggled to see how

these theoretical frameworks could be applied

to society. What would the world look like if

this oppression were eliminated? So, we

sought to answer that ourselves

In this zine, you will find 9 different pieces of

writing covering three broad themes of anti-

dialogical education and action, decolonial

aesthesis, and finally prison abolition and

transformative justice, 

We are a group of 18 students from Yale-

NUS College in Singapore. For the past 13

weeks, we have been learning about

oppression – how to recognize it, analyze

it, and dismantle it in its many shapes and

sizes in our institutions as well as our

everyday lives. 

OPPRESSION & INJUSTICEINTRODUCTION
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PEDAGOGY OF
THE OPPRESSED





Rethinking
Critical Thinking
in Singapore
T H R O U G H  T H E  L E N S  O F  P A U L O  F R E I R E

With students consistently ranking well in global
achievement tests like the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA), Singapore’s education system
has often been lauded as one of the best in the world.
Yet simultaneously, it has also received criticism for its
emphasis on rote-learning. Students are drilled with
problem sums from past-year exam papers in order for
them perform well on standardized exams. But what
exactly is so wrong with this rote learning method and
why does it need to be changed? Here, we look at Freire's
concept of the 'banking model of education' [3].

[ 1 ]
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What is the "banking model" of education?
According to Freire, the traditional student-teacher relationship pretty
much constitutes the banking model of education. In this relationship, the
teacher is regarded as knowledgeable while the student is viewed as
ignorant.  The student is regarded as a “container” to be deposited with
knowledge deemed useful by their teacher - like a bank. The student is
expected to remain meek and unquestioning to the authoritative role of
the teacher, accepting the knowledge provided without critiquing, filtering
or interpreting it. Students become passive learners, regurgitating the
information that they receive. Here are some examples in the
Singaporean context that might be all too familiar to you......

“ For your A level General 
Paper, just memorize some
examples. Or you can buy
the KSBull book produced

by  RJC, 
there is a bunch of GP
model essays there”

“The Science A levels
practicals will be

almost exactly the
same as the actual

one. Just follow it step
by step”

Freire argues its problem lies in that it reproduces existing power
imbalances. The banking model encourages students to conform to the
ways of society rather than questioning and changing it. Students learn to
accept the status quo, eventually enter into adulthood as compliant workers.
This benefits those in positions of power, the “oppressors”, as Freire terms
them, who do not want to see existing systems transformed because it
benefits them. As the oppressed are conditioned to remain subservient,
they remain unaware that they are being oppressed and do not take steps
to end the cycle of oppression.

But what is so bad about the banking model?

Listen to 
everything I

say
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The alternative: Problem-posing Model
As the name suggests, the alternative that Freire has in mind involves asking
a lot of questions. Under this model, teachers are not assumed to have “all-
knowing authority” with regards to knowledge. Instead, teachers approach
students as fellow learners, dialoguing extensively with them. Here, the
teacher is required to keep an open mind, respecting that students have
prior knowledge that might be useful in the classroom. Instead of forcing
students to regurgitate information, the teacher encourages students to
take ownership over their learning, helping them to develop critical thinking
skills (of which Freire terms as conscientizacao). With conscientizacao,
students do not just learn how to tackle theoretical concepts, but also learn
to think about phenomena that have relevance to their daily lives. They then
become more aware about how they are being oppressed/ are contributing
to the oppressive system and are able work towards ending the cycle of
oppression.

But doesn't
Singapore rank
highly on critical
thinking
assessments?

Looking at how Singaporean students perform on critical-thinking
components in global achievement tests, some might argue that Singapore’s
education system has made significant progress in incorporating the
problem-posing model. After all, the Singaporean government has adopted
an increasing number of policies to develop critical thinking abilities amongst
students...

For starters, the Ministry of Education (MOE) allocated regular time
periods to programmes that specifically develop the critical thinking
abilities of students.From kindergarten to secondary school, the
“Philosophy for Children Programme” [5] is regularly conducted for students;
while in Junior College, critical thinking is inoculated through subjects like
Project Work. These programmes claim to provide students with the
opportunity to “explore different suggestions, weigh different evidence sand
question each others’ assumptions”. But do such compartmentalised forms
of "critical thinking" really count as problem-solving?

[ 4 ]
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In 2004, MOE also introduced the Integrated Programme (IP), which allowed
academically-stronger students to skip the GCE “O Levels” examinations and
enter directly into the next phase of education [6]. By removing time previously
allocated to exam preparation, it was  intended that academically-stronger
students would be able to spend more time on non-academic curriculum,
developing critical thinking skills that would allow them to become
“cosmopolitan leaders of tomorrow” [7]. Each of the Integrated Programme
schools designed their own version of a “critical thinking programme”, including
elements like debating competitions, cross-cultural exchanges and so on. But is
the Integrated Programme really the panacea?

Despite its focus on critical thinking, the rationale for MOE’s emphasis on
critical thinking has been primarily pragmatic in nature---its aim is to propagate
21st century core competencies [8] in which critical thinking is a major
component. The MOE observes that critical thinking is necessary to equip
students with the ability to face the demands and opportunities brought about
by globalisation. But is developing critical thinking for such aims really critical
thinking according to Freire? 

