
Hong Kong Baptist University

Singapore, incomplete: Reflections on a first world nation’s arrested
political development
George, Cherian

Published: 01/09/2017

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
George, C. (2017). Singapore, incomplete: Reflections on a first world nation’s arrested political development.
Woodsville News.

General rights
Copyright and intellectual property rights for the publications made accessible in HKBU Scholars are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners. In addition to the restrictions prescribed by the Copyright Ordinance of Hong Kong, all users and readers must also
observe the following terms of use:

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from HKBU Scholars for the purpose of private study or research
            • Users cannot further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • To share publications in HKBU Scholars with others, users are welcome to freely distribute the permanent publication URLs

Downloaded on: 11 Oct, 2026

https://scholars.hkbu.edu.hk/en/publications/4f6786d5-c062-4f5e-aa85-c6fa4fc5fb49


SINGAPORE, INCOMPLETE is a collection of essays 
about the country's underdeveloped democracy by 
the author of Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation.
Following Lee Kuan Yew's death and the ruling party's 
resounding 2015 election victory, and as the government 
prepares to transition to a fourth-generation leadership, 
Cherian George contemplates the unfinished business 
of political liberalisation and multicultural integration. 
He calls for a more open system that will protect and 
celebrate a diversity of ideas and beliefs. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: In 1972, Prime Minister Lee Kuan 
Yew declared in an election speech, “The not-so-bright 
go into political science and sociology. When they 
cannot get a good job, they go on to journalism.” Cherian 
George was only seven at the time, so he did not get the 
message: he majored in social and political sciences 
at university and then went into journalism. Born and 
raised in Singapore, he studied at St Andrew's School 
and Hwa Chong Junior College before earning degrees 
from Cambridge, Columbia and Stanford universities. In 
2014, he moved to Hong Kong, where he is Professor of 
Media Studies at Hong Kong Baptist University. He is the 
author of four other books. 

COVER: Matthew Ngui's Every Point of View, an 
installation on Democracy at the Singapore Art 
Museum exhibition, 5 Stars: Art Reflects on Peace, 
Justice, Equality, Democracy and Progress, 2015–2016, 
celebrating 50 years of independence. 

CH
ER

IA
N

 G
EO

R
G

E
 •  Singapore, Incom

plete 

CHERIAN GEORGE

Reflections on a First World nation’s
arrested political development

Singapore,g p ,
Inc

ISBN 978-981-11-4779-1 
www.incomplete.sg
Woodsville News | Singapore

“Ours is a middle-aged country 
with a maturing economy—but
a political system that treats us 
like children.”



SINGAPORE, INCOMPLETE is a collection of essays 
about the country's underdeveloped democracy by 
the author of Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation.
Following Lee Kuan Yew's death and the ruling party's 
resounding 2015 election victory, and as the government 
prepares to transition to a fourth-generation leadership, 
Cherian George contemplates the unfinished business 
of political liberalisation and multicultural integration. 
He calls for a more open system that will protect and 
celebrate a diversity of ideas and beliefs. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: In 1972, Prime Minister Lee Kuan 
Yew declared in an election speech, “The not-so-bright 
go into political science and sociology. When they 
cannot get a good job, they go on to journalism.” Cherian 
George was only seven at the time, so he did not get the 
message: he majored in social and political sciences 
at university and then went into journalism. Born and 
raised in Singapore, he studied at St Andrew's School 
and Hwa Chong Junior College before earning degrees 
from Cambridge, Columbia and Stanford universities. In 
2014, he moved to Hong Kong, where he is Professor of 
Media Studies at Hong Kong Baptist University. He is the 
author of four other books. 

COVER: Matthew Ngui's Every Point of View, an 
installation on Democracy at the Singapore Art 
Museum exhibition, 5 Stars: Art Reflects on Peace, 
Justice, Equality, Democracy and Progress, 2015–2016, 
celebrating 50 years of independence. 

CH
ER

IA
N

 G
EO

R
G

E
 •  Singapore, Incom

plete 

CHERIAN GEORGE

Reflections on a First World nation’s
arrested political development

Singapore,g p ,
Inc

ISBN 978-981-11-4779-1 
www.incomplete.sg
Woodsville News | Singapore

“Ours is a middle-aged country 
with a maturing economy—but
a political system that treats us 
like children.”



Singapore, Incomplete





Singapore, Incomplete

Reflections on a First World Nation’s
arrested political development

Cherian George

Woodsville News
Singapore
www.incomplete.sg



© Cherian George

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic 
or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or any information storage and 
retrieval system, without written permission from the author/publisher.

National Library Board, Singapore, Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
Name(s): George, Cherian.
Title: Singapore, incomplete : reflections on a first world nation’s arrested

political development / Cherian George.
Description: Singapore : Woodsville News, 2017.
Identifier(s): OCN 1002722814 | ISBN 978-981-11-4779-1 (paperback)
Subject(s): LCSH: Singapore—Politics and government—21st century.
Classification: DDC 320.9595709051—dc23

Cover:  Every Point of View, installation by Matthew Ngui, Singapore Art Museum collection. 
Photo and design by Cherian George. 

Typesetting: Pressbooks.com

Printed by Markono Print Media Pte Ltd, Singapore

Published by Woodsville News, Singapore



Contents

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Accidental citizens: It’s time we cultivated deeper 
appreciation for our diversity | 1
Justice and equality:  There’s more to handling race and 
religion than avoiding riots | 8
The power of symbols: The 2017 presidential turnover was a 
missed opportunity | 15
391 Orchard Road: Xenophobia turned a commercial site 
into a national icon | 22
Morality police: Conservative values needn’t restrict adults’ 
cultural choices | 29
Infamous Amos: His provocation was wrong, but that 
doesn’t make the law right | 36
Demophobic society: Singapore’s allergy to the D-word 
weakens us | 43
From 2011 to 2015: The PAP corrected its policies, but not its 
policymaking style. | 51
Winter is here: Since the 2011 general election, a chill has 
descended on political debate | 58
Freak elections: Elites underestimate the sophistication of 
the electorate | 66
Open government: An ombudsman can relieve pressure for 
government accountability | 73
6.9 million: The Population White Paper revealed a lack of 
internal debate | 80

Acknowledgements | vii
Notes | viii
Preface | ix
Dedication | xvii

S I N GA P O R E , I N CO M P L E T E  |  v



The fog of fear: If the rules are going to stay, they should at 
least be clarified | 87
Elite cohesion: The Lee family feud tested Singapore’s 
unique establishment unity | 94
Disturbing the peace: Singaporeans have peculiarly low 
tolerance for troublemakers | 102
Political sweet spot: The lack of protest results from an 
exceptional balancing act | 108
Calibrated coercion: The state has grown in power by 
moderating its use of force | 115
Freedom of speech: Singapore can strike a better balance 
between tyranny and anarchy | 123
Dreaded defamation: It’s time to rethink Singapore’s most 
chilling speech law | 130
Holding the press: The media are free to earn profits, but not 
popular support | 137
The digital gap: Our vibrant internet space still lacks 
independent journalism | 145
Academic interests: Our universities have arrived globally, 
but left the local behind | 152
Reputational risk: NTU gave me a personal tutorial in how 
the system works | 160
Active citizens: We shouldn’t silence civil society’s voices of 
conscience | 167
The LKY legacy: Lee Kuan Yew isn’t to blame if Singapore 
can’t let go of him | 175
A PAP wish list: I can imagine becoming a PAP fan if its 
leaders can imagine reforms. | 182
Reforming the PAP: Future leaders must make changes their 
predecessors resisted | 189
Accidental losers: Our future completeness requires 
reconciliation with our past | 196

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

vi |  CO N T E N TS



Hong Kong Baptist University’s School of Communication was 
generous with the non-renewable resource that all academics 
crave—time. I wouldn’t have been able to squeeze out this 
book without its support, which included funding from the 
Department of Journalism. 

This is my first self-published book. I benefitted from 
publisher friends: Edmund Wee, who affirmed my concept by 
offering to publish it; Peter Schoppert and Tan Dan Feng for 
their selfless advice; and Fong Hoe Fang and Ng Kah Gay of 
Ethos Books who became enthusiastic partners.

Several individuals provided thoughtful feedback on the 
first draft of various chapters: Vernon Chan, Chong Zi Liang, 
Lucy Davis, Mary George, Han Fook Kwang, Kirsten Han, 
Huang Jianli, Jack Lee, Peter Low, Arun Mahizhnan, Kris Olds, 
Peh Shing Huei, David Tan, Eugene Tan, Kenneth Paul Tan, 
Kevin Tan, and Yeoh Lam Keong. The text was ably edited 
by Lindsay Davis. Kristian Agustin was my typographical 
consultant. 

As an émigré, I would have been in no frame of mind to 
write another book about Singapore if the woman I love were 
not by my side. I was able to lean on Zuraidah’s deep interest 
in and sharp understanding of Singapore politics. More 
importantly, when I needed distance from my subject, as every 
writer does, her presence enabled me to savour the sojourn 
away from Singapore, and not take our country, or myself, too 
seriously. Life would be incomplete without her.

Acknowledgements

S I N GA P O R E , I N CO M P L E T E  |  vii



Notes:  This book is written in journalistic style and contains no footnotes or 
citations. Readers who wish to go deeper can consult the companion website, 
www.incomplete.sg. The Notes section of the website contains sources 
for some of the details in the text. It also includes recommended further 
readings. In addition, I have tried to attribute information in a way that 
should make it easy to track down the source through a web search.

viii |  N OT E S



singapore, incomplete | ix

Preface

Hong Kong, 8 September 2017

This is my fifth book. The last three were academic publications that
I wouldn’t expect even my nearest and dearest to have the patience
to plough through. So I wasn’t hurt by my mother’s underwhelmed
expression when I told her last year that my latest scholarly book,
Hate Spin, would be out in a few months. Somewhat apologetically,
she said she wished I would write a book she could read, like my
2000 volume, Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation.

It wasn’t too much to ask, since I’d already resolved to treat
myself to doing a new book of journalistic essays on Singapore
when I had the time. I had a bank of blogs to draw from, and various
unwritten essays swirling around in my head. But my pressing
writing commitments were academic in nature, and not about
Singapore. My mother’s request was a timely reminder that I
shouldn’t get so totally sucked into my academic research that I
forget my roots as a Singaporean journalist.

This volume is the result. Its title is self-explanatory. I am one
of those Singaporeans who feel there’s something missing in our
national development. Ours is a middle-aged country with a mature
economy but a political system that treats us like children: for too
many decisions that should be ours to make, we are told what’s good
for us and we are ticked off if we answer back. In the following
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collection of essays, I suggest that we are ready to grow up. More
respect for different ways of thinking and more freedom to
challenge authority will make us a stronger society.

Before you invest any more time in this book, though, I should
be clear about what it’s not. First, this book is not trying to be
balanced. This is because I’m quite sure it won’t be your only source
of information and ideas about Singapore. I haven’t written it for
marauding aliens from another planet who will read just one
guidebook per country before deciding which ones should be
destroyed and which spared. In that life-and-death sci-fi scenario,
I’d want to craft a Wikipedia entry that convinces our bad-tempered
visitors that we are a uniquely lovable island with an exceptionally
wise government. Thus, my prose would save my homeland from
obliteration. But, back in the real world, I have no such illusions
that this book will be the final word on Singapore. Instead, it’s just
one small intervention in a much larger conversation. That
conversation is dominated by the viewpoints and values of the
People’s Action Party. It would be a waste of my time and yours to
repeat those views. I focus instead on ideas that are less familiar in
our national discourse, despite the risk that the entire project will
therefore be dismissed as an anti-government rant.

Second, the book does not analyse specific government policies.
You’ll find little if any mention of the acronyms that dominate
debates in Singapore: HDB, CPF, COE, MRT. I’m more interested
in how we conduct those debates than in their content. I often find
myself in broad agreement with policies. I also respect some of
the PAP’s core governance principles, like living within our means
and not imposing too great a burden on future generations. My
disagreements with the ruling party tend to be on a more meta
level—especially its intolerance of diverse perspectives, which is not
an attitude that’s in sync with Singapore’s needs as a complex,
cosmopolitan city. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong has said that
economic policies can always be worked out, but it’s more
important to “get the politics right”. I agree, and believe we’ve
gotten the politics wrong.



singapore, incomplete | xi

Third, this book is not a manifesto. Don’t bother to skip to the
concluding chapter in search of a list of recommendations. There
is none. I’m aware that most Singaporeans are practical people,
bottom-line minded. If you are that sort, you will be frustrated by
this book’s lack of a clear programme for change. These essays are
meant to contribute to on-going discussions about our political
future. I hope they will make you look at our society in new ways.
But I’ll leave it to readers to decide whether and how to translate
any new insights into practical suggestions to make our incomplete
nation more whole.



Many of us in the business of serious nonfiction writing fantasise
about a world where everyone responds with open minds to words
on the page. It shouldn’t even matter who wrote them, because
ideas should be assessed solely on their merit. That’s the dream, and
some journalists swear by it. My opinion-writing coach at Columbia
Journalism School forbade us from using the first-person pronoun
as a crutch, saying our arguments must stand on their own two feet.
The self-indulgent “I” shouldn’t have to come into the picture. I still
sometimes hear the ghost of Judith Crist tut-tutting when I adopt
the first-person voice.

But I’ve learnt from experience that readers do want to know the
person behind the words—and, when it comes to political writing,
not in a warm and welcoming way. They want to assess if the writer
is sincere and trustworthy, or has some personal or partisan
agenda. This is partly a psychological defence against the sheer
volume of data that bombards us constantly. We need cognitive
shortcuts to make snap judgements about whether to trust each
message, and the easiest way is to suss out the messenger. Then
there’s the cynicism that surrounds politics. People (including
politicians and officials themselves) don’t believe there’s much
idealism in public affairs. They think most people who get involved
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are probably in it for personal gain. Therefore, hidden motives are
as relevant as surface meanings.

So let me address such questions head on. The most common
question I get from people struck by how interested I am in politics
is whether I have political ambitions. This is the easiest one to
answer. No. I will never join a party because the freedom to learn is
too important to me. That includes my right to change my mind and
reach new conclusions that distance me from the views my team
holds now, and from those I held yesterday. If I became a politician,
I wouldn’t last a month. Within that time, I’d be contradicting my
own earlier statements based on what I’d just discovered; I’d be
voicing agreement with opponents when I felt they were right; and
I’d be the first to declare publicly that my party boss had said
something silly. I am so obviously ill-suited to party politics that,
to paraphrase Marx (Groucho, not Karl) I would refuse to join any
party clueless enough to accept me as a member.

But I am certainly hardwired with an interest in political affairs.
There are some people who are blessed with the capability of seeing
dollar values everywhere. They look at their environment as if
through an augmented reality app, but instead of Pokémon, they
see floating assets and liabilities, profits and losses, depreciation
rates, who’s making money and who’s losing it. I have a much less
useful sixth sense. I can’t help but notice power everywhere. I see
the world in terms of how power is distributed, who has it, who
doesn’t, and why; I’m intrigued by the structures and ideologies that
maintain that pattern, and the cracks and contradictions that may
alter it. And especially when it comes to my country, I feel an urge to
share my views. I’m like the many football fans who express strong
opinions about their team’s coaches and players, formations and
tactics, but have no illusions about entering the field.

Another common question is more specific to my current
situation. Many people know I’m in Hong Kong because political
pressure cost me my previous job at a public university in
Singapore. It’s natural to wonder if my views are coloured by this
experience. The perception problem cuts two ways: if I seem very
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critical of the PAP, it must be because I’m bitter; if I sound
charitable, maybe I’m trying to curry favour with the powers that
be so I can return to Singapore. Either conclusion exaggerates the
depth of my current predicament. Let’s be clear: I’m not an exile. If I
had wanted to remain in Singapore after I lost my job, I could have
joined the private sector or gone freelance. I have friends in similar
situations who have done just that, choosing to remain in Singapore
with their aged parents, for example. As my older sister was able to
look after my mother, I was free to emigrate with my wife and stay
on my chosen career path as an academic. The main victims of our
departure were our elderly mothers, who would have liked to have
us around. On the flip side, we were both able to pursue our chosen
vocations in a stimulating and meritocratic environment.

I am not one of those establishment types who spend most of
their lives believing the system is rational and just—until it
suddenly turns against them. Those former insiders get truly
traumatised and embittered, because they don’t know what hit
them. In contrast, because of my vocation, intellectual interests and
social circles, I’ve never been blind to the government’s dark side.
One of my early assignments as a rookie journalist was interviewing
political prisoner Chia Thye Poh, exiled (literally, not just as a figure
of speech) on Sentosa. I covered the opposition as a political
reporter, studied alternative media as a scholar, got involved with
civil society, and befriended a host of outsiders—detainees of
Operation Cold Store and Operation Spectrum vintage, blacklisted
academics, human rights activists, and censored artists. So I’ve
always known that our system has claimed innocent victims,
including patriots whose only crime was to care too much. My own
victimhood did not break new ground; fixing careers is well within
the system’s traditional repertoire of responses to perceived
challengers. Knowing all this, I do not feel morally entitled to think
more lowly of the system than I did before just because it was my
turn to get hurt by it.

If, on the other hand, you think I’m too generous to the
government, no, it’s not to suck up. I’m in academia mainly for
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the freedom it offers to learn and explore. Therefore, it would be
irrational to shackle my mind as the price of being a scholar of
Singapore, which is the bargain that the system currently demands.
It would make more sense to find some other way to make a living.
Besides, transactional tactics probably wouldn’t work: at this point,
being nicer to the government wouldn’t guarantee it would be nicer
to me. My removal from my last job showed me that one’s actual
words and actions are no match for the vague suppositions of all-
powerful groups of men with the power to act on their whims.



Indeed, I entertain no hope of persuading the current core
leadership of anything. As I argue in this book, the climate for
discussion is particularly hostile right now. Government leaders are
convinced that they’ve already gotten the politics right, and that
the challenge is to sustain, not transform, their model. After the
2011 election disappointment, they felt under siege. After the 2015
triumph, they feel no need to compromise. The PAP used to
characterise itself as a Broad Church. Today, it is a fortress, quick to
banish even members of its own establishment.

In the long term, though, an internally reformed PAP is still one
of the best-case scenarios for Singapore. If this sounds like a pipe
dream, well, it’s no more so than an opposition party coming to
power. Therefore, one key group of readers I hope this book
connects with is younger and future members of the PAP and the
administrative elite. I trust they will include Singaporeans of
exceptional ability and open minds, with the determination to do
right by their country. I hope they will come to their own
independent convictions about how Singapore can respond to the
challenges ahead, before they are straitjacketed by prevailing
dogma. I don’t expect such positive changes to materialise soon
enough for me to benefit from them. But it would be nice to see
Singapore begin to move in the right direction.
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One person who won’t be reading this book is my mother. She 
died on 8 September 2016, at the age of 86. Just as she had feared 
when I left for Hong Kong in 2014, I wasn’t in Singapore the day she 
took her last breath. My mother had been the principal of a mission 
school and a model of propriety. She worried aloud that my political 
views would get me in trouble, but always out of care and concern, 
not conservatism. Going through her things after she died, I found 
a file full of selected articles by me and my wife. Among them were 
newspaper clippings reporting my run-in with the university 
authorities in Singapore, the support I received from petitioners, 
and my subsequent move to Hong Kong. She had kept them as 
proudly as bylined pieces she liked from my days at The Straits Times, 
and every issue of the handwritten family newspaper I launched 
when I was nine.

In the effusive tributes offered by her former staff and students, 
I was reminded of how she had, in her own quiet way, stood up for 
what she believed. Once, she refused to back down when her school 
board objected to the drama club’s plan to stage a Sanskrit play, 
claiming it conflicted with the school’s Christian identity. Caught 
between pleasing her employers and defending her teachers and 
students (as well as her own understanding of Christian values and 
Singapore’s multiculturalism), she chose the latter. Maybe it’s just a 
way to make myself feel better for not being by her side at the last, 
but when I reflect on my life choices, I comfort myself that I made 
them partly because I’m my mother’s son.





Dedicated to the memory of my parents

George Mathew (1926–1994)
Liza George (1930–2016)



Newlyweds, c. 1954







1

Accidental citizens

It’s time we cultivated deeper appreciation for our diversity.

I am an accidental Singaporean. Not because my mother once
described my arrival, several years behind my two older siblings,
as a totally unexpected gift. No, the biology behind my being is no
great mystery. It is the happenstance of geography, my unplanned
national identity, that gets me thinking. My parents grew up in
Kerala, South India, and neither had any intention or pressing need
to leave home for that British outpost in the Far East. In 1948, it was
one of my father’s older brothers who had a ticket for Singapore.
But with just days to go before his scheduled trip, my uncle had a
change of heart and decided to stay put. Suddenly, there was a paid
ticket and a packed trunk for the taking.

My father gamely stepped forward, took the train to Madras,
boarded the steamship Rajula, crossed the Bay of Bengal, spent
three weeks quarantined on St John’s Island along with other third-
class passengers, and finally landed at Clifford Pier. After finding
his feet, his marriage was arranged a few years later to a family
friend back home. When she boarded the Rajula at the age of 24 to
join her new husband, my mother left behind her whole family and
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a promising teaching career in her motherland for a less predictable 
future. Two of my father’s eight siblings had moved to Singapore 
before him, but both returned to India with their families in the 
1960s. Kerala, therefore, would always remain my parents’ 
emotional centre of gravity. When they started their new life 
together in the 1950s, they could not have predicted that 
Singapore would end up being the place where they would spend 
their entire working lives and raise their family—due to a snap 
decision my father took when he was 22 years old.

My wife has a different heritage, but is also an accidental 
Singaporean. When the Pacific W a r b r oke o u t, h e r grandmother 
and mother were living in Medan, Sumatra. At that moment, 
Singapore was no land of opportunity. It was a place women and 
children were trying to leave, if they had a choice. As the Japanese 
advanced, Europeans were being evacuated by the thousands. Yet, 
after Southeast Asia fell to the invaders, my wife’s grandmother 
picked up her only child and somehow crossed the Strait of Malacca 
for Singapore. The steely, self-sufficient matriarch was determined 
to look for relatives that had gone incommunicado in the chaos. 
Mission accomplished, her little girl, my eventual mother-in-law, 
was going to be sent home to Medan. But the Japanese officials 
didn’t accept her travel document. As a result, she would remain in 
Singapore with her mother for the rest of their lives.

As for my wife’s father, he was born in Singapore but wouldn’t 
have stayed there if he had obeyed instructions. When he was nine, 
his father, heartbroken by the death of his wife, resolved to return 
to his village on the other side of the Indian Ocean. He decided to 
leave his older sons in Singapore but take the youngest with him. 
As father and son were about to board the steamship departing 
Singapore—most likely the same Rajula that later brought my own 
parents here—the boy turned tail on impulse, planted himself back 
on Singapore soil and declared that he would stay with his brothers.

Thus, through a set of unscripted events, my wife and I were both 
born Singaporean; accidental citizens of possibly the most totally 
planned city state in the history of human civilisation.
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I doubt we’re exceptional. Many Singaporeans have similar tales
in their family histories. After all, ours is an immigrant nation at the
heart of a region that has experienced mind-boggling flux over the
past century or two. It was the playground of empires, a theatre of
war, and a hub of globalisation long before budget air travel and the
internet. What made some family branches Singaporean and others
not was, in many cases, down to chance.

Singapore itself is a rather random entity. It has a 700-year
heritage as a cross-cultural meeting place and trading centre, but its
history is full of discontinuities and detours. I collect antique maps
partly because they are artefacts of times when Singapore meant
something else—or nothing at all. My oldest map of Asia, a 17th-
century specimen, shows the Malayan peninsula (labelled Malacca)
as a lumpy appendage—but no blob at its tip where Singapore
should be. On an 1808 map of Southeast Asia, a misshapen
Singapore is visible. Ironically, the Singapore Strait is labelled but
not the island itself, indicating that the waterway to our south was
at that time more noteworthy to European mapmakers than the
land we now call home. Stamford Raffles would have been hanging
out in Penang or Melaka that year. A decade would pass before he
embarked on an expedition that would, literally, put Singapore on
the map.

It’s natural to want to associate home with permanence and
continuity. So it’s not surprising that the origin story we celebrate
through the pageantry of National Day, for example, is more linear
and streamlined than how we actually got here. Of course, the
national narrative includes the Japanese Occupation and other
collective trials and tribulations. But while the story makes plenty
of room for trauma, it leaves none for ambiguity. For example, it
doesn’t know how to deal with—and therefore ignores—the fact
that most members of what became known as the Pioneer
Generation had been so buffeted by epic geopolitical and ideological
contests that they had fluid and tentative identities. When my
parents got off the boat, there were around a quarter of a million
Chinese who had lived in Singapore for more than ten years but
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were still called “aliens”. Only in 1957 were these long-term residents
offered citizenship. Is it any wonder that many people in that
generation weren’t sure which vision of Singapore, if any, to believe
in (Chapter 28).

The government’s impulse to smooth out these kinks in the
national fabric comes from an understandable desire to build a
common identity so we can achieve great things together. One
model for nation builders is a sense of manifest destiny, like that
which Americans and Israelis have cultivated to impressive effect.
Unfortunately, both the American and Israeli cases show that when
you’re convinced there’s a divinely preordained plan for your
nation, you’re likely to inflict harm on people you think are standing
in your way—such as those who happened to be living there before
you. Similarly, nations that imagine their identity in terms of a
paramount race, language or religion find it hard to respond
humanely to a world of diversity.

Independent Singapore was fashioned on different premises. In
a December 1965 parliamentary speech, Lee Kuan Yew declared that
“the conglomeration of numbers, of likeness—as a result of
affinities of race or language or culture—shall never work to the
detriment of those, who by the accident of history, find themselves
in minority groups”. The new republic, according to its founding
fathers, would forge unity not from a common identity or shared
past, but a joint commitment to future co-existence.

As a result, ethnic minorities like my parents could feel secure
from majoritarian violence. (My father never took this for granted.
He kept his Indian citizenship as an insurance policy for the family,
in case Singapore did a Burma and expelled its Indians.)
Singaporeans were also promised that everyone would benefit from
Singapore’s growth. However, Lee and his successors have been
unwilling to take their founding principle to its logical conclusion.
If national cohesion is really to be based on a common future, not a
common past, we should want to create an inclusive Singapore that
respects difference. Our right to belong shouldn’t depend on the
content of our beliefs, because perspectives depend on where you
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stand, and where you stand is—initially at least—greatly affected by
where you’re coming from, culturally, politically or geographically.
Instead, what we really need to agree on are our rules of
engagement: what principles we follow when we deal with others.
We should certainly try to resolve differences in ways that enlarge
our common ground, so we can work together toward the common
good. But some divergences will remain despite our best efforts to
find consensus. We need to allow and even celebrate these, if we
respect the equal human dignity of every individual regardless of
belief or background.

Despite the propitious start, Singapore’s leaders have found it
hard to accept this principle. Difference is to be feared and
contained. This is most obvious in the political realm, in which
the ruling party interprets its electoral mandate not just as
authorisation to govern, but also as licence to punish or silence
views too different from its own (Chapter 7). As for cultural
differences, People’s Action Party governments have on the whole
kept their promise to protect the rights of racial minorities and to
treat all religions equally. Where they have fallen short, though, is
in promoting an appreciation for our multicultural makeup as a
source of national strength.

Template government speeches refer to Singapore’s cultural
landscape as ridden with “fault lines”, a geological term that treats
our multiracial, multireligious character as a permanent risk factor,
ready to erupt in violent disorder if we are not vigilant. In contrast,
countries that are comparatively homogeneous are considered
blessed: thanks to their shared culture, those nations are said to
have enough trust and social capital to sustain levels of political
freedom and social welfare that wouldn’t work for Singapore, the
government claims. In line with this bleak view, Singapore’s Racial
Harmony Day doesn’t commemorate, say, the drafting of the
national pledge, with its inspiring promise of unity beyond race,
language or religion; or the 1960 founding of the People’s
Association as a nationwide network to foster multicultural values.
No, it marks the anniversary of the 1964 race riots that killed 22. The
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overriding ideological message is not we’re diverse, let’s celebrate; it’s
we’re diverse, so beware.

This is a mindset that sells Singapore short. Our legacy as a
confluence of cultural streams and historical forces is what makes
us extraordinary. To appreciate our island nation is to understand
the entrances and exits of empires and entrepreneurs, the myriad
decisions of geopolitical strategists and humble fortune seekers,
in war rooms, board rooms, ports and faraway villages, all placing
their imprints on the way we are.

We are still waiting for a prime minister who rises to the
challenge of presenting an inspiring vision of multicultural
Singapore; one that crystallises how our diversity has added value
to our national identity, beyond the trivial example of spicing up
our buffets. We’ve had to turn mainly to local artists to help us find
positive meaning in our cultural mix, but they’ve received barely
enough support—and even faced resistance—from petty regulators
who equate nation building with pleasing politicians.

The task of discovering and defining ourselves is especially
important at a time when Asia’s giant civilisations are resurgent.
The hundreds of thousands of people from China and India who’ve
come to live and work in Singapore need to realise that this mixed-
up little nation is not weakened by its distance from our great
ancestral homes or by the adulteration of its component cultures.
No, our liminal location has given us more options; our hybridity
enriches us. But we can’t expect new immigrants to get that
message if we don’t believe it ourselves.

Our DNA as a diverse immigrant city makes us one of the least
status-ridden societies in Asia. We are relatively free of the
feudalism that infects our immediate neighbours in Southeast Asia,
less burdened by the distinctions of caste, credentials and
connections that taint public life in India, and less consumed by
the cult of wealth that rules the new China. With a centuries-old
heritage of physical and social mobility, we are developing a strong
sense of fairness. Most Singaporeans would find it unacceptable
that any child is homeless or too poor to go to school. Equally, we
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are turned off by the ostentatious shows of wealth that the elite
elsewhere in Asia indulge in. Most Singaporeans cannot stomach
the notion that some people deserve to be stuck at the bottom,
and we get offended if the rich confuse their good fortune for
entitlement.

I’m not saying that these positive national traits have deep roots,
much less that they have fully flowered. But they are qualities we
can realistically cultivate. We need to recognise them as strengths
that emerged, paradoxically, from the mixing and softening of the
parent cultures that met in Singapore. And we need to believe that
there’s a “we” in the first place. It won’t happen if Singaporeans at
any level, from the cabinet room to the coffee shop, secretly wish
people who are different—culturally or politically—would become
just like them or just disappear.

Our arrivals and those of our forefathers may have been impelled
by economic need or war, or were perhaps as impulsive as the
decision of a young man who was suddenly offered a ticket and a
trunk to try his luck in a place he’d never seen. At a cosmic level, to
be born Singaporean is a shot in the dark: the odds are something
in the order of 0.05 per cent. There is nothing preordained about
Singapore. But there is also more to it than capricious chance.
Regardless of how they came to be here, Singaporeans did not just
sit back waiting for history to be made for them. Families and
communities worked hard to make their lives better, and to
improve the prospects for the next generation. Today, our challenge
is to cultivate a commitment—expressed formally in the pledge but
honoured mainly in practice—to turn a random collection of
individuals into a society in which we protect one another, respect
different ways of thinking, and sustain a system that makes this
possible. We won’t make Singapore more complete by
homogenising it, but by creating space for the diversity that is our
defining trait and our organic strength.
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Justice and equality

There’s more to handling race and religion than avoiding riots.

One quality that Singapore does not have an excess of is idealism.
As a country, we tend to keep not just our feet firmly on the ground
but also our gaze. We’re reluctant to lift our eyes to see the better
society we could be. We are realists to a fault, limiting our reach
to what is already within our grasp and always finding reasons not
to aim for loftier goals. This mindset may be why we haven’t done
enough to combat the persistence of racial prejudice, or the rise in
religious intolerance. We thus fail to live up to the values of justice
and equality that we tell ourselves are core to our national identity.

First, there is the problem of race. Let me quickly recite the
standard caveats, that race relations in Singapore are healthier
than in many other societies, and that minorities can succeed
regardless of the colour of their skins. But this shouldn’t blind us to
their lack of protection against prejudice. Employers and landlords
still get away with discriminating on the basis of race. According
to an Institute of Policy Studies survey, about one-quarter of non-
Chinese said they had felt racially discriminated against when
seeking a job or promotion. The problem is serious enough for
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many to hope for some form of affirmative action. Four out of ten
Malays and three out of ten Indians felt the government should
give preferential treatment to minority races. Nevertheless, most
expressed confidence in Singapore’s freedom from racial tensions.
The overall picture suggests that minorities face impediments but
are prepared to live with them, because the accept the reality that
the majority will always enjoy certain advantages. Which doesn’t
make the situation right.

Part of the problem is the government’s pro-business doctrine. It
does not want to burden employers with anti-discrimination laws.
This is despite knowing that the main reason for American firms’
world-beating competitiveness is their openness to talent, which
isn’t just a product of enlightened human resource policies. It’s also
enforced by the state through equal opportunity laws. The current
chief executives of Google and PepsiCo are originally from Tamil
Nadu (and the chief of Microsoft from the neighbouring South
Indian state of Telangana). Their native tongue is one of our four
official languages, but it’s debatable whether Tamils face less
discrimination in Singapore than in the US. Socially, as well, we can
do a lot better. Chinese Singaporeans too easily slip into Mandarin
in mixed company, as if including minorities in conversation is
not worth the bother. Too many children are hemmed in by ethnic
stereotypes. At a young age, they learn not to dream.

Lee Kuan Yew’s views on race and genes have contributed some
unsavoury aspects to our national culture. The People’s Action Party
must at some point correct this strand of the LKY legacy. Lee and
his colleagues certainly protected minorities from the worst-case
scenario of a majoritarian chauvinist takeover that would have left
our Malays, Indians and others as badly treated as minority races
are in Malaysia. However, he also indulged in racial stereotyping,
which has helped to cultivate an environment that’s hospitable to
prejudice. When his belief in eugenics produced the 1980s policy
prizing the progeny of graduate mothers over the offspring of non-
graduates, Singaporeans were outraged and pushed back. What has
lingered, though, is Lee’s conviction that group differences in
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school performance are genetic and therefore beyond repair. This
attitude makes it too easy for society to wash its hands of the
problem of lower average scores among Malays and Indians
—apparently, they’re just born that way. The problem with this view
is not that it’s impolite or politically incorrect. The problem is that
it’s irrational and irresponsible.

Research does show that intelligence (as measured by IQ tests) is
greatly influenced by genes, and that these genetic factors shouldn’t
be ignored by educationists. But we also need to read the fine print.
First, experts tell us that not all differences between ethnic groups
are due to race; they are often about class. It’s just tough for poorer
families (among whom ethnic minorities are over-represented) to
keep up with the boosters that the upper middle class is able to give
its children. Second, experts emphasise that genetic influences are
probabilistic rather than deterministic. In other words, one group
may have done better than another on average, but that can’t
predict how any individual will perform. Third, there are different
forms of intelligence, not all of which are equally influenced by
genes or recognised in IQ tests (which are never culturally neutral).

Finally, even experts in the field of behavioural genetics stress
that science alone must never dictate ethics or public policy. Even if
there’s proof that different intelligences are not evenly distributed
across races, it doesn’t follow that our policies should reinforce that
unevenness by investing more in the genetically advantaged. That
would not only be unethical but also inefficient, because it doesn’t
maximise the human potential available to a society. Even if nature
is found to have a bigger impact than nurture, we can still choose
to invest more in nurture. We take this for granted in healthcare.
For example, when the Genome Institute of Singapore works out
that a disease is linked to cell abnormalities that are more prevalent
in Chinese, the policy recommendation wouldn’t be to tell Chinese,
well, too bad, it’s in your genes. Rather, we would work on
interventions in the form of early detection, prevention and
treatment. It shouldn’t be any different in education.

The genetic explanation hasn’t hurt only minorities; it also
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justified an insufficiently interventionist education policy, which
hurt poorer Singaporeans of all races and contributed to the
socioeconomic divisions we see today. Singapore was scandalously
slow to make schooling compulsory, for example. Fortunately, our
education ministry has made big strides in the right direction,
giving students from less privileged backgrounds more time and
alternative paths to develop, and offering multiple peaks of
excellence to suit different aptitudes and interests. Popular
attitudes to race, though, still lag behind.

Some Singaporeans believe the answer is to transcend race
altogether: we should stop emphasising racial categories so much.
It’s true we don’t stress our shared humanity enough. But closing
our eyes to race isn’t the answer. Most people consider race an
important part of their heritage. Treating them fairly doesn’t
require rendering their race invisible. Furthermore, it’s a mistake
to think we can replace race with a common national culture that’s
somehow neutral or fair to all. Such projects—like French-style
nationalism—end up favouring the dominant culture and
marginalising weaker groups. Finally, removing the racial lens
entirely would mean losing all insight into systemic problems
affecting racial groups. You may suspect, for example, that a high
proportion of people in your community is losing out due to
discrimination, but if no data are collected by race, you’d have no
way to show that a problem exists. The answer is not to bury racial
categories but to make sure they are not used to confine individuals
to a box or disadvantage them, which is where anti-discrimination
laws come in.

A second challenge we’ve been too complacent about is the
worrying rise in religious intolerance. Fortunately, the
government’s management of religious diversity has been relatively
sound. We’ve been extremely lucky that no faith commands a
majority, which means there’s limited electoral incentive to
mobilise voters around religious identity. We’ve also been fortunate
that our first three prime ministers have not had any religious
affiliation, sparing them from real or perceived biases, and allowing
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the government to be quite clinical in its handling of religious
controversies. The state has shown due respect for Singaporeans’
religious identities. Religious leaders say prayers at armed forces
commissioning ceremonies, for example. Singaporean secularism
doesn’t mean banning religions from public life, but keeping them
at an equal arm’s length from the state.

All religious communities know there are lines they cannot cross.
One of these lines prohibits anything that would threaten
Singapore’s peaceful interfaith relations. Unfortunately, not even
our formidably powerful government has been able to prevent the
seeping in of religious doctrines that have made some
Singaporeans more intolerant of different religions and sects.
There are religious teachers who sell the fiction that, to get closer to
God, you have to be more judgemental of others and less respectful
of everyone else’s equal right to believe (or not believe) as they
choose. A handful of preachers expressing contempt for other faiths
have been exposed via social media, attracting the opprobrium they
deserve. Some from overseas have been denied entry. But it would
be naïve to believe that the threat has been contained.

Some committed atheists think the problem is religion as such.
But that’s an ahistorical fallacy. Religious groups have been a major,
even indispensable, force behind the advancement of social justice
and equal rights. Quakers, for example, were at the forefront of
the movement against slavery. Churches had leading roles in the
American Civil Rights movement, South Africa’s anti-apartheid
movement, and the Philippines’ People Power Revolution against
the Marcos regime. In Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim
organisation, Nahdlatul Ulama, helped ensure that the power lost
by Suharto wasn’t captured by Islamists; its members protected
religious minorities against attacks by militants.

Unfortunately, in recent decades, a very different religious
sensibility has been on the rise globally. In particular, segments of
the American Evangelical movement and Saudi Wahhabism have
exported a zero-sum view of faith, an us-or-them mentality that’s
too easily upset by alternative beliefs and lifestyles. They, like the
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rightwing Hindutva movement that has captured power in India,
have chosen to ignore the golden rule at the core of all world
religions, that we should treat others how we wish to be treated.
This is a basic principle of morality and justice: before we demand
that our own values be imposed on the entire society, we should
put ourselves in the shoes of everyone who would be affected. We
should consider whether we’d want people of other or no religion to
impose their own values on us, preventing us from doing whatever
they choose to take offence to. If that scenario doesn’t feel
acceptable, the same verdict must apply to our own visions for a
society built on our own religious teachings—unless we’re able,
through open debate, to sell that vision in non-theological terms
that others accept.

