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In the world’s media ranking by Reporters Without Borders, Singapore’s media was 
placed lowly. Reflecting on the roles and contributions that the mass media have 

played in Singapore within the last decade, do you agree with such an assessment? 
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Introduction 
 

Wealth and press freedom don’t always go 

together. In 2002’s Press Freedom Index 

(PFI) by Reporters Without Borders, the 

ranking showed that a country’s respect for 

press freedom is not solely linked to its 

economic development. The 50 countries 

that respect press freedom the least include rich nations such as Bahrain (117th) and Singapore 

(144th). [1]  

Calculating the index 

The PFI measures the degree of freedom that journalists and news organisations enjoy in each 

country. It measures issues such as the level of self-censorship in each country, the legal 

framework for the media, the legal penalties for press offences, and the existence of state 

monopoly over media.[2]  

I agree the above criteria of assessment coincide with what is happening in Singapore.  

Defining “Mass-media” 

According to Wikipedia, Mass media denotes a section of the media specifically designed to 

reach a large audience. The term was coined for nationwide radio networks, mass-circulation 

newspapers and magazines. Mass media also includes Internet media such as blogs, message 

boards, podcasts, video-sharing and social networking sites because individuals now have the 

means to be an independent publisher and distributor of information.  

                                                           
1 Reporters Without Borders. (2003). Press Freedom Index 2003 . In Reporters Without Borders. Retrieved Oct 4, 

2010, from http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2003,551.html 
2 Reporters Without Borders. (Oct 20, 2009). Worldwide Press Freedom Index 2009. In Reporters Without Borders. 

Retrieved Oct 4, 2010, from http://en.rsf.org/IMG/pdf/note_methodo_en.pdf 



3 
 
The evolution of Singapore’s domestic media: Political influence  

At the beginning of internal self-government in June 1959, Singapore had a collection of 

unrestrained and independent English- and Chinese-language newspapers owned or controlled by 

families or groups of individuals. A media with its own will can be tedious for a government to 

constantly woo it for support of government policies and actions. 

To quote Napoleon Bonaparte, “Four hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a thousand 

bayonets.” Initially, Lee Kuan Yew tried to woo the press but the press was not always 

homogenous and unchanging in its support of him and his government. However, a master plan 

to suppress the unruly domestic media was cleverly devised by Lee. The government had been 

airing its abhorrence of newspaper companies receiving or being financed by foreign loans or 

investments without the government’s knowledge or approval. One notable example is the Straits 

Times who had long been affiliated with foreign ownership and finance.  

Lee introduced many laws systematically curbing the freedom of expression under different 

arguments. In January 1973, the Printing Presses Act was nullified and improvised with 

profound amendments as the Newspapers and Printing Presses Act (NPPA) in 1974[3]. The 

reason was to protect public interest by ensuring that undesirable foreign or communist elements 

do not gain control of Singapore’s newspapers and use them against the welfare of Singapore’s 

society. [4]   

One of the ultimate reasons for the NPPA’s existence is to coerce newspaper companies to 

convert themselves into public companies [5]. The private ownership of newspapers ended when 

the creation of different classes of shares (ordinary and management shares) and the compulsory 

divestiture of the owners’ share-holdings had been implemented.  
                                                           
3 Attorney-General's Chambers. (n.d). NEWSPAPER AND PRINTING PRESSES ACT. In Singapore Statutes Online. 

Retrieved Sep 29, 2010, from http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/non_version/cgi-
bin/cgi_retrieve.pl?&actno=Reved-206&date=latest&method=part 

4 Hansard, Parliamentary debates, June 29, 1977, col. 66. 
5 Attorney-General's Chambers. (n.d). NEWSPAPER COMPANIES. In Singapore Statutes Online. Retrieved Sep 29, 

2010, from http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/non_version/cgi-bin/cgi_getdata.pl?&actno=2002-REVED-
206&date=latest&method=part&segid=1041301231-000113#1041301231-000252 
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In 1982, the government enacted the restructure of ownership of English and Chinese 

newspapers. In 1984, the gigantic publishing house, Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) was 

formed by the merger of domestic press giants Straits Times Press group, the Singapore News 

and Publications Limited and Times Publishing Berhad [6]. By 1995, SPH incorporated the 

leading Tamil newspaper, Tamil Murasu, and had been in control of all daily newspapers in 