A key component in what Freire means by the
problem-posing model is the aim to make
everyone become more human in a broader path
towards freedom. What he means by freedom is
not just freedom from hunger and starvation,
which all animals seek; to be free and fully human
is “to create and to construct, to wonder and to
venture” in active and responsible ways -
constantly reflecting upon the world and acting on
those reflections. This, of course, requires
constant, authentic dialogue where the
boundaries between teachers and students
dissolve and everyone learns together from each
other.

"Critical Thinking" in the Problem-
posing Model

6



With this in mind, Freire would likely see Singapore’s efforts in promoting
“critical thinking” in Singapore as important first steps in turning away from
the banking model of education, but still not quite “critical” enough for it to
be a problem-posing model yet.

First, while activities like debating and Model
United Nations encouraged in the Integrated
Programme do prompt us to communicate with
each other in rational, diplomatic manners and
compel us to engage with various perspectives,
they may be lacking in the acting and reflecting
aspects that are crucial in achieving
conscientizacao. Similar to the allocation of
specific timelots in students’ schedules to promote
critical thinking, the exercise of these skills are
compartmentalised and thus limited to particular
periods in a student’s time in school. The topics on
which students get to engage in dialogues are also
limited to the learning objectives of the particular
courses and activities. For Freire, though, not only
does the problem-posing mentality need to extend across all subjects, it also
needs to be applied beyond the school setting. How we can ensure that
students actually reflect on these experiences and dialogues, and act on the
intended “lessons” of respectful communication and compassion - beyond
striving for grades and awards - is rather unclear.

 
The fact that these critical thinking-related
programmes are mainly promoted through
the Integrated Programme, and thus almost
exclusively to the students atop the streaming

system, also implies that some Singapore youth are seen as more human, or
more deserving to be fully human, than their peers. While some are trained to
become future pinnacles of society, others are taught to be compliant and
passive workers. However, Freire argues that the pursuit of full humanity is
universal and cannot be done individualistically; one’s becoming human should
never be an obstacle to others’ becoming human.
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The intention to cultivate “cosmopolitan leaders of
tomorrow” behind these critical thinking
programmes suggests that there is a very specific list
of pragmatic skills that educators want students to
take away. Students most likely have no say in what
activities they want to engage in and/or what topics
they would like to cover in class. This signals a
distrust in students’ abilities as full humans to think

 

and reflect for themselves. Their thinking is instead limited within a narrow,
pre-decided set of boundaries that reflect the government’s vision of an ideal,
model citizen in the 21st century best fit for its economic development.

Skills like “problem-solving” that add up to these “21st century competencies”
very much overlap with the measures PISA uses to evaluate critical thinking
skills in reading, science, and math. This is perhaps why Singaporean students
seem to be world-leading critical thinkers despite the limitations we have just
mentioned. What Freire would argue for, then, is to rethink our current
definitions of critical thinking altogether - to apply the critical lens to all
aspects of life beyond the compartmentalised subjects in school and to trust
students and educators alike as full human beings capable of learning
together.

Montessori Education, whichemphasises on creative, self-directed, and participatorylearning, is a good exampleof what the problem-posingmodel may look like in
practice. 

[ 9 ]
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Across the world, many people practice, and derive a sense of meaning from, a
diverse range of religions. However, this diversity also creates tensions between
groups when differences in opinion or practices arise. Therefore, it is important to
critically consider how relations between interfaith groups are managed. In this
piece, we critique how Singapore and France manage interfaith dialogue and
freedom of speech using Freire’s framework in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. We
argue that Singapore’s model suppresses dialogue between groups such that it
prevents proper intergroup understanding. We further argue France’s principle of
laicite offers an overly broad latitude for free speech such that speech is
weaponized to denigrate certain communities.

Drawing on ideas from Fanon, Marcos, and Stahler-Sholk, we offer a new model of
interfaith relations and dialogue – one that allows a respectful and frank exchange
of ideas to cultivate deeper intergroup understanding and a true recognition and
respect of the similarities and differences that may exist.



Singapore is a highly pluralistic
society made out of many races
and religions. Historically,
disagreements between groups
have led to racial tensions and
conflict. This has allowed the
Singapore state to perpetuate a
hegemony that Singapore’s
‘accomplishments are substantial
yet fragile’. [1] This hegemony of
fragility has allowed the state to
frame issues of race and religion as
‘divisive issues’ which should be
avoided - in a study, 66% of
Singaporeans felt that ‘talking
about racial issues causes
unnecessary tension.’ [2]

How does Singapore handle race and
religion?



This model arguably avoids direct conflict between groups but creates the
formation of unchallenged, deeply entrenched prejudices and views of

other groups. For instance, a study found that 15% of Singaporeans found
Muslims threatening [5] while negative stereotypes of certain races persist.

[6] Without dialogue, these commonsense ideas continue within the
various communities. The prevailing hegemony that race and religion are

sensitive issues prevent the articulation and discussion of everyday
discrimination.