One of our most complex challenges is how to deal with the
alarming threat of Islamist terrorism while keeping a level head
about our 14 per cent Muslim population. Fortunately, our
authorities have always known they cannot fight the former by
treating the latter as an enemy. But while our macro policies may
be sensible, social attitudes at the micro level are another matter.
Terrorism—by definition and by design—cultivates more panic
than the objective facts justify. Part of that irrational fear is
translated into unwarranted suspicion of Muslims in general. This
is being amped up by anti-Islam propaganda exported by American
organisations, such as pro-Israel Christian lobby groups.

Lee Kuan Yew didn’t help when he identified as a danger sign
the growing number of Singapore Muslims declining alcohol and
non-halal food. Sure, Muslims don’t aid their case when they go
beyond what faith requires, like refusing to sit at the same table
where friends are drinking wine, or convincing themselves they’re
not allowed to greet non-Muslims on their respective holy days.
On the other hand, those who are too quick to criticise Muslims
should recognise that rising religiosity, including in exclusionary
forms, is a worldwide phenomenon not confined to Islam. There are
Hindus who are turning the Brahmanic injunction against eating
beef into a litmus test of religious loyalty; in India it’s even become



an excuse to lynch non-Hindus. In Singapore, it’s become common
to see Christians invoking the name of Jesus when commenting
on the prime minister’s Facebook page, in a way that would set
off alarm bells if they were Muslims mentioning Allah. It’s only
Muslim’s outward piety that’s viewed as a security threat.

These things go in cycles, and there are welcome signs of a
reaction against recent trends. In the United States, a large
interfaith coalition has emerged as a bulwark against attacks on
immigrants and Muslims. US Christians, including younger
Evangelicals, are trying to rescue the moral agenda from an older,
intolerant Right that has given their faith a bad name. At the
Vatican, Pope Francis has been a breath of fresh air, reminding
everyone that the earthly role of people of faith is to bring balance
to our own lives, our relations with one another, and the
environment—not take over God’s job of judging the world, or
implementing Armageddon. In Indonesia, the government and
Muslim groups are investing in homegrown “Islam Nusantara” as a
buffer against religious fanaticism.

As a multiracial, multireligious nation, Singapore can’t afford
to be agnostic toward these competing visions for the world. We
can’t just accept intolerance as the natural, inevitable outcome of
our diversity—que sera sera. We must choose the only path that
guarantees the conditions for social peace. This is the path that
gives everyone the equal right to act, love and worship as they wish,
as long as it doesn’t restrict the rights of others to do the same. It’s
about creating an environment where all Singaporeans feel at home
and have a fair shot at success, removing linguistic and cultural
barriers to interaction, and never undermining children’s potential
with our prejudices. Our government needs to take a much stronger
stand against unfair discrimination of any stripe—including racial,
religious, gender or sexual orientation. And we the people, even if
we find aspects of Singapore’s diversity annoying or threatening,
should at least accept the baseline rule that we shouldn’t treat others
how we wouldn’t want to be treated.
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The power of symbols

The 2017 presidential turnover was a missed opportunity.

Prediction: Halimah Yacob will make a marvellous president. I’ve
barely met her and we’ve only exchanged pleasantries. But what I
know of her, I respect. And what a powerful symbol for equality.
Singapore’s first female president; the first from a Malay
background since 1970; and a headscarfed Muslim head of state
at a time when Muslim minorities in so many countries face
undeserved suspicion. Symbolism matters in all kinds of human
relations, whether it’s wearing a wedding ring or preserving a
heritage building. It’s how we declare who we are and what’s
important to us. The identity of our new president amounts to a big,
bold statement.

Like many other Singaporeans, though, I despair at the way our
eighth president entered the office. The government’s decision to
turn the 2017 presidential election into a Malay-only race backfired
badly. Shutting out potential candidates from the Chinese majority
and engaging in crude tokenism tainted Halimah’s entry into the
Istana. Worse, it unleashed a social media flurry of racist remarks
in the guise of political comment, injuring the very harmony that
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the government claimed it was trying to promote. I can think of
few political events that reveal so starkly the tendencies that prevent
Singapore from maturing as a polity: the government’s distrust of
the people, its insistence on getting its way, and its lack of finesse in
dealing with contentious issues.

When the government revealed its intention to reserve
presidential elections periodically for minority candidates, people
naturally suspected that the constitutional amendment was
designed to block Tan Cheng Bock from running again. Ironically,
this cynical interpretation of the government’s intentions—which
it has strenuously denied—actually makes it look smarter. If its
goal was to thwart Tan at any cost, it achieved it 100 per cent. On
the other hand, if we give it the benefit of the doubt and accept
that racial harmony was its only policy objective, we are left
dumbfounded by its chosen course of action. The idea of a reserved
election was counterproductive, ultimately doing more harm than
good. The government could have let Halimah stand in an open
contest. It should never have mooted the controversial idea of
radically amending the Constitution, a move guaranteed to alienate
many of the 64 per cent of Singaporeans who had voted against
its preferred candidate in 2011. If Tan Cheng Bock wanted to run
against Halimah, it should have let him.

I know many will disagree with this counterfactual prediction,
but I do believe that if Halimah’s backers had focussed on talking
her up instead of keeping Tan Cheng Bock out, she would have
beaten him—and by a more convincing margin than Tony Tan
managed in 2011. For a start, she would have the loyal, genuine
backing of the labour movement, which she served from 1978. She
would have had a good chance of winning over many of those
Singaporeans who’d wanted a more relatable candidate than the
patrician Tony Tan. Furthermore, many Singaporeans would have
been thrilled by the chance to elect Singapore’s first female head
of state. In the course of a campaign, younger voters would have
discovered the Halimah whom Her World named its Woman of the
Year 2003. In a hypothetical contest between the two, Tan Cheng



Bock would have had to tread carefully, lest he say anything that
might come across as disrespectful to the female gender. The main
thing going against Halimah, frankly, was that, unlike Tan, the
government supported her.

But once they got to know her better through an open campaign,
enough fair-minded voters would have realised that this feisty
former backbencher had at least as strong a connection to ordinary
Singaporeans as Tan Cheng Bock. Her parliamentary record shows
that (relative to other People’s Action Party stalwarts, as he was too)
she has as much of a claim as Tan to the mantle of an outspoken
champion of the common man and woman. For example, she was
the first ruling party politician who publicly chided a PAP
backbencher over his 2011 remarks about the English language skills
of Malay and Indian MRT drivers, which she called “inappropriate
and unfair” and “simplistic and insensitive”.

Unfortunately, the government was convinced that Halimah’s
strong selling points would be wiped out by her ethnicity. It decided
that Chinese Singaporeans would vote for a fellow Chinese and
not give a minority candidate like her a chance. Hence, the need
to change the system and restrict this round to Malay candidates.
Again and again, the government cited a survey by Channel
NewsAsia and the Institute of Policy Studies, according to which
around three or four out of every ten Chinese respondents wouldn’t
say that they would accept a minority president. The survey implied
that a Malay candidate for president would be rejected by as much
as one-third of the population.

The government read too much into these survey findings. It
is one thing to ask survey respondents to react to a hypothetical,
nameless, faceless candidate of a given race. It’s another thing
entirely to offer voters a specific, real-life individual. In the former
case, respondents can only rely on their racial stereotypes—because
they are not given any information to go on other than the person’s
race. In the latter case, voters are able to consider the whole person.
Some voters may not see past the candidate’s colour. But many will
respond to other salient traits, such as character and experience.
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Thus, in the real world, there’s no contradiction between
harbouring generalised prejudices against a particular race while at
the same time developing a deep positive connection with known
individuals of that very same race. The clearest evidence of this is
the undeniable popularity of the deputy prime minister, Tharman
Shanmugaratnam. According to the IPS survey, only six in ten
Chinese would accept a hypothetical Indian prime minister. Yet, a
survey by Yahoo! the same year showed seven in ten supported (not
merely accepted) Tharman as their next prime minister—twice as
many as Teo Chee Hean, who came in second.

Just as many Singaporeans who say they don’t want an Indian
prime minister would love PM Tharman, it is entirely possible that
Singaporeans who didn’t favour a Malay or Indian president would
have happily voted for President Halimah. By reading the worst into
the CNA–IPS survey, the government was underestimating both
the national appeal of outstanding minority candidates, and the
capacity of most Singaporeans to see past their racial prejudices
when presented with a specific individual of undeniable worth.

Admittedly, there’s no guarantee that Halimah would have
beaten Tan Cheng Bock. We might have had to content ourselves
with a Malay president on our banknotes, but not in the Istana.
The government wanted certainty. But this could only come at a
very high cost. The point of elections isn’t simply to give power to
winners. If power were the only thing at stake, contenders could
do it the efficient Game of Thrones way and murder their opponents.
No, elections are about conferring legitimacy. That legitimacy is
a product of people’s democratic choice: their freedom to stand
for election and their freedom to vote. But genuine choice makes
elections unpredictable.

To put it another way, you can have either legitimacy or certainty;
you can’t have both. Trying to guarantee an election outcome—as
the government did when it restricted the 2017 election to Malay
candidates (and then disqualified all but one)—diminished the
perceived legitimacy of the process. That was too high a price to pay.

It would have been far more sensible to accept the suggestion
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of the 2016 Constitutional Commission, that the presidency revert
to its historical role of a “symbolic unifying figure” appointed by
parliament. Its veto functions, safeguarding the reserves, could
have been taken over by a separate council. After all, it’s debatable
whether Singaporeans were ever really convinced of the need for
an elected, custodial presidency. Lee Kuan Yew had to push his
idea hard against very many doubters. On the flip side, people used
to accept without fuss the tradition of rotating the old-style office
among the main races. The government could have just swallowed
its pride, conceded that the elected presidency was a failed
experiment, and boldly revived the ceremonial office that had
served Singapore well for more than three decades. Instead, it opted
for a model that is neither here nor there: an election stripped of
free choice, to install a symbol of unity in a manner that sowed
division.

Perhaps, though, the constitutional change would be worth it, if
the costs were outweighed by the benefits. The stated goal was to
give our Malay community the morale boost of seeing one of its
own occupy the highest office in the land. As importantly, a Malay
president—her photo in every school and government office,
saluted at National Day Parades, receiving other heads of state at
the Istana—would serve as a strong reminder to our majority race
that Singapore’s minorities matter. Both are extremely worthy
goals. But they can’t be achieved by installing a Malay president any
old how. Symbols are powerful, but they require delicate handling.

First, basic knowledge of human psychology should tell us that if
we want people to feel good, we need to respect their dignity. If your
colleague needs money for an operation, there’s a big difference
between discretely giving him the cash versus broadcasting your
charity via your workplace’s group email. The former tells him you
sincerely want to help; the latter says you’re showing off at his
expense. Similarly, when performed the right way, token political
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gestures are appreciated by all ethnic communities. Think of how
people lap it up when a guest of honour bothers to learn a few lines
of their language to kick off his speech, or is willing to dress up in
their traditional attire. But the same gestures would backfire if the
VIP tried to milk them too much, or acted as if his hosts should feel
grateful for his efforts. Everybody likes a gift, but nobody wants to
appear needy. Tokens need to be presented with grace.

Therefore, the government’s declarations that it was nobly
sacrificing political capital to give Malays a Malay president were
bound to grate on the very community it was trying to impress.
So it was no surprise that some Malays dismissed it as tokenism,
and called for more concrete measures to uplift the community.
The debate over Halimah’s Malayness was another symptom of the
unease among Malays with the way things were handled. These
objections would not have arisen if the government had not been so
explicit about requiring a Malay president. If it had simply offered
Halimah as an outstanding candidate who just happened to be
Malay, she would have been embraced wholeheartedly by the Malay
community.

Second, the government’s move risks intensifying anti-Malay
sentiment—the exact opposite of what it intended. The government
lost sight of who the target audience is for its message of tolerance.
Obviously, it’s not Malays themselves. Nor is it the majority of
Chinese, Indians or others, who are already quite accepting of
Malays. The main problem group comprises that subset of Chinese
who harbour deep ethnic prejudices; those who believe that
Singapore would be a better, more successful country if it weren’t
for our minorities holding us back. These are the Chinese who don’t
buy the theory that minorities face systemic disadvantages or that
they need a leg up. In their worldview, Malays and Indians are not
grateful enough for the space and opportunities they already enjoy
in a Chinese country.

In the past, if you asked such people to identify the privileges they
felt that minorities enjoyed, they might point out that minorities
require a disproportionate share of welfare services. They would
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also claim that Muslims are more touchy than other religious
communities: Singapore keeps having to bend over backwards to
accommodate and not to offend them. But these grievances were
never too extreme. Singapore doesn’t have anything that comes
close to the affirmative action programmes of India, with its
massive reservations system for university places and government
jobs. Accordingly, majority resentment in Singapore is much less
intense than in India.

The problem with the new presidential election system is that it
goes to the very top of the list of reasons that any Chinese can cite
to justify his anti-minority feelings. The constitutional amendment
meant that the majority race couldn’t even contest for the highest
office in their own country. Most Chinese will blame the
government for this turn of events. But those with racist
predispositions will see this as a new low in the way Singapore
panders to its never-satisfied minorities. The next time the Malay
community raises a legitimate grievance that it wants the
government to address, such as discrimination in employment,
these same Chinese will mutter that Malays are just too much: we
handed them the presidency, but they still claim to be
disadvantaged.

None of this is the fault of Halimah Yacob. Sadly, though, she is
bound to bear part of the burden of the government’s mishandling
of the presidency. Some Singaporeans, even within her own ethnic
community, won’t get over the impression that she’s a token Malay.
Some will see her as a reminder of how Tan Cheng Bock was robbed.
I can only hope that most give her a chance, and that she’ll use it
to help heal the divides that the whole controversy has exposed and
widened.



4

391 Orchard Road

Xenophobia turned a commercial site into a national icon.

Ngee Ann City Civic Plaza on Orchard Road is hallowed ground.
It’s where Sang Nila Utama spotted the lion that gave Singapore its
name in 1299. It’s where Stamford Raffles concocted the Singapore
Sling. Here, Lee Kuan Yew accepted the Japanese surrender, told the
British to quit the colony, and announced the first Fishing Village to
Thriving Metropolis Five Year Plan.

I’m kidding. But in 2014, someone unfamiliar with Singapore
history would have been excused for thinking that this tiled space
hugged by a shopping mall was indeed imbued with sacred
meaning. That was the year Singaporeans lost their heads over the
news that Filipinos were planning to hold their Independence Day
party there. The protestors claimed it was insensitive to do so in the
heart of Orchard Road. The Filipinos cancelled the event.

Thus, an immigrant community who wanted to celebrate its
heritage was blocked by an online mob mouthing the language of
patriotism. It was a victory for intolerance and a step back for the
cosmopolitan values we should be trying to cultivate.

Singapore is an immigrant nation where very few adult citizens
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don’t have at least one grandparent born elsewhere. So xenophobia
should be as unnatural to Singapore as a snowstorm at the Padang.
Anti-foreigner sentiment has taken root nonetheless. The main
reason is that immigrants were admitted into the country at a rate
far in excess of society’s capacity to absorb them. One problem was
the sheer numbers. The transport system and public hospitals could
not cope with the sudden increase in population. Another problem
was frustration with unfair competition from foreigners. By the
1990s, most Singaporeans were ready for a healthier work-life
balance for themselves and a less stressful school system for their
kids. But they suddenly had to compete with new immigrants
prepared to put in longer hours at work and at school. Furthermore,
many employers felt no obligation to hire Singaporeans ahead of
foreigners. Indeed, in some sectors, expat managers seemed biased
in favour of hiring acquaintances from their overseas networks.

Then there was the cultural friction. By the 1990s, we were taking
a self-critical look at the “Ugly Singaporean”; there was a growing
desire to become more gracious. But most new immigrants came
from more cut-throat social milieus—where, even the top 1 per cent
in ability and effort still need something extra to make it in the rat
race. Furthermore, while they liked Singapore as a well-run city,
many of them—especially the new arrivals from China and
India—didn’t understand or appreciate Singaporean values. Too
many of the Chinese didn’t absorb the importance of English as
a unifying language. Too many of Indian professionals imported
their feudal and caste-bound mindsets and acted as if their wealth
made them superior to people of humbler means.

If the new immigrants had come in much smaller numbers,
Singaporeans might have welcomed their different cultures,
picking up their positive influences and laughing off any negative
traits. But they arrived in their hundreds of thousands, stoking
legitimate concerns that they would change Singapore faster than
Singapore could assimilate them.

My own realisation that the ground was shifting beneath my feet
happened in the 2000s when I found taxi drivers and shop
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assistants asking me where I was from. Not even my Singlish gave
the game away—one cabby asked if I’d come from Malaysia. Indians
may make up only 9 per cent of residents, but we’ve always been
an officially recognised blob on Singapore’s multicoloured palette.
I’d never before been regarded as anything other than a Singapore-
born Indian. What had changed? It dawned on me that, among
adults of Indian ethnicity, foreigners now probably outnumbered
the locally born. My fellow Singaporeans who assumed I wasn’t
one of them weren’t being racist; they were just playing the
probabilities. There was a higher than 50 per cent chance that an
Indian you met in Singapore was a foreigner. It was not a good
feeling to be turned into even more of a minority.

The government dropped the ball, to put it mildly. The
mismanagement of immigration amounted to its single biggest
failure of the past 20 years. Of course, many governments have
been thrown off-balance by the backlash against globalisation. Still,
Singapore could have handled it better. The government’s failure
was the result of dogmatic thinking and wilful blindness.

First, nothing other than neoliberal dogma had stopped it from
ramping up infrastructure and public services. The People’s Action
Party had taken justified pride in building way ahead of demand.
But it got stingy. Economists and urban planning experts had been
saying for decades that Singapore could be bolder in subsidising
public transport. But policymakers stuck to their market-
fundamentalist funding formulas. When they revised their
approach practically overnight after the 2011 election, it proved that
nothing other than a mental block had stopped them all this while
from investing more aggressively in transport. Similarly, it was only
its market fetishism that made the PAP so restrained in healthcare
spending in the 1990s, against the advice of critics on the left.

Second, Lee Kuan Yew decided that immigration would be less
socially disruptive if the newcomers matched Singapore’s existing
ethnic profile. Any final-year undergrad majoring in sociology
would have been able to point out the flaw in this logic. Culture
and identity aren’t simply products of race. Mainland Chinese think
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very differently from Hongkongers and Taiwanese, for example,
despite coming from the same racial stock. But the PAP’s
immigration policy was based on the questionable theory that
immigrants would be easily assimilated if they were three-quarters
Chinese, just like Singapore’s population. Experts who’d actually
studied the complexities of culture and identity would have been
able to offer sound advice, but the PAP believed it knew best. In
hindsight, it’s clear that an immigration policy that maximised
diversity would have been healthier. A more mixed immigrant
profile would not have been as threatening as the feeling of being
overrun by immigrants from a couple of dominant sources.

Third, the government remained in denial for longer than
necessary as a result of media policies that silenced naysayers and
suppressed inconvenient truths. The growing tensions over
immigration had been apparent since at least the early 1990s. In
1991, a Straits Times column noted that Singapore’s population had
hit 3 million earlier than expected and commented that the
government would need to show Singaporeans that “in terms of
housing, transport, school, leisure and other services, they will not
suffer a decline in standards”. There were other risks, the column
warned: “Will an ugly, xenophobic side of Singaporeans surface,
as they feel their standard of living threatened by the onslaught of
waves of immigrants?”

This viewpoint was published 20 years before these issues came
home to roost in the 2011 election. But many other articles on
immigration that journalists wanted to write never saw print. In
the early 1990s, my colleagues were detecting signs of unhappiness
about the number of scholarships being given to foreign students,
and foreigners being favoured for jobs. But when they approached
officials for comment, the government would simply instruct
editors to kill the stories. Singapore was thus denied the open
discussion it badly needed.

Mind you, this was at a time when the immigration issue was
nowhere near as toxic as it would become. If Singaporeans had been
permitted to air their grievances back then, the government would
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have been pressured to make course corrections much earlier. Like
the proverbial stitch in time, these adjustments would have spared
the country the damage it later faced. The government itself became
a victim. It lost the people’s trust to the extent that it could not
discuss vital population issues without facing extreme hostility and
cynicism (Chapter 12). It had fallen into the classic authoritarian
trap—believing its own propaganda that people were happy with its
policies, and mistaking their gagged silence for consent—until its
blinkers were rudely snatched off by the 2011 election results.

It is right to blame the government for poorly managed
immigration, and most Singaporeans do just that. But some go
beyond this, allowing their anti-PAP stand to express itself as
racism and xenophobia. They believe their opposition to the
government’s immigration policies justifies their hostility toward
the foreigners in our midst. But this is just wrong. Government may
have immense power over our lives, but that doesn’t absolve us from
personal accountability to our own conscience.

When Singaporeans started objecting to the planned Philippine
fiesta on Orchard Road, the government tried to appeal to their
sense of fairness and decency. “I was appalled to read about those
who harassed the organisers of the Philippine Independence Day
celebrations, and spammed their Facebook page. They are a
disgrace to Singapore,” Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said. “We
must treat people in Singapore the way we ourselves expect to be
treated overseas. Many Singaporeans live overseas, and are warmly
welcomed in their adopted homes.”

Lee added, “I just attended our Singapore Day in London. How
would we have felt if British netizens had spammed our website,
and abused Singaporeans living in Britain? We must show that we
are generous of spirit and welcome visitors into our midst, even as
we manage the foreign population here. Otherwise we will lower
our standing in the eyes of the world, and have every reason to be
ashamed of ourselves.”

The prime minister was 100 per cent right. Unfortunately, as
the main cause of public unhappiness with immigration, the
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government had lost its perceived moral authority to lecture
Singaporeans about it. His intervention seemed only to make
matters worse. More and more commentators turned this into an
opportunity to teach the government a lesson.

Inconsistency is the smoking gun of hypocrisy, and
Singaporeans’ objections to the Philippine event were inconsistent
in the extreme. They claimed Ngee Ann City Civic Plaza was some
kind of iconic national space. But what are the events that are
routinely held there without any objection? Mainly product
launches and promotional campaigns for the likes of Malaysia’s
national car, Proton, and Korea’s Samsung. In 2015, Japanese
toymaker Bandai erected two six-metre-tall robots there to mark
the 35th anniversary of Gundam toy kits. In 2016, the Japanese
government sponsored a major celebration of Japan–Singapore ties
there.

Trying to cloak their ugly xenophobia in patriotism, the
protesters also whined that the Filipino organisers had offended
Singapore by adding our skyline to their event logo. The most
recognisable structure in that graphic was Marina Bay Sands, the
American-owned casino complex built for foreign visitors and, as a
matter of policy, not for Singaporean clientele. The artwork did not
include national symbols like the Merlion.

The Merlion did feature prominently, however, in the version of
the Singapore skyline that was incorporated into the logo of another
marketing event held at Ngee Ann City Civic Plaza. This was the
largest pop-up watch boutique in the world, erected by luxury Swiss
timepiece maker Hublot. In the middle of silhouetted skyline, the
designer even plonked Hublot’s “H” logo. This crass
commercialisation of the Singapore skyline—and the fact that the
two-week event was held in August 2015, the climax of the SG50
jubilee celebration—didn’t appear to offend the stout-hearted
defenders of Singapore’s honour who had resisted the Philippine
insurgency a year earlier.

Nor did we hear a squeak out of them during any of the other
foreign events held in this space. It would have been more logical
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(though equally regrettable) to protest against the Japanese
government’s event. Although Ngee Ann City has no special post-
independence significance, it stands on what used to be a major
Teochew cemetery. Considering how many local Chinese were
massacred by Japanese forces during the Occupation, one could
plausibly claim that the 2016 celebration of bilateral ties should have
been held somewhere else, out of respect for any victims of the
Japanese who might have been buried there. Fortunately, Singapore
has moved on and there were no objections to the event.

Similarly, when the Irish community celebrates Saint Patrick’s
Day with gusto and Guinness by the Singapore River, Singaporeans
don’t fuss, they join in the fun. The only explanation I can think
of for the highly selective fury around the planned Philippine event
is racial prejudice, plain and simple. Some Singaporeans cannot
handle the idea that these brown-skinned neighbours—whom they
were accustomed to seeing only as maids and nurses at their beck
and call—now also work by their side in white-collar positions; they
share trains, malls and parks with ordinary Singaporeans.

Worse was to come. The organisers announced that they were
cancelling the event, following “police’s advice that there are public
order and safety concerns with the venue proposed”. It’s common
for mob protest to scuttle events in more anarchic countries like
India, Indonesia—and the Philippines. But Singapore? We are a
country that hosts the Shangri-La Dialogue, Asia’s top defence
summit and a high-profile target for terrorists. We held the 2006
IMF and World Bank meeting, which drew the world’s most
militant anti-globalisation groups. It strained credulity that the
authorities were claiming to be unable to protect partying Filipinos
from Singaporean protesters. The government could not have
lacked the capacity. It just lacked the political will.

The cancellation was a shameful denouement to a controversy
that was not in keeping with our identity as a multicultural
immigrant nation. The Filipinos did not make it to Orchard Road
that year. But it was we Singaporeans who lost our way.



5

Morality police

Conservative values needn’t restrict adults’ cultural choices.

A pornographic film director is prepping his actors for a scene. The
plump Indian leading man is supposed to mount a Chinese actress
dressed (for now) in a school uniform. The gentle, inexperienced
male actor can’t bring himself to do it. The director, who is Chinese,
is trying to get him to shed his inhibitions. Spewing crude racist
stereotypes as effortlessly as breathing, the director exclaims,
“You’re Indian! Don’t you beat up your wife every night and f— her
while you’re drunk or something?”

This was a scene in “Porn Masala”, one of three tales in Ken
Kwek’s 2012 film, Sex.Violence.Family Values. The controversy around
the movie was a reminder that although Singapore has never been
a prudish city after dark, there’s no consensus about whether and
how we should preserve taste and decency in broad daylight. The
film was banned after it was deemed “demeaning and offensive”.
On appeal, it was given an R21 rating subject to edits.

If you’ve not seen it, I would not be surprised if, after reading
the above description, you feel the film deserved to be censored on
account of its racist dialogue. You may also assume that people who
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authoritarian government.... You know who it was? It was you.
It was the public.”

Before he turned to filmmaking, Kwek had achieved a measure
of fame—or infamy, depending on your perspective—for daring to
contradict an octogenarian Lee Kuan Yew in a 2006 televised studio
discussion with young voters. In the course of their exchange, Lee
grew agitated. Although the 26-year-old Kwek looked composed,
he later admitted he was, metaphorically, soiling his pants. But,
recalling that encounter in his 2015 talk, the journalist-turned-
filmmaker said, “Here’s the thing. I’m no longer afraid of Lee Kuan
Yew and the intimidation tactics of his government. I’m afraid of
the average citizen. I’m afraid of the guy next door. And I think
that’s a pretty chilling thought.”

Many other artists, journalists, activists and intellectuals in
Singapore have arrived at the same conclusion. Of course, if
someone engages in political critique, the government still provides
abundant reason to fear (Chapter 13). But in many other areas of
life, especially to do with culture and identity, members of the
public are the ones ready to punish any perceived offence.

The fear is mutual. Conservative Singaporeans are alarmed at
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opposed its censorship are free speech fundamentalists who are 
reckless with Singapore’s racial harmony. But context is everything. 
The bigoted character in “Porn Masala”, played by Adrian Pang, was 
depicted as a despicable ignoramus, not someone the viewer would 
want to emulate. Kwek ’s intent was to ridicule, not endorse, this 
character’s views. Walter Woon, the chairman of the Films Appeal 
Committee, appreciated this. Speak ing at a forum later, Woon 
pointed out that the correct response to racism and bigotry is not 
to let it gain power in the darkness, but to drag it out into the open 
and mock it the way Kwek tried to do. The government probably 
also understood Kwek’s intent. Initially, regulators passed his film 
with a M18 rating, uncut. But later, they felt they had to give in to 
complaints from some members of the public.

Kwek reflected on this episode in a speech a couple of years 
later. “It wasn’t really ultimately the act of some repressive



the liberties that the creative industries are willing to take with
the country’s values. They see clear lines between right and wrong,
and dread the kind of amoral society Singapore would become if
liberals had their way. Both sides want the government on its side.
Very quickly, debates become much more than about the fate of an
individual film or book, but about the direction of our country.

These fundamental disagreements are not going to go away. All
we can do is to come up with some basic principles to follow. One
thing that liberals and conservatives do agree on is that children
must be protected from content that is psychologically
inappropriate for their age. Another fact of life that every
Singaporean must acknowledge is that what works for a family
can’t work for a country. Liberals and conservatives may have
irreconcilable differences over whether “family values” are desirable
for the country as a whole. But the truth is that it’s just not possible
for government to regulate the entire country the way parents
would set rules for their family. Not even a repressive theocratic
regime like Iran is able to impose its religious values on the whole
nation and suppress adults’ demand for more choice. Conservatives
need to accept that unless they are prepared to retreat into ghettoes
and cut off all interaction with the rest of the world, like the Amish
in the United States or reclusive tribes in the Amazon—no internet,
no trade, no First World standard of living—it’s simply unrealistic
to expect to live in a society where everyone shares your values.

Then, there is the special case of material that attacks people’s
group identities (Chapter 6). Even if it is seen only by audiences who
don’t find it offensive, there may be a case for censorship because
it incites the audience to discriminate or persecute the targeted
group. Not watching it themselves doesn’t protect that community
from being harmed by its effects.

From these basic ideas, we can draw some common-sense
principles. Some of the most intrusive and public of media—free-
to-air television channels and radio stations, covers of publications
sold at newsstands, billboards and bus ads, processions down
Orchard Road—may need to be tightly regulated to protect children
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and unwilling audiences. At the other end of the spectrum is
material that people have to make a special effort to consume:
cinematic screenings, stage productions and museum exhibitions,
for example. As long as accidental exposure can be prevented by
proper labelling, and children are stopped from seeing age-
inappropriate material, there’s no reason to deny everyone else the
right to view it just because some don’t want to. As far as possible,
we should enable adults to make informed choices. We should
impose conservative or vulnerable individuals’ standards on
everyone only when it’s not possible to segment the audience, such
as with free-to-air TV and bus ads. As for content that incites hatred
against a racial or religious group, the government has ample power
to deal with it under sedition and other laws.

These aren’t radical or new ideas. They’ve been part of the
government’s approach to regulating culture since the early 1990s,
after the Censorship Review Committee chaired by Tommy Koh
recommended replacing cuts and bans with classification. This is
why the authorities initially passed Ken Kwek’s Sex.Violence.Family
Values uncut with an M18 rating. What happened after that is a
cautionary tale of how our public bodies can deviate from sound
principles when the bogeyman of social conflict is conjured up.

The complaints against the film, reacting to just its trailer, came
from a couple of individuals within the Indian community. Note
there was never any suggestion that the film was seditious. Nor was
there any evidence that the complainants spoke for most Indians.
Nevertheless, the government felt it had no choice but to refer the
matter to a body called the Films Consultative Panel, which is made
up of members of the public such as professionals, educationists
and creative industry types. Twenty out of 24 people on the panel
then voted to ban the film.

I doubt that these 20 moral guardians felt they were losing
control of their emotions and on the verge of rioting after watching
the film. I’m sure most were mature enough to understand the
point of Kwek’s script. But when asked if the film posed a danger,
they probably thought to themselves, well, I can handle this, but I



have doubts about the people out there. This is a fallacy so universal
that academics have given it a name: the Third Person Effect. When
we speak in the first person, we feel censorship isn’t necessary for
us because “I” possess an above-average capacity to process
provocative content; but, when we switch to the third person, we
feel censorship is required because “they” can’t be trusted to process
things rationally. This patronising attitude won the day when the
Films Consultative Panel members decided they had to protect the
entire population from Kwek’s film. Only later was the ban
overturned on appeal.

A similar incident occurred within Singapore’s public library
system in 2014. The National Library Board acquired three
children’s books dealing with non-traditional families. One of them,
the award-winning And Tango Makes Three, told the true story of two
male zoo penguins that raised a motherless chick together. Some
parents complained that the books were promoting homosexuality.
The library buckled and decided to dispose of the books.

Like the Films Consultative Panel’s recommendation to ban
Sex.Violence.Family Values, the NLB’s decision to pulp the three titles
was an overreaction that violated not just liberal norms but also the
government’s own 20-year-old regulatory principles. Following a
public outcry, the government intervened, in time to save two books
from pulping. They would not be returned to the open shelves in the
children’s section, but would be kept in the adult section. Compared
with the earlier decision, this was a passable compromise. It
conceded to the conservatives that the library should not make the
books available to children against the wishes of their parents. At
the same time, it did not permit such parents to dictate standards
for all library users. Adults wanting to teach their own children to
be more broad-minded about what constitutes a loving family could
still find the books.

These are just two attempts at censorship that happened to
receive a lot of publicity. It’s a safe bet that there are many cases that
are less well known. One emerging target is drama productions by
local theatre companies. Many schools buy tickets in bulk for their

singapore, incomplete | 33



students, which is surely a welcome practice in an education system
rightly accused of neglecting the arts. But parents who object to
some aspect or other of a play have taken to complaining to schools,
resulting in mass cancellations. Such complaints from members of
the public may be constraining the creation and distribution of art
and ideas more than we realise. Some gatekeepers in the public
sector may be letting their own conservative values influence their
public roles. Others may give in because they don’t want to get into
a fight with determined complainants.

What is clear from Ken Kwek’s film and the library books case
is that our public bodies are underprepared for cultural disputes
over identity and morality. They need to realise quickly that such
conflicts between traditional and progressive values are here to stay
and will probably intensify. They are part of what Americans call
the Culture Wars. The United States was struck by this trend much
earlier and more intensely than Singapore, so the US can offer us
lessons on how to deal with it.

A key principle we should borrow from the Americans is to
protect public institutions from being dragged into the fray and
turned into pawns of either side. They weren’t always successful,
which shows how difficult this can be in practice. In principle,
though, decisions shouldn’t be swayed by whoever threatens to
make the biggest fuss. Nor should decisions mechanistically adopt
a middle, compromise position, which seems to be the resolution
adopted in both cases highlighted in this essay. The best way to
make organisations like libraries and museums more resilient to
the Culture Wars is to ensure that their decision-making processes
follow clear and transparent rules. The American Library
Association, for example, has a decades-old Library Bill of Rights
and accompanying guidelines for librarians to follow when assailed
by pressure groups. The ALA has developed detailed procedures for
handling complaints, and even tips on how to communicate a
library’s policies to irate parents.

Consistency and transparency are important because the
government’s integrity is at stake. Some feel the regulation of
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content related to race and religion is so sensitive that officials
should be allowed to do it case by case and behind closed doors.
This would be a mistake. Note how allowing officials to exercise
secretive discretion when regulating business activities encourages
graft. This is why our system believes in simple and transparent
business rules. The same principle should apply to regulating
culture: letting officials do it in the dark allows them to give in too
easily to anonymous backchannel pressures—or, indeed, to let their
own religious values affect their decisions. The secretive approach
heightens the risk that officials will make ad hoc decisions that
ultimately compromise the integrity of our institutions.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying conservatives should just
accept anything that appears in our media and entertainment
spaces, regardless of how it offends taste, decency and social norms.
On the contrary, I wish citizens had pushed back more strongly
against various threats to family values over the decades (it is
probably too late now). Our free-to-air television channels have
pumped into our homes American shows that tell our kids that the
main point of high school is to hook up and make out. Our radio
stations have indulged deejays who rely on off-colour, sexist banter
for laughs. And newspaper ads and billboards in public places
routinely objectify women.

But the tendency for regulators to keel over whenever people play
the righteous indignation card is unhealthy and counterproductive.
In a multicultural nation, it is inevitable that many things will
offend one community or another. For the state to respond each
time with censorship risks infantalising Singaporeans, coddling us
with the myth that it’s possible, or even desirable, to forcibly remove
offensive messages and images from our senses.

A totally laissez-faire approach to public morals would fall short
of the fundamental societal obligation to protect the young; it would
risk treating children like adults. At the other extreme, a crude
censorship approach treats adults like children, denying them
choices that they are entitled to make.

singapore, incomplete | 35



6

36 | infamous amos

Infamous Amos

His provocation was wrong, but that doesn’t make the law right.

Before he was old enough to vote or smoke, Amos Yee was
sentenced to four weeks’ jail. The following year, he was punished
with a six-week term. His main crimes had to do with hurting the
religious feelings of Christians and Muslims. To put his sentence in
context, a 30-year-old woman who repeatedly scratched a taxi driver
on his face was sent to prison for four weeks. A truck driver whose
negligent driving resulted in a motorcyclist’s death got a six-week
sentence. And a university student with a habit of video-recording
females in toilets was given eight weeks in jail to find a new hobby.

Thus, in Singapore, insulting a religion is treated as seriously as
causing a person physical harm, unintentionally killing someone or
secretly filming girls without their clothes on. Most Singaporeans
support this stand. In the Amos Yee case, it was striking how little
compassion there was for an individual who was still a child, and
one clearly in need of professional counselling. All criminal
punishments serve society’s need for retribution and rehabilitation,
but in this case public opinion seemed ravenous for vengeance,
and relatively unconcerned about how to help the accused reform
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himself. It’s not just liberals in the West who found Singapore’s
reaction to Yee remarkable. I’ve met many journalists across
Asia—including in countries whose laws are more restrictive than
Singapore’s—who were mystified at how a whole country could get
so worked up by an unknown kid’s online rant. It suggested to them
that Singapore, despite its global city pretensions, still had a small-
town, provincial mentality.

The over-the-top anger directed at Yee—one member of the
public even slapped him in the face as he was walking to
court—probably had a lot to do with the fact that his first expletive-
filled video was targeted at Singaporeans’ adulation of Lee Kuan
Yew, who had just died.

Many Singaporeans took Lee’s death personally and couldn’t be
expected to respond in a coolly detached manner to Yee’s tasteless
YouTube post while thousands were still patiently lining up to pay
their last respects at Parliament House where Lee’s body lay in state.
I suspect Yee’s age (and annoyingly affected American accent) was
also held against him. He may have pushed all the wrong buttons
among older Singaporeans already disturbed by youth who seem
too spoiled and smart-alecky.

But since vigilantism and lynching are not permitted in
Singapore, society had to depend on written law. And since there’s
no Contempt of Founding Fathers Act in Singapore—not yet,
anyway—it was the law against religious insult that was flung at
Yee. His video had compared the emotions produced by Lee’s
passing to what he saw as Christians’ unthinking devotion to
Christ. This was judged to have violated Section 298 of the Penal
Code, under which an offender can be jailed for up to three years for
expressing anything with the “deliberate intention of wounding the
religious or racial feelings of any person”.

This law was enacted in 2007. Similar offences can also be
punished under the much older Sedition Act, which, in Section 3(e),
covers expression with the tendency to “promote feelings of ill-will
and hostility between different races or classes of the population”.
The Sedition Act was kept holstered in independent Singapore’s



I know most Singaporean readers will disagree with what I’ve
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first few decades but this statute and Section 298 have been
whipped out regularly since the internet suddenly enabled anyone
to say anything to everyone.

The offenders have included religious preachers and evangelists
who’ve disparaged other faiths. These laws have also been used
against private individuals who have made insensitive remarks on
online forums and social media. Most of these cases don’t land in
court. Typically, a polite conversation with the police is sufficient to
get the culprit to take down the offending post and issue a profuse
apology. In some cases, the offender is let off with a formal “stern
warning”.

