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The immense value of soft power in University of the Arts Singapore

The first local government-backed private arts university, the University of the Arts Singapore
(UAS), will start classes in 2024. This is a milestone in the history of education in Singapore,
reflecting that since the founding of the Republic, after having developed socio-economically,
our society's requirement for arts education is further elevated. UAS adopts an independent
college system, retaining the autonomy of LASALLE College of the Arts and Nanyang Academy
of Fine Arts (NAFA). This arrangement shows respect for the two art colleges that have their
own outstanding achievements and history and highlights the flexible spirit that higher education
should have.

LASALLE and NAFA are still two independent colleges within UAS, enjoying independent legal
rights. UAS Ltd, a new central entity with degree-granting powers, will provide administrative
and other support. LASALLE and NAFA will continue to offer professional diploma and
university degree programmes, with students taking classes at the original campuses in the
Bugis area; UAS Ltd is based at the National Design Centre near the two institutions. The two
colleges will collaborate to provide students with more learning options and opportunities,
including cross—college modules, and joint electives such as digital technology applications,
Asian fine arts, etc.

The Ministry of Education (MOE) pointed out that UAS can support Singapore's future economy
by grooming diverse talents, supporting Singapore's development as a city of innovation and
establishing leadership in the creative arts in Southeast Asia and beyond. In Singapore's
pragmatic tradition, economic considerations have always been important in national decision-
making. The Fourth Industrial Revolution, which integrates technologies in the fields of physics,
digital technology, and biology, has led to the development of the smart economy, which in turn
has given rise to an emphasis on the creative economy. Imagination, the source of creativity,
comes from a foundation of arts education. High-quality arts education will nurture students'
ability to boldly explore, innovate and question, and at the same time enable students to
understand and deal with the tension between subversion and tolerance, constantly innovate
across disciplines as well as integrate various disciplines, and cultivate a high degree of
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sensitivity to humankind’s non-material needs. This artistic spirit coincides with the vital core of
the current innovation economy.

However, utilitarian considerations were not the only driving force behind the establishment of
UAS, nor was it the main driving force. After all, investment in arts and arts education cannot
quickly produce economic benefits. Education that nurtures people over a long term is not a
business, and the so-called return on investment of arts education is harder to measure than
other disciplines. The establishment of UAS reflects the stage of social development in
Singapore, where “people observe etiquette and know honour and shame after they are well-fed
and clothed.” After meeting the material needs of life, one begins to pay attention to spiritual
needs, fullness and abundance. Talents groomed by UAS will greatly enrich local cultural and
artistic life, meet the cultural needs of the nation, enable Singapore society to flow with fresh
creativity and enhance people's lives with vitality as well as elevate the charm of the country.

Another important significance of UAS is to recognise the outstanding achievements made by
local art workers over the years and to provide more extensive study opportunities for art-loving
youths. The issuance of a university degree can allow parents who are worried about their
children's prospects rest assured and let their children pursue their art dreams. While improving
local arts education, UAS also helps the popularisation of arts education, attracting parents to
pay attention to and encourage their children's artistic accomplishment at the primary and
secondary levels, so that the various talents of all citizens, including artistic endowments
beyond academic achievements, can have space to shine.

Moreover, when UAS graduates emerge in various fields in the future, it may strengthen the
local innovation capability on the whole, especially in the field of culture and arts, so that our
little red dot can develop a soft power that matches the hard power of the economy, and realise
the earnest expectation of the MOE to establish a leading position in the field of creative arts in
Southeast Asia and beyond. Japan's artisanship, the current Hallyu and Thai cuisine are all
important means of enhancing international appeal for these Asian countries. If Singapore can
develop artistic output with rich Southeast Asian characteristics, it will naturally enhance its
global influence.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said at this year's National Day Rally that our ancestors have
gone from being like leaves that would return to their roots (immigrants eventually returning to
their home countries), to being like seeds that would take root where they landed. Like historical
knowledge, local literature and arts have the function of cohering national consciousness,
strengthening collective identity and love for the land in which one is born in. If UAS can nurture
a large number of graduates who can create works of local flavours, it will inevitably generate
greater integration. On the one hand, it makes an open Singapore more culturally confident with
an open mind, and on the other hand, it also makes Singapore more attractive to talents near
and far. UAS has a long way to go and it must live up to the expectations of the nation.
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