Structurally, legal institutions and the media constrain speech on race and
religion. Legal scholars have critiqued that the laws in Singapore are too
restrictive such that the State ‘controls the horizontal relationship between
individuals or groups within the State, with deleterious impact on the scope
of free speech and inter-communal interactions. [3] Conversely, the largely
state-controlled Singapore media commonly emphasizes the fragility of
racial and religious relations in Singapore and avoids publication of racially
sensitive issues. [4]



Freire would identify this mode of
managing racial and religious groups
as dividing and ruling. He explains
that the ruling class does this to
prevent a “serious threat to their own
hegemony”. [7] In the context of
Singapore, the state perpetuates this
racial and religious divide to
entrench its authority as a neutral
arbiter between groups which
entrenches its political legitimacy. [8]
This divide is also utilized by the
state to meet its political goals - such
as when a Chinese political leader
widely seen as the next Prime
Minister of Singapore states that
Singaporeans are generally ‘not
ready’ for a non-Chinese Prime
Minister. [9]

This results in issues being seen in a ‘focalized’ view,
instead of seeing them as facets of a ‘totality’. [10] This
means that problems are often seen in isolation within
the respective communities, rather than as a reflection
of the larger society. For instance, socio-economic
issues in the Malay community in Singapore are often
seen to be a result of causes inherent within the Malay
community [11], instead of an issue that is caused by
historical and social issues that present within the
larger Singapore society. [12] Freire explains that this
isolates each group and their problems and prevents
the oppressed from critically considering reality. [13]

How would Freire respond to Singapore's
censorship?
How would Freire respond to Singapore's
censorship?



In contrast to Singapore’s controlled
narrative and attitude towards race
and religion, France presents another
model of state-mediated public
attitude towards race and religion by
granting great latitude to speech
about other racial and religious
communities. In French society, the
principle of laicite (loosely translated
as “secularism”) is given great
prominence. 

This principle purports to separate
religion from the state and relegate
faith to the private sphere. However,
this principle has also been criticized
for discriminating against certain
religious groups by forming the
constitutional backdrop for France’s
sacrosanct protection of the right to
freedom of speech. In recent times,
this freedom of speech has led to the
denigration of certain religious
communities.

How does France handle race and
religion?



Despite the French government claiming a neutral regime towards all
religions with the institution of laicite, the state generally portrays and
perceives Islam as overly political and patriarchal [14]. Muslims’ practices
were also perceived to be in conflict with France’s secular tradition. [15] For
example, the right to wear headscarves in school is a key issue around
which national conflicts have crystallized. [16] The French government
perceives the headscarf to be the main symbol of Islamic oppression on
young Muslim women. [17] Thereby, in 2004, they passed a controversial
law banning religious symbols such as headscarves in school, sparking a
widespread debate.

In line with laicite, France also prides itself of freedom of expression, calling
it an “essential freedom”. [18] It is protected by the French Constitution,
which incorporates the Declaration of Human and Civic Rights of 1789.

However, this is often unregulated in France and comes at the cost of
insulting and discriminating against religious groups. For instance, the

French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo regularly published cartoons which
deliberately ridiculed religions and prominent religious figures. However, it
was mainly their cartoons regarding Prophet Muhammed and radical Islam
which incited widespread backlash from Muslims globally. Islam explicitly

forbids the representation of the Prophet, in part because of strong warnings
in the Qur'an and other religious texts against idolatry or anything that could

be seen as leading towards it. [19]



freedom
of speech!

Freire would identify the France model of secularism and unregulated freedom
of expression as mythicization. Despite the French state projecting this image of
being a supposedly secular and neutral government that values individual
autonomy and articulation, their attitude and laws harbor anti-Muslim sentiments
and targeted discrimination with the 2004 headscarf ban and unregulated
freedom of speech. As Freire explains, these myths are meant to shield the true
reality of the society and show it as a fixed entity that the people must adapt to.
[20] Myths ultimately act to preserve the status quo. We can understand the status
quo in France to be one which prioritizes the freedom of expression of dominant
groups over the freedom of expression of oppressed minority groups (such as the
right for young Muslim women to wear headscarves in school).

How would Freire respond to France's
freedom of expression?



Freire explains that dialogue is ‘the encounter between men, mediated by the
world, in order to name the world.’ [21] This process of naming ‘transforms’
the world and allows the person to ‘achieve significance as human beings’.
[22] Dialogue therefore has two main purposes. It allows people to fulfill their
‘ontological vocation’ of humanization [23] by critically examining the world
around them and their experiences. Concurrently, it also allows for a more
complete image of reality to emerge, instead of one created by the dominant
class. The combined effect of dialogue therefore allows different groups to
interact and share their lived experiences which results in a deeper
understanding, and erodes the divide between oppressor and the oppressed.

Both the Singapore and French model
ultimately fail to encourage true dialogue
between groups. In the Singapore model,
dialogue is stifled such that the various
groups are unable to perceive their issues as
being part of the larger reality and are
unable to truly understand the struggles of
other groups. In the French model, speech is
weaponized to attack oppressed groups in
society instead of being a dialogical tool.
Neither model fosters true dialogical action.

Imagining a better
world: how should
we engage in
dialogue about
race and religion?

Paulo Freire

In crafting a new model of racial and religious harmony, we argue that it is
important to (1) recognize the differences between various groups; and (2)
approach dialogue with humility to understand these differences.