It’s quite clear that the authorities have been trying to exercise
restraint in regulating such cases. Thankfully, Singapore does not
have a morality or anti-deviancy agency—like Indonesia’s
Bakorpakem—going around the country policing social harmony.
In all cases so far, it’s been ordinary citizens who play that role,
choosing to lodge police reports when they come across behaviour
they find offensive. Home Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam has
suggested that there’s no need to prosecute every breach; disputes
could be “mediated or resolved on the ground through common
sense, and moral suasion using the collective efforts of the
community, grassroots and religious leaders”.

Thus, even the government acknowledges there’s no need to go
nuclear when communication causes offence. It is time we learnt
from international human rights norms and reformed our laws
accordingly. If the speech instigates discrimination or violence
against a vulnerable community, states must act against it. But
states shouldn’t be in the business of prohibiting speech that is
merely insulting, offensive or provocative; there must be some risk
of objective harm like a danger to public order or national security.
Singapore’s threshold, which criminalises “wounding the religious
or racial feelings” of even a single person, is way too low. At the
very most, the law should kick in when there is a real risk that the
expression will cause conflict between communities.



just proposed, that our racial and religious sensibilities shouldn’t
be policed by the state. The current system is supported by a broad
and deep consensus. People are convinced, first, that Singapore is
uniquely vulnerable to the visceral pulls of identity. Second, the
more concerned we are about social harmony, the stricter our laws
should be, many people think. Third, if someone wants the law
liberalised, he must be a free speech fundamentalist who doesn’t
give a damn about social consequences.

None of this is true. These assumptions are products of a blind
spot in our national conversation. The taboo around the topic of
ethnic relations allows fallacies to go unchallenged. One such fallacy
is that a zero tolerance policy is the best way to deal with risky
speech. Zero tolerance has worked well for Singapore in other areas,
especially combatting corruption. It’s clear to everyone that no graft
is excusable, whomever it involves and whatever the size. The policy
works because corruption can be defined in a clear and objective
way. But that’s not the case with provocative speech, which is always
subjective and contextual.

Maximal regulation of offensive speech is like banning people
from lighting flames because we want to prevent destructive fires.
It ignores the fact that fire can be put to productive and creative
uses, from cooking food to making steel. Yes, talking frankly about
race and religion could cause discord. But it is also essential for
communities who need to air their grievances, to call out
community leaders who may be abusing their positions of trust,
and to question whether some interpretations of religious tenets
are a threat to our security and freedom.

Banning insult also backfires by giving people the incentive to
take offence. It’s naïve to think that citizens who report offensive
expression to the authorities are all innocent victims acting in good
faith. Once the rules say that the referee will side with those who cry
the loudest, some players will start outperforming the most talented
World Cup actors. In football, at least, an eagle-eyed ref and slow-
motion HD replays can discover the truth: was it a real foul or did he
dive? When it comes to religion and morality, however, it is much
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more subjective. No amount of rational theological forensics can
establish whether a believer’s outrage is justified. Governments that
agree to play this game end up having to take community leaders’
word for it, that they are suffering intolerable indignity.

Around the world, political opportunists exploit this dynamic.
They claim to be offended and then declare war against the real
or imagined source of that offence. They do this to galvanise their
followers, gain a higher profile than their competitors, put
opponents on the defensive, and play the state like a puppet.

To see the risks, we just need to look at India. Our Section 298
was copied verbatim from Indian legislation. India’s offence laws
were not intended as nation-building instruments; they were tools
designed by colonial authorities to avert law-and-order problems
by keeping the native communities apart. These laws have become
a monster. Hardliners in the various religious communities have
weaponised insult laws, competing with one another to claim that
some book, movie, cartoon, play or painting is an intolerable affront
to their religion. The net effect is to give undue attention and status
to the most intolerant agents within each religious community,
which is the opposite of the social harmony that such laws
purportedly promote.

There are already hints of this happening in Singapore. In many
of the cases we’ve seen, the offensive expressions didn’t originally
occur in public spaces; they were contained in private Facebook
posts, for example. Curiously, they were dragged into the open and
given the glare of publicity by the very individuals who complained
that these messages were a danger to the public. This itself reveals
their insincerity. It’s like discovering your office in flames, then
inviting all your colleagues to come watch the blaze even as you
phone 995 for the fire department to put it out.

Fortunately, racial and religious identity is less politicised in
Singapore than it is in India, Malaysia and many other countries,
so we have been spared the worst effects of insult laws. We can’t
take this for granted. All our major religious communities are being
transformed by immigration and the import of foreign influences.
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It is premature to declare ourselves immune to the global trend of 
opportunists hyping up their sense of offendedness for political 
gain.

Indeed, as the most religiously diverse country in the world, 
Singapore is particularly prone to this risk. There is no limit to 
the offence that the intolerant can choose to take from what other 
communities do. Proselytisation by Christians and polygamy 
among Muslims are just two examples of practices that some 
consider consistent with their faiths—but that others find 
unacceptable. Thus, restrictions based on the likelihood to offend 
won’t just hurt secular liberals; they will also backfire on the most 
devout.

Furthermore, we can’t deny that various religious communities 
contain extreme tendencies that are not compatible with 
multiculturalism. These need to be critiqued openly. Airing such 
problems is bound to hurt feelings, but the alternative may be 
worse. If we simply shut down the discussion, we allow unhealthy 
ideologies to grow unchallenged in the dark. It also gives our society 
insufficient practice in dealing with conflict, which we can’t 
perpetually outsource to the government.

We should focus the power of the state on protecting people’s 
substantive rights, including their right to practice their religions 
freely and without fear; to work and live without unfair 
discrimination; and to go about their lives without intimidation 
or harassment. But, as for speech, we shouldn’t suppress anything 
other than the most extreme.

We must of course try to build a culture where people’s 
feelings—especially those that have to do with their sense of 
identity and their most precious religious beliefs—are respected 
and not wantonly violated. We have a duty of care to our fellow 
human beings. We should educate those who are ignorant about 
cultural sensitivities, tell off individuals who are deliberately 
boorish, and boycott organisations that are disrespectful in their 
messaging. But it shouldn’t be the job of the law to protect people’s 
feelings from being offended.

singapore, incomplete | 41



Amos Yee’s wanton denigration of religion was uncalled for.
Although he was trying to make a political point, there were surely
other ways to do it that didn’t involve tearing up a holy book and
simulating sex with it, for example.

One highly appropriate intervention was attempted by artists
Alfian Sa’at, Ivan Heng and Glen Goei. They tried to counsel Yee
over supper (Alfian later wrote an account of the conversation).
The three are not known for shying away from adult language or
political controversy in their artistic work. But they tried to explain
to Yee that he could have made substantially the same points by
saying that Lee Kuan Yew’s fans were acting like a cult, without
mentioning any particular religion. Overdoing the swearing would
turn off the audience, they added.

They failed in their narrow mission to reform the young man.
But I think they succeeded in a broader sense, by helping to show
bystanders—including other youths armed with more IT savvy than
common sense—about where art and politics end, and bratty self-
destructive impulsiveness begins.

As long as Singaporeans are prepared to come out and speak up
to defend the basic norms that our society should live by, there’s no
need for the law to step in and imprison violators. Even Yee’s most
rabid critics would agree that he was a rare, extreme exception.
There was no danger of him infecting society like some virulent
superbug. That being the case, the nation should have just ignored
the boy—as would have happened in our larger neighbours as well
as in liberal democracies—and left it up to his family and
professional services to help him.

Singaporeans’ baying for vengeance was ultimately less
excusable than the antics of a psychologically troubled child. It
showed a meanness that wasn’t very likeable. Worse, it has left
unquestioned Singapore’s insult laws, an anachronistic defence
system that makes us more vulnerable, not less, to the scourge of
identity politics.
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7

Demophobic society

Singapore’s allergy to the D-word weakens us.

The strangest exchange I’ve had with the Singapore government
occurred early in my second career as an academic. The Straits Times
had just published my op-ed piece trying to explain the rationale
behind opposition politician Chee Soon Juan’s civil disobedience
campaign. In reply, the Prime Minister’s Office questioned whether
I was being non-partisan, and basically accused me of using my
academic position to disguise myself as a dispassionate observer.

With the glee of Hercule Poirot delivering his coup de grace, the
PMO’s letter brandished a few lines from the 8,000-word academic
paper on which my ST article was based—lines, it said, that revealed
my “true intention”. What did its forensics expose? That I wanted to
subvert an elected government, perhaps? Not quite. The supposedly
self-incriminating lines showed—voila!—that I was in favour of
democracy for Singapore.

Let’s consider the irony here. Singapore is not China, where being
pro-democracy means you’re against the Constitution. The five gold
stars on China’s national flag represent communism (the big star,
naturally) and the social classes of the people (the four small ones).
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In contrast, the five white stars on Singapore’s flag represent the
nation’s core principles—one of which is democracy. Every school
day, children stand before the flag and promise, hand on heart, “to
build a democratic society”. I was basically being accused of trying
to fulfil our national pledge.

Regulators have gone to the extent of labelling local plays dealing
with socio-political issues as “Mature Content”, a tag normally
reserved for sex and violence (Chapter 8). The irony of the
government’s demophobia goes deeper. The People’s Action Party
has been a major beneficiary of democracy. Lee Kuan Yew didn’t
have to go to war to come to power, like George Washington or Mao
Zedong did. Our nationalists succeeded by arming the people with
the franchise, not firearms; targeting polling stations, not enemy
brigades; and counting ballots, not bodies. Thanks to democracy, no
PAP leader had to lose his life to win the right to rule.

Many popularly elected regimes later became so unpopular that
they could only stay in power by abandoning any pretence of
democracy. Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe and the Philippines’
Ferdinand Marcos come to mind. Singapore does not belong in
that category either. The PAP’s electoral victories in recent decades
have been reflective of genuine popular support. I’ve not seen any
opinion poll, from any source, that shows approval ratings for the
government lower than the PAP’s share of the popular vote, which
would be the case if elections were rigged. Even American
diplomats in a confidential 2004 briefing note published by
Wikileaks did not attribute PAP dominance mainly to dirty tricks:
“The biggest challenge to the development of the opposition in
Singapore is the PAP’s highly successful track record. It has
consistently delivered peace, stability, and rapid economic growth
for four decades while avoiding corruption and mainly avoiding
cronyism.”

Star students tend not to knock the education system that
allowed them to shine. So why does a straight-A political party keep
badmouthing democracy? Democratisation wouldn’t be fatal for
PAP rule as such. But it would cramp the PAP’s preferred style of
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government. It wants maximum room to exercise discretionary
power, with as few checks and balances as it can get away with.
In the government’s eyes, democracy looks like the ungainly, hip-
swaying Olympic sport of racewalking, with esoteric rules making it
unnecessarily hard to progress from point A to point B, and which is
treated seriously only because it came from the West and everyone’s
too politically correct to say, enough already.

Democracy is about popular sovereignty, giving all adults equal
rights to pick the people who get to wield state power. Lee Kuan
Yew voiced misgivings about even this basic principle. Clearly, not
everyone can be trusted to act for the common good, or even to
make intelligent choices in their own self-interest. But the
democratic principle of one person one vote has never been based
on the fiction of uniform ability. When the American founding
fathers declared as a self-evident truth that everyone is “created”
equal, they meant just that: people enter the world equally endowed
with certain basic rights. It is a moral statement, distinguishing
democracy from systems that treat some groups as rulers by
birthright while others as destined to be ruled. No democrat claims
adults are equally capable of making wise decisions in the public
interest—this is just one of many myths that democracy’s
opponents construct to make this form of government seem as
absurd a sport as racewalking. Nor do democrats claim that the
system always hands power to the most able or honest leaders.
(Donald Trump. Enough said.)

What makes democracy the best political system ever devised
is not that voters unfailingly choose good governments but that it
gives people a peaceful way to kick out bad ones. This is nothing
short of miraculous considering that, through much of human
history, most people lived and died under yokes of oppression they
were powerless to break. Democracy enables peaceful turnovers of
power because of the moral legitimacy that has come to be attached
to the vote. Citizens are not equal in reality, but it’s because a clean
election gives equal weight to everyone’s vote that voters peacefully
accept the result, even when they are on the losing side.
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Of course, most citizens will never live up to their civic
responsibilities. Popular sovereignty can produce tyranny of the
majority. Authors of democratic constitutions and philosophers of
democratic theory have acknowledged and grappled with this
problem for centuries. After all, under their powdered wigs, most
founding fathers of Western democracies were more elitist and less
trusting of the masses than any PAP scholar-technocrat. Therefore,
while every democratic system requires the government to be
elected by the people and to act for them, each also carves out
domains to be insulated from the vagaries of public opinion. In
these protected spaces, decision-making is guided by core values,
expert judgement and long-term concerns, not popular pressure.
Courts, for example, are required to be guided by the law, not TV
talking heads, opinion polls or lynch mobs. Similarly, liberal
democracies did not put man on the moon or decipher DNA by
giving all citizens equal say in the enterprise. There are times when
the ablest people need to be given the space to do the job with
minimum interference by the rest of us.

Exactly where to draw the line between public participation and
managerial autonomy is something we have to work out domain
by domain, paying attention to other countries’ best practices and
worst mistakes. When countries overdo popular participation, the
result may be governmental inefficiency or, paradoxically, the rise
of demagogues who hijack mass movements for their own ends.
On the other hand, inadequate public accountability and voice
routinely leads to corruption and abuse of power.

Democracies have found that the most promising approaches lie
at neither extreme. They need state institutions that are open to
public scrutiny and subject to on-going checks and balances, but
that are also guided by their own professional ethos and granted
sufficient autonomy to get their jobs done. Yes, democracy always
carries the risk of a bad government being voted in. And, yes, such
a government could do irreparable damage to Singapore. But if we
are unusually fragile, it’s not because we’re small. It’s because our
system of checks and balances is weak. No matter how strong its
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mandate, an elected government’s power to do harm needs to be
limited by independent institutions and civil liberties.

This is the kind of nuanced debate we should be having in
Singapore, not democracy: good or bad. A detailed audit of our
political system would probably show mixed results. In some areas,
popular participation is being unreasonably obstructed. In
particular, Singapore is a laggard—even by non-Western
standards—in introducing open government reforms such as the
right to information (Chapter 11). Since the late 20th century, many
countries have seen the wisdom of empowering ordinary citizens
with government information on demand, thus crowdsourcing the
battle against corruption and inefficiency.

The government’s standard answer when we ask for more
accountability is that Singaporeans get to hold it to account every
five years in the voting booth. The problem, though, is that
Singapore does not pass some of the democratic tests for free and
fair elections.

The polling process itself is as clean as one can reasonably expect.
But elections are not just about what happens on polling day.
Democratic choice is a process requiring certain conditions to be
met on both the demand and supply sides. On the demand side,
voters must be able to learn about and discuss their choices
fully—which requires much more freedom of media and public
assembly than we currently enjoy. On the supply side, contenders
for power must not be unfairly disadvantaged long before the
polls—an independent election commission is a must, particularly
to prevent gerrymandering. Nor should they be obstructed from
fulfilling their mandates if they win—which is the effect of denying
opposition MPs any say in their constituencies’ government
grassroots machinery.

A thorough democratic audit would also reveal some aspects of
Singapore’s political system that are too susceptible to populism.
Due to objections from religious conservatives, the government has
refused to decriminalise sex between gay men or allow LGBT
activists to campaign openly for their rights. This nod to



conservative public opinion subverts equality, which is a
foundational principle of democracy and which no group should be
denied just because it’s reviled by others.

Democratising Singapore isn’t about importing any other country’s
system or values wholesale. There is no single model; advanced
democracies have some features that are exemplary and others we
should avoid. Singapore has strengths of its own. Few countries
match our government agencies’ frontline services. This matters
because, in every country, most citizens’ encounters with
government are mainly with its bureaucracy; being demeaned by
petty bureaucrats can make a mockery of the democratic principle
of government for the people.

Best practices aren’t only to be found in mature democracies
or rich countries. In 2017, Mongolia formally adopted the practice
of deliberative polling, becoming the first country in the world to
require lawmakers to consult the public through this mode of
consultation. Deliberative polling involves gathering a
representative cross section of citizens, prepping them with
balanced briefing materials and then engaging them in face-to-face
discussions. Only then are they given survey questionnaires to
answer. The small-group discussions allow citizens to hear one
another’s perspectives, unfiltered by media or political
representatives.

Developed by James Fishkin at Stanford University’s
communication department, the method has been consistently
shown to moderate citizens’ views and to come up with constructive
suggestions. The evidence contradicts the pessimistic view that
citizens will always vote ignorantly and selfishly, and that open
debate will only polarise them. Deliberative polling shows that,
given a chance, they can use democratic choice in a thoughtful and
responsible manner.

Stable, compact, digitally connected and highly educated,
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Singapore has better conditions than most for deepening its
democracy. First, however, it will need to get over its instinctive
defensive reaction the moment the D-word is brought up. That
reflex may have something to do with decades of Western
haranguing. Our country was born in a world divided, between the
liberal democratic model of competitive politics and markets on
the one hand, and the statist model of one-party communist rule
on the other. We lie somewhere in between these two poles. The
pressure, however, came only from one side. The communists gave
up on exporting their model. But Western politicians, journalists
and activists kept trying to recreate Singapore in their own image.

Lee Kuan Yew was not the sort to play the role of humble student,
so he went on the offensive, pointing out the dysfunctions in
Western democracies. Other PAP politicians and diplomats
followed his lead. These government spokesmen were like a
talented school debating team who kept being assigned the same
motion: This House Believes Liberal Democracy is The Answer for
All Nations. And they were always put on the opposing side. After
decades of practice, it’s little wonder the PAP team got very
comfortable with speaking up against democracy. Over time, the
habit became national dogma.

I wonder how differently things might have turned out had the
West looked inwards while China continued to export its political
model. Then, Singapore’s most vocal foreign critics would have
been Global Times and CCTV, not The New York Times or The
Economist. The Communist Youth League, not Human Rights
Watch.

In that alternate universe, the PAP’s foreign critics would be
chiding it for being too open and soft. Encircled thus, Lee Kuan
Yew would probably have counterattacked, criticising communist
regimes for being insular, inflexible and intolerant of competition:
“The incessant exhortation to progress, the constant stress of
conformity in ideology, ideas and action, they lead to drab
uniformity.” He would have pointed out the poor track record of
non-democracies: “There are many examples of authoritarian
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governments whose economies have failed.” And communism’s
lack of resilience: “If China’s political structures do not adjust to
accommodate the changes in its society resulting from high rates
of growth, India will have an advantage because of its more flexible
political system in the longer term.”

These quotations are not hypothetical. They are from Lee Kuan
Yew speeches in 1971 and 2005. Such statements are few and far
between, but I don’t think it’s because PAP leaders admired
totalitarian states more than democratic ones. It’s just that they
were never called upon to defend Singapore’s democratic features.
Perhaps that day will come, with China rising and US interest in
Asia on the wane. It would be nice, though, if it didn’t take a
geopolitical reordering to encourage the PAP and Singapore to treat
democracy as a national virtue to strengthen, not an invading virus
to resist.
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From 2011 to 2015

The PAP corrected its policies, but not its policymaking style.

On election night back in 1991, when the opposition won an
unprecedented four seats, the freshly elected Low Thia Khiang
proclaimed, “This is the beginning of the next lap.” Coming from
a little-known politician, cheekily appropriating the People’s Action
Party’s own campaign slogan, it was an electrifying sound bite. But
it was not the most accurate prediction. The opposition dropped the
baton after its 1991 success, claiming just two seats in each of the
next three elections.

Twenty years on, Low led the Workers’ Party to another historic
victory, and again declared that the opposition was on the move. On
election night in 2011, he invited Singaporeans to “walk this journey
together towards a First World Parliament”. Again, his words were
more quoteworthy than prophetic. The opposition made no
headway in the following polls. Instead, its share of the vote shrunk
from 40 per cent in 2011 to 30 per cent in 2015.

The euphoria among opposition supporters after the 2011
election was understandable. Low’s achievement was ground-
breaking not only because the WP won an unprecedented half-
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dozen seats, but also in the manner of the victory. In the past,
opposition tactics had been more opportunistic, going after smaller
targets in guerrilla fashion. But in 2011, Low left his safe haven of
Hougang to lead a full-frontal assault on a Group Representation
Constituency, one of those multi-seat electoral fortresses that had
seemed unassailable. The WP’s victory in Aljunied and the
opposition’s national vote share of 40 per cent appeared to herald
the dawn of a new era. Even the PAP could not deny that something
momentous had happened. They talked of a “new normal”,
characterised by a more politicised and vocal citizenry.

Opposition supporters were euphoric. Online critics were further
emboldened. Prophets of PAP doom predicted GRCs toppling like
tenpins now that the first one had been felled. For a while, the
government and PAP supporters were deflated and on the
defensive. But the hype about the 2011 general election result was
never totally persuasive. There were strong reasons to believe that
the ruling party would survive this shock.

First, the opposition’s six seats in the new parliament still
amounted to a gentle speed bump, not a barrier, on the PAP’s road
to writing or rewriting laws any way it wished. The government
had a long tradition of crafting new laws and regulations to thwart
emerging political challenges (Chapter 17). There was every reason
to expect that they would do the same now, especially in the area
of internet regulation. Second, democratisation requires an active
citizenry, and the 2011 campaign didn’t show much evidence that
Singaporeans were there yet. Sure, they had awakened from their
stupor, and were responding positively to stimuli such as Facebook
posts, opposition rallies, and souvenir WP umbrellas. But most still
showed no signs of being able or willing to participate more actively
in public affairs. The vast majority, I wrote ruefully in my post-
election blog, would return to their private lives the next day, and
continue to outsource politics to politicians.

The third and biggest flaw in the predictions of opposition
growth was that they extrapolated from 2011 as if the PAP would be
content to remain static. No, the PAP wasn’t just going to play the
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sitting duck and let the opposition take aim. The people had spoken
loud and clear, and there was no doubt that the world’s winningest
political party would respond vigorously.

Even before election day, the PAP showed it was no longer going
to deny that the public’s mood had soured. At a press conference
during the campaign, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong promised
that his team would be “acutely aware that they are servants and not
masters, that they are accountable to the people”. He also delivered
a remarkably contrite speech at a lunchtime election rally at
Fullerton. There was no trace of the defensiveness we were
accustomed to hearing from government leaders: Tell us your
problems and we’ll show you the statistics that prove our policies are
working. Instead, Lee acknowledged that Singaporeans had
legitimate grievances concerning transport, housing and other
policies. He said sorry. Twice.

After the PAP’s fears materialised on election night 2011, it got
down to the business of remedial action. Its technocratic machinery
went into overdrive, suddenly treating as matters of top priority
complaints that ministers had been brushing aside for years. It was
banking on the hunch that most of the voters who swung away
from the PAP toward the opposition in 2011 weren’t ideologically
committed to a two-party system. Singaporeans were just unhappy
with certain policies, which, if ameliorated, could draw them back
into the PAP fold.

Some Singaporeans and foreign commentators were seduced by
the grand narrative of how the global tides of liberation were finally
sweeping the nation. After all, authoritarian regimes had just fallen
in Tunisia and Egypt. Perhaps the opposition advance in
Singapore’s 2011 election was part of some internet-boosted
democratic wave. But economics should be the first port of call
for anyone seeking to interpret election outcomes anywhere. And
economic factors—not some Arab Spring contagion or a social
media revolution—offered the best explanation for GE2011. As one
of the most open and exposed economies on earth, Singapore had
experienced three externally triggered recessions in the previous
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decade, with heady growth spurts in between. The rollercoaster ride
had played havoc with the government’s normally reliable planning.
The volatile economy also exposed how public services had been
excessively corporatised and commercialised over the previous
decades, ostensibly to subject them to market discipline, but also
making them less sensitive to public needs. Transport, housing and
immigration policies had all come under the spell of the market
logic of neoliberalism, and all became major election issues.

Voters’ appetite for more opposition had obviously grown. But
there was no evidence to suggest that most were committed to the
goal of neutralising PAP dominance, let alone removing it from
office. It was entirely possible they were simply using the opposition
to tell their PAP government to work harder. If so, Low Thia
Khiang’s coup in Aljunied GRC succeeded in delivering the
message. By gathering a slate of credible, credentialed candidates
under a trusted banner and defeating a heavyweight government
team in a GRC, Low hammered home once and for all that the PAP
could no longer count on qualifications, party reputation or safety
in numbers in order to win elections. And, above all, it could not
take voters for granted.

It was in this sense that 2011 might have been a game changer,
reminding the PAP that the only sure-fire formula for maintaining
power was dedicated service and the humility to listen to the people.
This was the great favour that Low and the WP did for the citizens of
Singapore. But it was also a favour to the ruling party, which could
reform and come back far stronger in the next election. Opposition
politicians wanted to teach the government a lesson. They would
now have to face the daunting possibility that the government
actually learned it.

It would be an overstatement to say that the PAP did actually
absorb all the lessons it needed to. But it certainly responded swiftly
to specific problems that the election had exposed. The government
increased the supply of HDB flats and made them more affordable.
With its Pioneer Generation package, it rolled out a generous (by
Singapore standards) healthcare subsidy scheme for senior
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citizens, instantly reducing many families’ anxieties over medical
costs. It also introduced Silver Support, a pension scheme that does
not depend on individual contributions.

Simply by altering the funding formula that the finance ministry
was prepared to live with, the government was able to put more
buses on the road. It intervened to get SMRT back on track, a
process that would later culminate in delisting the company and
effectively renationalising it. It couldn’t slam the brakes on
immigration—Singaporeans’ number one source of
unhappiness—without crashing the economy. But it did slow the
inflow enough to get noticed, even at the expense of hurting
businesses.

Some progressive policies predated 2011. WorkFare was an
earlier response to wage stagnation and a growing income gap,
and not a reaction to the opposition’s advances. “The world did not
start in 2011,” Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam,
the mastermind behind the PAP’s most progressive moves, said
tetchily. Still, it’s fair to assume that the 2011 shock made the
government more accepting of a leftward shift in its centre of
gravity. It grew less dogmatically neoliberal and blindly trusting of
the market, and more willing to intervene to regulate public services
and provide social security.

In 2015, the PAP also benefitted from a wave of patriotism, partly
engineered by the no-expense-spared celebrations of the republic’s
50th anniversary—but mainly evoked by the death of Lee Kuan Yew.
It also kept the Workers’ Party busy with allegations of financial
mismanagement of its town council. But the main reason why the
opposition’s pulling power diminished between 2011 and 2015 was
probably the government’s improved performance. The
opposition’s core constituency remained disaffected, but there were
also enough swing voters who decided that the PAP was responding
well to the shock therapy of 2011 and now deserved some leeway.
On average, out of every ten voters, one who had previously voted
opposition switched to the PAP.

The 2015 election result underlined the resilience of the PAP and
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its ability to respond to electoral setbacks. It said even more about
the values of the Singapore electorate. Foreign observers as well
as many Singaporean liberals had long speculated that a more
educated, middle-class citizenry would eventually reject the
country’s illiberal, dominant-party political system. But even when
the economy arrived at First World levels, the promised political
awakening didn’t happen. The 2011 general election appeared to
some like the long overdue breakthrough. But 2015 showed, not yet.
And, some began to feel, perhaps not ever.

It turned out that Singaporeans’ age-old social compact with the
PAP still held for most people. It’s based on the idea that the delivery
of material benefits could substitute for Western-style
freedoms—or as former Straits Times columnist and academic
Russell Heng nailed it more than 20 years ago, “give me liberty or
give me wealth”. It’s true that the PAP has had to treat a more vocal
population more gingerly. But its dominance was not unbearable to
most Singaporeans, as long as it got basic policies right.

In this respect, Singapore may be an extreme case, but it isn’t
unique. Most people in the world fight for democracy mainly for the
tangible benefits it promises. Democracy does have strong intrinsic
worth: it’s something valuable for its own sake, like love and peace,
because it recognises the equal political status of every citizen. But
that intrinsic value often feels abstract and remote. Instead, most
people focus on democracy’s instrumental value: its usefulness as a
tool to remove a bad government peacefully and replace it with what
they hope will be a better one.

Therefore, people fight for more democracy not mainly because
of some philosophical allegiance to its principles, but because they
need to substitute leaders who are letting them down. To the extent
their undemocratic political system is not letting them do it, they
will demand more democracy. Hong Kong youth, for example,
became hyper-politicised mainly because they were being priced
out of their own city, especially by obscene home prices. Their
government was more interested in pleasing Beijing and local
tycoons than serving the interests of ordinary residents. When the
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youth realised they couldn’t get more out of their leaders or change
them, they took to the streets to change the system.

The PAP’s traditional strength was its responsiveness to people’s
needs, shown most clearly in a public housing programme admired
around the world. But in the 2000s, it underperformed. It allowed
Singapore to become too crowded and costly, and for years brushed
aside citizens’ grievances. Officials in that most protectionist of
sectors—government policymaking—were insensitive to the woes
of Singaporeans facing economic insecurity and intense
competition for jobs with immigrants.

Able to afford luxury cars, A1 medical care and multiple houses
in multiple countries, government leaders seemed unable to relate
to ordinary Singaporeans’ frustrations with public transport,
hospitals and housing. The PAP government would probably have
spent many more years in denial if the 2011 election hadn’t given it a
good shake. Thanks to that rude awakening, it once again managed
to confound the naysayers and delay its decline—for now.

To ensure its long-term staying power, the PAP’s post-mortem
of 2011 would have to go deeper than individual policy failures.
It knows it made mistakes—but does it know why? It can’t all be
blamed on external economic turbulence. It had a lot to do with
government leaders’ collective pro-market mindset, which shut out
appeals for more compassionate interventions and convinced them
that their way was the only way. The remarkable thing about the
2011 election issues like housing and transport is that none should
have come as a surprise. People had been complaining bitterly
about them for years, but they couldn’t penetrate the cabinet’s
neoliberal groupthink. Despite the government’s extensive
grassroots network and able civil service, the messages from the
ground didn’t register until they were translated into votes. Yes, the
opposition’s 2011 success woke it up. But if the government fails to
analyse and address the internal systemic failures behind its policy
missteps, there’s a high chance it will be caught napping again.



9

Winter is here

Since the 2011 general election, a chill has descended on political debate.

For decades, those inclined to see Singapore’s illiberal political
system in a positive light would point out that things were at least
on the right track. They said People’s Action Party leaders were not
opposed to giving more space to the people, but were just being
careful about the pace of liberalisation. Sure, the country was not
opening up as quickly as liberals would like, but at least there were
perceptible improvements.

Up till recently, such claims were generally correct. In the 2010s,
however, the reality on the ground began to deviate from the
optimistic narrative of gradual political liberalisation. There were
signs of a tightening up. The government’s dealings with the press,
the internet, academia, the arts, civil society and even its own
establishment were distinguished by impatience, and an impulse to
intervene and micromanage.

The regression didn’t occur across the board, so I wouldn’t be
surprised if some readers don’t recognise the picture I’ve sketched.
For locals and expatriates who are not very interested in politics—in
other words, the majority—lifestyle choices continued to expand,
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especially for those with money. Measure progress by Michelin-
starred restaurants, Broadway musicals and art exhibitions, and
Singapore seems to keep collecting the accoutrements of a
cosmopolitan world city.

Arguably, life became easier even for the opposition. After the
2006 general election, the government reduced the number and size
of Group Representation Constituencies to make elections more
“contestable”. Around half of Singaporeans weren’t getting the
chance to exercise their vote due to walkovers in their
constituencies, and the trend was getting embarrassing. By
tweaking the electoral map, the government ensured that most or
all seats were contested in 2011 and 2015.

PAP leaders also became more restrained in their attacks on the
opposition. In the past, election campaigns were followed by
defamation suits against opposition candidates, as surely as
thunder follows lightning. Not so in recent elections. The ruling
party’s negative campaigning became more restrained as well,
probably because instant online feedback from the public showed
that any bully behaviour by the PAP would backfire. In the 1980s,
Lee Kuan Yew vilified J.B. Jeyaretnam, Chiam See Tong and their
supporters with impunity, but when he tried telling Aljunied GRC
voters in 2011 that they would “repent” if they opted for the
opposition, the blowback was vigorous. Times had changed.

But while the opposition was given more leeway, other groups were
hobbled with more restrictions. It’s as if the government had
decided on a strategy of lengthening the opposition’s leash, but
removing the nourishment it needs to grow. Predictably, socio-
political bloggers were the first to feel the government’s grip
tighten. Many had clearly been rooting for the opposition. Soon
after the 2011 election, they began to face the threat of defamation
suits. Singapore leaders have a long history of suing opposition
leaders and big foreign media, but the post-2011 “new normal”
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witnessed the first individual blogger, Roy Ngerng, receiving that
treatment. In addition, new laws and regulations were introduced
to hem in independent public affairs websites. Fortunately, the
government continued to resist the temptation—to which an
increasing number of countries had succumbed—to block or filter
political sites. But its 1996 promise to regulate the internet with a
“light touch” was now much less convincing (Chapter 21).

Meanwhile, an already tame press grew even less likely than in
the 1990s or 2000s to provide independent reportage of public
affairs (Chapter 20). The Today newspaper, launched by state-
owned broadcaster MediaCorp under the leadership of veteran
editor P.N. Balji, had for a while succeeded in sounding intelligent
by publishing more interpretative news stories and a broader
spectrum of opinion pieces. By the 2010s, it was a shadow of its
former self. When the print edition was killed in 2017, few cared.
As for The Straits Times, its GE2011 campaign coverage was fairer
and more professional than in some previous elections. Not
surprisingly, chief editor Han Fook Kwang was pushed out within
months of the election, and replaced by an editor so politically
trustworthy he’d come close to being fielded as a PAP candidate
some years earlier. Today, the national newspaper regularly adopts
an unquestioning, one-dimensional approach to its news reporting
that even my newsroom bosses in the 1990s—let alone editors in a
free press environment—would have found problematic.

Universities in the 2010s became less hospitable to alternative
and critical ideas (Chapter 22). Non-PAP politicians in institutions
of higher learning—Sylvia Lim, Daniel Goh and Paul
Tambyah—were not victimised, in line with what the government’s
apparent policy of not martyring the opposition. But a shadowy
system of political screening kept out Singaporeans and foreigners
that universities wanted to hire. Historian Thum Ping Tjin has
revealed that he was told by university administrators he would not
be able to work in Singapore as an academic as his writing had
upset certain quarters. There have been other cases of citizens and
residents not appointed for non-academic reasons. The extreme

60 | winter is here



vetting took even university administrators by surprise. Duly
spooked, department heads now warn faculty members not to
engage in critical research about Singapore, in case they hadn’t
already gotten the message.

The arts is another area that hasn’t conformed to the myth of
steady political liberalisation. As with other sectors, artists with no
interest in getting political have found their opportunities
expanding over the decades. The market for their work has grown,
and digital technology offers new outlets. But those whose work
questions PAP ideology find bureaucratic obstacles placed in their
way. Public servants dealing with the arts now don’t even bother
to hide the fact that their regulatory role includes discouraging
politically critical work, and not just policing taste and decency or
protecting minors.

A case in point was the National Arts Council’s withdrawal of
a grant from Sonny Liew’s award-winning 2015 graphic novel, The
Art of Charlie Chan Hock Chye, baldly stating that it undermined the
government’s authority. Meanwhile, NAC’s sister statutory board,
the Infocomm Media Development Authority, has adopted the
astonishing practice of posting consumer warnings on art with
political themes. Tan Tarn How’s 2011 play Fear of Writing, for
example, is tagged “Mature Content” because “it presents the
characters’ perspectives on the issue of freedom of expression, with
references to the situation of political apathy and self-censorship
in Singapore”. The Necessary Stage’s Manifesto received a similar
rating in 2016 “for its exploration of socio-political issues”. So did
the comedy revue Dim Sum Dollies: A History of Singapore Part 2, for
its “satirical socio-political references”.

According to IMDA’s Arts Entertainment Classification Code,
“Mature Content” generally refers to scenes of sex and violence.
Singapore must be the only advanced country where public bodies
in charge of the arts make political conformity a condition for
public funding, and treat exposure to politics as if it were sex or
violence.

Most of these moves haven’t required new laws or regulations.
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They’ve relied on long-established mechanisms of control that are
opaque and are entirely up to the political leadership to use as it
sees fit, whether it’s the way media chiefs are installed or the arts
are funded. Several interrelated factors account for the current cold
spell. The most important is the trauma of the 2011 general election.
When the PAP post-mortemed its poor performance, it did not deny
it had been guilty of policy mistakes. It knew it had to fix those
problems that Singaporeans were most unhappy with, like long
queues for public housing and high healthcare costs for the elderly.
The more difficult question for the PAP was whether it needed to
address why it had made these mistakes in the first place. Some
critics thought so, arguing that policymakers needed to be more
exposed to open competition and on-going scrutiny so that they
would detect and respond to bad news from the ground before
grievances surfaced at the ballot box.

But the government chose the psychologically more comfortable
path, of reforming policies—but not itself. Thus, the post-2011
playbook included significant humanising of social and economic
policy, but also a hardening of its posture in political and civic
space. If the government had been in the mood for internal reform,
it might have concluded that alternative and critical voices, no
matter how irritating and even misguided, would help dissipate
its groupthink and sharpen its arguments. Instead, journalists,
academics, artists and activists who showed the slightest disrespect
came to be treated as proto-opposition, and threats to PAP
dominance.

Politicians are only human, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise
if some of them, after being viciously and vulgarly trolled online,
equated freedom with anarchy. The internet is usually regarded as
a liberating force. Ironically, though, the PAP’s encounter with the
online world may have contributed to its new intolerance (Chapter
21). Politicians in most other countries reach the top only after long
years of callus-forming battles against strong opposition,
adversarial media and outspoken constituents. In contrast,
candidates for high political office in Singapore are plucked from
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the more protected environs of the civil service and military. Most 
would have been psychologically unprepared for the online vitriol. 
The experience may have persuaded the leadership to write off 
Singaporeans who want more political space as unreasonable and 
impossible to please.



As for the 2015 election, the results might have given the PAP the 
confidence to loosen up. It had the opposite effect. It was seen as 
vindication of the government’s post-2011 clampdown. PAP 
hardliners felt they’d won the bet that most voters aren’t bothered 
by strictures on civil society, journalism or other democratic 
institutions, as long as you look after their practical needs.

Personality may have been another factor. Singapore’s current 
prime minister has very different instincts from his predecessors. 
Lee Hsien Loong is certainly not as ruthless as Lee Kuan Yew, but 
neither does the son relish political debate the way his father did. 
He seems happiest tinkering with policy details. Lee Hsien Loong’s 
2017 National Day Rally speech was symptomatic of his aversion 
to politics. In an unusually turbulent political year—marked by the 
Oxley Road and presidential election controversies—his English 
speech focussed on diabetes, preschool education, and information 
technology. These are the kinds of safe causes that governments 
delegate to monarchs and first ladies who need to be publicly visible 
without being political. Lee’s aversion to politics may have 
contributed to his government’s tendency to treat any contention as 
a threat. As for Singapore’s second prime minister, Goh Chok Tong 
was a more natural consensus builder, but also more inclined to set 
limits for his own team members. Lee Hsien Loong gave individual 
ministers more leeway to fight political battles, allowing hardliners 
to set the tone.