Singapore. Since SPH has complete monopoly over the domestic press, tight control was kept on 

it. SPH’s top management were individuals close to the ruling party (People’s Action Party) and 

were appointed by the government. Among them was the current president of Singapore and 

former director of Singapore’s intelligence service, S.R. Nathan; Tjong Yik Min, former head of 

Internal Security Department; the late Lim Kim San who was a former minister in Lee Kuan 

Yew’s cabinet; to the current SPH chairman Tony Tan, Singapore’s former deputy prime 

minister. [7] [8] This briefly outlined the events that happened, leading to current Singapore’s 

domestic media and in addition, the controlled domestic media had also fulfilled Lee Kuan 

Yew’s beliefs in the “freedom of the press, freedom of the news media, must be subordinated to 

the overriding needs of the integrity of Singapore and to the primacy of purpose of an elected 

government” (Lee, 1971). [9] 

In conclusion, the government’s perception on the media, its resultant legislations and its harsh 

retaliations against the mass media; especially its owners and managers; can be traced to PAP’s 

leadership. Lee Kuan Yew considers the media as an important instrument of governance 

because the media can be easily manipulated and has huge impact on the society; the media must 

be reined in for good governance – where “PAP’s world-view of governance must be supported, 

not opposed” (Singh, 2007, p. 82), and as argued by Lee:  

                                                           
6 Singapore Press Holdings. (n.d). Brand Essence - SPH 25th Anniversary. In About SPH. Retrieved Sep 29, 2010, 

from http://www.sph.com.sg/aboutsph_25thanniversary.shtml 
7 Singapore Press Holdings. (n.d). Brand Essence - SPH 25th Anniversary. In About SPH. Retrieved Sep 29, 2010, 

from http://www.sph.com.sg/aboutsph_25thanniversary.shtml 
8 Bilveer Singh (2007). Politics and Governance in Singapore: An introduction. In Mass Media (p.80) 
9 Speech by Lee Kuan Yew to the International Press Institute, 9 June 1971. The full text can be found in Lee Kuan 

Yew: The man and His Ideas, pp. 425-430. 
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“The mass media can help to present Singapore’s problems simply and clearly and then explain how if 

they support certain programmes and policies, these problems can be solved. More important, we want 

the mass media to reinforce, not undermine, the cultural values and social attitudes being inculcated in our 

schools and universities.” [10] 

The foreign media and Singapore 

Similar to Singapore’s domestic media, the international/foreign media in Singapore was not 

spared from the government’s tight reins after the government had achieved total and absolute 

control over the local newspapers by 1986. Since the 1970s, the PAP has had several disputes 

with international publishing houses that have circulations in Singapore. The reason was obvious; 

the government abhors foreign publications that were perceived to be crossing into Singapore’s 

political boundaries. Foreign publications had also been a useful alternative to political 

grievances and comments on government policies by Singaporeans who had been denied the use 

of their domestic media. In addition, most Singapore correspondents stayed anonymous in their 

letters to foreign editors to protect themselves from the authorities. Thus, the government exerted 

encumbrance on foreign editors and journalists to limit and stop their detracting and inquisitive 

articles on Singapore politics. Since foreign publications were not subjected to the current press 

laws [11] and the government’s increasingly stern admonitions continued to fall on deaf ears, the 

government changed its strategy from mere warnings to the use of legal and financial penalties 

against errant foreign publications. In 1986, the NPPA was crucially amended to prevent or 

restrain critical and investigative reportage on Singapore by foreign publications through 

restricting their circulation in Singapore. The 1986 amendment also empowered the Minister of 

Culture [12] to restrict circulation of any foreign publication that was considered to be interfering 

in the domestic politics of Singapore.  

                                                           
10 Cited in Kuo, Eddie C.Y and Peter S.J. Chen, Comuunication Policy and Planning in Singapore, p. 43. 
11 Before the NPPA was amended, foreign importations were covered by other legislation such as the Undesirable 

Publications Act, Cap. 338. 
12 Ministry of Culture had been changed to the Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts (MICA) 
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The world-view on Singapore’s Media 

According to British Broadcasting Company (BBC), Singapore’s media environment is highly 

regulated [13] and according to United States’ Department of State, the Singapore government 

provides freedom of speech and expression but in practice, the government significantly 

restricted freedom of speech and freedom of the press [14]. Reporters Without Borders gave the 

following reasons for Singapore's low ranking on press freedom: “the complete absence of 

independent newspapers, radio stations and TV stations; the application of prison sentences for 

press offences; media self-censorship; and the opposition party's lack of access to the state 

media.” [15] 

The Press Freedom Index assessment 

Existence of state monopoly for certain kinds of media 

Two players dominate the local media arena. Firstly, 

Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) as we had discussed in 

“The evolution of Singapore’s domestic media: Political 

influence”, p. 4, has close links to the ruling party and has a 

near monopoly of the newspaper industry in Singapore. 