The Zapatista model of community participation possesses some
traits for a participatory model of dialogue. Spaces for dialogue
ought to be horizontal and not be based on a hierarchy. [26]
Efforts should be made to link up marginalized groups to allow for
a collective mobilization that recognizes the “multiple relevant
identities that make up social agency.” [27] Dialogue between
groups should be free-flowing to allow the actualization of
individual groups, and a deeper understanding across groups.

Subcommandante Marcos aptly points out that the world
comprises “different kinds of people, and the relations between
them have to be founded on respect and tolerance.”[24] Society
should not be constructed by a single dominant group which
imposes its hegemony onto others. [25] The recognition of this
diversity is crucial because it emphasizes the importance of each
group to speak for themselves. This also allows society to be
constructed in line with reality and the multiplicity of perspectives
and issues they face.

Subcomandante Marcos

Richard Stahler-Sholk



However, dialogue must not be uninhibited. Freire rightly observes
that “dialogue cannot exist without humility. The naming of the world,
through which people constantly re-create that world, cannot be an act
of arrogance.” [28] Dialogue is ‘broken’ if one party lacks humility and
projects its ignorance onto others. [29] It should not be used as a ‘crafty
instrument for the domination of one person by another’. [30]
Therefore, true dialogue should involve an acceptance that the lived
experiences of other groups are vastly different from our own and it is
entirely possible that we may not even fathom what we do not know.
Concurrently, hate or manipulative speech that is aimed at suppressing
certain racial or religious groups is not true dialogue because it
perpetuates oppression without allowing the multiple oppressed
groups from engaging in dialogue and having a stake in constructing
reality.

In conclusion, despite the Singaporean model of race and religion
being oppressive with its suppressive and divided nature, its antithesis
– the open-natured French model of freedom of expression
surrounding race and religion – is also oppressive given its unbalanced
and unregulated public sentiments from its citizens which often harms
oppressed minority groups. Moving forward, we must try to strike that
delicate balance between free expression and empathy. Although it is
important to encourage and engage in dialogue to achieve critical
consciousness and shape reality as Freire has mentioned, we must take
precaution to take note of different epistemological frameworks that
other groups or individuals may possess because of their identity,
religion, culture, or upbringing. With this consideration in mind, we
know that it is by listening, truly listening, in an effort to understand
those in lesser privileged positions that we, as well as the state that
governs us, can transcend national racial and religious tensions.
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The climate movement has been calling for a “just 

transition”, which is a process by which a fossil fuel-

based economy transitions into a renewable energy-

based economy in a way that centres people’s well-

being and rights. This means that workers, especially workers 

in affected industries like the fossil fuel industry, should not 

be negatively affected in this transition. Rather, they should 

be assisted in transitioning to “high-quality jobs” in the new 

economy that matches their skill sets and provides fair pay, security, 

and good prospects [1][2]. Yet, it appears that the climate movement has 

not been able to move past mere theory and rhetoric to convince workers that a just

transition is realistic and possible. This is clear in the demographic composition of

mainstream climate movements. Since the early 1980s, mainstream climate

movements in rich nations like the United States have been criticised for being too

“middle-class” [3]. Singapore’s climate movement is not immune to this criticism

either. In 2019, local news platform Rice Media published a piece titled “Is

Environmentalism just for ‘woke’ and privileged Singaporean youth?” [4]. In this

piece, we will dig deeper into the classism that pervades the climate movement and

attempt to reimagine how a working class-centred climate politics could look using

concepts from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed.

Beverley & Min Jie 



Freire argues that any human activity that seeks a “transformation of the

world” cannot be “reduced to either verbalism or activism” [5]. He adds, “If

(leaders) are truly committed to liberation, their action and reflection cannot

proceed without the action and reflection of others.” [6]. Yet, the climate

movement does not appear to have heeded these warnings. The chant “What

do we want? Climate justice! When do we want it? Now!” has become a defining

slogan of the movement [7]. And, the talk of the possibility of a just transition

has also been at the forefront of electoral politics in the recent 2020 United

States’ elections. During an election debate for instance, Bernie          

                                                                      Sanders proclaimed that his policies                      

                                                                      would create “20 million good-paying     

                       jobs” in the new green economy[7].         

                       However, despite this strong rhetoric   

                       from protest chants and political    

                       leaders, or “verbalism” as Freire 

                       would call it, the climate movement 

                       remains unable to draw the support 

                       of workers who would be central to

                       this transition. In an interview, Jane 

                      McAlevey, a senior policy fellow at the 

                      University of California Berkeley’s 

                      Labour Center, pinpoints the problem 

                      as being that the climate movement 

                      does not know how to talk with union 

                      members about green jobs [8]. She 

                      cites the New York Wind Deal as an 

                     example, where workers’ unions          

                    organised and won a climate agreement 

to convert half of the state’s energy source to wind power by 2035 without the

involvement of the climate movement. The workers started organising for the

wind deal after Hurricane Sandy when many of them were called in to do

infrastructural rebuilding and repair work. While doing the work, they started

thinking about how industries contribute to climate change and how they

could be transformed to tackle it. So, the workers decided to engage in a

dialogue with members of New York State's climate movement… but they

eventually stopped inviting the climate movement organisers to these

dialogues. The workers felt that communicating was difficult as the climate

community spoke to them as if they “(did) not understand that something



This case study exposes the climate movement’s baseless assumption that

workers, especially those in extractive industries, do not support the climate

movement because they are not aware of the severity of the climate crisis.