The external environment is another factor. Granted, the 
Singapore government is less susceptible to foreign pressure than 
many others, since it is not dependent on outside aid or formal
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defence treaties with big powers. But it is not impervious to global
political currents. The 1990s, the end of the Cold War, were an age of
democratic advance; non-democracies were on the defensive. The
2010s have been very different. The world now prizes order above
freedom. What’s more, so many leaders have upped the ante in
autocratic behaviour—Najib Razak in Malaysia, Rodrigo Duterte in
the Philippines, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey, Narendra Modi
in India, Xi Jinping in China, Vladmir Putin in Russia and Donald
Trump in the United States—that it’s become much harder for soft
authoritarians to look bad. They can act dictatorially with little risk
of international condemnation.

It’s not just the liberal fringe that is having a harder time in this
repressive climate. Career diplomat Kishore Mahbubani—who has
done as much as any other public servant to sell the message that
Singapore is no pushover—was basically accused of letting down
the country for publicly urging that our foreign policy be more
measured when dealing with China. Nobody in the establishment
would have failed to see the flashing red lights warning that the
leadership is in no mood to be questioned about the way it’s
adjusting to a rising China.

According to government ministers, there is more than enough
debate within their ranks. But this claim is contradicted by signs of
growing insularity. The most worrying indicator is cabinet’s failure
to induct Singaporeans from the private sector. I don’t mean
individuals from closed-shop professions like law and medicine,
who are well represented, but people who have spent their careers
in typical firms that have nowhere to hide from merciless global
competition. In 2017, the 22-member cabinet included only a few
who came close, and all were from government-linked companies.
There was a time when government leaders said recruitment from
the private sector was a top priority. They have quietly dropped the
subject from their major speeches.

It can’t be that the need for private sector inductees into
government has abated. On the contrary, global competition has
intensified and change has accelerated. Cabinet needs more than a
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few ministers who have faced these forces directly and daily, and
have developed the instincts to respond creatively to economic
crises. Rather, the main reason that private sector recruitment has
been de-emphasised is probably the problem of fit. Most corporate
types and entrepreneurs are culturally incompatible with public
sector traditions.

If the government considered it important enough, it would
adapt its culture to ensure a better fit. At least, that’s how a talent-
driven private sector corporation would think: the operating
environment determines manpower needs, and the organisational
culture must adapt to the required manpower. The government,
unfortunately, would rather maintain its culture than adapt to
those who don’t understand it, whether they are potential
ministers, bloggers or artists. Faced with Singaporeans who don’t
appreciate its way of working, the PAP’s favoured response
nowadays is to resist and repel, not reform.
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Freak elections

Elites underestimate the sophistication of the electorate.

There was something quite poetic about holding the 2015 general
election during the seventh month of the Chinese lunar calendar.
In traditional Taoist belief, the Hungry Ghost Festival is a time to
appease wandering souls. You are supposed to make offerings and
stage performances so that the satiated spirits will return to the
netherworld.

This bears an uncanny resemblance to how the People’s Action
Party views elections. It’s a time when the unpredictable masses
pour out from their homes, instigated by mischief-making
opposition politicians. This is not what the serious business of
government is supposed to be all about, but the PAP has to play
along with the wayang for a couple of weeks, making promises and
selling sound bites. Perform these rituals, and the malcontents will
skulk away for another five years.

In the real world, Singaporeans have again and again used the
ballot to reward the PAP’s competence with uninterrupted power.
That hasn’t allayed the ruling party’s fear of elections as capricious
events. One type of irrational outcome that the PAP warns of is the
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so-called “freak” election result. The term is prone to misuse, so it’s
worth clarifying what it is, and what it isn’t. If the outcome differs
from the preferences of the losing party and its supporters, that’s
not a freak election. That’s just an election. Nor is it necessarily
freakish if the result isn’t what pundits and pollsters predicted.
Conversely, if the outcome can be guaranteed by any one party
and there’s absolutely no risk of surprises, that’s not a non-freak
election—it’s probably fixed. It isn’t even a freak election if people
vote against what all experts agree is in the public’s enlightened
self-interest. It is precisely because we have no mechanism to
second-guess the electorate, and because no group of wise men
should pick rulers on behalf of everyone else, that we need to go
through the cumbersome process of elections in the first place.

To be worthy of the name, a freak result is one that the majority
of voters didn’t want. This outcome is possible because voting is
susceptible to coordination errors. People vote based partly on
imperfect knowledge of how others will use their ballot. Those
expectations may not be accurate.

For example, let’s say you want the PAP in charge but also want a
larger opposition. If you believe that the national tide is strongly in
the PAP’s favour and you live in one of the few hot seats, you would
probably feel that voting for the opposition in your constituency
would help achieve your goal of a PAP government plus a more
robust opposition. On the other hand, if you believe the opposition
is already going to do very well nationally, you might vote for the
PAP in your ward because it’s offering you the better candidate.

In either case, if you and others like you assess the mood wrongly,
you might end up using your vote in a way that goes against your
own wishes. You all overestimate the PAP’s strength, vote
opposition, and contribute to ousting the PAP—to your horror.
That’s a freak election. It could also work the other way: you
overestimate the opposition tide, give your vote to the ruling party,
and end up with a decimated opposition, which isn’t what you
wanted.

Such coordination problems can be solved by having more data
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about where the parties stand. So, there is actually a simple solution
to banish the spectre of freak elections: lift the prohibition on
opinion polling during the campaign. Of course, after Donald
Trump’s victory in the United States, we know how wrong pollsters
can be. Tiny Singapore, however, is much easier to poll reliably.
Arm voters with enough quality information about their fellow
Singaporeans’ sentiments, and they won’t get election outcomes
that they do not intend. Most countries allow such polls, which is
why the term “freak election” seems to be used more in Singapore
than anywhere else.

From a PAP perspective, voters may look irrational when they
pick parties and candidates that are plainly inferior. Too many
voters are focussing on what, in its view, are the wrong questions.
They are asking, “Do we have enough opposition?” Or, “Should we
send a signal to the government that we’re not happy?” The ruling
party believes people should only ask, “Who is fit to govern?” But
one of the hard truths about democratic elections is that it’s not just
the answers that are in the hands of voters—it’s also the questions.
Candidates can try to influence voters’ priorities, but cannot dictate
them. Besides, there is nothing outlandish about registering a
protest vote or voting opposition for opposition’s sake. These are
rational responses to a one-sided political system with an
overwhelmingly dominant party.

Do the maths and you can see why many voters are frustrated. In
the elections since 2000, 25 to 40 per cent voted for the opposition.
Yet, the opposition’s share of directly elected seats has never
reached even 10 per cent. This is due to Singapore’s first-past-the-
post election system, which does not allocate seats in proportion to
the popular vote. Britain, Canada, Australia and India have similar
systems. It is not unusual for their winning parties to get an
outright majority of seats in the legislature despite securing less
than half of the popular vote. The first-past-the-post system is
geared to produce stable governments, at the expense of a
legislature that more accurately reflects the way votes were divided,
which is what a proportional representation system achieves.



However, even compared with other countries that have the same
system, Singapore’s election outcomes are oddly distorted. Looking
at recent election results in the aforementioned Commonwealth
countries, back-of-the-envelope calculations would show that a 40
per cent vote share typically translates into a majority in parliament
of about 55 per cent of seats. In other words, the winning party gets
something like a 15-point boost in its number of seats, compared
with what it would have won in a pure proportional representation
system. In Singapore, however, the boost can be twice as much. In
2011, the PAP’s 60 per cent vote share translated to a 93 per cent seat
share—a 33-point gap between votes and seats. The electoral system
doesn’t reward the winning party with merely a working majority,
it grants it a stifling monopoly.

There’s nothing underhanded about this. It’s the result of
Singapore having much less variation in its political map compared
with, say, the United Kingdom, where different regions vote very
differently. In the UK, losing parties can count on some parts of the
country giving them much higher votes than their national average,
assuring them seats in the House. For example, when the
Conservatives do well nationally, Labour still captures the big cities.

In contrast, if every constituency were a perfect microcosm of the
nation, you could in theory have a party narrowly claiming each seat
with just 51 per cent of the vote, but as a result sweeping 100 per cent
of the seats. Singapore’s political map is closer to that homogeneous
extreme than to the UK pattern: most constituencies’ results don’t
deviate much from the national average.

The result is a stark disequilibrium between demand and supply.
Singaporeans’ 30–40 per cent support for the opposition would,
under pure proportional representation, translate into 26–36 seats
in an 89-member House. In a more normal first-past-the-post
environment like the UK’s, you might expect opposition votes to
translate into 13–22 seats—much lower than under proportional
representation, but two or three times more than what Singapore’s
unresponsive electoral market generates.

As long as the PAP’s parliamentary dominance is so out of whack
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with its popular vote, we’ll continue to see the electorate practise a
kind of affirmative action in favour of the opposition. Voters will
grant opposition candidates a generous benefit of the doubt while
punishing PAP candidates for the slightest slip. The PAP may think
this extremely unfair, but it’s an understandable response to a
distorted political marketplace.

We needn’t fear that the double standard will result in a low-
quality opposition party ultimately winning power. Singaporeans
will be sensible enough to recalibrate their expectations when the
opposition grows larger. Assuming its size and quality remains at
current levels, I’d expect an equilibrium to be reached when the
opposition secures around 20 seats.

That’s when voters will stop granting opposition candidates a
handicap and start assessing the PAP and the opposition against
similar yardsticks. Then, most voters will be guided by the PAP’s
preferred question—who can actually govern—rather than asking
whether Singapore needs more opposition.

On the whole, I credit Singaporeans with more sophistication
and common sense than elite rhetoric grants them. There is simply
no evidence that the Singapore electorate is prone to impulsive,
flighty or fickle behaviour. Look at the way it votes and you’ll see an
impressively level-headed public that knows what it wants.

First, it wants the PAP running Singapore. This message from the
popular vote is clear enough: the PAP has never received less than
60 per cent of the vote. Opinion polls reveal even stronger support,
with seven or eight out of every ten Singaporeans expressing
confidence in and approval of the PAP government’s overall
performance. Opposition politicians don’t like admitting that the
majority wants the PAP to remain in power, but they are practical
enough to work this reality into their campaign strategies. In 1991,
opposition leaders even resorted to contesting fewer than half the
seats to assure the electorate that it could treat the general election
like a by-election—no matter how many of the contested seats went
to the opposition, the government wouldn’t be toppled. More recent
elections have been all-out battles, but the Workers’ Party went out
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of its way to assure Singaporeans that it wasn’t aiming to take over
government, which would remain in the PAP’s hands.

Second, however, the majority does not want the PAP to
monopolise power. Singaporeans know that the PAP has a tendency
to take their support for granted. They feel ministers are too
impressed by their own technocratic brilliance and too insulated
from the real world by their fat salaries, making them brush aside
the people’s genuine grievances. The public has come to believe that
the threat of opposition gains is ultimately the most effective way to
get the best out of a PAP government.

Third—and most reassuringly for PAP supporters fearing a freak
result—the Singapore public is neither impatient nor desperate for
multi-party democracy. It is prepared to wait for the opposition to
improve before voting more of them in. It will grant opposition
candidates a handicap, but never a free pass. Past elections show
that candidates need to clear a pretty high credibility threshold
before earning more than 45 per cent of the vote.

Voters’ level of discernment often takes pundits by surprise.
Before the 2013 by-election in Punggol East, opposition supporters
bemoaned the fact that the anti-PAP vote would be split three ways.
Lee Li Lian of the Workers’ Party—who had unsuccessfully
contested the seat in 2011—would now have to share opposition
votes with Kenneth Jeyaretnam and Desmond Lim, the leaders of
the Reform Party and the Singapore Democratic Alliance
respectively. What was most striking about the by-election result
was not the PAP’s defeat, but the laserlike focus of the 56 per cent
who voted for the opposition. They virtually ignored Jeyaretnam
and Lim (so much so that “Rejected Votes” outperformed both men)
and single-mindedly backed the Workers’ Party candidate.

And that’s not new. We tend to forget that when the PAP’s
absolute monopoly of parliamentary seats was finally broken in
1981, it was also a three-cornered fight. That time, Jeyaretnam
Senior was the beneficiary of voters’ acumen. They tossed the
spoiler—the colourful Harbans Singh of the United People’s
Front—a desultory 131 votes, presenting the Anson seat to JBJ.
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A public that took 32 years to grow the number of elected
opposition MPs from one to seven can hardly be described as
cavalier risk-takers. But it serves the ruling party’s interests to
convince Singaporeans that they cannot trust their fellow citizens
to vote in a sober manner. The myth of the irrational voter
continues to be rehashed before every election.

In the 2015 campaign, these anxieties were amplified by
disinformation—who was behind it is anyone’s guess—purporting
to show bookies’ predictions of major upsets in PAP strongholds,
such that the opposition would claim as many as 24 seats. In the
absence of proper polling, it is quite plausible that these widely
circulated WhatsApp messages influenced some Singaporeans to
vote conservatively. Former PAP backbencher Inderjit Singh
observed this effect first hand. “I live in Marine Parade GRC and
my neighbour came running to my house on the last day of
campaigning to share that she ‘heard’ that PAP will likely lose
Marine Parade to the WP. They were worried and said they will call
all their friends and relatives to be careful with their vote,” Singh
wrote on Facebook. The so-called bookie forecasts, coupled with big
turnouts at opposition rallies, might have given some Singaporeans
cold feet on polling day, he said.

My point is not that this underground campaign made a material
difference to the result of the 2015 election. There were other
reasons why the PAP did as well as it did (Chapter 8). But what’s
remarkable is that there have been no reports of the authorities
investigating what looks suspiciously like an attempt to sway the
electorate with made-up data. Yet, they found time to take action
against a website, The Middle Ground, for publishing an insignificant
street poll of 50 voters.

Trying to gauge actual voter sentiment during an election
campaign? Off limits. Spreading fake news about freak elections?
Carry on.
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Open government

An ombudsman can relieve pressure for government accountability.

There was a time when Singapore’s presidency evoked a sense of
calm, like the strong, silent trees on the Istana grounds. As a largely
ceremonial position in the Commonwealth tradition, our head of
state served as a pillar of stability and unity. The person was picked
by the cabinet, with no formal public consultation. By tradition, the
job was given to uncontroversial individuals of some stature, so not
even the opposition showed them disrespect. Although the people
had no say in the choice, they intuitively appreciated the value of a
head of state who remained above politics.

Since direct elections for the office were introduced in 1993, the
presidency has become more divisive. This is partly the inevitable
result of subjecting the office to competition. The public must now
pick sides, only one of which can win. Elections alone, though, can’t
explain how contentious the presidency has become. The disputes
have been not only over who should be hired for the post but also
over the job description.

In the 2011 presidential election, held soon after a parliamentary
election in which the opposition made significant inroads, all four
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candidates welcomed the scaling back of the ruling party’s absolute
power. But, they disagreed over the role of the president in relation
to this trend. The more conservative view was that he must keep
his distance: voters must decide the direction, pace and depth of
change through their choice of members of parliament, not their
choice of president. At the other end of the spectrum was the view
that parliament on its own—still dominated by one party—would
be unable to produce the change, provide the voice, or personify
the conscience that the public demands. The president, therefore,
should weigh in with his moral authority.

The four candidates tried to comport themselves with the dignity
required of the office, but sections of the electorate treated the
contest as a no-holds-barred bout with authority. The broader, more
interventionist notion of the presidency seemed to appeal to many
Singaporeans—to the alarm of the government. It preferred former
cabinet minister Tony Tan’s scrupulous adherence to more
conservative job specifications. Tony Tan turned out to be the
people’s choice, but not by much. He claimed only 35 per cent of
the popular vote. In a race decided by 2.15 million voters, he had a
winning margin of less than 8,000. Most voters favoured a more
independent and activist president.

While a certain amount of friction was inevitable once presidents
became elected and not selected, the over-politicisation of the
process has more to do with the pent-up frustrations of
Singaporeans who lack other outlets. This is a pattern that goes
beyond presidential elections. It started with parliamentary
elections, resulting in a tendency that the government finds deeply
disturbing: instead of voting based on the quality of candidates
and parties, many Singaporeans use the ballot to protest against
whatever they are unhappy about. People’s antipathy, bordering on
aggression, has affected their day-to-day dealings with public
servants. In his National Day Rally speech after the 2011 general
election, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong revealed that hyper-
emboldened citizens were making unreasonable demands of
hapless frontline staff providing public services. Civility thrown out
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of the window, mundane interactions were turning into battles of
wills. The government ended up having to beef up the legal
protection for public servants, under a new Protection from
Harassment Act.

Over the decades, the government systematically closed off or
over-regulated the channels normally found in a democratic
society, such as independent media and political associations.
However, suppressed public sentiments did not simply dissipate
and die off. They built up until the chance came—in election
campaigns or at government counters—to let off steam. Causes
that have been denied the freedom to mobilise now latch onto the
presidential election as an opportunity to promote their agenda.
One example is the campaign against the death penalty. Even
though the president has no discretionary power in this area,
capital punishment became one of the issues in the 2011 campaign.
This probably would not have happened if the small, conscience-led
movement behind it had been tolerated instead of being treated like
an enemy of the state.

Thus, what the government sees as an over-politicisation of
presidential elections is largely due to Singaporeans’ frustrated
desire for accountability and voice. It is futile telling people they
should take the quarrel elsewhere if there is no elsewhere to go
to. The government will try to direct them to its many avenues for
public feedback like quality service managers and REACH. These
official channels do work, but only up to a point. They may help clear
red tape and solicit ideas for municipal improvements, but can’t
address deeper disagreements with government policy.

The solution must be to develop strong and credible democratic
institutions that can cope with a more vocal and demanding public.
One possible innovation is an ombudsman—a people’s
representative who functions as a trusted intermediary between
them and the government. A Scandinavian invention (although it
has a precedent in imperial China, where the “censor” acted as an
internal critic of other officials), it has caught on in many countries.
It operates under various names: in Britain, it is called the
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Parliamentary Commissioner for Administration; in Portugal, it is
the Provedor de Justica, or Provider of Justice. The basic idea is
the same: to look into citizens’ complaints from outside the agency
concerned, thus providing a credible check on public sector activity.
It makes government more open and transparent.

We shouldn’t be smug about Singapore’s high ranking on the
often-cited Transparency International league table. This annual
survey measures perceptions of corruption, but this is only one
aspect of transparency. Experts distinguish between economic and
institutional transparency (in which Singapore scores highly) and
political transparency (in which we rate poorly).

Singapore is not among the 75 countries belonging to the Open
Government Partnership, launched in 2011 as a “multilateral
initiative that aims to secure concrete commitments from
governments to promote transparency, empower citizens, fight
corruption, and harness new technologies to strengthen
governance”. Furthermore, Singapore is not eligible for
membership, as it does not score enough points in certain critical
areas. One such area is access to information. Open government
requires laws guaranteeing the public’s right to information and
access to government data. Singapore scores zero points out of a
possible four on this scale. Singapore also rates poorly—two out of
four points—in public disclosure of income and assets for elected
and senior public officials.

Therefore, there is some way to go before we can claim to have
a government that is open and transparent. Introducing an
ombudsman would be one step in this direction. To say that it’s
overdue is an understatement. It was first proposed by the
Constitutional Commission appointed in 1966. The Commission
recommended instituting an ombudsman to ensure an
independent check on the acts and decisions of the public sector,
apart from the principle of ministerial responsibility. The
ombudsman should have wide powers of investigation and the
ability to publish his findings, the Commission said. The
government responded that it was not rejecting the proposal but

76 | open government



that it was not yet the right time to institute it. Citizens had not
yet developed a clear understanding of their rights and obligations.
Many Singaporeans were illiterate, noted Law Minister E.W.
Barker. Thus, an ombudsman would be “flooded by complaints by
people who do not know what are the limits of his jurisdiction”.

This may have been a valid concern at the time, but it was not
insurmountable. In an editorial in 1967, The Straits Times had already
offered a solution to the anticipated problem of overload. The
newspaper argued that the office could be set up as a Parliamentary
Commissioner, acting only at the instigation of MPs who felt that
they had been unable to make headway with their petitions. Today,
there is even less reason to object to the idea. Our population is
somewhat better educated than it was fifty years ago.

Over the decades, several respected Singaporeans have tried to
revive the proposal. In the late 1970s, opposition leader J.B.
Jeyaretnam championed the idea—which probably guaranteed that
the government would harden its position against it. In the debate
on nominated MPs in 1989, lawyer Geoffrey Abisheganadan
reminded Singaporeans about this piece of unfinished business.
In the 1990s, NMP Shrinwas Rai was another such voice in the
wilderness. In 2003, respected economist Manu Bhaskaran
suggested that an ombudsman could help check over-regulation of
the economy.

Such calls did not just come from outside of the government. In
1990, ambassador-at-large Tommy Koh, then director of the new
Institute of Policy Studies, said that Singapore could endure only
if some existing institutions were restructured and new ones set
up—including that of the ombudsman. In 1999, Francis Chong (a
President’s Scholar and now a senior civil servant) wrote a letter
to The Straits Times urging parliament to enact a “Good Governance
Act” that would establish transparency as the cornerstone of the
government. Chong wanted to empower citizens themselves to act
as checks on the public sector. To do this, they would require the
right to know the reasons for government decisions. An
ombudsman would be needed to decide whether requests for
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information were legitimate. “The potential for injustice is
unnecessarily high when bureaucrats can act without giving
reasons to the public,” he noted.

Top legal minds in the PAP backbenches have also asked for it.
Davinder Singh asked the government to institute a commissioner
or ombudsman to increase the accountability of the public sector.
It should have the power to look through ministry files and bring
complaints to the top, he said in 1990. In the 1994 Budget Debate,
K. Shanmugam took up the argument. An ombudsman would help
retain people’s confidence in the system, he said. “The minister may
say that there are existing channels. However, the existing channels
all, by and large, rely on the system itself to act correctly,” noted the
MP, who was in private practice at the time.

Shanmugam noted that there are imperfections in the current
system, which depended on MPs appealing to ministers on
constituents’ behalf, and ministers relying on civil servants to draft
responses. “We all know that the final decision can often be
influenced by the way in which the facts are presented. Ministers’
time must be too valuable for them to spend looking into every
aspect or the facts on every appeal by every MP. It is therefore
preferable to have an intermediate institution that can provide for
a quick and effective remedy, and reserving the final appeal to the
minister for extreme cases. The ombudsman should have the right
to review the facts himself if he feels necessary.”

The exact shape of the institution would have to be thought
through. One issue is whether the ombudsman should be able to
initiate investigations and receive public complaints directly, or act
only on the request of MPs. Another issue is whether the
ombudsman’s judgements should be binding on government
departments, or if he should only work through negotiation and
consensus. Since the ombudsman can’t look at everything, the
institution’s priorities need careful thought. (Australia, for
example, has identified overseas students as one key group that
needs a strong complaints procedure.) The institution has to be
independent and credible. It would have to be headed by a highly
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respected individual prepared to act doggedly for citizens, not on
the side of bureaucratic expediency. And it must have the resources
to investigate complaints and the authority to gather information.

Repeatedly since 1967, the government has insisted that an
ombudsman is not needed because there are already enough
feedback channels. After 2011, though, it cannot seriously believe
that this answer is satisfactory—or even in its own enlightened self-
interest. Many Singaporeans evidently desire an ombudsman-like
institution so much that many are prepared to push the presidency
in that direction if given the choice.

During a forum with the 2011 presidential candidates organised
by The Online Citizen, I asked Tony Tan if the time had come to
develop democratic institutions such as an ombudsman. He replied
that it was certainly an idea that the government should look at,
“as a means for citizens to right their wrongs”. He added, “And
although the government has not agreed to it yet, the government
has to review its position from time to time.” The prime minister
was correct when he said in that year’s National Day Rally speech
that Singapore would have to “get our politics right as well as our
policies … and to get both right, you must start with the politics”.
Instituting an ombudsman would help.

Compared with the 2011 presidential election, 2017 witnessed less
dissension over the role of the office in checking on the executive
branch. But that’s because it was a walkover. Furthermore, people
were too busy debating the controversial move to reserve the
election for Malay candidates. The 2023 presidential election will be
wide open again. It could turn out to be even more divisive than 2011
if Singapore’s elite becomes more fractured, which is quite possible.
There may be more candidates who would automatically qualify.
And if the ruling party maintains its dominance in parliament, the
appetite for a more activist president may grow. It would be
prudent to develop new democratic institutions and processes that
are specifically designed to provide the balance in our political
system that many Singaporeans clearly crave.

singapore, incomplete | 79



12

6.9 million

The Population White Paper revealed a lack of internal debate.

According to People’s Action Party rhetoric, one-party dominance
has had a largely positive impact on governance in Singapore. It has
allowed elected leaders to devise and implement policies that may
be unpopular in the short term but serve the country’s long-term
interests. A weak government is too easily held hostage by disloyal
factions, coalition partners and interest groups. In perpetual
campaign mode, it must make compromises and deviate from its
plans just to maintain its hold on power, even if the country would
benefit from it staying the course. A dominant party can ask voters
to deliver their overall assessment at the next election, instead of
politicising every issue, every week.

There is some truth in this line of argument. Equally, though,
there is a lot of wisdom in the warning that overly concentrated
power creates its own set of problems. A government that is too
insulated from competition risks wrapping itself in self-delusion,
and making decisions that are not in touch with reality.

It’s a matter of balance, so the Goldilocks question for Singapore
politics is whether our level of democratic accountability is too hot,
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too cold, or just right. One opportunity to find out came in early
2013, when the system faced an important test. That’s when the
government published its Population White Paper, A Sustainable
Population for a Dynamic Singapore. Public attention instantly zeroed
in on a number that the document cited as a planning parameter:
6.9 million. Most Singaporeans had grown up in a country with half
that population. The current population of 5.3 million already felt
unbearable. But here was the government saying it was planning
for 30 per cent more people by 2030. The debate on the White Paper
never got past that shock. Even the PAP’s own backbenchers choked
on the figure. The government was forced to beat an embarrassing
tactical retreat, accepting an amendment to its motion in
parliament and shelving the toxic 6.9 million figure.

I found the whole episode troubling, but not for the same reasons
as most other Singaporeans. I didn’t consider a 6.9 million
population to be an automatic deal-breaker. When you work in
Tuas, like I did at the time, or when you look at maps of our
reclaimed land, you realise Singapore has quite a bit of undeveloped
space. Since moving to Hong Kong, I’ve grown even more open to
the idea that we have enough physical space to accommodate many
more people. High-density living has its advantages: you can give
people better access to amenities.

Hong Kong taught me that coping with crowds is usually less
about absolute limits than about proper planning. The city has
around 30 per cent more people than Singapore, and is much more
densely built—but manages its crowds much better. Its high-
capacity and extremely efficient MTR and bus systems make public
transport a breeze. At peak times, stewards, ushers and police
appear like magic to organise queues for lifts, help the hordes cross
roads and channel pedestrian flow for maximum efficiency. This
reduces the tension of being in a crowd. When crowds are not
properly managed and catered for, you feel you are in competition
with the strangers around you. It’s usually this stress, more than the
physical squeeze, that makes crowds hard to bear. In contrast, if you
know you’ll soon get your turn without having to jostle for it, you
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can just tune out and go with the flow. With enough infrastructure
and better planning, I suspect Singapore can accommodate many
more people. So, all in all, I keep an open mind about what our
sustainable population might be.

What I found more worrying was how unprepared the
government was for the completely predictable public reaction to
the White Paper. Bear in mind this wasn’t some sudden external
crisis, for which a lack of preparedness would have been forgivable.
This was a case of what army slang calls “own time, own target”:
the government was setting the agenda and could decide how and
when to launch its public communication assault. Nor did the
White Paper suffer bureaucratic or executive neglect. Population
policy was a top government priority; it benefitted from a dedicated
department studying the issue in the Prime Minister’s Office, under
Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean. Furthermore, the
government could not have been ignorant of how controversial the
subject was. Immigration had surfaced as the number one public
grievance behind the PAP’s traumatic 2011 general election result.

Perhaps, then, the fault lay with the public. Policymakers stung
by the reception to their White Paper might be tempted to comfort
themselves with the excuse that Singaporeans just weren’t ready
for a sober discussion of a vital national issue. When government
leaders looked back at the debate, the adjective they most often
used was “emotional”. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong mused that
the government could have taken “a bit more time to prepare the
ground” for the White Paper, “to explain it, to soft-sell, and prepare
people to understand what is the issue”. The implication is that
Singaporeans were responding with their hearts instead of their
heads, while policymakers remained unerringly rational. Going by
this theory, the government should have been more sensitive to
people’s limitations; it should have delivered its lessons at Normal
course pace instead of Express.

The problem with this conclusion is that it suggests that the
policy document at the centre of the debate was not at fault. But
there is an alternative interpretation of the fiasco, that it was about

82 | 6.9 million



not only failed communication but also failed policy formulation.
And, more seriously, this failure may have been a symptom of a
systemic weakness in PAP governance. The debate certainly was
emotional, but this was the effect—not the cause—of the White
Paper’s woes.

In its post-mortem of the 2011 election, the government
acknowledged that Singaporeans had legitimate grievances arising
from its missteps. At the heart of voters’ frustration had been the
sense that policymakers focussed on achieving macroeconomic
targets and enhancing Singapore’s global competitiveness, but
losing sight of how households were coping on the ground. We
had Formula 1 racecars zipping past City Hall at 240 kilometres
per hour, but MRT trains couldn’t get people to work on time. The
new casinos were bussing in tourists more efficiently than our
overcrowded hospitals were able to admit patients. Singaporeans
were getting the impression that our country was becoming an
attractive playground for the region’s middle class and super rich,
at the expense of locals’ standard of living.

As a result of the 2011 election, the PAP got the message. Yet,
this did not inform the way it dealt with the population issue the
following year. In the White Paper, the government presented its
arguments for population growth mainly in the same
macroeconomic terms that people had grown suspicious of. It
referred to GDP growth as if its benefits are self-evident, forgetting
that Singaporeans need assurances that growth will trickle down
to them. The document’s focus on a “sustainable population” made
it seem as if people were just inputs to make the economy more
“dynamic”, rather than real lives, the improvement of which is
supposed to be the ultimate object of a government’s work. The
very term “population” was suspect, because it didn’t distinguish
between locals and foreigners.

What Singaporeans really needed was a Standard of Living White
Paper. This isn’t to say policymakers should have dodged the
population issue. However, they should have placed it in its rightful
context. The overarching question should have been, what
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sustainable standard of living can Singapore secure for its people;
and, only secondarily, what is the population range that would allow
that standard of living to be achieved and maintained?

To answer quality of life questions, ministries would have had to
get down to brass tacks. They would need to acknowledge people’s
various woes with infrastructure and public services, and show
systematically how their masterplan would make life better in all
these respects—or at least not make things worse. In housing, for
example, the government could have quantified the prevailing state
of affairs in terms of waiting times for a flat, average flat sizes
for households at various income points, and the number of years
it would take to pay off a mortgage. The government would then
declare its 2030 targets for each of these metrics.

They would have to do the same with transport: examining
current waiting times and journey durations, and stating the
respective 2030 targets. And for hospitals: how many hospital beds
and medical staff per thousand people now, and what
improvements can we achieve by 2030. And parks: by how much
would nature areas expand? And built heritage: how many
additional sites of sentimental value to Singaporeans would the
blueprint allow to be preserved? Through such a systematic,
portfolio-by-portfolio accounting process, the government could
have painted for Singaporeans a reassuring picture of the future—a
well-planned Singapore that may have more people, but would be
more liveable than it is today. The politicians could have then set
these quality-of-life targets as the planning parameters for civil
servants to work within.

Finally, political leaders could have provided commitments that
future immigration would not repeat the mistakes of the past,
dampening real wages of the working class and discouraging
productivity growth. At the end of this exercise, the government
might calculate that a population of 7 million is not just sustainable
but even necessary in order to achieve the economic dynamism
that would allow us to accomplish all the desired improvements to
Singaporeans’ standard of living. A big number like that would have

84 | 6.9 million



no doubt been met with incredulity and anxiety. But Singaporeans
would not have been able to accuse the government of getting its
priorities upside down. By committing itself to measurable
improvements in quality of life, the government would have shown
Singaporeans that their well-being was front and centre in its
calculations. It would have met Singaporeans at their point of need.

The government’s 2013 White Paper did contain a chapter on
“A High Quality Living Environment” but this lacked the kind of
relatable and meaningful details that would have reassured
Singaporeans. For example, the government projected that the
number of acute hospital beds would increase by 30 per cent by
2020, but since the population could rise by 12 per cent, there was no
way of knowing if the increase would be sufficient to eliminate the
problem of having to wait half a day for a bed. The transport section
at least contained the promise that eight in ten homes would be
within a ten-minute walk of an MRT station by 2030, up from six
in ten. Overall, though, there was no indication that planning was
driven by quality-of-life concerns as opposed to macro indicators
of economic health. The document seemed pieced together by civil
servants from past statements, even containing graphics recycled
from earlier reports. It reminded me of the work of exam-smart
students trained to second-guess their markers—their political
masters—rather than building a case from the ground up that
would persuade the wider public.

The Population White Paper was a test of the government’s
capacity to carry the ground without the help of Lee Kuan Yew, who
had already left cabinet. The government knew it was going to be
a tough sell. But it’s precisely in moments like this that Singapore’s
dominant-party system is supposed to show its strengths—getting
the people to swallow bitter medicine for their own long-term good.
By the government’s own standards, it did not deliver.

Back, then, to the Goldilocks question. When government is
thwarted thus, is it because of too much democracy or too little? It
would be a stretch to claim—as some Singaporeans do—that the
political environment is already too open and contentious. How
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much more protection could the executive possibly need? Dial the
parliamentary opposition down to zero? Turn The Straits Times into
The Pyongyang Times? Ban Facebook and Twitter? Any government
leader who cannot cope with even current levels of democracy and
requires even less competition before he’s able to deliver results is
probably unfit to lead Singapore into the future.

The White Paper debacle must have been caused by the opposite
problem: officials blocking out alternative views during the policy
formulation process, and mistaking the echoes of their own voices
for robust debate (Chapter 4). As a result, they were not in sync
with the public mood. The PAP tends to go through such phases.
The Population White Paper controversy is reminiscent of the 1984
Howe Yoon Chong Report on an ageing population, which
contained an equally detested and politically costly proposal—to
raise the CPF withdrawal age. Evidently, Lee Kuan Yew’s political
radar wasn’t perfect either.

At his best, though, Lee tried to avoid being taken off guard. This
required being open to hearing the worst. He didn’t like the views
of his opponents getting out and distracting the public, but you got
the sense he always wanted to know what they knew, before he shut
them up. His style of authoritarianism wanted to control the public
mind—without starving his own. Today’s PAP is different. It is not
as hungry to hear worst-case scenarios and counterarguments. In
its haste to get things done, it seems to want to protect not just
the public but also itself from contrary viewpoints. Only this could
explain how it misfired with a document as important as the
Population White Paper. The remedy is a more open, albeit messier,
democratic political process. This would certainly slow down the
government’s work. But if it means averting avoidable mistakes,
that’s not a bad thing.
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The fog of fear

If the rules are here to stay, they should at least be clarified.

At public forums about Singapore politics, you’ll occasionally see
someone from the audience go to the mic and utter that four-letter
F-word. Fear.

The person pleads: Singapore has come so far, but when will we be able
to leave our fear behind?

If there’s a government official on stage, he will probably laugh
and answer the question with a question. Fear? Why? Don’t tell me you
feel afraid right now?

The audience titters nervously, not quite sure what the right
answer to that question is. It’s hard to answer in the affirmative
when one is in a chandeliered hotel function room, and the only
sign of surveillance is the hovering waiter checking if one’s dessert
plate is ready to be cleared. The dialogue moves on to another topic.

It is a difficult topic to address, but no discussion of Singapore’s
political development would be complete if it didn’t examine of our
culture of fear. Fear inhibits our participation as active citizens.
Some of it is irrational. There are some Singaporeans who think
we live in a totalitarian police state. They decide it’s too dangerous
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to participate in politics, even if it’s just to sign a petition or share
their views in public. They say they won’t get involved because they
are afraid of the consequences. Fortunately, there are also
Singaporeans who have a stronger urge to participate. People in
civil society, for example, know only too well that the walls exist,
having bumped into them. But their instinct is to try to locate doors
that can be nudged open.

More of us should educate ourselves about where the walls and
doors are. But the government, if it is serious about wanting to
encourage active citizenship, should provide a floorplan. Unless it
has some reason to be ashamed of its political controls—in which
case it should get rid of them—it should have no objection to stating
clearly the possible consequences associated with various types of
political participation. The government leaves too much to the
imagination and provides too few guarantees of safe passage.

There are some things we do know for a fact. Singapore is not a
city where activists are murdered like in Colombia or “disappeared”
like in Bangladesh. Another fact that analysts agree on—but some
Singaporeans continue to doubt—is that each individual’s vote is
secret. People can exercise their vote without fear.

It’s also clear that there are legal landmines you need to be aware
of before you speak or act publicly. Singapore does not guarantee
us strong civil and political freedoms such as the right to express
ourselves, to assemble in public and to form organisations. The law
can punish us for speech and actions that the government considers
unacceptable, even if we are nowhere close to threatening public
order or national security.

Specifically, if you communicate anything that directly or
indirectly suggests that a minister is corrupt, that he is guilty of
wrongdoing, or that he got his position because of his connections,
you have to be prepared to prove it. If you can’t, you should expect
to be sued for defamation. If you claim that judges are biased in
favour of the government or that they cannot be trusted to dispense
justice fairly, you can count on being prosecuted for scandalising
the judiciary. Express anything that upsets a religious or racial
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group, or accuse the government of being prejudiced against a
community, and you risk being charged with sedition.

On the bright side, these legal traps are limited in number. If
you are a blogger, artist or activist, it’s possible to learn where they
are and stay clear of them. That would still leave you lots of space
to engage in critical commentary with minimal legal risk.
Furthermore, the government has shown that it’s willing to give
first-time offenders a chance. If you cross legal limits unwittingly,
and then swiftly and sincerely retract and apologise, the
government tends to drop the matter or let you off with a warning.

However, the law isn’t the only tool that governments use to
discipline and punish. They can apply economic carrots and sticks,
making jobs and other rewards conditional on good political
behaviour. Non-citizens are particularly vulnerable to economic
threats, since the authorities can revoke their right to live and work
in the country at any time. Bureaucratic harassment, through tax
audits for example, is another common tactic of authoritarian
governments around the world.

Unlike written laws, which define offences and codify
punishments, the Singapore government’s non-legal instruments
are mostly covert. We know more about Singapore Armed Forces
weaponry than the government’s political arsenal. The latter is hard
to document even if, like me, you’ve spent many years studying
Singapore politics. The security services don’t publish five-year
plans or annual reports. Even targets of surveillance and
intimidation typically don’t make their experiences public, for fear
that it will only make things worse for them.

But it’s an open secret that officials blacklist individuals they
perceive as threats. They may even lose their jobs. We know from
the memoirs of Cheong Yip Seng, the former editor-in-chief of the
Straits Times group of newspapers, that Lee Kuan Yew would once
in a while demand that a journalist be fired. Cheong said that in
every case during his time, he was able to pacify Lee with a less
extreme measure like an internal transfer, thus saving the
journalist’s job.
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It is probable that not all institution leaders are as willing or as
able to expend their political capital in this way; they would do the
top leaders’ bidding without question.

In 1999, National University of Singapore law professor Kevin
Tan gave an interview to The Straits Times in which he made the
seemingly obvious point that the presidency had become a confused
institution since veto powers were added to its ceremonial role.
The article appeared in the midst of a controversy over complaints
by President Ong Teng Cheong that the government wasn’t being
cooperative enough. His former cabinet colleagues were furious
with Ong for publicly airing his grievances, but they had to treat
him respectfully lest their behaviour prove Ong’s point.

