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It has been 25 years since Mr Wil-
liam Yap was detained for his part
in an alleged Marxist conspiracy,
but the bewilderment at being in-
terrogated remains fresh in his
mind.

Along with 21 others, he was ac-
cused of being part of a conspiracy
to overthrow the Government and
rounded up under the Internal Se-
curity Act (ISA) in mid-1987.

“I had no idea what they want-
ed from me,” the 65-year-old told a
crowd of some 400 people at Speak-
ers’ Corner yesterday.

Mr Yap, who was released in
late 1987, was recounting his expe-
rience at an event to mark the 25th
anniversary of the 1987 Operation
Spectrum. He was one of nine
speakers at the event, which includ-

ed an exhibition on the history of
the ISA and stories of past detain-
ees, as well as a chance for people
to chat with them.

These included playwright
Chng Suan Tze and Mr Vincent
Cheng, vice-chairman of the Singa-
pore Democratic Party.

The event’s organisers, civil soci-
ety groups Function 8 and Maru-
ah, said that public doubt remains
over whether the 1987 allegations
were founded.

One of the speakers, opposition
politician Vincent Wijeysingha,
noted that even Deputy Prime Min-
ister Tharman Shanmugaratnam
had expressed doubt in a 2001 in-
terview when he said: “Although I
had no access to state intelligence,
from what I knew of them, most
were social activists but were not
out to subvert the system.”

Other speakers, such as Maruah

president Braema Mathi and blog-
ger Ravi Philemon, called for the
ISA to be abolished and replaced
by specific anti-terrorist laws, as
Malaysia did last month.

Yesterday’s event also featured
the launch of two books by former
detainees that detailed their experi-
ences in 1987.

“These stories always contradict
the official version given by the
Government,” observed Maruah
vice-president and former Nomi-
nated MP Siew Kum Hong.

Maruah, which wants to see
more evidence for the Marxist con-
spiracy allegations, on Tuesday
launched an online petition call-
ing for a review of the detentions
by an independent Commission of
Inquiry.

The group also wants a govern-
ment response to former detainees’
claims of maltreatment.

The petition has drawn nearly
300 signatures, but Maruah is aim-
ing to collect 350,000.

The event was originally sched-
uled for May 19 but was postponed
when its organisers learnt that a po-
lice permit – not usually required –
was needed during the Hougang
by-election period of May 16 to 26.

Feng Zengkun

A pair of headphones that can help
cure addictions – that was the idea
that won the first-ever Singapore
ArtScience Prize yesterday.

The annual competition, organ-
ised by St Joseph’s Institution (SJI),
encourages secondary school stu-
dents to combine art and science
to solve problems.

It is the local edition of a global
competition held in other coun-
tries, including the United States
and France.

Yesterday’s six finalists were

chosen from 13 teams that had stu-
dents from other schools such as
CHIJ Toa Payoh, Unity Secondary
and Anderson Secondary.

The competition, themed “Vir-
tual Worlds”, was held at the SJI
campus in Bukit Timah.

The winning team from SJI
based its project on a type of sound
wave called binaural beats, which
some scientists claim can induce
calmness and relaxation in people.

SJI Secondary 3 student Christo-
pher Low, 15, said the team spoke
to audio specialists and neurology
scientists as part of research.

The students’ prize is a trip to

Paris later this month to meet win-
ners from other countries, and to
further develop their idea.

Professor David Edwards, a
Harvard University teacher who
founded the prize and was one of
the judges yesterday, said the SJI
students won because their project
addressed a major health-care need
and was at the “frontier of sci-
ence”.

He said: “One of the things
we’re trying to reward is thinking
that has a global impact.”

The eight-member judging pan-
el included Professor Steve Dixon,
president of the Laselle College of
the Arts; and Dr Shawn Hoon, a re-
search engineer at the Agency for
Science, Technology and Research.

An SJI spokesman said the
school decided to introduce the
competition here after hearing
about it being held in other coun-
tries.

It started a weekly after-school
course in January which was at-
tended by students from seven
other secondary schools. The stu-
dents’ mentors included designers,
artists, scientists, researchers and
museum curators.

Some ideas that have come up
in the competition held in other
countries include a biodegradable
glucose-based water bottle, per-
fume bottles that capture pollutive
gases and eco-friendly paints made
from plants.
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Former Internal Security Act detainees such as Ms Teo Soh Lung (centre) gathered at Speakers’ Corner yesterday to
share their experiences of a 1987 crackdown on suspected members of a conspiracy to overthrow the Government.
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The ecstatic SJI team members (from left) Christopher Low, Jeremy Luke Soh,
Jonah Tan, Hubert Yeo and Edwin Lim, all 15, celebrating their win.

Remembering the
Marxist conspiracy

Students’ project
hits winning note
SJI team bags inaugural S’pore ArtScience Prize with headphones idea
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