They failed to consider that it is not ignorance, but rather a very real fear of

losing their jobs, right to unionise, and more, that leaves workers unsure of or

opposed to the transition towards a green economy. As Freire would explain,

the climate community has this blindspot because they are acting and

reflecting on their own — they are thinking about and advocating for a just

transition without talking to the very workers who will be affected by it. In

contrast, the workers’ union succeeded because they were actively dialoguing

with one another, reflecting on their role in this transition and collectively

developing and advocating for a transition plan that addresses their needs.

(was) wrong when their homes (were) flooded” [8]. But they did understand

— their own homes were flooded and destroyed! What they needed help

figuring out was a legitimate plan for an industrial transformation that would

not mean great losses for them (e.g. massive job cuts). Ultimately, after three

years of educating themselves on green economies and dialoguing amongst

themselves to figure out how the transition could work without

compromising their needs, the workers successfully mobilised and

negotiated the wind deal by themselves.



To create a just transition that is truly just, we need to put those most

affected at the centre of our efforts. That is, we ought to move past

mere rhetoric to co-create a reality in which we listen to and meet the

needs of the working class collaboratively. To achieve this, we may turn

to Freire’s ideas of dialogical and antidialogical action for some

inspiration. When we neglect the voices from the ground and listen

only to those of scientists and academics, we fall prey to practising what

Freire calls “antidialogical action”. Antidialogical actions are those which

perpetuate oppression by aiming to conquer others, manipulate them

into subjugation, and/or inhibit their ability to organise and form an

independently-shaped shared culture and imagination [9].

Conversely, what Freire refers to as “dialogical action” does not aim to

conquer, but rather puts people into conversation with one another and

pushes us in the right direction to achieve justice [9]. He believed that

real and just change can only come about by practising dialogical action

and listening to the needs of the oppressed: “a true revolution must

initiate a courageous dialogue with the people. Its very legitimacy lies in

that dialogue… The revolution is made neither by the leaders for the

people, nor by the people for the leaders, but by both acting together in

unshakable solidarity.” [10]. He adds that the dialogue is necessary “so

that the peoples' empirical knowledge of reality, nourished by the

leader's critical knowledge, gradually becomes transformed into

knowledge of the causes of reality” [11].  



To illustrate what this means within the environmental

movement, it might be useful to turn to learn from the

organisers of the first union climate strike against pollutive

companies in the United States that was successful in

winning most of their demands [12].

In contrast to the New York Wind Deal situation where the

collaboration between the workers’ union and climate

movement fell through, the organisers here consist of

members from both groups. While planning for the strike,

the organisers held long debates to reach a “deep

agreement” with one another on how to combine labour

demands with climate ones. The organisers surveyed union

members about their personal experiences (or “empirical

knowledge of reality”, as Freire would say) with climate

change. In their reflections, the organisers explained that

they learnt, through the survey, that “more than 40 percent

of (their) members (said) they or their families (had) been

impacted by climate change” [12]. For instance, many of the

members had to leave their farms as the land there was no

longer fertile. Thus, the organisers adapted their language

accordingly and “made educational flyers and videos to

connect climate change with members’ experiences of

emigrating from their countries of origin” so that members

can see how they have a stake in the climate strike [13].

Beyond that, climate organisers also participated in the

workers’ bargaining sessions with their companies to show

solidarity. As such, deep communication and therefore,

trust, was built between labour and climate organisers,

which enabled them to build a list of demands that

integrated the concerns of both groups. This coherent

narrative enabled the movement to generate mass support,

and this ultimately led to the strike’s success.



The climate movement desperately needs to reevaluate the way

it interacts with the groups it claims to be helping. In this piece,

we explored how the working class continues to be excluded

from important conversations on climate action and just

transitions. But, it is also worth noting that there are several

other marginalised groups that are vulnerable to the climate

crisis on the basis of their race, gender, citizenship status,

geographic location and more, who are also 

being denied access to these conversations. 

The climate movement must place the 

most vulnerable at the centre of its 

efforts, engaging them in dialogues and 

decision-making processes. For 

otherwise, any attempt at a just 

transition would simply be 

insincere, patronising, 

and ironic.
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What does Decolonial aesthesis in cuisine look like?
Must there be an explicit distinction between foreign
and local cuisine? Ayrton starts to answer these
questions by thinking of birthdays.



In the Philippines, Filipino spaghetti is ubiquitous. You can find
‘Filipino-style’ sauces in groceries alongside other spaghetti
sauces. Almost every fast-food chain has a Filipino spaghetti as
an item [13].  Yet many do not know its origins. It is based on
the Bolognese spaghetti with its tomato-based red sauce and
finely-chopped beef and pork. The Bolognese spaghetti in turn
is regarded as an inauthentic part of Italian cuisine because it is
derived from the Tagliatelle al Ragu Bolognese and likely
invented by Italian immigrants in the United States [14]. Filipino
spaghetti started with the popularization of the Bolognese
spaghetti during the American occupation of the Philippines in
the early 19th century. But Filipino spaghetti's modern
incarnation developed during and after the Second World War
when the lack of tomatoes compelled Filipina chemist Maria
Orosa to invent banana-based ketchup [15]. After the war,
Filipino spaghetti became increasingly popular because it was
easy to make, and it required inexpensive ingredients.