That privilege wasn’t accorded to commentators. Lee Kuan Yew,
who as the architect of the elected presidency probably took Kevin
Tan’s criticism personally, said he was “surprised to see this
academic constitutional lawyer from our university—and I was
alarmed when I read he is teaching our students constitutional
law—that he had not read our own Constitution”. One could say, if
one were extremely naïve, that Lee was only expressing his personal
opinion. But that is probably not how such words would be read by
those with the power to hire and fire. Kevin Tan chose to leave his
NUS position around a year later. He then found himself blocked
from rejoining full-time, despite being one of Singapore’s only
internationally renowned constitutional law scholars.

Other Singaporean academics have also found the doors shut to
them, seemingly due to their critical takes on Singapore history,
politics and society, and despite the shortage of locals in our
institutions of higher learning. Artist and academic Lucy Davis was
denied a permanent residency re-entry permit and then an
employment pass, forcing her to leave the country she had lived
in for 28 years. She was not given any reason, but it was probably
because of her involvement in the campaign against the death
penalty. Such evidence is anecdotal and speculative, but it would
be foolish to ignore the apparent pattern. Even if you stay well
within the law—never crossing the line of defamation, contempt
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or sedition, and always securing the necessary permits before
organising any activity—you could still be punished for crossing
invisible out-of-bounds markers, either because the issue is
considered inherently sensitive, or because you’re making your
point too strongly for the government’s comfort. You could then
be marked as a challenger and find your employment options
narrowing. This is what ministers don’t say when earnest tertiary
students ask them about fear in Singapore.

Like most Singaporeans, I’m familiar with the taste of fear. One
personal experience comes from 2014. Alex Au, the blogger, was
facing trial for contempt of court and his lawyers Peter Low and
Choo Zheng Xi were preparing his defence. They asked if I could
contribute an affidavit as an academic expert on alternative online
media. They weren’t asking me to defend Au’s words, but just to
explain how alternative journalism works and its role in a healthy
media system. I said yes immediately, as my PhD dissertation had
been on this very topic. If there was a chance my expertise could
help the court come to a more enlightened decision, how could I
refuse? But the timing sucked. I was facing my own problems. I
was appealing to Nanyang Technological University to review its
decision not to award me tenure. My ability to continue my career
in Singapore was at stake. If there was even a small risk that my
involvement in the trial would jeopardise my appeal, it seemed
foolhardy to proceed, especially since my affidavit was just a nice-
to-have and not essential to Au’s defence. When the time came, I
apologised to my friends and withdrew my offer. They understood
immediately and never made me feel guilty. But it continues to bug
me how fear got in the way of doing the right thing.

If you are independently wealthy and do not depend on the state
for patronage, there may not be much the government can do to
you. But if you’re counting on a job in the public sector—the
country’s largest employer—or your work depends on income or
approvals from government, being in its bad books may be costly.
Unlike larger authoritarian countries that have multiple potential
patrons and clients, Singapore’s highly concentrated power



structure means that the blacklist is system-wide. There’s a whole-
of-government approach to retribution, just as there is to urban
planning and public services. Control may be implemented through
formal but secret vetting procedures, with personnel files being
routed through security agencies. Or it could be exercised
informally by bosses without waiting for any explicit instruction
from their political masters. Knowing what to do without being told
is a core competency that’s required of leaders of establishment
institutions.

This is the fine print that government leaders and their
spokesmen don’t mention when they say Singapore welcomes
naysayers who will think out of the box and slaughter sacred cows.
Or, when they ask What’s there to be afraid of? They are right that
the legal limits, though unduly restrictive, are manageable. But it’s
the non-legal, invisible lines that create fears that are sometimes
exaggerated but not entirely irrational. Such allegations elicit
various stock responses from the government. Here’s one:
Government is serious business, so people who take on the government must
expect a robust response. This is a non-answer because a robust
response could mean many different things, some more innocuous
than others. For example, governments should certainly have the
right of reply in the marketplace of ideas. Governments are also
entitled to use their louder voice to out-talk their critics. You could
even say they have a responsibility to do so, as leaders who are
democratically elected to represent the common good. But at the
other end of the spectrum are regimes that assassinate opponents.
In between are a host of practices like wiretapping critics and
harnessing state institutions to do the party’s dirty work. We need
to know where exactly the Singapore government draws the line
separating acceptable and unacceptable conduct.

It also needs to acknowledge that its words have consequences.
In the United States, Donald Trump has vilified individual
journalists by name, but they have no cause to fear being fired as
a result. The Singapore context is obviously different. When
ministers suggest that a critic taints his profession or organisation,
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this is bound to be read as a threat to both the person and his
employer. It’s more than just an opinion. It is verging on an order.
It’s disingenuous to claim otherwise.

We still have a lot to discover about the way fear operates in
Singapore. Most of the gaps in our understanding can be filled by
clear and detailed answers from government. The next time fear
is discussed in a political forum and the government answers the
question with a question, I hope Singaporeans will respond in
kind—with more questions. Like the following.

Do Singaporeans who criticise the government or engage in activism
have reason to fear reprisals if they have broken no laws? What guarantees,
if any, can the government give to dispel such fears?

What kind of security vetting takes place for prospective hires for the civil
service and other public sector organisations? What are the activities that
are frowned upon by the vetting process?

When the government criticises critics, how should (and shouldn’t) their
employers react? If the government’s response is not meant as a threat, what
recourse do critics have if they are penalised by their employer?

The point of such questions is simply to provide more
transparency. The PAP has argued that liberal democracy is not
for Singapore. It says our system of executive dominance suits our
needs, giving elected leaders the room to work for the people
without the hindrance of unelected groups such as an adversarial
press, protest movements and pressure groups. If it is not
pretending that Singapore is a free country, there’s no reason why
our political controls need to be covert. On the contrary, if these
constraints are in the national interest and above board, the
government should have no shame about applying them openly.
Singaporeans deserve to know where the lines are. This will reduce
the irrational fear of the unknown and replace it with a clear picture
of the limits to political participation. If the government doesn’t
take such steps, we can only conclude that it is happy to perpetuate
the fog of fear.
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Elite cohesion

The Lee family feud tested Singapore’s unique establishment unity.

For decades, observers have entertained the possibility that
Singapore’s dominant-party system would end with a split in the
People’s Action Party. Pundits said the chances of PAP factionalism
would grow when Lee Kuan Yew left the scene. But nobody
predicted that the split would occur within his family. Lee Wei Ling
and Lee Hsien Yang stunned Singaporeans when they accused their
older brother, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, of abusing his
position and being unfit for office.

At a human level, we were simultaneously repulsed and
captivated by the sight of our aristocracy behaving like mere
mortals. There was the patriarch’s uncontrollable tomboy daughter
with no patience for protocol. The powerful daughter-in-law raising
a furry middle finger. The eldest son who hosted a big Chinese
New Year reunion and didn’t call his siblings. The affair contained
the simmering old grudges of a long-running soap opera, and the
flashes of pettiness of a reality TV show.

From a political perspective, however, the more important
question was what all this meant at a structural level. Lee Wei Ling

94 | elite cohesion



and Lee Hsien Yang, aside from being Lee Kuan Yew’s offspring,
were members of Singapore’s establishment: she had been the head
of a major public sector medical centre; he, an armed forces
brigadier-general and chief executive of Singapore’s largest
government-linked company. In the Singapore ecosystem, such
creatures don’t go rogue.

Elite dynamics matter in every country’s politics, even in the age
of so-called people power. When the people rise up, what happens
next depends on the response of elites—party bosses, local
governors, military generals, business moguls and union bosses,
ayatollahs and bishops. Elites control the networks and resources
that revolutionaries and reformists need for the long haul. The
masses may fill the streets, but it’s elites who, behind closed doors,
urge a president or prime minister to stay or go, depending on
which scenario serves their own interests best.

When the establishment is highly competitive, there’ll always be
challengers within who’ll try to take advantage when the leader
is under pressure. But when elites are cohesive, they will support
one another through a crisis. A certain amount of elite solidarity
is essential for political stability and getting things done for the
country. Too much of it, though, can result in rigidity; the political
system can become an instrument of elites’ narrow interests,
insensitive to the needs of ordinary citizens.

For both good and ill, Singapore’s establishment has been
extremely close-knit, even compared with quite authoritarian
regimes. Malaysia, which like Singapore has been ruled by the same
party since independence, has a ruling elite riven with factionalism
and intrigue. The Chinese Communist Party regime has much more
infighting than the PAP-led establishment. In Singapore since
independence, there’s been no tradition of challenging an anointed
prime minister for his job. No retired minister or top civil servant
has published a tell-all memoir. No leaks emanate from inter-
departmental rivalries, to boost one agency’s standing over
another’s.

There have been hints that Singapore may become more normal.
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A handful of former government people have joined the opposition.
This was a trail blazed by Francis Seow, who briefly held the
position of solicitor general and came close to winning a Group
Representation Constituency seat in 1988. In recent elections, the
highest-ranking defector has been Tan Jee Say, former principal
private secretary to Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong. Another
defector is Workers’ Party parliamentarian Leon Perera, a former
Economic Development Board officer, indicating that some of
Singapore’s most able and principled individuals may reject the
establishment for the more uncertain path of the opposition cause.

The highest-level defection to the ranks of dissenters was Devan
Nair, the republic’s president from 1981–85. After his resignation,
he wrote scathing critiques of Lee Kuan Yew for installing one-man
rule. Since it became a directly elected position, the presidency has
become a bit of a wild card. In 1999, President Ong Teng Cheong
called an unprecedented press conference behind the government’s
back. Ong calmly accused his former cabinet colleagues and the
civil service of not cooperating with him. Tan Cheng Bock is the
latest irritant. A former member of the PAP’s central executive
committee, he wouldn’t accept that cabinet had the final word on
who should be the establishment’s preferred presidential candidate.

There have also been a handful of high-level public servants
whose criticisms have been too pungent for their political masters’
tastes. Ngiam Tong Dow, one of the top technocrats managing
economic and finance portfolios until his retirement in 1999, later
became a vocal critic of what he saw as a growing disconnect
between PAP governance and realities on the ground. Senior
diplomat Tommy Koh never waited for retirement to give voice
to his conscience on issues such as disability rights and artistic
freedom.

Kishore Mahbubani, dean of the Lee Kuan Yew School, has
criticised Singapore’s foreign policy for not responding sensitively
enough to new realities. Yeoh Lam Keong, former chief economist
for the Government Investment Corporation, has (together with
Donald Low, former director of strategic policy at the Public Service
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Division) critiqued Singapore’s neoliberal social and economic
policies and pushed for a more compassionate and sustainable
approach to government.

Each time an establishment-type criticises the government, the
occasion is greeted with great fanfare by Singaporeans longing to
see the PAP taken down a notch. Socio-political sites and Facebook
go gaga. Sometimes they get carried away by the fantasy, like when
netizens gleefully circulated a petition signed by Lee Wei Ling,
expressing support for opposition leader Chee Soon Juan—only to
have the real Lee Wei Ling come out to say she never signed it and
proceed to prove that she was still a Lee progeny by dissing Chee as
“slippery” and unfit for parliament.

Clearly, the vast majority of individuals we may think of as
establishment rebels are not revolutionaries. Their words may rock
the boat, but they are not calling for a mutiny to throw the captain
overboard. Indeed, when we look at the pattern of establishment
dissent since the 1990s, it’s striking that betrayal is largely in the
eyes of the beholder—namely, of the PAP leadership. When the
government gets worked up by its own elites, it’s not because those
individuals are plotting the leaders’ downfall or planning to defect
to the opposition, but because the government is hypersensitive to
criticism and paranoid about potential threats.

Devan Nair certainly would not have left the fold if Lee Kuan Yew
hadn’t punted him out so cruelly. By Nair’s own admission, it took a
full-blown character assassination of him and his loved ones before
he recovered from his blind faith in Lee. Similarly, Tan Cheng Bock,
the establishment’s latest bete noir, didn’t start out wanting to be
on the “other” side. He ended up there because his own side rejected
him as the government-endorsed presidential candidate. Fielding
Tan Cheng Bock would have won more political points for the PAP
than backing Tony Tan. But the PAP leadership has a habit of
confusing gift horses with Trojan horses. Similarly, there’s no
indication that the top bureaucrats and diplomats who’ve made
frank comments were setting out to destabilise the status quo. The
government could have chosen to welcome them as proof of the
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PAP’s Broad Church ideology. Instead, the internal critics had to 
face stinging rebukes and loss of rank in the PAP nomenklatura.



Singapore’s elite cohesion is an accomplishment that hasn’t been 
given much attention, considering how exceptional it is. To give 
the PAP due credit, one big reason is the party’s success in aligning 
itself with Singapore’s national interests. As a result, many elites are 
loyal to the system because they sincerely see it as the only way to 
keep their country going. Another major factor is Singapore’s size. 
It is too small to require decentralisation of authority and resources 
to provincial or state-level governments, which could become 
political bases for would-be challengers. Instead, everything can be 
run from an all-powerful centre.

In addition, though, Lee Kuan Yew erected a formidable array of 
structural barriers to keep the establishment in check. Learning 
from his battle with Lim Chin Siong and the radical left, Lee 
rewrote the party constitution, installing a phalanx of cadres that 
made an essentially self-selected central executive committee 
impervious to challengers from within the party. Furthermore, if a 
faction of frustrated PAP parliamentarians emerged, they would 
have to sacrifice their seats if they wanted to break away and form a 
Barisan Sosialis 2.0. This is because Lee amended the republic’s 
Constitution such that an MP will lose his seat if he’s no longer a 
member of the political party for which he stood in the election. If 
the leaders think one of their own is plotting something, they can 
pre-emptively expel him from the party, thus triggering his eviction 
from parliament.

Outside of the party, it is equally difficult for establishment 
members to stray. Leaks are a key means through which people 
within any political system compete. In Singapore in 1994, a civil 
servant was convicted under the Official Secrets Act along with a 
few individuals from the private sector for a harmless premature 
release of economic data. There were obviously no hard



feelings—the bureaucrat’s name was Tharman Shanmugaratnam
and the conviction didn’t exactly hurt his career—but the
government pursued the case doggedly to signal to the entire public
sector that it had zero tolerance for leaks. The message seems to
have been heard loud and clear.

Then there are the golden handcuffs. Administrative Service
remuneration is matched by few private sector employers.
Furthermore, most big private sector organisations need to
maintain good relations with the government and would not want
to be seen as harbouring an enemy of the state. On the flip side,
loyalty is rewarded even beyond retirement, with a buffet of
sinecures on offer in government-linked companies.

Most countries have multiple power centres where potential
competitors can emerge. In weak democracies, the military is the
most important of such bases. In Singapore, the armed forces are a
key training ground for future politicians, but no officer could ever
elevate himself against cabinet’s wishes. Singapore Armed Forces
chiefs are rotated every couple of years and retired in their prime;
they never stay long enough to cultivate an autonomous power base.
When scholar-officers leave the SAF at age 50 or younger, the
government doesn’t require them to fend for themselves and thus
get into mischief. They are transplanted into ministries and
government-linked companies, keeping them safely within the
family.

It’s not just material benefits that defectors would lose. In any
country, the establishment is also held together by social glue.
Everybody needs to belong, and if your sense of belonging has been
tied to Singapore’s power elite, being banished may be hard to take.
Many people couldn’t understand why Lee Hsien Yang said he felt
he had to go into exile. Those of us outside the establishment take it
for granted that some of our activities are under surveillance; that
our innocent words and actions may be used against us; that some
of our acquaintances will shun us because they fear being tainted by
associating with us; that media will interview us but not quote us;
and organisations will invite us and then disinvite us. We are used
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to being in the doghouse, and find it quite comfy—not least because
that’s where some of Singapore’s most fun and interesting political
pariahs seem to hang out. But imagine how different it must be
for Singaporeans who’ve always strode the stately halls of power,
or even just its outer corridors. It would take an extremely self-
possessed individual not to care that he’s suddenly become persona
non grata.

The Lee family feud was sensational, but also contained aspects
that were in keeping with the character of Singapore politics.
Maybe we should have even seen it coming: that the only
establishment members who would have the guts to stand up to a
Lee would be other Lees. More importantly, though, like all previous
schisms, this one didn’t precipitate an actual leadership challenge.
Lee Hsien Loong’s personal reputation may have been somewhat
bruised, but his two siblings showed no desire to rally supporters
around them or encourage a new leader to emerge. Neither had
ever shown any inclination to get involved in their father’s vocation,
and that wasn’t about to change. So far, the controversy has only
underlined the PAP’s resilience.

Singapore’s elite solidarity has its benefits. For example, looking
at how many democracies have been derailed by the military, it’s a
very good thing that the SAF has always been under tight civilian
control. Overall, the absence of infighting has been a key part of
Singapore’s success story. But, ironically, it could also be the
country’s undoing, by starving it of the intellectual ferment it needs
to continue prospering. In a 1964 essay marking the 10th
anniversary of the PAP, founding father Goh Keng Swee noted the
importance of an “informed and articulate” power elite comprising
“civil servants, the professionals, business leaders, trade union
leaders, writers, the church, the universities, and so on”. It was vital
that this establishment transcend political affiliations and resist
political polarisation. Through vigorous and on-going debate and
discussion, they would serve as “an effective and intelligent non-
party leadership of public opinion”, giving society “ballast,
continuity and purpose” in a crisis.
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Somewhere along the line, though, the PAP has come to view the
establishment in more partisan terms. Refusing to profess loyalty to
the leadership is equated with disloyalty to Singapore. This attitude
is likely to set a vicious cycle in motion. As the government gets less
and less accustomed to vigorous debate, its tolerance for alternative
views will progressively diminish. Then, like a child who is so used
to getting his way that he throws a tantrum when his devoted
parents bring home chocolate ice cream instead of chocolate chip,
the government will overreact to even mildly deviant ideas from
its own side. Should the government show itself emotionally
unprepared for naysayers even within its establishment, that would
be an unintended but predictable consequence of decades of elite
cohesion.
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Disturbing the peace

Singaporeans have peculiarly low tolerance for troublemakers.

Within days of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong getting a stunning
vote of no confidence from his own sister and brother, many
Singaporeans were declaring that they had lost patience with this
very public spat. Lee Wei Ling and Lee Hsien Yang harboured no
illusions that the government wanted to hear what they had to say.
That was the reason they went public, in June 2017. What they
probably didn’t expect was how much resistance they’d encounter
from ordinary Singaporeans. Even after discounting the trolls and
organised internet warriors, it was clear that the controversy had
provoked a strong conservative backlash. The siblings should stop
making Singapore look bad, many said. “And don’t disgrace yr
father. If he had been around the rotan will come out,” commented
one woman on Facebook. Another said, “The citizens of Singapore,
the true sons and daughters of Singapore DO NOT WANT to SEE
you again nor hear from you again!” One distraught commenter
even likened them to Islamic State terrorists.

If you didn’t know the background, you might suspect the prime
minister’s siblings were the leaders of mass demonstrations
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causing major disruptions in the city. Or perhaps they were found
to have siphoned off millions of dollars of public funds into personal
bank accounts like the children of too many first families. For such
actions, the reactions against the Lee siblings might seem
proportionate. You’d never guess that the younger Lees’ actual
misdeeds amounted to posting various statements on Facebook to
establish their father’s wishes. In making their case they were
extremely critical of their brother and sister-in-law, but they did not
even launch a petition, let alone a protest.

What Lee Wei Ling and Lee Hsien Yang were discovering was
something other critics and activists are well acquainted with:
Singaporeans’ hypersensitivity to anyone who rocks the boat.
Unless the issue affects them materially and directly, they do not
like it when people raise a ruckus. And because they are so
accustomed to the still waters of Singapore politics, they react
queasily to the slightest motion. As a result, critics who think they
are acting in the public interest often find that public positively
hostile, treating them like troublemakers.

Another person who learned this the hard way came from the
opposite end of the political spectrum. Twenty-five years earlier,
a rookie politician named Chee Soon Juan was unveiled as a star
member of the Singapore Democratic Party team taking on Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong in the Marine Parade GRC by-election.
Soon after, he lost his job at the National University of Singapore.
His superiors accused him of inflating taxi claims and misusing his
research funds to the tune of $226. Chee alleged that his dismissal
was politically motivated: his department head, People’s Action
Party backbencher S. Vasoo, had earlier warned him that his job
could be at risk if he joined the opposition.

Chee went on a hunger strike, in the mistaken belief that this
would rouse public sympathy. In the following years, he engaged in
various other attention-grabbing stunts to highlight the injustices
of PAP rule. Some actually worked. His civil disobedience campaign
against Singapore’s public assembly laws led to the creation of the
Speaker’s Corner, still the only outdoor space where Singaporeans



can organise a rally without applying for a permit. But the personal
cost was high. Chee basically rendered himself unelectable. This
was partly because the PAP tarred him as untrustworthy. But
another reason was that his style was not compatible with our
political culture. Although tame compared with opposition
politicians elsewhere, he was too confrontational for Singaporean
tastes.

Years of reporting on Singapore politics, including covering
Chee’s hunger strike, gave me a relatively unvarnished view of
public attitudes toward individuals who find themselves in the bad
books of the powers that be. Some people will side with the
underdog. But there are many who’ll show no sympathy. These hard
truths served me well when my turn came to feel threatened by a
system with “few checks and balances”, as Lee Wei Ling and Lee
Hsien Yang would later describe their own experience.

When I lost my job at Nanyang Technological University
(Chapter 23), it was tempting to appeal to the public for sympathy.
In Hollywood movies, a solitary individual with nothing but the
truth on his side can drag that truth into the light of day, win public
support, bring the powerful to account, and thus right wrongs. I
enjoy those stories as much as anyone, but as a professional student
of politics I had no trouble distinguishing escapist fiction from
realpolitik. I kept mum, even when word got out anyway and
multiple news organisations wanted the story.

With no encouragement from me, students and acquaintances
in civil society took up my cause and organised petitions. I still
wouldn’t say anything. One well-known activist privately took me to
task for not even publicly acknowledging my supporters. It smacked
of ingratitude, he said.

I could see where he was coming from, but remained convinced
that my approach was the right one. I had no doubt that if I’d used
my water pistols, the government would have come out with its
water cannon, including inventing allegations that I would
probably never recover from, I tried to explain to him. There had
been no precedent in Singapore where public opinion was able to
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save people the PAP had declared as its enemies from whatever fate
it decided for them, I reminded him.

One predictable scenario would be to paint me as a professor who
abused my position to instigate my students to fight for me. The
groups of NTU students who wrote letters and started petitions on
my behalf were astute enough to realise this too; they carried out
their plans behind my back. I don’t think we were being paranoid.
Despite exercising extreme self-discipline, I still found a comment
on a student-run Facebook page saying that I should just leave
Singapore instead of “disturbing the peace”. I was so hurt by this
that I tried to reach out to the girl to ask her what she meant—and
thus found out that it was a made-up account. A student by that
name existed, she was an accountancy undergrad, but someone
had hijacked her identity to post the comment about me in her
name. She told me she didn’t realise this earlier because she had
stopped using Facebook a while back. Whoever was behind this
little covert operation probably hoped that, by planting this seed,
the troublemaker allegation would develop a life of its own. But
since it was absolutely clear to (genuine) students that I had done
nothing to deserve that, the hoax withered on the vine.

It is a mystery why many Singaporeans are allergic to people
they perceive as argumentative. I suspect one reason is rooted in
our history. As a nation, we don’t value combativeness because we
didn’t have to fight very hard for our nationhood. We became a
sovereign republic by being thrown out of Malaysia; our National
Day marks the anniversary of a secretly planned expulsion, not a
revolution. Even if we take the longer view and understand
Singapore as a product of Malayan nationalism, it’s clear we had
a relatively easy ride. Our neighbours’ struggles to rid themselves
of foreign imperial domination—whether China, India or
Indonesia—were far bloodier.

Of course, there were thousands of people in Singapore who took
great risks to stand up to the British in the late 1940s and the 1950s.
But the most combative nationalists, the students and unionists
of the militant left, were not the ultimate victors and did not get
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to write the nation’s history. Instead, that power ended up in the
hands of the moderate wing of the PAP. In the PAP’s official version
of the Singapore story, their erstwhile partners in the anticolonial
struggle—firebrands who paid the bigger price in terms of bruised
bodies, jail time and exile—were recast as the enemy.

As a result, we have a much weaker sense than other nations of
having been founded in the fires of conflict. Other countries take
for granted that, to progress, people occasionally need to engage
in raucous politics. Singaporeans think we can make omelettes
without breaking any eggs. We left that messy and dangerous job to
others—the Mahatma Gandhis and the Lim Chin Siongs—while we
were able to luxuriate in apolitical stability.

On top of historical factors, there may be a certain psychology
at work when Singaporeans attack those who step out of line. It’s
a psychology of self-preservation in an authoritarian environment.
I’m not referring here to Singaporeans who are diehard PAP
supporters. It’s perfectly understandable that they would get upset
with people who attack their beloved leaders. Their reactionary
attitude is consistent with their political loyalties. I can respect that.

What I find more intriguing are the people who privately say they
are not fans of the PAP, but will be among the first to put down
individuals who get in trouble for opposing the government. I’ve
encountered a surprising number of Singaporeans in this category,
who will kick you when you’re politically down. They will latch on
to their target’s perceived character flaws and errors of judgement,
and let these obscure the principles the person is fighting for.

Chee Soon Juan was certainly a victim of this tendency. Granted,
he made it too easy for people to find fault, but given the importance
of the issues he was raising, it’s unfortunate how ready intelligent
Singaporeans were to attack the player and ignore the ball. Lee
Hsien Loong’s siblings suffered the same fate, with undue focus on
the manner in which they conveyed their message and not enough
on the substance of what they were saying.

Even if critics conduct themselves impeccably, there will be
Singaporeans who mock them for being unrealistic. I realised this
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at a friend’s dinner party that happened to be attended by two
newbie Workers’ Party politicians who had just lost in the 2015
general election after running a very respectable campaign.
Another guest, who professed not to be a PAP supporter, took them
to task for, as far as I could make out, being stupid enough to think
that they could take on the PAP and win. Even hopeful idealism is a
flaw, in some eyes.

The only explanation I can think of for this curious tendency to
blame the victim is that it’s a psychological defence mechanism.
There are Singaporeans who know deep down that there’s
something wrong in our politics, but who won’t do anything about
it. This is quite natural. Most people would prefer to mind their
own business, especially in a country like ours where you can secure
a good life by focussing on family, school and work, and leaving
government to the professional class of administrators and
politicians. Now and then, though, we’re reminded that our system
also has its victims. It’s like the ragged beggar who suddenly
appears at your table while you’re enjoying an elegant meal in a
picture-perfect al fresco restaurant. He wants your pity, but you’re
mainly annoyed with this person who has mentally photobombed
the selfie-worthy experience you’re paying good money for. When
the waiter shoos him away, you suppress your conscience by telling
yourself he was probably a good-for-nothing who could get a proper
job if he tried to.

In Singapore, anyone who makes political waves faces a similar
reaction from his fellow citizens. They may claim to support
democracy in the abstract, but will pick at the agitator’s flaws to
explain why he’s unworthy of support and why they’re opting for
the status quo at this particular time. Thus, anyone who stands up
to the government must expect not only punishment by the state
but also social condemnation and isolation. Lee Wei Ling and Lee
Hsien Yang were just the most unexpected casualties; the nature of
the public reaction was nothing new.
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Political sweet spot

The lack of protest results from an exceptional balancing act.

Singaporeans will drop everything and spill onto the streets for 
the right cause. The latest iPhone. The sizzling hot property deal. 
The new Taiwanese snack everyone’s talking about. Mobilised by 
word of mouth or rabble-rousing publicity campaigns, they’ll 
eagerly exercise their freedom to demonstrate their desire for new 
gadgets. Enduring long queues, they will stand up for their right to 
share in the latest food craze. They will swarm condo launches 
offering deep discounts.

Just don’t ask them to take part in a political cause. Forget 
Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. Singaporeans are moved by IT, 
Property, Bubble Tea. Not necessarily in that order.

I’m exaggerating, but only slightly. Yes, tens of thousands show 
up for opposition rallies during election season. And the mother of 
all demonstrations occurred when the father of the republic died: 
countless Singaporeans were spontaneously drawn to pay their last 
respects to Lee Kuan Yew. Most of the time, though, Singapore is a 
political desert, remarkable for its lack of protest activity.

Protest isn’t intrinsically good or bad. But it is part of life in
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most countries. Democracies accept that no matter how free and
fair their elections and how responsive their institutions try to be,
there will always be occasions when groups of people need to use
irregular methods to get their voice heard. They are often
disruptive. Sometimes, their causes are ugly. But protest
movements have brought about positive change often
enough—pushing governments to tackle pollution and improve
worker safety faster than they otherwise would have, for
example—that they are accepted as an integral part of a healthy
democratic system.

In Singapore, protests are conspicuous by their absence.
Depending on whom you ask, you’ll get two contradictory
explanations for our soporific political culture. Some will tell you
it’s because Singaporeans really don’t have much to complain about.
Just look at the enviable standard of living we enjoy, and how our
government takes care of our every need. Others will say, no, it’s
really because Singapore is a city of fear. Nobody can challenge our
despotic authorities.

Neither theory provides a satisfying explanation. Let’s take a
closer look, first, at the notion that Singapore’s comforts make
protest redundant. This implies it’s possible for human society to
transcend politics through good government. That’s no more
credible than the idea that when people reach a certain level of
income, they will stop wanting more. It’s obvious that the
competition for resources of all kinds—bigger homes, higher pay,
more space for one’s culture, values and lifestyle—never gets tired.
How to distribute these resources, a problem at the heart of politics,
has no final resolution, only a series of temporary settlements that
swiftly become unacceptable to those who feel they are constantly
losing more than they gain.

If it’s true that Singaporeans don’t protest because life is too
good, it would follow that there’d be even less protest in societies
where life is better. That’s not the case. As comfortable as Singapore
is, it’s not the world’s most advanced country in the quality of life
it offers its citizens. On any league table, there are nations ahead of
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Singapore. No measure of living standards is perfect, but a pretty
good one is the United Nations’ Human Development Index, which
is based on per capita income plus education and health data. In
the 2016 Human Development Report, Singapore was ranked fifth.
The countries ahead of it—Norway, Australia, Switzerland and
Germany—are all more vibrant polities. So are others in the top
ten. The report also provides figures that are adjusted for levels of
inequality in each society. The inequality-adjusted index is probably
a better indicator of whether people have reason to protest. After
accounting for social inequality, Iceland and the Netherlands jump
into the top five, while Switzerland drops out. Unfortunately, the
UN does not have the required data for Singapore. Rising inequality
has been a major concern in Singapore, so I doubt if this missing
data is due to modesty on the part of the authorities. But wherever
Singapore lands on the inequality-adjusted table, it would be fair to
assume that several countries enjoy around the same standard of
living or better—and all have more protest.

This brings us to the alternative theory, that Singaporeans don’t
protest not because they are too happy, but because they are too
scared. This explanation portrays Singapore as a police state where
people are controlled through mass surveillance and punishment
for the slightest dissent. It is a fact that the government does deter
unwanted political activity. There’s the threat of detention without
trial and defamation suits. And strict laws on public assembly that
allow the police to ban the tiniest peaceful gathering if it’s a non-
approved cause.

But I’m sceptical about whether these obstacles, on their own,
can explain the lack of protest. Again, the argument looks less
persuasive when we compare Singapore with other countries.
Unfortunately, the United Nations has no Human Repression Index
telling us definitively where we rank in government coercion. But
researchers have tried to compare countries’ levels of freedom and
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non-freedom. One of the best known is the Freedom House annual
report on Freedom in the World, which measures things like
whether opposition parties are allowed to function and whether
people are imprisoned or killed for their views. According to
Freedom House, Singapore is a pretty average performer. Around
130 countries are freer, while more than 80 are less free. One older
study by Conway Henderson used a 5-point scale to rate the degree
of political repression in various countries. The highest score, 5,
signified a society characterised by terror: murders, disappearances
and torture affect the whole population, with leaders placing no
limits on how they pursue personal or ideological ends. Henderson
rated Singapore a 2, indicating a limited amount of imprisonment
for non-violent political activity, with few people affected. One can
quibble over the fine print, but it would strain credibility to equate
the PAP with the world’s worst human rights abusers.

The interesting thing is that many countries that are rated less
free—Malaysia and Thailand, for example—have more protest than
Singapore. One study analysed every major protest event in 84
countries between 2006 and 2013. The data show that there are
protests in both free and unfree societies. This shouldn’t come as
a big surprise, because intolerable repression doesn’t only raise the
cost of dissent, it also makes people more willing to pay the price.
The moral outrage sparked by a government’s bully behaviour can
draw people together in solidarity, prompting them to take to the
streets.

The biggest problem with the claim that government repression
alone explains the relative absence of protest is what it implies
about other societies. It’s tantamount to saying that other peoples
are more politically active only because their governments are
kinder and gentler. That may apply to liberal democracies that
strongly protect people’s right to free expression and peaceful
assembly. But it’s absolutely not true of many other societies, where
citizens face real risks that don’t exist in Singapore, like being
picked up and tortured in custody, having family members
threatened with violence, or being killed by security forces. I’ve met
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activists from such countries, including one effervescent Pakistani
woman who was later murdered for organising a forum critical of
the army’s human rights abuses. I know Chinese journalists who
have taken part in protests against party interference in their
newsroom; and no, it’s not because they face no risk of reprisal.
Across the Causeway, it’s not as if the Malaysians who took part in
Reformasi and Bersih rallies in their thousands were confident of
not being punished.

It’s natural for anyone who’s passionately anti-PAP to want to
depict the ruling party as a brutal, totalitarian regime. It can feel
that way when you are a victim of its coercive machinery. But we
can’t overlook the fact that other societies facing much more
fearsome regimes are nonetheless more politically active. Clearly,
the fear factor alone can’t account for Singapore’s passivity.

While neither of these opposing explanations, good government
or police state, can on its own explain the lack of protest, perhaps
the answer lies in Singapore’s unique combination of the two.
Singapore is not alone in offering its people a high standard of
living. Nor is it the only government with an authoritarian impulse.
But it does stand apart in the way it blends comfort and control. It is
the only country in the world that merits both a “very high” rating in
human development plus a “not free” rating in political rights and
civil liberties. It has found the soft-authoritarian sweet spot.

Like many First World societies, Singaporeans don’t feel a
pressing need to overthrow an unjust system. But other rich
countries are much more tolerant of protest than Singapore. Their
people have more rights to dissent, so they express their views more
readily. Local governments even facilitate demonstrations as
legitimate acts of political participation, providing extra bus and
metro services for major rallies. Conscientious Japanese citizens
don’t need to think twice before organising a march against the
slaughter of dolphins and whales through a shopping street. Their
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Singaporean counterparts, on the other hand, would not dare stray
beyond the confines of Speaker’s Corner, and even then probably
wonder if there might be repercussions later.

Like dozens of other authoritarian states, Singapore has powerful
disincentives against political protest. But most of those other
countries also give their citizens compelling reasons to swallow the
cost, and protest anyway. Gross economic mismanagement,
rampant corruption, massive social injustice and brutal violations
against human rights push citizens to the brink. Protesters are
willing to be arrested and beaten up because, really, what do they
have to lose? In Singapore, the cost-benefit analysis works out very
differently. Its First World standard of living doesn’t give people
enough incentive to overcome their fear of reprisal, even though
there is much less reason to fear than in harsher regimes. So, in
Malaysia, citizens show up in tens of thousands to express their
disgust with a morally bankrupt ruling party, despite being told that
the gathering is illegal. Singaporeans feel no need for such risk-
taking behaviour.

Over time, the tendency either to take part in a demonstration or
to just go shopping can become part of a society’s political culture.
People are partly influenced by their peers. Our swollen opposition
rallies show that ordinary Singaporeans are happy to attend a
political event when they’re part of a big crowd. We’re not there
yet with protests—and may never be if Singapore stays within that
sweet spot.

I don’t mean to suggest that street protests are always a good
thing or that we necessarily need to be worried if our weekend
traffic isn’t diverted by the occasional big demonstration, the way it
is in Delhi, Hong Kong and Jakarta. But Singapore’s relative lack of
protest is certainly intriguing. And it is a symptom of a larger and
possibly more worrying phenomenon, which is the public’s general
political passivity. It’s not just that people don’t wave placards on
the street. It also appears that Singaporeans are also highly inert
when it comes to other forms of political participation, including
through officially approved channels and forums.
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This is troubling, because an active citizenry, as the government’s
own articulation of Singapore’s core values acknowledges, is vital
for the country. Without it, we are just a shopping mall or a hotel,
a place to pursue private interests, as opposed to a nation we build
together. We should be grateful that we have less reason to protest
than countries where life is much more difficult. But we should be
concerned about a political system with such strong disincentives
to dissent. This produces a culture that automatically leaves public
affairs to politicians and paid officials while the rest of us focus on
our own families, work, leisure and lifestyle. This may not seem like
a problem when things are going smoothly, but it won’t be enough
when we need to rise together to meet bigger challenges. At such
times, we need people to be as engaged by public conscience as by
private consumption.
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17

Calibrated coercion

The state has grown in power by moderating its use of force.

One of the lesser-known tributes paid to Lee Kuan Yew on his 
passing in 2015 was a sculpture by a scale-model hobbyist 
nicknamed Waylander. It depicts Lee encased in formidable red 
and white armour inspired by the Hulkbuster suit worn by Marvel 
Comics’ Iron Man. “Who else is the Iron Man of Singapore than LKY 
rite?” the artist says on his blog. “The power, his steel resolve, his 
iron fist…. I thought it was a fitting suit for the Old Man lol.”

On his sculpture’s base, Waylander embedded a 1997 quote by 
Lee: “Anybody who decides to take me on needs to put on 
knuckledusters. If you think you can hurt me more than I can hurt 
you… try.”

For readers more familiar with Iron Man’s repulsor beams and 
rocket launchers than Lee’s knuckledusters, I should explain that 
the latter are archaic brass weapons worn over the knuckles to add 
bone-crushing power to one’s punches. You will find knuckle-
dusters explicitly mentioned in Singapore law: they are classified as 
offensive weapons and banned in public places. That never stopped 
Lee from referring to them with relish now and then, to remind
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audiences of his streetfighter reputation. There was never really any
danger, though, that people would forget what Lee was capable of.
In the early decades of his leadership, perhaps, people may have
underestimated how tough he could be when dealing with his
opponents. When he got tangled in disputes that seemed within
the bounds of normal democratic contestation, he would strike out
with bans, deportations and detentions without trial. He came to be
associated with no-holds-barred treatment of his opponents.

Indeed, so dominant was his knuckleduster reputation that it is
easy to overlook a key skill that Lee applied in his use of force. He
was a master at calibrating his coercive interventions. Instead of
blasting his way through every obstacle, he often exercised tactical
self-restraint, picking more delicate and precise instruments to
bring opponents under his control.

Lee’s calibrated coercion contributed to the People’s Action
Party’s longevity. Many authoritarian regimes have been toppled
after overdoing the use of force. Excessive violence tends to
backfire. Instead of solidifying obedience, it generates moral
outrage that can spawn rebellion. The Arab Spring of 2010–11 took
off in Tunisia when petty officials abused a vegetable seller to
breaking point. In Southeast Asia, the assassination of Benigno
Aquino Jr in 1983 galvanised the opposition to Ferdinand Marcos
and set off the Philippines’ People Power Revolution. When troops
killed four university students in Jakarta in 1998, it marked a tipping
point in favour of the Reformasi movement against the Suharto
regime.