Additionally, SPH also owns various media such as outdoor 

advertising media, magazines and Internet media like The 

                                                           
13 British Broadcasting Company . (Mar 4, 2010). Singapore country profile . In BBC News. Retrieved Sep 30, 2010, 

from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/country_profiles/1143240.stm#media 
14 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. (Mar 11, 2008). Singapore. In U.S. Department of State. 

Retrieved Sep 30, 2010, from http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100537.htm 
15 Sarah Cook. (Aug 22, 2006). International Lawyers Pressure Singapore over Freedom of Expression. In The Epoch 

Times. Retrieved Sep 30, 2010, from http://www.theepochtimes.com/news/6-8-22/45198.html 

SPH products and ownerships 
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Straits Times RazorTV. [16] Secondly, MediaCorp, a group of commercial media companies in 

Singapore specializing in television and radio broadcasting, interactive media. MediaCorp also 

owns print media such as FHM, Today and iWeekly. MediaCorp is owned by a state investment 

agency, Temasek Holdings who in turn is fully accountable to its shareholder, Singapore’s 

Ministry of Finance [17]. The current chairman of the Board of Directors is S Dhanabalan [18] who 

was a high-profile political leader in Singapore. The current Executive Director and CEO is Ho 

Ching [19] who is the wife of current Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong.  

Level of self-censorship 

James Gomez [ 20 ], book author of “Self-censorship: Singapore's shame”, argued that self-

censorship in accordance to “out-of-bounds markers” [21] is unconstitutional and is one of the 

tools the PAP indirectly uses to maintain its political hold over the state and its people. The 

government vigorously punishes the press and especially the opposition parties for perceived 

personal attacks on officials. According to an anonymous legal expert, "Records show that 

defamation suits had been filed against the opposition after every general election since the 

1970s and no PAP official has yet lost a civil defamation case against a political rival.” [22] As a 

result, the vast majority of print and broadcast journalists choose to practice self-censorship. To 

quote London-based Amnesty, "The misuse of defamation suits by PAP leaders has contributed 

                                                           
16 Singapore Press Holdings. (n.d). Our Products. In Singapore Press Holdings. Retrieved Sep 30, 2010, from 

http://www.sph.com.sg/ourproducts.shtml 
17 Temasek Holdings. (n.d). Frequently Asked Questions about Temasek Holdings. In Temasek Holdings. Retrieved 

Oct 1, 2010, from http://www.temasekholdings.com.sg/media_centre_faq.htm 
18 Wikipedia. (Aug 20, 2010). Suppiah Dhanabalan. In Wikipedia. Retrieved Oct 1, 2010, from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S_Dhanabalan 
19 Temasek Holdings. (2007). Board of Directors. In Temasek Holdings. Retrieved Oct 1, 2010, from 

http://www.temasekholdings.com.sg/about_us_board_of_directors.htm 
20 Wikipedia. (Oct 12, 2010).James Gomez. In Wikipedia. Retrieved Oct 1, 2010, from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Gomez 
21 Wikipedia. (Oct 5, 2010).OB Marker. In Wikipedia. Retrieved Oct 1, 2010, from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OB_marker 
22 Hah Foong Lian. (May 12, 2010). Defeating rivals through defamation lawsuits. In Southeast Asian Press Alliance. 

Retrieved Oct 1, 2010, from http://www.seapabkk.org/announcements/fellowship-2007-program/91-
defeating-rivals-through-defamation-lawsuits.html 



8 
 
to a climate of self-censorship in Singapore and restricted the right of those Singaporeans with 

dissenting opinions to participate freely and fully in public life…" [23] 

Legal framework for the media  

Although freedoms of speech and expression are guaranteed by Article 14 [24] [25] of Singapore’s 

constitution but these rights were limited in practice. The Newspapers and Printing Presses Act 

(NPPA), the Internal Security Act (ISA), and the Defamation Act restrict press freedom. These 

empowered the local authorities to restrict the circulation of news that is perceived to stir 

violence, arouse racial or religious tensions, interpose in domestic politics, or threaten public 

order, the national interest, or national security. In addition, the Sedition Act outlaws seditious 

speech, the distribution of seditious materials, and acts with seditious intents. [26] [27] If the 

government keeps the boundaries of what is permissible opaque, this ensures that most 

journalists and other commentators err on the side of caution and especially the Singaporeans, 

who have much more to lose than their foreign counterparts if they upset the authorities. [28] 