Filipino spaghetti is an
acculturation of the Bolognese
spaghetti, which I believe makes it a
mode of decolonial aesthesis.
Decolonial aesthesis is defined as
the resistance to the standards of
what cuisine ought to be as
imposed by coloniality. Coloniality
dictated that we must preserve the
ingredients and form of the
Bolognese spaghetti. It must
preserve its distinction in
opposition to the rest of Filipino
culture. It is Western. It is foreign.



But in a globalized time where ingredients are abundant to recreate authentic
Italian Bolognese spaghetti, there is surprisingly no decline in the Filipino
spaghetti. Filipinos are not trying to reconstruct the Bolognese spaghetti and
that is because they do not see Filipino spaghetti as a mere placeholder.
Instead, globalization only served to spread the Filipino Spaghetti  around the
world wherever Filipnos are. It has become an identity marker. As with how I
saw it at every birthday party growing up, I have seen it in Christmas
gatherings and Independence day celebrations. In Singapore, almost every
Filipino gathering I attended had Filipino Spaghetti. It accompanies us
wherever we are in the world and shows us that we can continually shape our
own culture in relation to foreign cultures without one culture dominating.
The Filipino spaghetti reminds me that differing worldviews and cuisine share
the same reality. As much as one culture tries to impose a feeling of
exclusivity, we can always adapt it into our culture to make it inclusive.

Filipino Spaghetti is seen in almost any place where Filipinos are.
Here, Filipino Sailors, which constitute the biggest group of sailors
by nationality and scattered throughout the world, are enjoying a
Christmas Party [16].
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According to  the World Health
Organization (WHO), skin-whitening
products are commonplace  in Nigeria,
India, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. Usage
occurs at 77%, 61%, 60%, and 43%,
respectively (14). 
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In this segment, we will explore

different topics and case studies

surrounding police abolition and

transformative justice, both in and

out of Singapore. In Angela Davis’ Are

Prisons Obsolete?, she critiques the

institutions of both the police force

and the prison industrial complex.

Particularly for the police, she argues

that the history of the police in

America has deeply racist origins,

and that this institutionalized racism

has survived to this day. [1] She

further invites us to imagine a world

without police and prisons, where

justice can be achieved without

violence, especially to our most

vulnerable. [2]

Here, we will first discuss the recent

call for police abolition in

Minneapolis in relation to Davis’

arguments. In Minneapolis, there is a

recent surge of political will for (at

least) reform, but the state faces a

normative challenge of abating

citizen confusion, reticence, and

concern. We then move on to more

familiar territory, and look at

Singapore, where there is little

political will for a change to

transformative justice. In Singapore,

while there is no call for overall

abolition, there is at least a

movement for the abolition of the

death penalty. We explore here the

role of the death penalty in state

control and oppression, as well as

the recent surge of support for the

abolition of this part of the

institution.
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Finally, one reason for the lack of interest and will for change might also be

attributed to the powerful effects of controlling images, in the

representations of the police and crime in the media and in advertisements.

Collins suggests that stereotypical images of groups of people can directly

lead to their oppression by reinforcing their roles in society as well as norms

surrounding their behaviors. [3] It seems plausible that something like the

opposite can hold true too: positive stereotypical images of police can

reinforce and normalize the role of violence in our justice system. In our final

section, we will take a look at how the state portrays crime and punishment,

in relation to Collins’ conception of controlling images.
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An account of Minneapolis' pledge to 
defund its police department
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In June 2020, the Minneapolis City Council made headlines when a majority of its
members publicly pledged to defund its police force, amidst widespread demands
from anti-police brutality protestors. [1] Six months on, this pledge has proved
challenging: not only is there internal disagreement over what defunding police
entails, the council has also met with resistance from the mayor and communities of
color themselves over concerns about public safety. [2] 

In this article, we seek to explain why the Minneapolis City Council would pledge to
defund its police force, and the normative challenges they face in attempting to
implement these changes. Neither the police brutality that inspired these protests nor
the concerns of Minneapolis over safety and security are new; as former Black
Panther activist Angela Davis explains in Are Prisons Obsolete and other
contemporary pieces, calls for the abolition of the police and prison system have been
around for almost as long as the institutions themselves have. [3]
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It is perhaps unsurprising that Minneapolis is the site of this attempt at radical
transformation. In 2020, the U.S.A. was swept by protests against police brutality --
human rights violations by police, including beatings, unlawful killings, or
indiscriminate use of riot control agents at protests [4] -- and racially-motivated violence
against communities of color in general, and Black people specifically. This wave of
protests had been ignited by the actions of four officers from the Minneapolis Police
Department (MPD), whose participation in the killing of unarmed African-American
man George Floyd served as the tipping point for a nation fed up with police brutality.