Not surprisingly, Lee’s memoirs do not describe his philosophy of
violence. But you can infer it from conversations he had with other
authoritarian leaders. He shared with Li Peng, former premier of
China, his misgivings about the Tiananmen crackdown, pointing
out that the Chinese had staged a “grand show” for the television
cameras. He contrasted it with the tactics he’d used to break up
sit-ins by leftist students. “I cordoned off the whole area around
the schools, shut off the water and electricity, and just waited,” he
said. “I told their parents that health conditions were deteriorating,
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dysentery was going to spread. And they broke it up without any
difficulty.” Lee had a similar opinion of Malaysia’s stunning
detention of former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim in 1998.
Photos of special forces storming his home, and Anwar later
emerging from custody with a black eye only energised the
Reformasi movement. Meeting Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad
a few months later, Lee said the government should have used “a
straightforward criminal charge” instead of the Internal Security
Act (ISA).

In both cases, Lee was not questioning his fellow premiers’
compulsion to neutralise challengers—only the methods they’d
chosen. Tanks and men with guns make for bad optics. Lee
recommended a more calibrated response.

The most extreme weapon in the Singapore government’s arsenal
was, and remains, the ISA. Lee was not above using this to arrest
political dissidents without warrant and detain them without trial,
some for periods normally reserved for individuals convicted of
violent crimes. Throughout his period as prime minister, there was
invariably somebody in prison who had never had the chance to
defend himself in court. Former detainees have alleged
mistreatment in the forms of sleep deprivation, interrogation in icy
cold rooms and psychological pressure.

The ISA could be brutally effective. But Lee clearly didn’t want
to over-rely on this ultimate weapon. There was method to the
badness. The ISA and other extreme measures were periodically
used like a kill switch or reboot button to stop an emerging problem
in its tracks. Lee would then install custom-made constraints to
prevent a recurrence of the problem. The new legislation would
allow the government to shape the revival of that particular sector,
such that it would never recreate a situation that would require the
blunderbuss ISA to be used again. Finally, the government would
attempt to co-opt and reward those who were prepared to cooperate
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with it, thus isolating potential challengers. One by one, different
parts of Singapore society were given this reboot-repair-
rehabilitate treatment.

The first sector to be dealt with in this way was organised labour.
Militant unions had been a powerful political force before
independence. Labour activists were prime targets for preventive
detention. But the PAP didn’t stop there. It followed up by
restructuring labour relations. In the 1960s, the National Trades
Union Congress (NTUC) was created. It was built up into a key axis
in a tripartite system of government-business-labour negotiations.
Some labour leaders were inducted into the PAP as MPs, while PAP
backbenchers and cabinet-level politicians were inserted in NTUC
leadership positions. Through such steps, it became practically
inconceivable that any labour union would act in a fashion
requiring the use of the ISA.

Student activism was another source of trouble that the PAP
neutralised within the first two decades of independence. More
than 250 students were detained or expelled; many were banished
from Singapore. For example, more than ten Nanyang University
students were rounded up in 1963’s Operation Coldstore. This only
riled up the student body, encouraging ten Nantah alumni to stand
for election under the Barisan Sosialis banner. The acrimonious
cycle of student protest and arrest continued. In 1968, to fix the
problem from within, Lee handed the University of Singapore vice-
chancellorship to senior cabinet colleague Toh Chin Chye. He
swiftly imposed discipline, but there was still the occasional
disruption. Even law lecturer Tommy Koh led a rally.

In 1974–75, the University of Singapore Students’ Union took up
social causes under presidents Juliet Chin and Tan Wah Piow. Tan
was sentenced to a year in prison for causing a riot. This marked
the end of radical student activism in Singapore. Up to 1975, the
government won its battles with students through the use of force;
after that, it won without a fight. To accomplish this, it introduced
laws overhauling the structure, funding and scope of all campus
organisations. Nantah was shut down entirely, on the grounds of
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declining student enrolment. Security vetting of prospective hires 
kept out lecturers who looked like they might encourage activism. 
At the same time, the PAP built up a highly competitive exam 
meritocracy and an attractive overseas scholarship system. 
Coincidentally, this handsomely rewarded students who kept their 
noses to the grindstone instead of sticking them where they were 
not wanted.

Also in the 1970s, relations with the press came to a head. In 
1971, the government locked up the leadership of the main Chinese-
language daily newspaper, Nanyang Siang Pau. It also cracked down 
on two English-language papers, Eastern Sun and Singapore Herald, 
resulting in their extinction. Again, Lee wasn’t content with the 
outcome. While prepared to win at any cost, he preferred to win 
without a public fight. To ensure that the confrontations of 1971 
wouldn’t recur, parliament passed the Newspaper and Printing 
Presses Act in 1974. This spelled the death of independent 
newspapers. The new press law gave the government the power to 
name newspaper companies’ directors. The government thus got a 
say in appointing editors and setting the editorial direction of every 
newspaper, ensuring that none would act in a way that precipitated 
an open war. Through such moves, a system of self-censorship 
replaced the adversarial relationship that had triggered the use of 
repressive laws (Chapter 20).

Then, in the mid-1980s, the government felt challenged by an 
institution with a more formidable record than the press of 
challenging state power—the church. The government was spooked 
by the social activism of Catholic church workers. Several were 
among the 22 individuals arrested under the ISA in 1987’s Operation 
Spectrum. Wary of declaring war on the Catholic Church, the 
government widened the net to haul in various other critics. It 
claimed it had uncovered a “Marxist conspiracy” to overthrow the 
government by force. Again, the ISA crackdown was followed by 
legislative innovations. The Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act 
of 1990 empowered the government to place gag orders on religious 
preachers deemed to be “carrying out activities to promote a
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political cause”. Henceforth, instead of locking up preachers, the
government could impose a more calibrated restraining order.

The 1980s also saw the government neutralising the legal
fraternity. In Malaysia, Pakistan and other countries, lawyers have
used their collective moral authority to speak up against
authoritarian moves. The Law Society of Singapore, under the
leadership of prominent critic Francis Seow, tried this in 1986 when
the government proposed new controls on foreign media. Seow had
stated that he wanted to see a “more assertive and caring bar”. The
society’s leadership also included Teo Soh Lung and Tang Fong Har.
All three were detained under the ISA.

In the meantime, the government amended the Legal Profession
Act. The Society would be allowed to comment on Bills only when
invited to do so by the government. The government could also
nominate three members to the Society’s council. In addition, the
government formed the Singapore Academy of Law as an
alternative and more conservative voice of the legal profession.
Individual lawyers would continue to play disproportionate roles as
public intellectuals, critics and opposition politicians. A handful of
human rights lawyers such as Peter Low, M. Ravi and Choo Zheng
Xi also emerged, taking on cases with a significant public interest
aspect, thus nudging the court to clarify its thinking on matters
like contempt of court and how long the government can keep a
vacated parliamentary seat unfilled. As a collective force, though,
the profession poses no threat.

The net effect of the government’s calibration of its coercion has
been remarkable. The government’s dominance has increased, even
as its use of overt force has diminished. Detention without trial has
not been used against peaceful political adversaries since the 1980s.
The last time a newspaper was closed down by yanking its licence
was in the 1970s. The government has successfully transitioned to
behind-the-scenes controls. In many sectors, it has been able to
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stack the leadership of key institutions with loyalists and
pragmatists with no appetite for heroics. The old repressive laws
are still on the books, of course, underwriting the government’s
dealings, sort of like how a country’s currency is backed by gold
reserves you don’t need to see in normal times.

Calibrated coercion strengthens the ideological pillars of PAP
dominance. The rarity of open conflict and brutal repression creates
the sense that Singapore’s stability is due to a strong consensus.
It also makes it easier to preserve the loyalty of members of the
establishment, not all of whom may share Lee Kuan Yew’s values.
Operation Spectrum of 1987 showed that an excess of coercion can
strain internal cohesion. It later emerged that senior cabinet
minister S. Dhanabalan was so uncomfortable with the arrests that
he resigned from government a few years later, so as not to put
himself in such a compromising situation again. Other
establishment members who publicly voiced misgivings were
Tharman Shanmugaratnam, who rose to become deputy prime
minister, and Walter Woon, who later became attorney general.

The main impact, though, is on the opposition and other pro-
democracy forces. On the one hand, they are able to operate with
less political risk. They need not worry about arbitrary arrest the
way their counterparts do in many other countries. On the other
hand, they cannot tap into a wide and deep sense of injustice fed by
rampant human rights abuses. Chee Soon Juan tried to address this
through his campaign of civil disobedience, deliberately breaking
public assembly laws to invite repression that he hoped would
backfire on the government. But the authorities astutely avoided
any show of excessive force. Chee’s lawbreaking events were usually
handled on the ground not by riot police or paid goons (like in Hong
Kong), but by soft-spoken police officers, usually in plain clothes
and with no visible weapons, not even megaphones. The
government would settle scores later, in the courts rather than on
the streets. Thus, Chee was never rewarded with dramatic news
photos or video of dignified protesters being brutalised by the
state—the kind of images the Malaysian government, for example,



122 | calibrated coercion

regularly gifts to its opponents. The government still uses
authoritarian methods, but to a degree that most Singaporeans
seem happy to live with. The total number of such
incidents—defamation suits, prosecutions of activists and
bloggers, and high-profile censorship, for example—amount to just
a handful each year, making it easy for the public to brush them
aside as the exception rather than the rule.

Politicians on either side of the spectrum don’t like talking about
calibrated coercion. The government denies that any form of
coercion has anything to do with its success. Its opponents argue
that there’s nothing calibrated about its use of force. Nevertheless,
the PAP’s calibrated coercion may be one of its most underrated
capacities. As far as superhero comparisons go, the party of Lee is
less Iron Man, more Doctor Strange: a master of a vast repertoire
of powers ranging from massive blasts of fire and energy, to the
mystical arts of invisibility, telepathy and hypnosis—defeating
opponents without laying a hand on them.



18

Freedom of speech

Singapore can strike a better balance between tyranny and anarchy.

Asking for more freedom of expression in Singapore is a bit like
trying to get out of your mobile phone contract. Whatever reasons
you give, the customer service department has already prepared a
dozen ways to say no. You soon reach a dead end and realise the
whole exercise was probably a waste of time.

There’s one big difference. The government, unlike your telecom
provider, doesn’t have to depend only on its own officers’ legalese to
tell you why you can’t get what you want. It can also rely on people
around you chipping in to chide you for making a fuss. It’s like
being surrounded by fellow customers who—despite the fact that
they too would benefit from a more flexible contract—recite on cue
the reasons why we should be happy to remain locked in.

This is what ideology looks like, and in few areas is People’s
Action Party ideology more effective than when it rebuffs the case
for free speech. Many Singaporeans accept its justifications for the
current restrictions, and some are happy to join the chorus when
the PAP dismisses calls for more openness.

It works like this. You say the country needs more freedom of
expression. They answer that freedom cannot be absolute.
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Instantly, the debate becomes about the anarchy of untrammelled
free speech versus the status quo. Put like that, many Singaporeans
decide they would prefer the latter to the former. In the slightly
extended version of the debate, you concede that absolute freedom
doesn’t exist anywhere. They respond that there’s therefore nothing
wrong with Singapore applying restrictions to suit its unique local
conditions; we are a sovereign nation and don’t need to import
foreign standards. At which point many people feel obliged to
defend Singapore against the liberal West. Check any Facebook
debate about free speech involving a cross section of Singaporeans
and you’ll see how quickly it turns nationalistic. An astonishing
number of citizens seem to believe it is unpatriotic to want more
freedom.

Thus, Singapore’s position as the advanced industrial nation with
the least freedom of expression remains remarkably unquestioned.
We assent to a situation where citizens can stage a play or publish a
magazine only with the government’s permission; where a teenager
goes to jail for offending people’s religious feelings; and where
defamation awards are so large they can bankrupt individuals and
disqualify them from elections.

Singapore can’t go totally against international standards. So it
has signed the Asean Human Rights Declaration, Article 23 of which
says, “Every person has the right to freedom of opinion and
expression, including freedom to hold opinions without
interference and to seek, receive and impart information, whether
orally, in writing or through any other medium of that person’s
choice.” Our own Constitution, in Article 14, also protects every
citizen’s right to freedom of speech and expression. But try to get
the government to live up to the spirit of these commitments and
you will swiftly encounter ideological barriers.

Support for these policies has been achieved through decades
of ideological work. One useful myth that the government has
constructed is that we have to choose either freedom of expression
as an absolute right, or as a totally grey area where governments
should be allowed to decide their own standards. In reality, this
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is not where meaningful discussions are happening in the 21st 
century. If we’re really interested in getting the best deal for 
Singapore, we should stop caricaturing free speech salesmen as 
absolutists. Nobody other than the odd libertarian is asking for free 
expression with no limits. According to international human rights 
norms, freedom from torture and freedom from slavery are 
examples of absolute, unconditional rights. Freedom of expression 
is not. No constitution in any liberal democracy and no 
international or regional human rights treaty claims it is. And no 
international NGO championing the cause says it should be. Not 
Amnesty International, not Human Rights Watch, Freedom House, 
Article 19, or Reporters Without Borders. And in Singapore, not 
Maruah or the Community Action Network.

The questions we should be debating are what count as good 
reasons for restricting speech, and what are the acceptable means 
for doing so. International human rights norms provide sensible 
answers. They are quite specific about what sorts of restrictions are 
required, are optional, and are unacceptable. By these standards, 
many of Singapore’s speech laws are too extreme, giving the 
government too much leeway to decide what qualifies as illegal 
expression, and imposing punishments that are unnecessarily 
harsh.

The main United Nations human rights treaty is the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Singapore is 
one of a handful of states that hasn’t signed it. But, that doesn’t 
diminish the value of the document as a benchmark for societies 
that want to do the right thing. Article 19 of the ICCPR says, 
“Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing 
or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of his 
choice.” This is certainly an expansive view of free speech. But the 
Article goes on to state explicitly that this is a limited right, 
carrying “special duties and responsibilities”. This acknowledges 
that individuals, although holders of rights, can only develop
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themselves within the context of a functioning community, to
which they therefore owe certain obligations. (The idea that human
rights are purely individualistic, whereas we care about community,
is another powerful PAP myth.)

In line with this principle, free speech rights may be “subject to
certain restrictions”. The ICCPR doesn’t give states a blank cheque.
Article 19 has been interpreted to mean that freedom of expression
should be the rule, not the exception; any proposed restriction
shouldn’t undermine the essence of the right. We may rightly worry
about food hygiene, but that doesn’t mean people should only be
allowed to eat at government-run kitchens. Similarly, legitimate
concerns about socially harmful expression don’t justify extreme
measures that deny people all the benefits of freely sharing
information and ideas. To that end, any proposed restriction should
be in line with the full wording of Article 19.3, which states that
restrictions must be “provided by law” and must be necessary for
“respect of the rights or reputations of others” or “the protection of
national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public health
or morals”.

From this emerges what’s called the three-part test, which is
useful for when we’re trying to figure out whether a government
restriction is in line with free speech principles. First, is the
restriction “provided by law”—does it follow written laws that are
clear and precise? If not, it would fail the test, because it would
allow the government to restrict speech in an arbitrary manner, to
serve its own narrow interests. Unfortunately, many of Singapore’s
restrictions do not meet the required standard. The Newspaper and
Printing Presses Act, for one, gives the government the immense
power of deciding whether a newspaper should live or die and who
should sit on the board of directors, yet the Act does not dictate the
criteria on which ministers should make these determinations, or
on what basis they can be challenged. Furthermore, too many of
the government’s powers over media are contained in subsidiary
regulations written by officials, rather than spelled out in the
statutes that have been debated and enacted by parliament.
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Many speech laws are too broad, allowing the government to
interpret them as it chooses. One small example is the prohibition
on campaigning on Cooling-off Day, the eve of Polling Day. News
coverage is exempted from this rule, but the government says only
the output of licensed news organisations—basically the
conservative mainstream media—qualifies as “news” under the law.
Independent news sites, even if they limit themselves to factual
reports, risk prosecution if they published on Cooling-off Day. This
is why some legal scholars say that although Singapore prides itself
on the rule of law, a lot of media regulation is a case of rule by
law. Law is supposed to serve as a constraint on the actions of the
powerful, but in Singapore it is also used to justify the government’s
excessive use of force.

The second part of the three-part test determines if the
restriction is based on legitimate grounds. Article 19 cites very
specific justifications for restricting free speech. Defamation law
is allowed, for example, to protect people’s reputations. National
security, public order and public morals are all recognised as
legitimate reasons, if the restrictions are written narrowly and not
used as an excuse to silence debate. There can also be restrictions
to protect the rights of others. So, to protect the right to vote, states
can shield citizens from expression that is meant to intimidate or
coerce them during elections. Hate speech restrictions are not just
allowed; they are actually required under Article 20 of the ICCPR,
which tells states they must prohibit speech that incites the
audience to inflict harm on other communities based on their
racial, religious or other identities.

The list of legitimate grounds is not open-ended. It does not
include protecting people’s feelings, or shielding religious or other
beliefs from insult, and certainly not making government officials’
job easier—all of which the PAP uses to justify various restrictions.
If we apply test two to, say, Singapore’s laws designed to protect
racial and religious harmony, we find some passing, but not all.
For example, Section 505 of the Penal Code bans statements and
rumours that incite a community to commit an offence against any
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other community. This provision is broadly in line with the ICCPR’s
requirement that states clamp down on hate speech. Then there is
Section 298A, which prohibits anyone from deliberately trying to
promote enmity between different religious or racial groups. This
could be justified under the ICCPR as necessary for maintaining
public order.

In contrast, Section 298 fails the legitimacy test. It criminalises
any expression made “with deliberate intention of wounding the
religious or racial feelings of any person”. Instead of trying to
protect people from objective harms, which would be a legitimate
function of the law, Section 298 declares that the state will protect
people’s feelings from being hurt. This is an unwise threshold to
apply, because human progress is impossible if people can’t express
new ideas that some section of the population finds unsettling.
Furthermore, because wounded feelings are inherently subjective,
there is a high risk that individuals and groups will game the
system—playing the victim in order to get a speaker in trouble with
the state (Chapter 6).

The third test is one of necessity and proportionality. If we
sincerely respect freedom of expression as a basic right, we have
to ensure that our restrictions are really needed to achieve the
legitimate aims identified in test two. They shouldn’t impose
excessive punishments that would chill speech. Society’s interests
shouldn’t be used as an excuse by governments to silence political
debate. This principle requires that states find the least restrictive
way to achieve the stated goal. Don’t jail someone or ban a
publication when a fine would suffice. Don’t make speech a crime
when the problem could be addressed through civil law.

Unfortunately, our Constitution isn’t aligned with the ICCPR. It
allows parliament to impose restrictions on expression even if they
are merely “expedient”—meaning convenient or practical, which
is a much lower bar than being “necessary”. Thus, we have many
constraints that are considered constitutional even though they
wouldn’t pass test three of the human rights standard. For example,
the ICCPR might consider it unnecessary and disproportionate to
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award damages in political defamation cases that are so large they
bankrupt opponents and thus prevent them from running for
election. Evidently, though, Singapore courts don’t see a
constitutional problem with this. The ICCPR’s test three would also
require defamation to be dealt with as a civil matter and not come
under criminal law, the way it still does in Singapore.

Also failing the third test are most instances of so-called “prior
restraint”—such as licensing systems that silence a newspaper even
before it launches its first issue, based on assumptions about what
it might say. The PAP usually justifies its strict press laws by citing
Singapore’s volatile demographic mix. If the government maintains
that prevention is better than cure in countering the ethnic discord
that media can provoke, one could see the logic of requiring the
company’s board directors to be multiracial, and to show it has no
ties to race-based or religious organisations. But there is no logical
connection between the problem of race riots and the solution of
giving the government blanket authority to decide which publisher
deserves a publishing permit. As in so many other spheres, the PAP
has a penchant for overkill.

None of this is to say that Singapore must adopt wholesale the
American or any other single country’s approach to free speech.
Laws need to suit the local context. Germany’s hellish experience
with Nazi hate propaganda has pushed it to police hate speech
much more strictly than the United States, for example. Some
democracies believe in strong press councils for media industry
self-regulation, others don’t. Some regulate commercial
broadcasters more strictly than others. But there is also a broad
consensus among democracies about the soundness of basic
human rights principles. We should, for example, prohibit speech
that victimises the vulnerable. At the same time, we should give
maximum protection to expression that may speak truth to power.
A mature discussion about free speech is long overdue. It won’t
happen if we turn our backs on the global conversation.

singapore, incomplete | 129



19

Dreaded defamation

It’s time to rethink Singapore’s most chilling speech law.

Anyone who engages in public debate needs to beware of
defamation laws, which serve as electric fences deterring
irresponsible attacks on people’s reputations. That’s true anywhere,
but what’s unusual about Singapore is how much government
leaders feel they need to depend on this protective barrier, and how
power-packed is the shock it delivers when anyone tries to cross
the line. The government says it is so sensitive about defamation
only because it places an exceptionally high value on having a clean
reputation. But whatever the reasons for its proclivity to launch libel
suits, the effect on public debate is not in doubt: it is one of the main
reasons people are fearful of criticising the government too openly.
There’s little chance of Singapore becoming a more open society if
the government does not outgrow its penchant for libel suits.

This does not mean we should abandon defamation law. People
do need to be able to safeguard their reputations from lies that
are said about them. Your reputation is intangible, but when it’s
tainted, the effects can be material and severe, harming your ability
to make a living and to function in society. Article 14 of the
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Singapore Constitution, which upholds the right to freedom of
speech and expression, specifically states that parliament can limit
this right with defamation law. Even in the freest of societies and
in international human rights law, the right to free speech doesn’t
completely protect expression that defames others (Chapter 18).
Over the decades, however, democracies have given more space to
political speech because of its importance in promoting
participatory democracy and keeping governments accountable.
Since the 1960s, the United States has set an exceptionally high
bar for public officials who want to sue, such that most don’t even
try. Britain’s 2013 defamation law has also moved in this direction,
giving more latitude to the press to run stories on matters of public
interest. Singapore’s courts, though, have stuck with tradition and
opted not to give more protection to political speech.

Lee Kuan Yew, and later his successors, regularly invoked
defamation law, particularly in battles with opposition politicians
and foreign media. Opposition politicians successfully sued for
defamation include J.B. Jeyaretnam (in multiple cases spanning
three decades), Seow Khee Leng (in the 1980s), Tang Liang Hong
(1990s), and Chee Soon Juan (2000s). These cases were usually
brought because they alleged dishonesty, corruption or abuse of
power on the part of government leaders. Damages have ranged
from around $200,000 to $300,000 per plaintiff. Tang Liang Hong
was ordered to pay more than $8 million to 13 plaintiffs.

Foreign media have gotten sued when they suggested that
members of the Lee family have gotten to where they are thanks
to their illustrious surname, or when they implied that Singapore’s
leaders are corrupt, including by claiming they have silenced critics
in order to conceal wrongdoing. The now extinct Far Eastern
Economic Review, Malaysia’s Star newspaper, the International Herald
Tribune (precursor to the International New York Times), and the
Bloomberg financial news agency all had to pay up. Other cases have
probably been settled out of court without coming to light.

All in all, impugning the honour of Singapore government
leaders without proof is as advisable as trying to steal a favourite
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bone from an unchained Rottweiler. Two cases in the 1990s showed
how sensitive the government could be. One centred on a
commentary in the International Herald Tribune that didn’t actually
mention Singapore. Lee Kuan Yew’s lawyers, nonetheless, managed
to persuade the court that his reputation was being attacked. The
newspaper eventually settled.

The other case saw Jeyaretnam sued for stating in an election
rally speech that his teammate Tang Liang Hong had just handed
him two police reports lodged against Prime Minister Goh Chok
Tong and other leaders. (Ironically, Tang filed the police reports
because he himself felt he had been defamed by government leaders
when they called him an anti-Christian, Chinese chauvinist.)
Jeyaretnam’s matter-of-fact one-liner was judged to imply that Goh
had done something wrong worthy of police investigation. The trial
judge awarded only $20,000 in damages, feeling that Goh’s lawyers
had overstated their case. The Court of Appeal upped the award to
$100,000.

Jeyaretnam’s successor as Workers’ Party leader, Low Thia
Khiang, has been criticised by opposition supporters for being too
careful, but when you remember what he’s witnessed, it’s not
surprising Low has decided to err on the side of caution. Foreign
media that regularly report on Singapore also learnt their lesson,
passing stories on Singapore politics through an extra layer of legal
checks before publication. For a while, it looked as though political
defamation suits would become a thing of the past.

Then, a whole new breed of inexperienced critics appeared: the
bloggers. The democratisation of dissent (now, anybody can loudly
disparage Singapore’s leaders) resulted in the democratisation of
punishment (now, even a one-man-operated blog like Alex Au’s
Yawning Bread would merit the nerve-wracking attention of the
Istana and Drew & Napier).

When informed that their articles were defamatory, most
bloggers, including Au, averted lawsuits by apologising promptly
and taking down their posts. But in 2014, activist Roy Ngerng
refused to kowtow, thus becoming the first individual blogger to



be sued for defamation by a government leader. The High Court
ordered Ngerng to pay damages of $150,000.

The way Singapore leaders use defamation law is not one of the
more admired features of their governance model. Even when
Singaporeans believe a critic was wrong, many consider
defamation suits to be an excessive response. The PAP has heard
it all, and is able to roll out rehearsed rejoinders on cue. First, it
argues it is operating entirely within Singapore defamation law,
which is available to any person whose reputation has been wrongly
attacked. Second, it asserts that democratic debate should be based
on truthful claims, and if opponents cannot agree on important
facts, it is best to arrive at the truth in open court.

The first argument is legalistic, explaining Singapore’s
defamation law and how the judiciary works. The idea is to establish
that the PAP’s lawsuits and their outcomes have been consistent
with our laws. These clarifications don’t really settle the debate,
because a lot depends on what one means by the rule of law. Legal
scholars have pointed out that the government prefers a thinner
conception of rule of law, hinging on whether rules and procedures
have been followed. Critics, on the other hand, are pushing for a
thicker understanding of rule of law that emphasises the impact on
people’s democratic rights. The latter standpoint would take more
seriously how libel suits have a chilling effect, undermining our
constitutionally recognised right to freedom of expression.
Furthermore, robust criticism of the powerful is so essential for
democracy that it needs extra leeway. From this perspective, public
officials should not get to sue as easily as private citizens.

But even if you accept PAP leaders’ first argument, this only
establishes that they have the prerogative to use defamation law the
way they have. According to the law, they can. What this doesn’t
answer is whether they should. In civil law, it is entirely up to the
aggrieved party whether to take action. Just because you are allowed
to use a weapon doesn’t mean you must.

That’s where the government’s second argument comes in. This
is a political argument: the government says it has to take such
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matters to court to demonstrate that critics’ allegations are untrue.
This is not a persuasive line. Defamation trials are hardly fail-safe
diviners of truth. The main problem is that the burden of proof
is on the defendant. In other words, it is up to the defendant to
prove—through a financially draining process—that his
accusations were true. The plaintiff does not have to prove that
he was innocent of the allegations. When a defendant loses a
defamation suit, it may simply mean that he was unable to
substantiate his claims to the court’s satisfaction—not necessarily
that what he said was untrue.

An example of this emerged in one of Singapore’s most traumatic
corruption scandals, centred on National Kidney Foundation chief
T.T. Durai. Durai sued The Straits Times for an article that reported
his excesses, like gold bathroom fittings and first-class air travel.
During the dramatic 2005 trial, the newspaper was able to show that
the article was accurate, precipitating both the collapse of Durai’s
lawsuit and his eventual conviction on corruption charges. In this
case, the law worked as it’s supposed to. However, it emerged
during the trial that Durai had successfully used defamation law to
silence two earlier accusers. The individuals he sued in 1998 realised
they could not compete with Durai’s resources. They settled and
paid damages and costs rather than risking a costly trial. Durai did
not have truth on his side, but he was able to use defamation law to
muffle critics and prolong his corrupt reign over Singapore’s largest
charity for seven more years. He only got his comeuppance when
he made the mistake of suing an organisation with an even bigger
legal budget than his own. The Straits Times’ lawyer was none other
than the formidable Davinder Singh, to whom government leaders
regularly entrust their own defamation suits.

I’m not suggesting that any of the offending statements that
attracted government defamation threats and suits were true.
Indeed, most defendants did not even try to use the truth defence;
they usually argued that their words did not mean what the
government said they meant. For example, when Jeyaretnam was
sued for telling the rally crowd about Tang Liang Hong’s police
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report, his defence was that his words and actions meant
something more innocent than the malicious innuendo the
government perceived.

Rather, my point is that libel law is an imperfect litmus test of
truth, and that members of the public intuitively understand this.
Therefore, as a matter of practical politics, defamation suits are
neither a necessary nor sufficient instrument for settling debates.
The government’s own actions have implicitly acknowledged this.
There have been instances where its leaders have chosen not to
sue despite being obviously defamed. The non-suit everyone was
talking about in 2017 involved the allegations against the prime
minister by his siblings Lee Wei Ling and Lee Hsien Yang. But
the most bizarre example of official self-restraint occurred when
dissident lawyer Gopalan Nair literally asked to be sued. In 2008, he
fired off a blog calling Lee Kuan Yew and Lee Hsien Loong “tin pot
tyrants” and describing their alleged abuses of power. He went on
to say that, by Singaporean standards, his blogs were undoubtedly
defaming the Lees. He provided his hotel room number (he was
visiting from the United States, where he lived) and said he was now
within the authorities’ reach. “What are you going to do about it?”
he asked. Nair was jailed for contempt of court—but the Lees chose
not to sue him for defamation.

Because the government is aware that a judge’s verdict is not
the final word in political debates, it continues to use its public
communication to get its arguments across, even after it has
prevailed in court. In the Roy Ngerng case, for example, the lawsuit
was just a sideshow in a major effort to prove that, contrary to
critics’ claims, the Central Provident Fund is a well-managed and
trustworthy institution. If most Singaporeans feel assured, it is
because Tharman Shanmugaratnam won them over with
persuasive data, and not because Ngerng lost in court.

Furthermore, only a tiny fraction of political debates could ever
end up in court. Most of the time, the government’s actions are
attacked without defaming any individual politician, so libel suits
are not even an option. Many of these non-libellous criticisms are
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no more truthful than the defamatory statements that have been
taken to court. Yet, despite the fact that government leaders
couldn’t drag the critics before the judges, they have been able to
win over most of the people, most of the time. The government
defends its integrity and its competence by delivering results and
countering critics’ arguments in parliament, in the press, in social
media, and in face to face interactions—without any help from the
courts.

The government is selling itself and the public short if it believes
that this legal weapon is still needed to secure its long-term
reputation. Most citizens trust that ministers are not personally
corrupt. As for the minority who think otherwise, it is fanciful to
imagine that the PAP can change their minds through defamation
suits. They will probably get more convinced that the government
is silencing dissent because it cannot survive a free marketplace of
ideas.

One way for the government to wean itself off its addiction to
defamation suits is to switch to seeking the right of reply. Under the
Protection from Harassment Act, which came into force in 2014, a
victim of “false statements of fact” can seek a court order requiring
that the offender stop publishing the falsehood unless he inserts
a notice setting the record straight. If the court agrees to issue
this right-of-reply order only on condition that the victim won’t get
greedy and also sue for defamation, such a law could be a major
improvement. It would reduce elected officials’ use of excessively
punitive libel law and replace it with the less chilling and more
reasonable right of reply.

Libel suits are a pointless way to settle political debates, with
more costs than benefits. They preach to the choir, while pushing
the unconverted even further away. Government leaders should
review how they have used this law and what it has actually
accomplished. An honest appraisal might conclude that it’s just an
old habit that is hard to shake off—more muscle memory than a
rational response to the communication challenges that come with
democratic debate.
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Holding the press

The media are free to earn profits, but not popular support.

Singapore’s news media industry underwent a shake-out in 2017,
with smaller newspaper titles succumbing to financial pressures.
This shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Other advanced industrial
economies had suffered more crippling closures many years earlier.
What was noteworthy about Singapore, though, was the absence of
public mourning when the newspapers’ deaths were announced.

It was different in 1971. The troubled Singapore Herald carried
front-page news of a “Save the Herald” bid led by public intellectuals
such as Tay Kheng Soon and Tommy Koh. It didn’t succeed: that
was the paper’s final issue. But it tells us that there was once a more
affective connection between the people and the press in Singapore.

A key reason for the change in public attitudes is of course the
internet (Chapter 21). People feel much less dependent now on big
news organisations. But that’s not the whole story. The shift in
Singaporeans’ attitudes to the press predates the world wide web
and social media. It started when Lee Kuan Yew restructured the
newspaper industry in the 1970s, turning it away from championing
public opinion and community identities, and toward boosting
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shareholder value and the government’s agenda. Lee’s intervention
was designed to allow the press to survive financially while also
making it incapable of satisfying the public emotionally. The
system, which has lasted more than four decades, gave the media
enough autonomy to perform a generally solid professional service,
but never to side with the people against the government.

At its core is a unique piece of legislation enacted in 1974, the
Newspaper and Printing Presses Act. Singapore Press Holdings,
the publishing behemoth that owns The Straits Times and all of the
country’s other daily newspapers and their online vehicles, operates
under this law. The other half of Singapore’s duopolistic news
media scene is more straightforwardly government-controlled.
Mediacorp, which monopolises local television news and is a major
online news provider, is wholly owned by Temasek.

The NPPA ended the local tradition of cause-driven journalism,
turning newspapers into profit-oriented and non-adversarial
establishment institutions. The law requires newspaper companies
to be listed on the stock exchange, with no shareholder controlling
12 per cent or more of its stock. This rule was ingeniously counter-
intuitive. Through most of the 20th century, conventional wisdom
held that a government that wanted to control a newspaper would
have to own it. Lee was a couple of decades ahead of other rulers in
understanding that the profit motive needn’t be incompatible with
political control, as businessman-publishers might be quite happy
to cooperate with a pro-market government like the PAP. He had
learnt from his battle with the Chinese-language media that the
truly bothersome owners were headstrong publishers like Nanyang
Siang Pau’s Lee Eu Seng, who put his ideals ahead of profit and
even personal safety—he ended up detained for five years under the
Internal Security Act.

The way to pre-empt such trouble, Lee Kuan Yew realised, was
to ban individual- and family-controlled newspapers, and spread
ownership thinly across many shareholders to dilute the influence
of any single one of them. It’s no coincidence that many of the
world’s most fiercely independent newspapers are or were family-



singapore, incomplete | 139

owned: The New York Times and Washington Post in the United States,
and The Hindu and The Indian Express in India, for example. When
faceless conglomerates take over newspapers, they often install
tamer editors.

The NPPA also introduced a management share system to
guarantee that newspapers wouldn’t stray. Shares must be divided
into two classes, ordinary shares and management shares, with
management shares pumped with 200 times the voting power of
ordinary shares. The government dictates who gets to be classed
as management shareholders. Non-government companies Great
Eastern Life Assurance and its parent, OCBC Bank, are the two
largest holders of SPH management shares. Others entrusted with
super-voting stock include NTUC Income, Singapore Telecom, DBS
Bank and United Overseas Bank. Their common trait is that they
are corporations deeply invested in Singapore’s political stability.

The NPPA allows the government to stack the SPH board with
loyalists. Since the 1980s, the company’s chairman has never come
from the media industry; the post has always been handed to a
former senior public servant or minister. Since the 1990s, even the
SPH chief executive position has been reserved for trusted former
civil servants. As for who should run the newsrooms day to day, Lee
and his successors reluctantly acknowledged that the group editor
and chief editor positions were best left in the hands of experienced
journalists. However, nobody is given a top job unless the prime
minister is convinced of his political reliability. Since the late 1980s,
newspaper editorships have been professional-cum-political
appointments. The editor serves the audience only to the extent that
this does not conflict with cabinet’s wishes.

It’s not the case that the government intervenes in every news
story that relates to its work. I’ve met many civil servants who are
mystified by the notion that the press is government-controlled,
because this does not tally with their experience. Every day, the
mainstream media contain news and views that officials wish they
didn’t. Unlike China’s Xinhua and People’s Daily, say, Singapore’s
Channel NewsAsia and The Straits Times have enough autonomy to
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pursue angles that don’t make the government look great. But only 
up to a point. The moment government leaders sense that they 
may lose control of the agenda, phone calls are made to editors to 
suppress unwelcome lines of journalistic inquiry or commentary.

When queried about Singapore’s limited press freedom, the 
government’s stock answer is that we can’t afford to take risks with 
the extremely sensitive topics of race, language and religion. But the 
government’s pressure tactics are used more often to police out-of-
bounds markers that have nothing to do with such sensitive topics. 
They are about making the executive branch’s job easier, by guiding 
public opinion on matters that are politically controversial. This is 
in line with the PAP’s belief—first articulated by Lee Kuan Yew in 
1971—that press freedom must be “subordinated” to the “primacy of 
purpose of an elected government”.



Despite these controls, the media are trusted by most Singaporeans 
most of the time. According to government surveys, around three-
quarters of respondents are satisfied with the quality of 
newspapers. The communications marketing firm Edelman 
conducts annual global surveys of trust in institutions. These show 
Singaporeans’ trust in media to be as high as in the Netherlands, 
which ranks among the world’s freest media environments. It’s 
tricky interpreting such data, because high trust could be a function 
of either the media’s objective trustworthiness, or successful 
indoctrination of the audience—the same Edelman study 
puts China’s population among the very top in trust in media. 
Such caveats aside, the Singapore press has met the market test 
more successfully than liberal critics assume. Circulation falls are 
in line with global trends. On the whole, Singapore’s mainstream 
media have not performed worse financially than most of 
their counterparts in liberal democracies.

There are a few reasons why Singaporeans haven’t turned their 
backs on the media in larger numbers. The simplest explanation is



that there is much more to life than politics. On most non-political
fronts, Singaporeans can count on the national media for relevant
and reliable accounts of what’s going on. Furthermore, the
government has a huge impact on people’s lives from cradle (baby
bonuses) to beyond the grave (exhumations for cemetery
clearances). Regardless of their political orientation, people in
Singapore need to keep up with what the government is thinking
and doing in multiple arenas—its latest procedures for primary
school admissions; land releases that will affect property prices;
adjustments in rules for using Medisave; new financial incentives to
promote business activity. If you’re looking for timely and accurate
information about any of this, you need news organisations that are
close to the government.

Of course, beyond providing basic information, most people
would also like media to speak up for them. A lot of the time,
Singapore’s press is able to fulfil that role within its available
political space. After all, the PAP is usually on the same page as the
people—it wouldn’t have survived as long as it has if it weren’t—so
there’s often no contradiction between journalism that serves the
public and journalism that serves the government. However, there
will always be some issues where public opinion deviates from the
views of those in power. This is usually when a free press shows
its value; when an independent newspaper stands up to powerful
interests, becomes the people’s champion and earns their loyalty.
But this is precisely when Singapore’s media controls kick in. On
politically controversial issues, instead of pressuring the
government to listen to the people, the press has to persuade the
people that the government is right.