Penalties for press offences 

Since the government had been exercising direct control over its domestic media and the PAP 

had maintained its hard-grip on political power since 1959, most if not all libel suits and press 

                                                           
23 Amnesty International . (Nov 2, 2001). Singapore: Defamation suits threaten Chee Soon Juan and erode freedom 

of expression. In Amnesty International. Retrieved Oct 2, 2010, from 
http://asiapacific.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGASA360102001?open&of=ENG-2AS 

24 Attorney-General's Chambers. (n.d). FUNDAMENTAL LIBERTIES. In Singapore Statutes Online. Retrieved Sep 29, 
2010, from http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/non_version/cgi-bin/cgi_getdata.pl?actno=1999-REVED-
CONST&doctitle=CONSTITUTION%20OF%20THE%20REPUBLIC%20OF%20SINGAPORE%0A&date=latest&m
ethod=part&segid=931158659-000271 

25 Wikipedia. (June 14, 2010). Constitution of Singapore. In Wikipedia. Retrieved Oct 2, 2010, from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_Singapore 

26 Wikipedia. (Aug 24, 2010). Sedition Act (Singapore). In Wikipedia. Retrieved Oct 2, 2010, from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sedition_Act_(Singapore) 

27 Attorney-General's Chambers. (n.d). SEDITION ACT. In Singapore Statutes Online. Retrieved Sep 29, 2010, from 
http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/non_version/cgi-bin/cgi_retrieve.pl?actno=REVED-
290&doctitle=SEDITION%20ACT%0A&date=latest&method=part&sl=1 

28 Ben Bland. (Dec 1, 2009). Index on Censorship. In Temasek Review. Retrieved Oct 7, 2010, from 
http://www.temasekreview.com/2009/12/01/singapore-censorship-city/ 
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offences were against the foreign press and journalists. For example, in November 2009, the Far 

Eastern Economic Review paid a SGD$405,000 settlement for a suit related to a 2006 article on 

an interview with leading opposition politician Chee Soon Juan, the secretary general of the 

Singapore Democratic Party which allegedly defamed Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong and 

former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew. [29]  

Conclusion & personal analysis: Is regulation a necessary evil? 

Money is the medium which we use to access into an economic institution. Similarly, media 

became a medium where ideologists and governments use to access into social institutions such 

as citizens of a state. In the past, institutions such as Law, Politics and Religion have strict 

boundaries and are somewhat disparate from one another. While we are experiencing 

globalization in a way never seen before in the history of mankind, the connections and 

boundaries between these institutions begin to be stronger and “phosphorus”. The Singapore 

government had realised the media institution (Mass and News) cannot afford to be independent 

or ‘neutral’ anymore especially when Singapore has achieved being a global-city state. Political 

institutions often strive to be central in a society in order to maintain law and order, allocate 

public resources and achieve social goals. I agree with the assessment of Reporters Without 

Borders but I can also sympathize with the government that it is a necessary evil [30] to regulate 

(albeit extreme at times) the domestic media and to compel the foreign media to exercise self-

censorship in order to protect a small city-state being overwhelmed by the ill effects of 

globalization – extreme political sentiments and westernized ideas such as their powerful Union 

strikes. Singaporeans, as global citizens are now able to participate in a global marketplace of 

ideas through new media such as the Internet, which even the government and current legal 

                                                           
29 Freedom House. (2010). FREEDOM OF THE PRESS 2010. In Freedom House. Retrieved Oct 7, 2010, from 

http://freedomhouse.org/images/File/Singapore FOTP 2010 draft.pdf 
30 In the early days of Singapore, the media was regulated largely due to political reasons. Perhaps at this age, the 

media ought to remain regulated with no harmful economic effects due to globalization. 
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systems have to play catch-up with. Lee Kuan Yew had also admitted, “What can you do with 

the Internet?” [31].  

In our current generation, many wonder if the governments are shaping the countries or the 

powerful corporations and ‘world’ organizations through globalizations are shaping the country. 

However, in order to protect the sovereignty of a nation and the integrity of a government, 

institutions such as media that have influential touch-points on a citizen must be regulated 

skilfully – especially when globalization has great impact on these institutions. 
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