Labelled “Black Lives Matter” after a social media hashtag that arose in 2013 amidst
outrage over the acquittal of Floridian police officer George Zimmerman for his role in
the shooting of unarmed African-American high school student Trayvon Martin, this
wave of protests was the latest and largest iteration of the movement yet. If the polls are
to be believed, about 26 million                       people have protested in the 
movement. [5] These figures
have led commentators 
to call it one of the 
largest movements 
in U.S. History. [6] 

As the protests rolled over the country, Minneapolis was under pressure to respond to
protestors’ demands for reform. In addition to being the site of George Floyd’s murder,
the MPD has long been under scrutiny – like the rest of America, Minneapolis has a long
and sordid history of police brutality, which has led to community initiatives such as
MPD150 being formed to shift the discussion around police and policing in Minneapolis
from one of bureaucratic reforms towards one of meaningful structural transformation.
[7] 

On 7 June 2020 – just one day after the Black Lives Matter movement peaked with half a
million people demonstrating in over 550 locations across the country – Minneapolis
seemed to rise to the occasion. On a stage in Powderhorn Park, a sizeable majority of the
Minneapolis City Council pledged to answer these long-anticipated calls for radical
change in the criminal justice season. Standing on a stage, they spelt out their pledge in
large white letters: they would, as their sign promised, “DEFUND POLICE”. [8]
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The Minneapolis Police Department’s role in the killing of George Floyd was but the
tipping point. Like in most of the U.S., marginalized groups in Minneapolis have had a
tumultuous relationship with the police. Criticisms made of the MPD are similar to
critiques made nationwide: activists have stated that the police have historically been
established to protect the interests of the wealthy, manifesting in racialized violence
directed at the Black community and other persons of non-Caucasian descent. Their
presence in communities has funneled scores of ethnic minorities into prisons, and
they escalate situations that could be resolved using social service interventions. [9]
Attempts for reform in the MPD have been stymied for decades: activists note that as
far back as 20 June 1922, Minneapolis officers brutalized 4 Black men for allegedly
inviting white women to a dance, and another tried to shoot a Black man for refusing
to “move on”. [10] When members of the Black community mobilized to demand
reform, their calls went unheeded. Eighty years and half a million protestors later, the
failures of the MPD can be ignored no longer.

Yet, while it is uncontroversial that the police department must reckon with its sins,
the Minneapolis City Council seems divided on the future of the MPD.
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Minimally, defunding the police means that financial resources would be diverted
from the police force to other public resources, such as non-police first responders,
healthcare and community development work. Council members have expressed that
they are under the opinion that policemen should not be expected to answer calls
pertaining to mental health crises, as they are insufficiently trained. The council
proposes that these calls be directed to those trained in social service intervention and
that more funds be poured in other social services, eliciting widespread city support
for this sentiment. [11]

Defunding the police could also mean the complete abolishment of the police force:
an interpretation of the pledge that has proved controversial from within and without.
As of October 2020, even though council members like Alondra Cano has maintained
her pledge to abolish Minneapolis’ current police system, 6 out of the 13 council
members did not express support for the abolition of the MPD. [12] This pledge has
proven controversial outside of the council, too – calls for police abolition has been
met with the normative challenge of being rejected by the city’s mayor and a growing
number of citizens and community groups. [13] We therefore see that while there has
been broad consensus on the diversion of funds to other public resources, the Council
is divided on the future of policing moving forward. Some voices are in support of
total police abolition, while some are in support of the reducing but retaining the role
of police.
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It seems that regardless of whether or how Minneapolis stands by its pledge to defund
the MPD, its actions will be found wanting not only by the conservative Caucasian
majority, but by protestors and community groups which demanded systemic change.
At this point, it is important to note that while Black Lives Matter protestors are united
by their call for increased police accountability, the movement comprises variegated
protestors with a plurality of goals and ideologies. Protestors have expressed a vast
variety of sometimes contradictory demands, ranging from the prosecution and
incarceration of police officers to the complete abolition of the police and prison
system.

Davis falls into the latter camp - she concurs with the abovementioned critiques of the
MPD, and condemns council members’ proposal for reform instead of abolition.

Davis believes that the police should be abolished. In  works such as Are Prisons
Obsolete, she acutely identifies racism in police and prisons as a structural issue,
stemming from the historical role of police and prisons in subjugating communities of
color. In the 21st century, police in major departments have generated formal
procedures designed to arrest as many African-Americans and Latinx as they could,
even in the absence of probable cause. To Davis, the police do not serve and protect
communities of color. Instead, they terrorize these communities from cradle to grave:
as children, their education is disrupted by officers who treat them as future
criminals. As adults, they are racially profiled, arrested without probable cause and
subject to brutality from a highly-militarized police force. As prisoners, they are
converted into tools of production for the prison industrial complex, which uses
convicts for low-cost labor. [14] For their complicity in this violence and exploitation,
Davis argues that the police must be abolished.
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For Davis, the Minneapolis City Council’s pledge to defund police is encouraging,
but inadequate. Even if the Council does end up abolishing the MPD, they have made
no promises about prison abolition. In fact, doing so would likely antagonize the
carceral activists demanding that Floyd’s killers be prosecuted and imprisoned, whilst
exacerbating the community's concerns about security and safety.

As the title suggests,  Davis thinks that prisons are obsolete, both in terms of their
role in doling out retributive justice, and in maintaining safety and security.