Hence, the media’s chronic inability to meet the aspirations of
a large proportion of Singaporeans. This has gone on for so long
that many members of the intelligentsia have given up hope. They
used to get angry. Now, they just laugh. Most have low-to-zero
expectations. Some intellectuals go so far as to say that press
freedom has become a non-issue, since Singaporeans now have
access to the workaround solution of the internet. That’s like saying
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that Wikipedia, TED Talks and free e-learning courses mean
academic freedom doesn’t matter. It does, because universities and
their professors still perform a role that the internet can’t replace.
Similarly, large, formal news organisations are still needed to
produce regular, sustained and comprehensive journalism for a city
state as busy and complex as Singapore. It’s vital that we push our
media—and more importantly their political masters—to improve
their quality.

We journalists used to comfort ourselves with the observation that
the situation was gradually improving. After all, journalists haven’t
been locked up under the ISA since the 1970s. The government’s
media relations have also become more professionalised. But,
especially since the 2011 general election, things have gone into
reverse gear. Based on what insiders say and what we see published,
the government micromanages the media more now than 20 years
ago. Practices that used to be absolute no-no’s in the past are
beginning to creep in, like journalists letting officials approve
angles or even check entire stories before publication. When I
worked at The Straits Times in the 1990s, we got the sense that the
Goh Chok Tong government understood it was not in its own
interests to crush the national media’s credibility underfoot.
Today’s PAP appears no longer to care. For government-related
stories that are even mildly controversial, the media switch into
news-avoidance mode. Negative facts are buried deep in the story.
Uncomfortable questions are not asked.

The public is not fooled, but that doesn’t seem to bother
government officials who handle the media. They appear to
consider it a good day’s work if headlines and story angles match
the government press releases and talking points. Goh Chok Tong
once stated that he did not want a “subservient” press or
“government mouthpiece”. Today’s officials evidently do.

There have also been cultural changes in the newsrooms. In the
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1990s, my top editors were pro-PAP, but they had been socialised
into the profession before Lee Kuan Yew restructured and
transformed the media in the 1980s. As a result, they had a deep
sense of what would be lost if they gave in too easily to every
government request. They made it clear to us that it was their job,
not ours, to negotiate with the government and to decide how to
balance the professional with the political. At our level, we were
instructed to think only of our readers; we were scolded and
shamed when we got slow or lazy, or wrote stories that sounded
like government releases. That generation of editors has left, and
the newsrooms are now under journalists who’ve only known the
PAP system. Some seem to have decided to take the path of least
resistance.

My former big boss, group editor-in-chief Cheong Yip Seng—a
true believer in the Singapore system and whose conservatism used
to frustrate me when I worked under him—spotted the warning
signs. His 2012 post-retirement book, OB Markers: My Straits Times
Story, was a stout defence of the symbiotic relationship between The
Straits Times and the PAP. But he also counselled a new generation
of politicians to give editors the respect and space to carry out their
jobs professionally. The establishment didn’t get the message,
choosing to react as if Cheong had broken the magician’s code,
betraying too many secrets about the inner workings of
government–press relations.

When Lee Kuan Yew suppressed the authoritarian instinct to
nationalise the press outright, it was probably because he saw the
value of professional editors who could independently decide how
to act in the nation’s interests, rather than mindlessly await
instructions from government. By those standards, there are
already signs that the system is failing. When Lee Hsien Loong
collapsed during his 2016 National Day Rally speech, the
mainstream media showed itself incapable of thinking on its feet.
The national broadcaster appeared shell-shocked. Seized by the fear
of saying anything that would get them in trouble, they said
nothing, unable even to recount what everyone in the auditorium
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had seen with their own eyes. Textbook advice on crisis
communication says you must never create an information
vacuum, because this will be filled by irresponsible rumour and
speculation. The mainstream media’s live coverage on television
and online did just that.

If Singapore journalism underperforms, it is not for want of
talent. There are still skilled individuals within Singapore
newsrooms. There’s also a reserve army of young and extremely
able journalists who could be drawn into service. Many have left
the profession they love out of frustration. Others are flying high
in some of the world’s best news organisations, including The New
York Times, The Wall Street Journal, BBC, Reuters, Bloomberg, and
other agencies. I sometimes fantasise about all these talented
Singaporeans coming together to produce the kind of news media
that will earn their society’s respect and loyalty. It won’t happen
within my productive life. But perhaps one day.
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The digital gap

Our vibrant internet space still lacks independent journalism.

Singaporeans may fancy ourselves as citizens of the most envied
nation in the region, but there are some things across the Causeway
that make us wide-eyed with wonderment. Why is it, for example,
that the average Malaysian roti canai beats even our best prata in
taste and texture? How did Malaysia build the region’s most
charismatic budget airline when we’re supposed to be the transport
hub of Asia? And why, as Malaysiakini matures into one of Asia’s
most admired independent online news organisations, are we still
waiting for a Singaporekini?

I’m not an expert in food or aviation, but I have been studying
the ups and downs of alternative online media. Today, Singapore
is one of the most digitally connected countries on the planet, with
near universal, hardly censored broadband access to everything on
the internet. Free wifi hotspots are spreading. Smartphones are
ubiquitous. But advanced infrastructure and shiny devices only go
so far. Unlike Malaysia and most other Asian countries—almost all
of them poorer and less technologically developed—Singapore has
yet to spawn an online media entity capable of generating original
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news reports on a daily basis. The Online Citizen looked promising
for a while, but then scaled back its ambitions.

For a brief period, Yahoo! News was the country’s number one
online news source, but even then its capacity to generate original
content was extremely limited—so much so that it got sued for
bulk copying of Singapore Press Holdings stories. Mothership looks
sustainable, but its business model is based on creative mash-ups of
publicly available information, clever commentary and sponsored
content. It’s not banking on news reporting.

This missing link in our online media matters. We are not short
of free satirical posts, frank Facebook comments and amusing
memes. But Singapore is not a kampung that can make do with
gossip and witticisms. We are a metropolis of nearly 6 million
people, with economic activity on a scale that surpasses much larger
countries. To keep track of our opportunities and threats, we need a
system for fact-finding and sense-making on a scale that surpasses
our DIY capabilities.

This can’t be done by unpaid commentators and citizen reporters
with day jobs. No matter how sharp and independent their minds,
they cannot escape the tyranny of time. If each writer can’t spare a
day to analyse a new Bill or annual report, or a week to study the
impact of a welfare programme or economic trend, or a month to
investigate a social problem nobody wants to talk about, and if you
don’t have the manpower budget to multiply such capacity by 50
or 100, then your blog is not going to serve Singapore’s news and
information needs.

Singapore’s backwardness in online journalism is part of a larger
pattern: the internet’s failure to live up to the hype. No doubt, the
technology has been truly transformative. It has forced the
government to change in ways it wouldn’t have voluntarily done
otherwise. But speculation that it would spell the end of PAP
dominance has proven to be wildly wide of the mark.

The internet is a force multiplier but it can’t create power and
influence out of thin air. If individuals, civic groups and political
parties are frail in the real world, the internet can’t turn them into



effective players. If people are unwilling to pay for quality
journalism, you won’t get it either offline or online.

Conversely, organisations that are dominant in the real world
can, once they modify their old mindsets, parlay their traditional
advantages into winning strategies in the new digital environment.
Thus, the government has succeeded in not only resisting most of
its online challengers, but also in taking the battle to them. In line
with global trends, it is proactively using digital tools to strengthen
its hold on power, including by boosting its social media
propaganda capabilities well beyond what any of its opponents are
capable of.

There are still many Singaporeans who feel empowered by the
internet, and with good reason. It is a disruptive and liberating
force. It’s the only communication technology that users at the
edges of the network can adapt for radically new purposes without
the assent of the organisations that control the infrastructure or
hardware. Because the internet is basically just code—a set of
protocols that everyone agrees to follow to enable computer
networks to talk to one another—you don’t need governments’ or
internet companies’ prior permission to launch a radically new
application. Most of the uses we now take for granted, like YouTube,
Skype and Dropbox, were not anticipated or explicitly approved by
the governments and companies that rolled out the public internet
in the mid-1990s. Regulators can try to intervene after the fact, but
they will always be playing catch-up. Furthermore, it’s very difficult
for governments to pick and choose approved uses, unless they go
the whole hog and build a ring-fenced national internet like China’s.
Fortunately, the Singapore government did not go in that direction.
Convinced of its economic value, the government rolled out the
technology with hardly any blocking or filtering.

The main political impact has been to allow Singaporeans to talk
back to officials and establishment media. This has changed the
way people think about authority. After some Singaporeans started
disrespecting government leaders openly on online forums, others
came to feel that it was all right do so: the sky would not fall and
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investors would not flee. Before the world wide web, it was possible
for PAP leaders to claim without fear of contradiction that, as
Confucian leaders in an Asian society, they were owed deference by
the people. Today, any minister who tried that line would be derided
and dragged down from his sedan chair. In the new political
culture, PAP leaders have had to adopt a much humbler style.

They also know that cover-ups are not as feasible as before. They
can’t quash a debate or a scandal by making a few calls to
mainstream media gatekeepers like they once could. Arguments
and allegations will continue to circulate online, so they need to
prepare public statements that will at least reassure the middle
ground. When Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s dispute with his
two siblings was given an airing in parliament, many rightly
complained that this was too stage-managed a setting for a
thorough debate. Taking the long view, though, what is remarkable
is that there was any public discussion at all. In a pre-internet era,
the two younger Lee siblings’ complaints would not have gotten
the kind of traction they did. They might have even decided that
speaking up would be futile and chosen to stay silent. Thanks to the
internet, the days of silencing dissent are over.

But it’s one thing to change the political culture; it’s another thing
entirely to overhaul the political structure. Public opinion matters,
but usually not as much as people like to assume. It has a
transformative effect only when it is properly organised, turning
swirling sentiment into practical action. So-called “people power”
revolutions and effective social movements have always operated
through deep-rooted civil society networks like churches as well
as elites that defect from the establishment. Online petitions and
Facebook likes have no effect unless influential people and
organisations harness them and strategise for change. That’s
unlikely in a Singapore still dominated by the PAP.

This is one reason why there’s no Singaporekini. When Steven
Gan and Premesh Chandran founded Malaysiakini, they were part
of a larger Reformasi movement and could count on solidarity with
many Malaysian non-government organisations and civil society
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networks. The same goes for Indonesia’s independent radio
network KBR68H and the Philippines’ Rappler. Effective
independent media don’t exist in isolation; they are always
organically linked to the wider society. Singapore’s civil society is
the thinnest in non-communist Asia, and this is reflected in the
state of its alternative media.

A second reason has to do with certain government restrictions.
Almost all independent media start-ups in Asia have required some
funding from international foundations. Realising this, the
government has banned The Online Citizen and other sites from
receiving overseas funding. But we shouldn’t exaggerate the impact
of internet regulations. The law leaves a lot of space for online
journalism. Tomorrow morning, a wealthy Singaporean could read
The Straits Times one final time and decide, Heck, I’ve had enough
of this. I’m going to pump in $3,050,175 of my own money to launch an
independent online news company. I’ll hire 20 of the best Singaporean
journalists I can find, pay them SPH-level (or maybe even Admin Service)
salaries, and underwrite their operations for three years.

There is nothing in current laws that would prevent the wealthy
patron from doing this. In about 15 minutes, she can make her new
sole proprietorship official. (The $175 in her budget would cover
government fees for a business name and three years’ registration.)
When the news site is up and running, regulators will no doubt
place it under their licensing framework for high-impact news sites,
which would require the payment of a performance bond. (That’s
where the $50,000 comes in.) From the remaining $3 million, it
would be wise to put aside some funds to retain a lawyer. But a team
of experienced editors would not have much trouble staying clear of
defamation, contempt of court and sedition—the three laws most
commonly used against online media.

If there are no legal obstacles in the way of such an enterprise,
why doesn’t one exist? Mainly because, so far, it’s been hard to find
a Singaporean with both deep pockets and the steady nerves to do
something that would be perceived as anti-establishment. In purely
financial terms, Singaporekini would be a bad investment. Domestic
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political and public affairs news is the most important gap that’s 
waiting to be filled, but there’s no sign that Singaporeans would 
be prepared to pay for it. This is another big difference between 
Malaysia and Singapore. Malaysia has more pluralistic politics, 
including strong opposition parties and constant infighting within 
the elite. Subscribers are willing to pay for Malaysiakini because 
the country’s unpredictable political news can be as gripping as a 
taut thriller and as melodramatic as a soap opera. In contrast, a 
Singaporean equivalent would be, most weeks, about as compelling 
as a commercial for detergent.

The 2011 general election raised hopes that we were finally 
witnessing a repoliticisation of the Singapore public, partly thanks 
to the democratising effects of the internet. But that surge in 
interest in politics came crashing back down after the 2015 general 
election. Inconvenient Questions and Six-Six News, launched months 
before the 2015 election in anticipation of a political reawakening, 
were dead by mid-2016. Even The Online Citizen lost heart and 
downsized.

Looking back, it was clear that the internet’s impact had been 
overhyped. The 2011 election wasn’t the “internet election” that 
some made it out to be. After all, the internet had been around for 
a while already. Blogger Alex Au’s groundbreaking photo of the rally 
crowd on Hougang Field and mrbrown’s “Bak Chor Mee” podcast, 
satirising the PAP’s attack on Workers’ Party candidate James 
Gomez, appeared during the previous round, in 2006. The internet 
wasn’t really new, so it couldn’t have been the main cause of the 
PAP’s slide in 2011. The opposition’s gains were really due to the 
government’s policy failures, which could be corrected, and not the 
inexorable march of technology (Chapter 8).

Indeed, after 2011, the internet advantage began to swing toward 
the PAP. The internet democratises communication, but it’s not 
only pro-democratic forces that can exploit that opportunity. 
Around the world, we’re seeing authoritarian leaders pouring 
resources into social media to soften their image, sell their 
messages and attack opponents. Between cute animations of Xi
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Jinping, Narendra Modi’s Twitter army and Vladimir Putin’s 
disinformation machine, there’s now no doubt that the internet can 
be used to concentrate, not just disrupt, power.

In Singapore, cyberspace used to be thought of as anti-PAP 
territory. It still offers the only refuge from PAP-dominated 
discourse. But only in isolated oases. Increasingly, Singapore’s 
online space resembles the offline world. That’s not entirely a bad 
thing. Supporters of the PAP, who are not a small community by 
any measure, used to be invisible online. It is right that they make 
themselves heard, and increasingly they have been. More 
questionable is undeclared sponsorship of online content (a 
practice that is not in line with Singapore’s advertising industry 
code of practice), and infiltration of comment spaces with human 
mercenaries (the so-called internet brigade) and robots. Such 
tactics attempt to disguise paid messages as authentic public 
opinion. Most worrying is the suspected use of covert operations, 
through fake accounts for example, to attack opponents. Add to 
all this the government’s deep online surveillance capabilities, and 
you realise that the internet is hardly a haven for critics of the 
government.

We Singaporeans who care about freedom and democracy have 
been slow to act on our values. Ironically, the internet may have 
contributed to this inertia. It has opened up unprecedented 
opportunities for self-expression, but on its own doesn’t increase 
our capacity to participate meaningfully in the political process. 
Our neighbouring societies are less technologically advanced, so 
they are under no illusions that the internet possesses magical 
properties. They have invested much more effort in independent 
media and civic organisations that produce in-depth knowledge 
about public affairs and ideas for reform. Singapore’s hyper-
connectivity and our easy access to critical comments, political 
jokes and irreverent memes may give vent to our pent-up 
frustration with the political system—while doing little to change it.
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Academic interests

Our universities have arrived globally, but left the local behind.

Singapore’s two main public universities have risen in global
reputation, lifted by the state’s economic might. For most
Singaporeans as well as many of the region’s brightest, getting a
place to study at the National University of Singapore or Nanyang
Technological University is a proud accomplishment. In several
fields, our universities have become research powerhouses, worthy
of mention alongside traditional brand names of the West.

But NUS and NTU suffer from a stuntedness in their
development—an imbalance akin to the malaise of the Singapore
press. Our media’s foreign content impresses even Western
journalists, but their local coverage is reminiscent of communist
party mouthpieces, or so mainland Chinese journalists tell me.
Similarly, even as Singapore universities rise in global rankings,
their contribution to the country’s intellectual life is relatively
modest. Particularly in the humanities and the social sciences, they
are largely absent precisely when their expertise is most
needed—when complex and controversial issues call for the kind of
clarity, context and research-based insight that we academics claim
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to be able to provide. This retreat from the public sphere has been so 
complete and enduring that it is no longer noticed. It doesn’t occur 
to most Singaporeans that our universities could be playing a much 
broader social role.

I hasten to clarify that we shouldn’t expect university 
departments to replicate think tanks, which are meant to insert 
themselves directly into current policy debates. Given how news 
cycles are getting more and more compressed, and how 
controversies explode and fizzle out within a week, it would be a 
mistake for academics to flit about reacting to every matter that 
grabs people’s attention. That shouldn’t be the responsibility 
of serious scholars.

But a strong university department or scholarly association 
should be visible in major public debates that are relevant to its 
field. At the very least, universities should be able to serve as an 
honest broker, convening discussions on challenging topics. After 
all, they are the only institutions in our society that give their 
employees the time and resources—largely taxpayer-funded—to 
think differently. They are not pressed to arrive at policy positions. 
They are not required to be popular or profitable. They can examine 
problems deeply, challenge conventional wisdom, clarify issues, 
offer insights that are counter-intuitive and keep contrarian 
viewpoints bubbling on the backburner for future reference. One 
might even say they have a moral responsibility to do all this.

Singapore’s two public universities have very active calendars, 
but their activities focus on non-Singaporean matters. While many 
other universities are seeking desperately to internationalise and 
not get too parochial, ours have the opposite problem. Singapore 
has already emerged as one of the top centres of learning for anyone 
interested in Asia; it is academia’s contribution to Singapore’s own 
intellectual and cultural life that is lacking. Consider, for example, 
the government’s proposal to amend the Constitution to reserve 
presidential elections periodically for minority candidates. There 
were individual academics interested enough to make submissions 
to the Constitutional Commission. But, the activity fell far short of
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what would be considered normal elsewhere, perhaps for want of
a critical mass of such scholars. In a different setting, universities
would have been falling over themselves to convene public events
to discuss such a major move before the parliamentary vote. Legal
scholars and political scientists would explore constitutional
implications and issues concerning political representation.
Sociologists might want to showcase their research into ethnic
identity and politics. For anthropologists, this could be an
opportunity to share their research on the construction of the Malay
race. In a normal developed country, local universities might run a
series of public seminars on such subjects. Not in Singapore.

Some Singaporeans may feel there is nothing wrong with
universities staying focussed on teaching enrolled, fee-paying
students without the distractions of public outreach. But one can’t
really compartmentalise a university’s mission this way.
Universities have to fertilise the soil they depend on. Just as our
national orchestras give free concerts at the Botanic Gardens to
help cultivate an appreciation for music, research universities need
to be out there showing the public that their intellectual work is
worth supporting. Furthermore, schooling that’s confined to
textbooks and classroom learning, by professors who show no
interest in the real world passing by their window, wouldn’t amount
to much of an education.

The lack of engagement in the local can compromise universities’
ability to mount even basic Singapore-related courses. Our
universities do have a Singapore Studies requirement in their
undergraduate curricula, but departments often find it a struggle to
mount relevant courses, sometimes relying on adjuncts or faculty
borrowed from other departments. When I worked at NTU’s
communication school, I taught a freshman course called Media
in Singapore, introducing all communication majors to our media
industries and their political, economic and cultural contexts. Since
the school’s founding, this course or earlier iterations of it had been
considered important enough to be listed as a compulsory module.
But when I left, the school didn’t consider it a priority to find a
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replacement teacher. It simply dropped Media in Singapore. It was 
revived after a year—but no longer as a core requirement; it became 
an elective. Years earlier, I’d proposed the school be renamed after 
our late president and former journalist Wee Kim Wee. I was 
delighted when this happened, because I thought it would put our 
Singaporean identity and public service mission front and centre. 
But it turns out it takes more than a name to Singaporeanise an 
institution.

The most disappointing case of going regional and global at the 
expense of the local must be political science at NUS. I’ve followed 
public forums on local politics for decades. In recent years, one 
thing that has become practically guaranteed is that none of the 
speakers on Singapore politics will come from the NUS department 
of political science. To understand why, visit the department’s 
website and look at the faculty’s self-declared research interests. 
Most define their scope geographically: America, China, East Asia, 
Southeast Asia are all covered. The one place name that doesn’t 
appear is Singapore. As I write this in mid-2017, not a single faculty 
member at NUS political science claims an expertise in domestic 
politics. You have to go back to Chan Heng Chee in the 1980s to find 
one who has made a seminal contribution to our understanding 
of Singapore politics. It’s a situation that would be unthinkable in 
virtually all developed countries.

Political science is an extreme but not unique case. In some of our 
university departments, such as economics at NUS, if you scanned 
the research interests and backgrounds of its faculty, you’d have a 
hard time guessing which country or even region it belonged to. 
Based on faculty profiles alone you might think the department was 
based in Greater China, or perhaps in an American university with 
an Asia-Pacific focus. The problem is less serious in sociology, but 
quite stark in economics and history as well as in political science. 
NTU’s history department website suggests that just one out of 
18 faculty members is a historian of Singapore. The history 
department at NUS is more illustrious, but is also short on local 
expertise. Consider the books that have been published on
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Singapore history. The National Library has compiled a 
useful bibliography. Of the 27 recommended titles covering 
Singapore’s history up to 1964, just one is (co-)authored  by a 
current faculty member of the NUS history department.

None of this will hurt our universities’ global rankings. Ranking 
agencies don’t really scrutinise a university’s local relevance, 
because it probably hasn’t occurred to them that universities 
might not be local enough. They instead reward the 
opposite, internationalisation, which most universities have trouble 
with, but in which Singapore institutions are star performers.



There are two fairly obvious reasons for our universities’ C-minus 
performance in Singapore studies: the lack of academic freedom, 
and the absence of a Singaporean core in many departments. 
Political restrictions date back to the first decade and a half of 
independent Singapore, when the government cracked down on 
activism in the University of Singapore and Nanyang University. 
From the ashes, the new NUS and NTU rose like phoenixes—with a 
permanent phobia of the fires of politics (Chapter 17).

In many fields, academics are also thwarted by a lack of access to 
government data. For this reason, one can hardly blame economists 
for choosing not to specialise in Singapore. Historians have a 
different problem. They know too much. Their access to declassified 
British records gives them a rich vein of evidence to mine about 
Singapore’s pre-independence history—but this also puts them on 
a collision course with the government’s official narrative. Sadly, 
this has meant that young academic historians of Singapore are 
able to find work more easily outside the country than in our own 
universities (Chapter 13).

It would be simplistic, though, to blame only the government 
for any de-Singaporeanisation of Singapore’s campuses. The 
universities’ problems are partly self-inflicted, an own-goal scored 
by administrators obsessed by the research productivity game. This



game rewards those that churn out papers in so-called top-tier
journals, ignoring the fact that these journals are published in, by
and for the West. To illustrate how this bias works in practice,
consider an American political scientist writing a 6,000-word
article about voting patterns in Ohio. He can quickly get to the heart
of his findings and theoretical contributions. In contrast, a scholar
researching Singapore elections would have to spend half her paper
justifying why Singapore is worth studying, then explaining the
local context in painstaking detail for an audience of mystified
journal editors, before she’s finally able to discuss her actual study.
The problem is compounded by the fact that the off-the-shelf
theoretical frameworks currently in circulation were mostly
developed in the US and Europe and may not fit Singapore. It’s
therefore much harder for scholars working on Singapore to sail on
the main theoretical currents in their fields.

This bias results from the uneven distribution of power in global
academia. America and its concerns lie at the core of most
disciplines; the rest of the world is peripheral. It is a frustration
familiar not only to scholars of Singapore, but also to academics
in Australia, Britain, Hong Kong and elsewhere. In these other
societies, however, universities put up stiffer resistance to the
imposition of key performance indicators that would undermine
their core mission to study their own locales. Top-tier journal
publication is still prized—but not at the expense of neglecting
impactful local research or teaching needs. Our universities could
do the same, prioritising Singapore-focussed research even if it is
likely to generate lower citation scores. Bibliometrics are not ends
in themselves, but merely crude proxy measures for research
impact. Our university leaders and education policymakers are free
to adopt different yardsticks. As things stand, the metrics don’t
encourage research into our own milieu. Furthermore, it is an open
secret that, in many departments, hiring and promotion decisions
focus more on a candidate’s research numbers than on what he
or she is able to teach—hence the problem of not having enough
faculty to teach Singapore content well.
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Responding to these market signals, many locals and almost all
foreigners decide to focus on regional or international topics, or
purely abstract theoretical work that is not grounded in any
particular context. There are still scholars who, despite the
disincentives, persist and study their first love—Singapore. But in
many social science and humanities fields, they lack clout. The
situation suits the majority of foreign faculty who now dominate
departments—and in many cases run them. Singapore is the only
place in the world where foreigners can work at a top-ranked
university without feeling any shame that they know nothing about
their host society; where, indeed, such ignorance is often more of
an asset than a liability. This is the unaccounted cost of our
universities’ success at going global: an abstraction from the local
that has left Singapore understudied and intellectually
impoverished.

I don’t mean to suggest that foreign faculty as such are a problem.
It’s simplistic to equate local origins with local commitment. Some
foreigners have had a transformative impact on Singapore studies.
Archaeologist John Miksic is a prominent example. Others have
been conscientious institution builders for Singapore. I personally
benefitted from the mentorship of two such giants, Taiwan-born
sociologist Eddie Kuo, the founding dean of NTU’s communication
school, and historian Anthony Reid from New Zealand, founding
director of the Asia Research Institute at NUS. Philip Holden, a
professor of English at NUS, is another model foreign-born scholar.
He became a respected authority on the Singapore literary scene.
But after more than twenty years, he began facing problems
maintaining his permanent resident status; his application for
citizenship was denied. He and his Singaporean wife decided to
relocate to Canada. Hearing this sad news, a former student who
became an English teacher commented on his Facebook wall,
“Without you, a generation of Singaporeans wouldn’t have known
what SingLit was, and SingLit would be nowhere near what it is
today.”

Whatever the mix of reasons for the lack of emphasis on
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Singapore-focussed work, the overall pattern is striking. Through
indifference or by design, it amounts to a marginalisation of things
Singaporean. The new Social Science Research Council is trying to
come to the rescue with substantial funds earmarked for research
relevant to Singapore, but then again, the problem has never been
money. Grants alone won’t counterbalance the factors weighing
against independent research on Singapore society, especially if, as
with arts funding, the Council denies taxpayer money to projects
that are seen as critical of the government.

The university has a role that goes beyond equipping and
credentialing students for employment; beyond serving the needs
of industry; and beyond developing its city’s pulling power as an
educational and research hub—all great strengths of NUS and NTU.
It also has a civilising mission, to show how the pursuit of
knowledge and reasoned deliberation are the best ways for a society
to manage its contemporary and future challenges. This can only
be achieved if a university is engaged with the society of which it is
part. And this is where Singapore’s institutions of higher learning
should do much more to live up to their stratospheric global
rankings.
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Reputational risk

NTU gave me a personal tutorial in how the system works.

Much of what I’ve learnt about the way the political system works
came from directly observing it as a journalist at The Straits Times
in the 1990s. When I moved to academia, I thought my close
encounters with power were over. Fate had other plans. It enrolled
me in an intense period of experiential learning that enriched my
understanding of how institutions are micromanaged by and for
the People’s Action Party government. The module didn’t come
cheap: it cost me my job and forced me to pursue my academic
career outside Singapore.

Class began in 2009. I was nearing the end of my second three-
year contract at Nanyang Technological University, and my school
had put me up for promotion and tenure (P&T), a rigorous exercise
that involves multiple levels of internal and external review of a
candidate’s research, teaching and service. Word came down that
I’d made it. Then, the president of the university, Su Guaning,
invited me to his office. There, he confirmed that I had indeed met
all the academic requirements for P&T—but he said he was not able
to approve my tenure.
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He expressed puzzlement over why the government was upset 
with me, and seemed genuinely sorry that this had happened. He 
said he wanted me to stay at NTU and asked for time to work things 
out. In the meantime, since the government had not said anything 
about promotion, he was endorsing the “P” half of the P&T 
recommendation: I would be promoted from assistant to associate 
professor. This was not an insignificant gesture: it signalled 
publicly what he assured me privately, that I’d met the requirements 
for tenure (since NTU has no separate criteria for tenure as opposed 
to promotion).

At the meeting, Su also asked me to write up my vision for 
journalism education in Singapore. I was then heading the 
journalism department. I told him that if anyone was unhappy 
about this, I would gladly give up my administrative role and go 
back to being a regular faculty member; I didn’t see why I should be 
denied tenure instead. In any case, I didn’t find his request onerous 
since it was a subject I cared about. I submitted a paper on 
journalism education a few months later. In a show of solidarity, the 
other faculty on my school’s management committee endorsed it. 
There was no response to it from the university, which reinforced 
my hunch that its intended audience lay miles away from NTU’s 
Administration Building.

In early 2010, there was still no sign of movement. Su had 
suggested I reach out to the government myself, so I decided to 
write directly to the prime minister for clarification. I asked him 
if the government’s objection was specific to my role in journalism 
education, or if it would apply to any institution of higher learning 
in Singapore, which would mean having to leave the country if I 
wanted to pursue my career. I felt this wasn’t too much to ask: 
information to help me plan my future. The prime minister’s office 
replied promptly that Education Minister Ng Eng Hen would look 
into the matter.

A couple of months later, I was summoned to a meeting with 
Su and the provost, Bertil Andersson. Also present but keeping 
scrupulously silent was the education ministry’s permanent
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secretary. I was told she was there in her capacity as a member 
of the NTU board of trustees. The university heads informed me 
they had met with Ng to discuss my case. They then declared that 
they needed to clarify that the decision on my tenure was taken 
not by the government but by NTU’s academic affairs committee, 
comprising the university president and trustees. This did not 
contradict what the president had told me at our first meeting: 
the fact that the formal decision was made internally didn’t 
mean it wasn’t influenced by non-academic criteria. 
Normally, the academic affairs committee endorses all decisions of 
the promotion and tenure review committee, which is chaired 
by the provost. Andersson confirmed that his committee had 
declared me a “clear” case for P&T.

Su informed me that the thumbs down from the president and 
trustees was based on the judgement that I posed a “reputational 
risk” to the university. I asked who exactly felt I might have a 
negative effect on NTU’s reputation and why. He would only say 
that this was “a perception”.

I did not say much at the meeting, as it was clear that it was not a 
negotiation. I let them fill the silences with statements that I found 
mainly funny—both funny-haha and funny-peculiar. Like the one 
about how even Andersson’s homeland of Sweden doesn’t have total 
academic freedom: the country banned research that could be used 
for developing nuclear weapons. (So now I was being likened to a 
nuclear threat.) I clarified I’d never questioned my treatment on 
the grounds of academic freedom, but simply because any worker 
should be treated fairly by his employer, and not subject to 
assessment criteria that had never been mentioned before. This 
argument was met with shrugs.

Thus, I remained in limbo. Another year passed, and Andersson 
became the new president. Into my third and final contract, the 
new provost Freddy Boey informed the school that the only way 
to resolve my situation was to go through the P&T process again. 
Although the university was going back on a promise Su had made, 
that I would not have to reapply, I had to assume it was acting on
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good faith. But this time, I was rejected at the lower level, of the
provost’s committee. Somehow, the same body that had given me a
clear endorsement in 2009 had raised the bar so much that I was no
longer good enough, despite the fact that my research output had
increased and I’d won a university teaching award since then. Not
one annual performance review had suggested I was falling behind.

When the university asked me to reapply, I thought it really
wanted to use the opportunity to right a wrong. I only realised
how naïve I was when I discovered later that my tenure application
packet was altered without my knowledge. I had appended to my
cover letter a six-page background paper setting out factually what
university officials had told me about my first P&T exercise. I
explained it was essential to include this for the benefit of
committee members who were not aware of what had happened.
Without that knowledge, they would wrongly assume they were
reviewing a repeat case previously rejected by reviewers; they might
therefore be inclined to judge my dossier more harshly.

I submitted my packet to the school office, which was supposed
to relay it to the school-level committee, then the school chair, and
so on up the hierarchy. Only later did I find out that my background
paper was removed upon submission. It never even reached the
bottom rung, the school-level review committee. This was
extraordinary. The proper way to express doubt about anything a
candidate submits—for example, if one feels the candidate has
padded his CV—is to write this feedback into the assessment
report. For an administrator to remove part of the employee’s
submission is to deny his right to be heard. Furthermore, it doesn’t
respect the P&T system’s principle of peer review, which is meant to
give reviewers the opportunity to make up their own minds about
whatever is submitted.

These were the circumstances in which I was denied tenure a
second time. Reaching my three-contract limit at NTU, I got a
customary one-year extension and was then shown the door in early
2014. Even at that point, I did not want to publicise what I knew. I
was happy to move on. NTU had been careful not to comment too
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specifically on my case, allowing me to reciprocate with discretion.
But seven months after I left, Andersson slipped up and told a Times
Higher Education reporter that the denial of tenure was “not
political” but academic. This was an attack on my reputation,
compelling me to come out with the above details in a late-2014 blog.

One question I’ve never been able to answer definitively, because
it was never made clear to me, is why I was considered deserving of
such special treatment. It couldn’t just have been about my critical
writing or activism, because there are many academics who write
more critically than I do. A couple, like my St Andrew’s classmate
Paul Tambyah, have kept their university jobs even after becoming
opposition candidates, perhaps because removing them would be
too obvious an act of political persecution.

My best guess is that it had to do with my role in journalism
education. Only this would explain Su’s request that I write him
a paper on the topic. I was heading the only undergraduate
journalism department in Singapore and was therefore in a
position to influence future journalists. This theory is also
supported by the fact that the only suggestion Andersson had for
placating the government was that I move to the Rajaratnam School
of International Studies, where I would not be teaching
undergrads. As this would have taken me outside my field, I
declined the offer.

I should say here that I’d always kept my non-mainstream
political views separate from my administrative role. The main
additions I introduced when I was running the journalism
programme were an overseas reporting module, and specialised
reporting courses in business and science. All were based on a
pragmatic assessment of what would most help our undergrads in
their future careers. All remained on the curriculum after I left.

However, this was a period when the government was paranoid
about losing hold of the young. Lee Kuan Yew had even deigned
to engage young voters, including several journalists, in a lengthy
televised dialogue. The national media had a few vocal rookies who
probably embodied the leadership’s worst fears. But they tended to



come from Oxbridge and Ivy League backgrounds, not NTU. The
theory that I posed a danger as a journalism educator makes no
sense. But then neither does any other theory that painted me as a
threat to Singapore warranting intervention in my career.

This was one lesson from the whole affair: never underestimate
petty, irrational factors in government decision–making. The
Singapore government has a deserved reputation for technocratic
competence in making big decisions, but that doesn’t mean every
little move is free of personal biases and unfounded assumptions.
Unless it’s something big like financial abuse, one can’t really count
on the system’s internal checks to correct missteps. Nor can one
depend on one’s rights as a citizen, which in Singapore are
circumscribed. There is thus little disincentive to ministers acting
arbitrarily and out of sheer expediency.

Furthermore, ministers can count on non-government players to
do their bidding. This is routine in government-media relations,
but it was my experience at NTU that made me understand the
problem at a more systemic level: in a soft-authoritarian society,
politicians are able to outsource less savoury tasks to willing
proxies. There’s a simple principle in environmental protection
called “polluter pays”. Similarly, when politicians are made to pay a
political price for their actions, they will be much more circumspect
about what they do. But a government can stay an arm’s length
away from potentially costly actions by relying on other institution
leaders—in universities, the media and so on—to carry out its
wishes. The cost is thus borne by the implementing institution, and
not the government.

My own case became a minor political scandal only because my
bosses were frank with me about what had happened, probably out
of inexperience and because the P&T process is too open to cover
up. That’s what made it exceptional—not necessarily the political
factor as such. A more seasoned institution leader might have found
ways to reassure the government and stay its hand, or quietly
internalised the political signals and swung the axe without
admitting any outside influence. If the NTU leadership had given
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me some other reason why the university could not grant me tenure
in 2009, I might never have been any the wiser.

It follows from this second point that the machinery of control
would stall if institution leaders just said no, and were willing to
pay the price. It took a visiting professor from far away to point this
out to me. He said that if something like this had happened while
he was heading a school, he would have felt compelled to resign his
appointment and revert to being an ordinary faculty member. But
then, he came from the West, where people have less to lose because
academic positions are generally not as cushy as in Singapore.
Another reason why some senior colleagues didn’t want to create
too much drama was that this would only confirm any government
suspicions that the Wee Kim Wee School was full of radicals, and no
good could come out of that. I shared this concern.

Therefore, a third lesson, and the most depressing, was that
resistance is futile. When word got out in 2013 that I’d been denied
tenure, it caused a kerfuffle. Petitions were launched by students
and civil society. Some colleagues also spoke up. The story was
reported in the international media, including in influential global
higher education publications. I never expected any of this to make
a difference to my fate, but I hoped that it would be the start of
a conversation about the kind of universities we want and the
governance systems that would get us there.

It was not to be. It became another demonstration of the
resilience of Singapore’s political model. Within a year of my
departure from NTU, I was hearing from faculty members about
how things had gotten worse. Throughout my ten years there, not
once had anyone in the hierarchy warned me against writing or
doing anything that might upset the government. But after my
tenure case, junior faculty were being explicitly advised by their
superiors to stay clear of controversy, just in case. I guess, like me,
many professors who remained had learned their lessons too.



24

Active citizens

We shouldn’t silence civil society’s voices of conscience.

In March 2014, some friends and I joined thousands gathered at the
floating stage in Marina Bay for Singapore’s observance of Earth
Hour, dubbed the world’s largest mass participation event ever. An
offshoot of the nature conservation group WWF, Earth Hour is
headquartered in Singapore, thanks in part to government
incentives to turn the country into a hub for international non-
profits. The event was graced by a senior Singapore diplomat and
supported by the private sector. The media were out in force, drawn
by the star power of the special guests, the cast of The Amazing
Spider-Man.

The same month, a group called Maruah marked the
International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination and
International Women’s Day with statements on how Singapore
could better address inequality. Maruah, of which I’m a member, is
Singapore’s human rights NGO. Its causes tend not to have mass
appeal. As if it isn’t difficult enough for Maruah’s campaigns to get
traction, the government has placed extra hurdles in its way. Its
fundraising is restricted under the Political Donations Act. For one
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event, it even had trouble booking a dosai restaurant, let alone the 
Float@Marina Bay. It’s the kind of organisation that, if you are a 
young person wanting to contribute to society, you would be wise 
to weigh possible career consequences before you volunteer to help 
(Chapter 13).

Earth Hour and Maruah represent two faces of activism in 
Singapore. The people behind them are passionately devoted to 
making the world a better place by pushing for more enlightened 
values that will ultimately translate into more responsible 
behaviour at the personal and national levels. But official receptivity 
towards them could not be more different.

Activism doesn’t get equal treatment in liberal democracies 
either. At one end of the spectrum are causes that enjoy state 
support. A government may facilitate citizen initiatives aligned 
with its own agenda, like the way the Canadian government 
provides subsidies for events promoting interfaith understanding, 
as part of the national commitment to multiculturalism. At the 
other extreme, some groups are banned: Germany proscribes neo-
Nazis’ National Socialism because it is incompatible with people’s 
basic rights and dignity. Regardless of the cause, democracies also 
prohibit certain methods of activism. Activists who literally throw 
stones, destroy property or hack into websites face arrest, no matter 
how righteous their purpose. It is also reasonable for authorities to 
impose restrictions on where, when and how people can conduct 
boisterous demonstrations.

