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Social stratification is the differentiation of people in the society in regards to their different life chances and lifestyles. It is defined as the structural inequalities between different groupings of people according to Giddens. The study of stratification in a society not only shows the social patterns of the society, but also reflects the developments it has gone through over the years. Stratification is found everywhere in different forms and to different extents. In Singapore, just as in any other cities, there is social stratification, and this essay will discuss this phenomenon in regards to the education, occupation and religion of the people.


Educational stratification is probably one of the more significant stratifications in Singapore. As a society that practises meritocracy, most people aim to achieve a higher educational standard in hope of getting a better-paying job. From the streaming examinations in the primary schools to the GCE ‘A’ levels later, there seems to be so many ‘checkpoints’ in the educational system so that only the best of the best can get into the top universities and earn their degree. Any misstep along the way may just deprive someone from achieving his goals in educational attainment.

As seen from Chart 1, there used to be a large percentage of Singaporeans who had less-than-primary qualifications in 1980. However, by 1998, most people achieved more-than-secondary education. This trend may be explained by the meritocratic system as mentioned above, and also by the fact that people are becoming more affluent and the families are more capable of supporting their children in higher educational attainments. There was a time when only boy schools were available and girls were then deprived of education, and when it later became acceptable for girls to enter the classrooms, the less-rich families would usually only give the chance of education to their elder sons. That is probably why a large proportion of the working people in the 1980s did not have very high qualifications. As our standards of living got better, and the old ideas of male favoritism have faded through the years, more people are able to attain higher educational standards.

In the past, it was also relatively not so important for people to achieve higher qualifications. Most people only wished for job stability and a steady income. It is only in the recent decades that developments went at an astonishing speed and the importance of education has been repeatedly emphasized by the government and the fast-changing world. As a result, there is a clear distinction between those who failed the early streaming tests, and those who have got a university degree. Qualifications have become the most realistic way of gauging a person’s abilities in Singapore.

Thus, better qualifications are associated with higher prestige and better life chances. Such a form of stratification may be beneficial in the sense that it encourages people in their pursuit of higher knowledge, but it may also be unfavorable as there will be a group of people who may be discriminated and become deprived of further developments in their career. A student who fails to clear the hurdles at the early stages of his studies may be rejected from entering the better schools that are capable of providing better facilities and environment. This becomes a vicious cycle when the student may not be able to realize his potentials fully under the ‘worse-off’ conditions, and his confidence has been greatly shattered upon his failure. All these make the disparity between the educational stratification even wider.


Stratification in the occupations is also quite evident in Singapore. This can be explained by the structural-functionalism mechanism in the Consensus perspective. In this perspective, some jobs are functionally more important and hierarchies are necessary for the proper operations of a society. Since there is only a limited number of talents, incentives and privileges are thus necessary to attract those talents to fill the functionally more important positions.

Undeniably, there is a tendency for people to associate some jobs with certain status groups no matter how we may claim that all jobs are equally respectable. For example, most people will regard the doctor as a more eminent career and is held by people of a upper class, while the road-cleaner is a form of ‘dirty’ job and is held by people of a lower class. A survey has been carried out among Singaporeans in regards to their opinion towards various jobs, and it is generally found that occupations like the professionals are considered the ‘better jobs’, while occupations like the laborers are regarded as the ‘worse jobs’. Such intuitive perceptions of the people that stratify the occupations can be viewed in the Weber’s perspective of prestige.


One interesting point to note is that there has been a significant stratification in the occupations among the ethnic groups in Singapore. From Chart 2, it is clear that the ‘better jobs’ are mostly held by the Chinese and Indians, while the ‘worse jobs’ are generally taken up by the Malays. This is not so much of an indication of racial discrimination, but rather a result of different educational qualifications and attitudes towards life in the various ethnic groups.

Chart 3 shows that most of the Malays have less-than-secondary education, and there is a much greater percentage of Chinese and Indians who have graduated from their tertiary studies. Since qualifications will most probably determine the career paths of the people, lower educational attainments of most Malays may imply that they do not qualify for the ‘better jobs’. Chart 4 shows the attitudes of people from various ethnic groups in reaction to the notion: “It's not always wise to plan too far ahead because many things may turn out to be a matter of good or bad fortune anyway”. A high percentage of the Malays agree to this statement and only a few of them choose to disagree. This probably shows that Malays usually feel that it is not worthwhile to aspire for higher qualifications or better jobs since most of the things in life are based on sheer luck anyway. This finding can, to some extent, explain why less Malays choose to pursue further studies or achieve the higher positions in their career.


Stratification in the religions is the next area of focus. Buddhism, Christianity and Hinduism are the three major religions in Singapore as seen in Chart 5. As Singapore is becoming more and more economically active with the rest of the world, and since the more developed countries are usually English-speaking, Singapore has become ‘westernized’ to some extent. As shown in Chart 6, Christianity is largely dominated by people of the English stream. These people usually have a higher socio-economic status and they are more exposed to the rest of the world with their business contacts. They have may been indirectly influenced by the Christian culture of most English-speaking countries.

In the structural-functionalists’ perspective, religion stratification may be a natural occurrence arising from cultural and racial differences. When we think of Hinduism, we intuitively think of Indians, and we tend to associate Taoism with Chinese. Also, children of Christian parents will tend to become Christians in future since they will most probably be brought up in the Christian environment. It is the same case as for other religions. Families are therefore a great influence to one’s religion.

Weber’s perspective of prestige may also explain this phenomena. Since Christianity is often perceived as the ‘classier’ religion and it is usually affiliated with the upper working class, most of the more educated people are thus more likely to become Christians. Intellectualism is evident from Chart 7, when most of the less educated are Taoists, and Christians are mostly better educated. Christianity is usually regarded as the more scientific, rational and modern religion. This attracts the younger generation and the more educated, who are generally in the English stream and are brought up under the more ‘Western-orientated’ system. Rationalization of the religions also caused the rejection of some of the illogical practices in Taoism among the more educated. Most people tend to feel that Taoism has the most superstitious practices, and only the ‘old people’ will believe in them. Burning incense is just not ‘cool’ for most of the better educated, especially among the younger generations.

In the recent years, the Christian and Buddhist populations are on the rise too. This may be due to the large extent of propagation of the religions, as there have been Christian missionaries and Buddhist camps that expose people to the religions, while we seldom see Taoist priests spreading their religion. Despite all the above, there is still a very large proportion of Taoists in Singapore as seen in Chart 5. This may be explained by the large proportion of older generations of Chinese in Singapore. Some families are also obliged to become Taoists due to filial piety, as the older generations who are Taoists generally want their children to carry on their traditions and make offerings to them after they die. Changing their religion and not burning incense is considered as having no respect for the dead and is sometimes deemed as being infilial.

In conclusion, stratification is not necessarily bad. Although there are many forms of stratification in Singapore, there has all along been harmony among the different groups of people. As a multi-racial and multi-religion country, it is probably even more important for us to recognize these differences and view them positively.
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