Davis does not believe that the American justice system should focus on retributive
justice - instead, she suggests that we look to alternative models of restorative or
reparative justice, where lawbreakers like the MPD officers who killed Floyd are not
treated as evil men but debtors to society with an obligation to repair the damage that
they have done. [16]

Davis also does not shy away from addressing communities' real and valid concerns
about safety in a police, prison-free society. Instead, she sees an opportunity to
interrogate the idea that only police and prisons can guarantee safety and security. To
Davis, security can only be guaranteed when we pay attention to the physical, mental
and spiritual health of our communities. Like most of the Council members and the
general Minneapolis public, she approves of diverting MPD resources to social
services. She believes that as purveyors of violence, policemen are ill-equipped and
actively harmful when they are tasked with responding to calls which require social
service intervention. Not only are they technically untrained to help with psychiatric
episodes, they might end up escalating the situation to violent ends. [15]
Fundamentally, directing resources to social services addresses the root causes of
crime, which she theorizes to be rooted in economic motivations or mental health
issues. Instead of funding prisons and police, resources should be redirected towards
avenues such as healthcare for the community’s physical and mental needs, in
addition to education and community development so that the material and
immaterial needs of communities of color might be met,
reducing the need for crime in the long term. [17]

Davis is clear on what Minneapolis has to do: they cannot
partially defund the police. They must abolish the
police force altogether - and prisons should be
next on the agenda.
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Survey  conduc ted  by  Dr .  Chan  Wing-Cheong  i n  2012  [1 ]  has  shown  tha t  the
ma jo r i t y  o f  S ingaporeans  (55  pe rcen t )  a re  no t  i n te res ted  i n  dea th  pena l t y .  The
pub l i c  apa thy  towards  dea th  pena l t y  has  weaken  the  vo i ce  aga ins t  dea th  pena l t y
as  we l l .  The  i n ten t i ona l  d i sengagement  f rom the  med ia  has  resu l ted  i n  pub l i c ’ s
b l i ndness  (8  ou t  o f  10  S ingaporeans  ra re l y /do  no t  t a l k  about  dea th  pena l t y )  and
ignorance .  I n  Ange la  Dav i s ’ s  words ,  such  a  p rac t i ce  i s  a  “Cogn i t i ve  d i s sonance
f rom the  pub l i c  th rough  the  desens i t i za t i on  o f  v i o l ence” .Moreove r ,  S ingaporean
government  has  taken  such  apa thy  f o r  the  j u s t i f i ca t i on  f o r  the i r  ac t i on .

Even  f o r  those  who  a re  i n te res ted  i n  th i s  t op i c ,  t he  i n fo rmat ion  they  can  ge t
i s  h i gh l y  r egu la ted .  P r i soners  a re  i l l u s t ra ted  as  v i o l en t ,  c r imes  a re  educa ted
to  be  i r r eve rs ib l e .  To  the  pub l i c ,  p r i soners  a re  seen  as  na tu ra l l y  ev i l  and
subhuman .  Among  the  sma l l  po r t i on  o f  peop le  who  a re  i n te res ted  i n  dea th
pena l t y ,  t hey  s ta te  tha t  dea th  pena l t y  shou ld  be  used  f o r  those  who  have
conduc ted  i n ten t i ona l  murder .  Fea r  t owards  i n ten t i ona l  murder  makes  up
the  ma jo r i t y  o f  the  suppor t  f o r  dea th  pena l t y .  The re fo re ,  t he  pub l i c ’ s  so
ca l l ed  “ suppor t ”  f o r  dea th  pena l t y  on l y  ope ra ted  under  two  assumpt ions :  ( 1 .
Dea th  pena l t y  i s  p rac t i sed  on  those  who  commi ted  i n ten t i ona l  murder ;  (2 .
Dea th  pena l t y  i s  e f f ec t i ve  i n  s topp ing  s im i l a r  c r imes  i n  the  fu tu re .  However ,
these  assumpt ions  a re  i gno red  by  the  gove rnment .  On  the  o the r  hand ,  the
au thor i t y  t akes  such  an  under l y i ng  thought  as  an  oppor tun i t y  and
es tab l i shes  the  “con t ro l l i ng  image” .  Us ing  med ia  censo rsh ip ,  t he
gove rnment  s tops  eve ryone  who  i s  eager  f r om shar ing  the i r  po l i t i ca l
op in i ons .  I t  i s  no t  r ep resen tab le  f o r  the  S ingaporean  gove rnment  t o
conc lude  the  necess i t y  o f  dea th  pena l t y  based  on  the  pub l i c ’ s  l ack  o f
i n fo rmat ion .  The  dangerous  o f  such  a  conc lus i on  i s  no t  on l y  about  the
prac t i ce  o f  dea th  pena l t y ,  i t  i s  a l so  a  r e f l ec t i on  o f  the  democra t i c  
depo t i sm ,  wh ich  means  tha t  the  gove rnment  no t  on l y  r e fuses  t o  g i ve  the
pub l i c  accura te  i n fo rmat ion ,  t hey  a l so  use  the  b l i ndness  f o r  bene f i t  t o
j us t i f y  the i r  dec i s i on .  I n  such  a  way ,  a l though  the  pub l i c  seems  to  have  the
power  on  the i r  count r i e s ’ s  po l i c i e s ,  t hey  a re  no th ing  bu t  a  t oo l  f o r  the
gove rnment ’ s  d i c ta to r sh ip .
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