Then, there is the large in-between category of activism that is 
neither positively supported by the state nor treated as illegal. It 
faces the mixed blessing of benign neglect: the lack of official 
support means that this zone is often the most creative and 
innovative.

How activism is treated in Singapore deviates from more 
democratic countries in two respects. First, some activism is treated 
as illegal even though it poses no threat to public order and does 
not violate the rights of other citizens. One example of this is the 
banning of activist-filmmaker Martyn See’s two videos featuring
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former political detainees Said Zahari and Lim Hock Siew. The 
two septuagenarians were not promoting the violent communist 
ideology that they had been accused of espousing. Quite the 
contrary: they said they had never believed in it. It is unclear how 
this amounts to a security threat. The only interest served by such 
bans is to protect the government’s own version of history, which is 
not a legitimate reason for censorship in a democratic society.

Second, the large middle category of merely tolerated 
activism—permitted but not supported—is further subdivided, 
with some forced to face more official obstacles and harassment 
than others. The discrimination could come in the form of having 
to accept special conditions for registration under the Societies Act, 
extra layers of regulation, difficulties in securing venues for events, 
and blacklisting of volunteers when they apply for public sector 
jobs.

Some event organisers are prevented from bringing in foreign 
speakers, in line with the government’s oft-stated position that 
Singapore politics is a matter for Singaporeans. I can understand 
wanting to keep out speakers who are known advocates for 
positions that are incompatible with Singapore’s core positions on 
race and religion. The government has, for example, banned foreign 
Christian and Muslim preachers with a history of making extreme 
and inflammatory comments about other religions. In the global 
debate between those who view interreligious relations in 
adversarial terms and those pushing for cooperative coexistence, 
the Singapore state must take sides with the latter as a matter of 
national survival.

For most other issues, though, it’s not clear why Singaporeans 
shouldn’t be free to invite speakers of their choosing, or even to 
receive funding from foreign sources—on condition that the local 
organisers publicly declare such support. We should be allowed to 
make up our own minds about the value of any intervention in 
our debates, whether local or foreign. Instead, the government’s 
policing of civil society restricts conversations that should remain 
open. Whether intended or not, the effect is sometimes to suppress
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one side of a debate while allowing another to set the agenda. For
example, multinationals like Google and Barclays have been banned
from sponsoring the annual LGBT event, Pink Dot—even as
religious preachers are free to circulate foreign tracts urging their
congregations to treat homosexuality as evil. Similarly, Maruah and
other NGOs are handicapped by various regulations that weaken
their ability to educate the public about the problems faced by
foreign workers. Yet, the corporations that hire those workers are
free to portray themselves as responsible employers. When local
animal rights activists campaigned against the dolphins at
Genting’s Resorts World Sentosa, they had trouble getting venues
for public talks and exhibitions. On the other hand, Genting’s public
relations spin was not treated as illegitimate foreign interference in
a domestic issue.

Such discrimination might be acceptable if the targets were bona
fide threats to national security. Often, however, they are at worst
inconvenient to government and business, forcing them to spend
more time and effort defending their positions. One example of
the official hypersensitivity to dissent was a permanent secretary’s
remarks about the death penalty. He warned that policymaking
should not be hijacked by what he described as “a very loud and
noisy minority”. Singapore’s activists campaigning against capital
punishment were certainly passionate and outspoken, but they
barely registered on the political decibel scale. They could seem
“loud and noisy” only to ears quite unaccustomed to hearing
dissonant voices.

The response to the campaign against the death penalty is a
classic case of the circular reasoning that traps Singapore civil
society: activists are denied freedom to bring the public over to their
point of view, and are then disparaged for not being representative.
We are told that the broader public supports the death penalty,
which is probably true. Surveys suggest that Singaporeans prefer
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a hard line on law-and-order issues. Sociology professor Tan Ern
Ser found in his 2016 survey that almost nine in ten Singaporeans
supported the death penalty for drug trafficking, for example.

However, only half of Tan’s respondents claimed to have any
interest in the death penalty, and far fewer said they were well
informed about it. If indeed public opinion matters to the
government, it should surely be an informed public opinion.
Members of that public should be allowed to exchange information
and ideas freely about the matter at hand. Tan Ern Ser found quite
dramatic shifts in opinion when his respondents were asked to
think more deeply about the issue. The main death penalty question
in Singapore right now isn’t a simple yes/no choice. It’s whether we
should continue to mete out capital punishment as the mandatory
sentence for certain crimes, or whether judges should have the
discretion to choose between execution and life imprisonment.
When Tan’s survey offered Singaporeans this more nuanced choice,
only one-third opted for the status quo of mandatory death
sentences. Most of those in favour of capital punishment were also
open to reconsidering their view if presented with a compelling
argument. For example, if shown evidence that life sentences had
the same deterrent power as executions, less than half would
support the death penalty. But instead of encouraging
Singaporeans to develop more informed opinions, debate is
curtailed and the campaigners punished.

Some civil society causes require more courage than others.
Disability rights, say, lie at the less politically contentious end of the
spectrum. Civil and political rights are at the opposite extreme, with
nature and heritage conservation somewhere in the middle. Just
as being anti-government shouldn’t be treated as the only badge
of honour within civil society, the government should stop judging
activism in PAP-centric terms. Yes, activism needs to be regulated;
but the test should not be how much a cause deviates from official
positions. Yes, government should protect public order and the
rights of others; but there’s no need to protect people, least of all
policymakers, from discomfiting ideas.
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Discriminatory treatment of activists is shored up with highly
subjective language. For example, citizen participation is
encouraged—but it should not get “political” or “partisan”. We are
told that Singapore welcomes naysayers—as long as they are
“constructive”. We want ideas that are out of the box—but not
“adversarial”. Singaporeans should serve with passion—but
without “agendas”. And so on. Such distinctions are in the eyes of
the beholder, and in Singapore the only beholder that counts is the
government. In the case of Maruah, not even a constitution that
disallows it from affiliating itself with any political party was able
to save the human rights group from being subject to the Political
Donations Act, which was meant to keep money out of elections.

Singaporeans have internalised these ideological categories.
Critics deploy the same language to reassure and appease the
government. For example, after the website Breakfast Network chose
to shut down rather than comply with the government’s new
registration requirements, its founder objected to a news report
stating that it “refused” to register. She said “declined” was a better
verb because “refused … makes us sound like rebels”. Similarly, civil
society groups bend over backwards to avoid the accusation that
they are “political”. Even the Singapore Democratic Party took pains
to stress that it did not have a gay “agenda”, whatever that means.
Such sensitivity to semantics is a learnt response to the
government’s out-of-bounds markers, but it also legitimises and
perpetuates those same unwritten rules.

When an advocate for change is too persistent for the
government’s liking, its standard response is that he should join a
political party and contest for power. This comes across as a threat,
signalling to everyone that the person is being categorised as an
enemy—and everyone knows what happens to enemies of the PAP.
Furthermore, when the government treats electoral politics as the
only authorised space for debating highly contentious issues, the
effect is to delegitimise civil society as a venue for deep political
participation.

There is no basis for such a distinction. What actually makes
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electoral politics a higher-level form of participation is the fact that
it’s the only legitimate way to become a lawmaker and take charge
of state powers such as taxation and defence. The electoral system
dispenses real power. In civil society, the contest is merely over
influence. That’s the difference.

It’s fair to punish activists if they encroach on state power by
hacking government servers to rewrite statutes or set up squads of
vigilantes to compel people to follow their rules. But if all activists
are doing is using the power of persuasion to get the government
to change the nation’s laws and policies, that shouldn’t be declared
offside—even if they are persistent, loud and noisy. Such activity
should be well within citizens’ democratic rights. There is no
principled reason why civil society should limit itself to a toned-
down style of engagement and avoid strenuously contradicting the
government of the day.

Although civil society has much lower constitutional status than
electoral politics, it plays a vital complementary role. Political
parties will never address every important issue. In particular,
parties in a competitive democracy are partial to issues that give
them an electoral advantage. They try to avoid worthy causes that
may be vote-losers. In proportional representation systems, parties
can win some seats despite championing minority causes that
attract only one-fifth of the popular vote. This is how Green parties
in Europe were able to emerge. But in a first-past-the-post, winner-
takes-all electoral system like ours, there’s no incentive for any
political party to push issues supported by only a minority of voters,
or that may be opposed by vocal and well-organised lobbies. That’s
why none of our major parties champions gay rights, for example.

This is where civil society activism is especially valuable. Consider
some of the principles that today’s Singaporeans benefit from. We
now take for granted the right of women to vote; and of Asians
to govern their own societies. We all accept that it’s morally
unacceptable to make children work instead of going to school; or
to enslave adults. But such principles did not always enjoy common-
sense status.



There was a time when the opposite conditions—male-only
suffrage, colonial rule, child labour, slavery—were accepted by the
majority. They were considered the natural order of things, even
by their victims. Changing people’s attitudes and lawmakers’
calculations took decades of consciousness-raising by activists,
writers and other people of conscience. These were people intent on
answering to a higher calling, not conforming with the flavour of
the times.

Today, we look down on our forebears for practising or
condoning what we in a more enlightened age know to be
wrong—selling off teenaged daughters to marriage; condemning
children born with disabilities; killing tigers for sport. We shouldn’t
delude ourselves that we—in Singapore or anywhere else—have
already achieved a state of civilisational perfection. It’s guaranteed
that future generations will be contemptuous of some of our social
mores and public policies. It would be hubris to expect otherwise.
The only uncertainty is what exactly history will judge to be the
greatest injustices of our time. For those who would like to know
sooner than later, history shows that the clues are most likely to be
found in the voices of civil society. Humility recommends that we
listen.
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The LKY legacy

Lee Kuan Yew isn’t to blame if Singapore can’t let go of him.

One of Lee Kuan Yew’s most admirable acts of foresight was to
usher out Singapore’s first-generation leaders in order to hasten
the rejuvenation of the People’s Action Party. Giants like Goh Keng
Swee, S. Rajaratnam and E.W. Barker retired from the government
in the 1980s, when they were still younger than Ronald Reagan and
Donald Trump were upon entering the White House. In the short
term, this represented a massive underutilisation of talent. But
that’s how determined Lee was to make sure that the next
generation—the likes of Goh Chok Tong, Ong Teng Cheong, Tony
Tan and S. Dhanabalan—would emerge from the shadow of their
seniors to secure the future of the party.

PAP exit management under Lee had one major omission,
though. Himself. Lee felt he needed to stick around. Since his
designated successor Goh Chok Tong did not object, Lee didn’t
accompany his first-generation comrades to the early retirement
he had so strenuously advocated. After 1991, when Singapore got a
new premier for the first time in 32 years, various terms were used
to describe Lee’s new position. Senior Minister. Minister Mentor.

singapore, incomplete | 175



Goalkeeper. Whatever the title, for the next 20 years, the simple
political reality was that LKY was still around. At The Straits Times,
word came from way above my pay grade that we were not to say he
stepped down. He stepped aside.

It could have been much worse. He could have held on to the
top job like Cuba’s Fidel Castro, who also won power in 1959 but
would only concede it to death, 47 years later. Or like Zimbabwe’s
Robert Mugabe, who has said he’ll run for another five-year term in
2018, when he’ll be 94. Or he could have done a Mahathir Mohamad,
who never met a potential or actual successor he didn’t eventually
consider an enemy to undermine or incarcerate.

If Lee didn’t join this club, it wasn’t because he lacked self-belief
or the stomach for undemocratic methods. Perhaps his autocratic
tendency was tempered by his hyper-rational, unsentimental view
of life. He knew time changes everything, and that people grow
old, get weak, and die. So, while convinced that Singapore needed
an omnipotent executive branch to run the place, he also knew
its personnel would have to be rotated before they succumbed to
their mortality. He also differed from the typical dictator in that his
family was clean. Corrupt strongmen avoid the exit door because
they fear it will lead them and their kin straight to prison. The Lees
didn’t have that problem.

Whatever the reasons, Lee Kuan Yew didn’t follow the jealous
despot script. Instead, he institutionalised a system of leadership
renewal. Therefore, while the PAP as a party is unapologetic about
its desire to dominate politics indefinitely, PAP leaders as
individuals accept they have to make way for younger replacements.

Things could have been worse; but they could have also been
better. Political self-renewal must mean more than replacing older
leaders with younger ones. It may require systemic change as well.
This is where the PAP fell short. Lee and his junior colleagues failed
to adapt their governance model to the post-LKY era. They
underestimated how much the system had evolved around Lee’s
style and philosophy. After three decades, the state had become like
a corporate computer system patched together by a brilliant IT guy
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who refuses to adopt off-the-shelf solutions used by other firms,
and insists on installing his own custom-built software upgrades
year after year. He is conscientious enough to train apprentices
and write a voluminous troubleshooting guide. But only he knows
how to get optimum performance out of his system. Eventually, the
company will find out the hard way that it should have adopted
more resilient open-source solutions that wouldn’t depend on their
champion IT guy being on call 24/7.

The globally respected operating system that Lee rejected while
he was in office was the democratic template of checks and balances
to avoid over-concentrated power. Robust institutions insure
against the mortality and fallibility of human leaders. Lee placed his
bets instead on a conveyor belt of able men unfettered by onerous
constraints. This had been Lee’s unique contribution to the
founding generation. The master political strategist opened up
space for brilliant policy entrepreneurs like Goh Keng Swee and
Hon Sui Sen to work their wonders. He did this partly with his
persuasive skills, but also by pushing aside legal, institutional and
human obstacles in the way of an increasingly dominant
administration.

Lee failed to acknowledge that this formula couldn’t last
indefinitely. His miscalculation produced at least two policy
innovations that proved costly for the PAP, and for which the party
is still paying a price. These were the elected presidency and the
ministerial pay formula. Both were the products of a mind
obsessed, as it always had been, with the challenge of protecting
Singapore governance from the vagaries of public opinion and the
popular vote. They were hatched during that period from the late
1980s to the 1990s when Lee was handing over to the second-
generation leadership, and anticipating what might go wrong. And
both became Frankenstein’s monsters that made his successors’
jobs harder, not easier.

The elected presidency was Lee’s insurance policy against a so-
called freak election that could bring the wrong party into power.
The insurgents might only last a single parliamentary term, but they
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could cause permanent damage in that time, Lee feared. They could
raid the country’s financial reserves and replace key public sector
appointment holders with incompetent cronies. Lee decided that
the office of the president had to be given the power to veto such
plans. This new executive role would require the president to be
directly elected by the people.

Lee’s constitutional fix, meant to make Singapore more stable,
ironically created one of its main sources of political uncertainty.
The freak election scenario remains a whimsical notion; but in the
meantime, presidential elections have opened up a new front to
challenge PAP dominance. This has forced the PAP to shift more
attention away from governance and towards politics—the exact
opposite of what Lee spent most of his career trying to do. To fix the
problem, PAP leaders have had to go through various contortions,
including reducing the power of the president in relation to the
unelected Council of Presidential Advisers, and lecturing
Singaporeans that they must not politicise the presidency. The
rancour surrounding presidential elections—and the attendant
cost to the symbolic ceremonial stature of the head of state—had
been predicted by Singaporeans who submitted thoughtful
feedback during the Select Committee hearings on the
constitutional amendments. Lee brushed aside their concerns.

The pay formula for ministers and senior civil servants was
another radical idea born of Lee’s frustration with an obtuse
Singapore public. He was justifiably concerned that skyrocketing
private sector pay would weaken the public sector’s ability to recruit
top talent. He was correct to conclude that the government could
not let its remuneration lag too far behind. Where he went wrong
was to decide that, instead of arguing it out in parliament every
time it needed to revise its pay structure, the government should
create an automatic formula pegging public officials’ salaries to
those of top earners such as lawyers, bankers and corporate chief
executives.

Singaporeans could see the flaws in the idea. A league table of
top salaries in fields like banking and corporate management would
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show very high figures year after year, but those salaries were not
going to the same people every year. Firms and individuals would
enter and leave the list; they were in risky, competitive markets.
Like boy bands, they might be at the pinnacle for only a few years. In
contrast, the government’s stars would continue to get top dollar for
a couple of decades, their pay being pegged to the private sector’s
equivalent of Westlife in the 1990s, the Jonas Brothers in the 2000s,
and One Direction in the 2010s. This just didn’t smell right. Many
Singaporeans also had deep concerns about so explicitly
marketising the relationship between leaders and led.

But Lee Kuan Yew was determined to do what he had always
done: use his political clout to create a structural fix that, he
thought, would put an end to unproductive debates and let the
government get on with the job. Concluding his marathon speech
during the 1994 parliamentary debate on the formula, Lee declared,
“I say I am prepared to put my experience and my judgement
against all the arguments that doubters can muster. In five to ten
years, when it works and Singapore has a good government, this
formula will be accepted as conventional wisdom.”

In the realm of embarrassing 1990s predictions, this one vies
with 3Com founder Robert Metcalfe’s statement the following year:
“I predict the internet will soon go spectacularly supernova and
in 1996 catastrophically collapse.” For instead of depoliticising the
question of public sector remuneration, Lee’s formula bequeathed
to his successors possibly the era’s single most toxic policy move.
Exactly as critics predicted, it infected government–people
relations with cynicism and distrust.

The PAP had prided itself on its willingness to make unpopular
decisions in the country’s long-term interest, but now when
ministers resisted the popular will, their motivations would be
questioned—of course they don’t care about the people, they only
care about their high-paying jobs. The market-pegged formula also
made people contemptuously unforgiving of inevitable
mistakes—this is what million-dollar salaries get us? Another
serious unintended but predictable consequence was to make the
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Lee and Goh said they were doing it to indicate “that the PM can
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civil service resistant to change, by disincentivising risk-taking
among officers earning salaries many know they can’t command
elsewhere.

Lee Kuan Yew admitted to making mistakes, especially in
pushing zero population growth too aggressively in the 1970s. But
he couldn’t really be faulted for that one, since practically all
governments looking at similar demographic trends arrived at
similar policy prescriptions. In contrast, Lee’s ideas to restructure
the presidency and public sector pay in the 1990s were
idiosyncratically his own. And they were not cases of random error
but systematic error, as scientists would put it. They resulted from
his peculiar obsession with protecting the state from the
unpredictability of democratic politics. He had more or less
succeeded in doing so in earlier decades—like that special IT guy,
constantly troubleshooting and tinkering. But he overestimated his
ability to design plug-ins for Singapore’s operating system that
would continue to function smoothly after he left.

He does not deserve all the blame. As he phased himself out of
day-to-day government, it was up to his younger colleagues to
stress-test his legacy clinically and redesign the system accordingly.
If they were too in awe of his status as supreme architect of PAP
software, that was their fault, not his.

That’s why my heart fell when he became the first casualty of
the PAP’s 2011 general election setback. Sure, it was ill-advised of
him to spout warnings during the campaign that Aljunied voters
would “repent” if they elected the opposition. But the strong anti-
PAP swing was due to cabinet’s collective blunders in the preceding
years, which had little to do with Lee.

Shamefully, he—jointly with Goh Chok Tong—was allowed to
announce his resignation a week after the election, and before
colleagues whose presence in cabinet Singaporeans had been
querying for years, like Wong Kan Seng. It was an undeservedly
ignominious end to a government career that would be eulogised
tearfully four years later.



and will revise and revamp his policies... to give PM and his team the 
room to break from the past, and... to make it clear that the PAP 
has never been averse to change”. When he accepted their 
resignations a few days later, Lee Hsien Loong allowed their 
rationale to stand—to “leave it to me and my team of younger 
ministers to take Singapore forward into the future”—thus 
throwing out of the window two decades of PAP assurances 
that Lee Kuan Yew’s presence in cabinet had never been an 
obstacle to progress, since ministers had minds of their own.

For more than a decade, Lee Kuan Yew had been codifying his 
beliefs in his memoirs and other books. This exercise was a 
symptom of the PAP’s understandable anxiety that its unique 
formula for good governance would not survive him. But it also 
contributed to the old pragmatism of the PAP giving way to 
dogmatism. After LKY’s final, emotional exit in February 2015, the 
depth of his influence became even more apparent. LKYism became 
a kind of quasi-theology, with members of the governing elite 
falling over one another to cite his words and acts, and thus show 
that they were the legitimate interpreters and inheritors of 
Singapore’s ultimate oracle. Being “against Mr Lee’s values” 
emerged as a damning label to stick on opponents within the 
establishment. Lee had long been called the founding father of the 
republic, but in 2017, Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean took 
the quantum leap of declaring that all of us—as individuals, not just 
collectively—are “sons and daughters” of Lee Kuan Yew. Of course, 
Teo did not actually possess the power to rewrite everyone’s birth 
certificate, but the remark revealed Lee’s place in the minds of the 
PAP’s senior leadership.

Teo’s declaration came during the parliamentary debate on the 
38 Oxley Road controversy. This was a debate that engrossed the 
establishment and most ordinary Singaporeans. It centred on what 
to do with the building that was Lee Kuan Yew’s private residence 
during his adult life. The debate missed the point. The question we 
should be asking is how much room to give to the Lee Kuan Yew that 
will reside in the Singaporean mind long after his death.
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A PAP wish list

I can imagine becoming a PAP fan if its leaders can imagine reforms.

I am incorrigibly partisan. I’ve had a bias for Manchester United
since I was a primary school kid and can’t see myself ever changing
allegiance. I’m not ungracious. I am capable of feeling sorry for
Liverpool’s and Arsenal’s lack of Premiership success, and I wish
them well. As long as it’s not at our expense.

Football is the only arena where I allow myself to succumb to
tribal loyalties. I don’t harbour intense anti and pro attitudes to
political parties, though I can understand how such partisanship
may serve some people’s psychological need to belong. I suspect
many or most Singaporeans share my attitude. Even if they have
voted for the same side all their lives, they would find it easier to
transfer party allegiance between elections than to switch football
teams between seasons.

The long-term trend, which even People’s Action Party loyalists
acknowledge is probably inevitable, is for more voters to shift from
PAP to opposition than the other way around. Many Singaporeans
recognise it’s unhealthy for the PAP to remain as dominant as it
currently is. They also know the system is loaded against the
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opposition. As a result, many are willing to give the opposition their
votes at a discount. At the ballot box, these voters are generally
more forgiving of opposition candidates’ flaws than of the men and
women in white.

I sometimes wonder if this understandable discrimination in
favour of political underdogs has become such a habit among some
of us that, despite our better judgement, we have become hardcore
partisans. I wouldn’t want to react to the PAP as if it were
Chelsea—only deserving of boos. Citizenship is a little too
important to be approached with the visceral instincts of a football
fan. I’d like to think that, in the right circumstances, I could become
a vocal supporter of the PAP.

To the state the obvious, I’m not currently someone who would
enthusiastically urge people around me to vote for the ruling party,
or wear a lightning logo lapel pin with pride. The first time I voted
was in the 1988 general election. I recall being undecided even as I
entered the polling station. I made up my mind as I walked toward
the polling booth. This one’s for Devan Nair, I said to myself, and
cast a protest vote against the PAP. I don’t even recall the name of
the opposition challenger and had nothing against the ruling party
incumbent. But I had been appalled by Lee Kuan Yew’s character
assassination of President Nair a few years earlier. I felt I had no
way to register my abhorrence for the government’s actions other
than through my ballot.

The other traumatic event that influenced my choice in the 1988
election had been the detention of 22 so-called Marxist conspirators
under the Internal Security Act. Occurring in my early adulthood,
such spectacular demonstrations of raw power left a permanent
scar on my political consciousness, ingraining what one of the
founding fathers of social theory, Max Weber, said about the
modern state—that it is ultimately defined by its coercive capacity.
I could see how important it was to check that power.

It was somewhat reassuring to learn, years later, that the
Operation Spectrum arrests didn’t sit well with every government
leader either. Goh Chok Tong, prime minister at the time, revealed
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after many years that this was the main reason S. Dhanabalan quit
cabinet in 1992.

I try to keep an open mind about the PAP, because it is not a
monolith. Positive tendencies within it that are not currently salient
could grow to become defining. Thus, internal reform of the PAP
could be one way that Singapore undergoes the changes it needs.
This may seem unlikely, but it’s not as if the other hypothetical
scenarios that Singaporeans talk about—an opposition party
coming to power, or a split in the PAP—are sure bets either. Besides,
internal reform would be the least disruptive route. The PAP is not
just another party, a potted plant that can easily be substituted with
another. It’s a movement intimately tied to state and society, like a
banyan that grew out of a crack in a building and has now spread so
much that it’s hard to rip it out without damaging its host.

But the problem with putting faith in internal reforms is that we
may end up compromising our dreams, settling for token change
instead of holding out for meaningful transformation. To avoid
this, I’ve tried to come up with a personal checklist against which to
measure the PAP’s words and actions. My wish list may not resonate
with many other citizens, but I’m satisfied that it is consonant with
my own values as a citizen. I’ll know I can become a fan of the PAP
when I’m able to tick off all the items on it.

First, I want leaders who believe they know best—but are equally
certain that they don’t know it all. Politicians shouldn’t run for
office if they aren’t convinced they can do the job better than anyone
else. I don’t subscribe to the populist tendency to reward relatability
over ability. I have enough friends to share a prata with; I don’t need
government leaders to fill that role. I don’t need them to rap or share
selfies any more than I expect my doctor or banker to do so; they
don’t need to entertain me.

Leaders who are truly competent, though, would be always
mindful of their fallibility. Wise leaders acknowledge they might be
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wrong on any given decision, even if they were best placed to make
it. They would willingly subject themselves to external scrutiny and
independent checks.

They would also understand that most choices are not between
good and bad, but trade-offs between competing values and goals.
Yes, they may have to make a tough choice today, but that doesn’t
make other choices illegitimate. In a fast-changing world, they
would follow the example of technology companies and treat most
of their policy positions as being in constant beta mode: they would
recognise that solutions they reject as suboptimal or impractical
this year may be just what’s needed next year.

To get there, the PAP would have to go beyond platitudes about
consultation and conversation. As long as it continues to use its
power to silence criticism deemed unconstructive, it would be in
the grip of hubris, deluding itself that it’s possible to escape
groupthink without the check of fearless public critics. It needs
to do more than tolerate alternative views on a case-by-case basis,
and instead protect with passion the space for dissent. It would
scuttle its mental model of Singapore as a single sampan in which
everyone must row in the same direction once the captain decides
a course, and replace it with a flotilla of vessels from which some
are encouraged to dally to explore hidden coves, or speed off to see
what’s over the horizon, and then to share publicly what they’ve
found, in case they discover opportunities and threats that the
captain can’t spot.

I would tick this first box on my checklist if the PAP instituted
such changes as: introducing open government reforms, including
the right to information and an ombudsman’s office (Chapter 11);
requiring public bodies like the National Arts Council to serve the
public, not the government of the day; creating space for
independent journalism (Chapter 20); encouraging our universities
to adopt guarantees of academic freedom (Chapter 22); and taking
a stand against the politics of fear, by abandoning the use of
defamation suits to settle political debates (Chapter 13). Even if
doesn’t amend the Internal Security Act, it should at least declare a



moratorium on the use of detention without trial against peaceful
political opponents.

Second, I’d want to see the PAP permitting opponents to
challenge its political power on a level playing field. Top of the to-
do list must be an independent election commission, such that the
process of drawing electoral boundaries would be insulated from
the preferences of the executive branch. The national broadcaster
should move towards the BBC model, with a charter requiring it
to be scrupulously impartial in its coverage of politics. The People’s
Association should at the very least cooperate equally with all
elected MPs, including from the opposition, even if opposition MPs
are not put in charge of government grassroots organisations.

A fairer system might cause the PAP to lose more seats, but even
PAP supporters should not fear this outcome. Unless the PAP
becomes thoroughly corrupt and unresponsive to the people—in
which case not even Lee Kuan Yew would have mourned its demise,
as he stated more than once—it wouldn’t be ousted from power. A
level playing field would probably just result in a reduction in the
degree of the PAP’s parliamentary dominance. This would be more
than compensated for by the extra legitimacy it would gain from
winning its seats fair and square. After all, whatever problems the
PAP currently faces in capturing hearts and minds are hardly due to
the fact that it now faces a few more opposition MPs in parliament
than in the good old days. It is the lack of competition, not its
excess, that has made many Singaporeans cynical.

Third, I’d want the PAP to stand up for what’s right, even if this
places it a few steps ahead of the majority of Singaporeans or risks
vocal disapproval. The PAP prides itself on staying focussed on
Singapore’s long-term interests even at the cost of short-term
popularity. This is why it’s important for Singapore to have a
dominant party, it says. However, on certain issues of principle,
it has not exercised sufficient moral leadership, claiming that the
masses are not ready to follow. I’d like to see it blaze a trail to
the moral high ground, and then use its clout to pull Singaporeans
up there with it. It should be more conscientious in fighting

186 | a pap wish list



greenhouse gas emissions, and as generous as some other small,
wealthy countries like Norway in helping to alleviate suffering in
the world. I suspect that if it acted more idealistically, the PAP
would attract many more young Singaporeans who crave
something to believe in.

Above all, I would want it to uphold the principle of equality. It
should be defending the right of homosexuals to be treated equally,
despite the objections of conservatives who wish to impose their
values on others. It should not base cultural policy—including
censorship of film and the internet—on the sensitivities of those
with the thinnest skin, if they instead have the option simply to
avert their gazes (Chapter 5). As for our racial and religious
diversity, I’d like to see the PAP publicly disavowing past statements
that have made minorities feel less than equal, and take a stronger
stand against discrimination in employment (Chapter 2).

You may have noticed that my wish list doesn’t touch on the
usual hot-button topics, like how to keep healthcare or housing
affordable, or whether immigration should be tightened. I’m more
concerned about the context in which decisions are made than the
content of the decisions themselves. That’s why this book has not
gone into individual policies. I may have my own preferences about,
say, transport policies, but I would not make them conditions for
supporting one party or another. After all, while democracy is often
equated with people power, it can’t be about all of the people
winning all of the time. On the contrary, what makes democracy
a superior form of government is that it provides a peaceful and
civilised way to lose. It encourages those defeated in a policy debate
or an election to accept that their loss was legitimate. That
legitimacy comes from the integrity of the process, a process that
fairly ascertains the will of the collective, within a system that
respects the equal dignity and rights of the individual.

Besides, many of the policy choices facing Singapore are
genuinely complex. When the government speaks of tough trade-
offs, it’s not just an excuse. I may have strong views on many policy
issues, but I have to concede that other citizens may have different
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positions, and that my own knowledge on many subjects remains
woefully inadequate. So, I don’t need to be on the winning side
of every policy debate before I champion the ruling party. I just
need to be able to believe in its rules of the game. That’s why my
wish list emphasises open, fair and principled rules for managing
disagreements.

Some of the items on my list may seem radical, but I don’t
consider them beyond the PAP’s reach. They are not like asking the
Republican Party in the US to turn its back on the National Rifle
Association, or getting Israel’s Likud to embrace Hamas. I don’t
see anything I’ve proposed as fundamentally incompatible with the
PAP’s pragmatic position of doing what works for Singapore. They
are reasonable expectations for a new, healthier relationship
between the public and its chosen leaders. Whatever it has done in
the past, if the PAP commits to such reforms for the future, I’d be as
comfortable in a white, lightning logo t-shirt as I am in any of my
five Manchester United ones.
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Reforming the PAP

Future leaders must make changes their predecessors resisted.

Picture a PAP government that lets an independent election
commission draw constituency boundaries, introduces freedom of
information laws, and fights to defend the space for avant-garde
artists and unpopular minorities. This would be a People’s Action
Party that committed itself to democratic institutions, open
government and civil rights.

When I first blogged about these and other hoped-for reforms
(Chapter 26), one reader replied, “I am inclined to adopt your
checklist as my own as it resonates well, but where we are not
aligned is your optimism on the PAP’s ability and will to cross the
chasm.” I can’t say I’m optimistic either. But it’s all relative. The
prospects of internal PAP reform may be slim, but it’s not as if
there’s a much higher chance that the opposition will win power in
the medium term and usher in positive change from the outside.
What’s more, other countries’ experiences tell us that democratic
transitions can come from any direction. Looking at societies as
diverse as Poland, the Philippines, South Africa, Indonesia and
Myanmar, we see transformations sometimes being instituted by

singapore, incomplete | 189



ruling elites within the palace walls, and sometimes imposed only
after insurgents break open the gates and seize control. Although
historians can join the dots in hindsight, it is hard to predict the
path to democracy that any nation will take. People power
movements that forced out seemingly immovable leaders like
Suharto took most by surprise. Equally, radical reformers who
transformed the establishment from within, like Mikhail Gorbachev
and Thein Sein, seemed to emerge from out of the blue.

Perhaps the lesson for those who want political change is to be
firm about our chosen destination but not too dogmatic about
which routes will get us there. Nobody knows what will ultimately
work. Indulging our imaginations for a moment, one possible
source of change would be a kind of sleeper candidate: a pure white
PAP leader who takes command, and only then reveals his
democratic colours. He embarks on an aggressive programme of
political reform because he’s wise enough to know it’s in the long-
term interest of the PAP and Singapore. Such fairy tales
occasionally materialise in the real world. Take Bhutan’s former
King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, who stunned his devoted subjects
by announcing that he intended to abdicate and set his Dragon
Kingdom on the path to becoming a constitutional monarchy with
democratic elections. Because he did this at the height of his
popularity, his dynasty’s place in the hearts of Bhutanese is secure
for a few more generations.

The more common scenario, though, involves regimes
embarking on political reforms under duress. They may need to
appease protest movements, for example. Or, despite all their
efforts to subvert democratic processes, they may face an
unstoppable opposition tide. When they realise they are on the
brink of spending the coming years out of power and on the
receiving end of the state’s coercive machinery, they suddenly
discover the merits of checks and balances. This is probably the
single most important reason why ruling parties in competitive
democracies don’t dismantle democratic institutions. It may be
tempting to turn the courts and the press into your playthings when
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you are the government of the day, but since your opponents will
probably get their turn, enlightened self-interest tells you to
preserve most of the rules of the democratic game.

Going by this logic, the PAP might engage in a flurry of
democratic reforms when an opposition victory is no longer
unthinkable, but a very real possibility. Nobody knows better than
the PAP how incumbents could use Singapore’s existing laws,
regulations and administrative procedures to make life difficult for
their challengers. It would want to blunt those tools or place them
out of the executive’s reach before it’s too late. Having the Elections
Department under the Prime Minister’s Office is perfectly
acceptable to the PAP as long as the PM can only come from their
ranks. If that is no longer guaranteed—and they are haunted by
nightmare visions of a Prime Minister Pritam Singh of the Workers’
Party, say—they may suddenly see the wisdom of delinking the
elections regulator from the executive branch. Similarly, the
government’s power under prevailing press laws to plant loyalists
at the helm of the national media won’t look so attractive when
it faces the realistic prospect of a non-PAP government making
a Chen Show Mao chairman of Singapore Press Holdings and a
Gerald Giam editor of The Straits Times.

Thus, it is conceivable that PAP leaders facing serious challenges
will want to decommission some of its weapons. But then there’s
the question of timing. The Bhutanese way, ushering in democracy
before anyone asks for it, is an exception. Most reformers would
wait until the last minute, a bit like how the British handed Hong
Kong more democracy in a promissory note that could only be
encashed upon the territory’s return to China. As long as they were
in charge, British governors clearly did not want to deal with the
inconvenience of an empowered Hong Kong public.

In Singapore’s case, the anticipated decline in PAP dominance
will probably be gradual, taking several years for the advantage to
shift away from the ruling party and toward insurgent forces. But
the longer the PAP waits to institute democratic reforms, the
greater the chances it would be doing so from a position of
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weakness. It would have less say over the new institutional
arrangements that it’s being pressured to introduce. In contrast,
by reforming long before it has to, the PAP can ensure it remains
the main force in Singapore’s new order. Do it tomorrow, and the
PAP would still win by a landslide because the opposition wouldn’t
have had the time to build itself into anything that resembles an
alternative government.

Political scientists Dan Slater and Joseph Wong call this scenario
“democracy-through-strength”—when authoritarian governments
realise that most people willingly support them for their
performance, and decide to open up their politics without waiting
for a revolutionary or electoral reversal of fortune. Their research
on East Asia has found that this is not a far-fetched storyline. It’s
basically the path Japan, Taiwan and South Korea took. Slater and
Wong muse that the PAP is even better placed to benefit from
democracy-through-strength than the dominant parties in other
Asian societies.

So far, government leaders have lacked the confidence to operate
in a wide-open contest with opposing ideas. But anyone rooting for
the PAP to remain relevant must hope that reform-minded leaders
will emerge in the fifth-generation leadership, and perhaps even in
the fourth. This new vanguard within the PAP might realise that
coercion is not the way to get the best out of any society. If people
are merely acquiescent, they won’t be inspired to fight for the
common good. Increasingly, those who don’t feel positively
engaged can just opt out. PAP reformers would see that more and
more aspects of Singapore life are spinning out of the government’s
gravitational field, giving Singaporeans the choice to disengage
from public affairs and privatise their lives if they don’t believe in
their leaders’ vision.

One clear example of how Singapore has changed is people’s
media diet. In old Singapore, when there were just two local and
two Malaysian channels on television, most families were happy to
watch government-controlled programmes for want of any better
way to spend their evenings. Today, cable TV and the internet
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present viewers with mind-boggling screen choices. The
government still controls 100 per cent of local TV news, but the
statistic that should matter more to policymakers is the proportion
of viewers that watches any local news daily. It’s much less than half.
The government can’t assume that if it’s the only or loudest voice
the public hears on a subject, that it has succeeded in setting the
agenda. Many citizens may have already tuned out, turned off by a
monotony that’s unreflective of their reality.

Singaporeans are also talking back. Civil servants used to ask me,
as a media researcher, how I thought the government could adjust
to the new communication environment. I advised them that the
days of pulling rank in dialogue were over; respect would have to be
earned, not demanded by virtue of status. To cultivate the required
capacities for this new world, government officials could practice
on the local news media: stop using either implied or explicit
threats when telling editors how they’d like a piece of news covered.
They should use only persuasion, like any private sector
newsmaker. If a ministry can’t last three months without pulling
out their old weapons against mainstream media, there is no
chance it’s ready to deal with the chaos of the online world.
Unfortunately, it’s proven hard for the government to give up on
traditional ways of managing the media. In the short term, it is far
simpler to rely on rank.

The dilemma that those officials were concerned about, though,
hasn’t disappeared. And the challenge goes well beyond having to
communicate policies in the internet age. On most fronts, the
government needs to adapt to an environment that it cannot
control as easily as before. Singapore is being impacted by other
states and foreign corporations that we can’t even call external
factors anymore, because we are such a global city. In many
respects—financial flows, especially—they blend into our economy
and society so completely that it is hard to distinguish the local
from the foreign. The global has become not just more penetrating
but also more complex. The main challenge is how to adjust to a
risen China after two centuries of looking West. Foreign policy czar
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Bilahari Kausikan has observed that we now operate in an “age 
without definition”. The Cold War—which for all its insanity was 
at least a game with obvious rules—has been replaced not with a 
clear new framework for Singapore to operate within, but 
with an indeterminate, confusing flux.

In short, Singapore and its policymakers are in a new world, 
more fluid, diverse and competitive than anything we’ve known 
before. I’ve not come across anyone anywhere on the political 
spectrum who doesn’t share this prognosis. The disagreement is 
only over what this should mean for our domestic politics. So far, 
every generation of leaders has been convinced that our external 
challenges demand unity on the home front. Not just in terms of 
a national resolve to protect Singapore militarily, but down to the 
level of forcing a consensus on domestic issues. They believe an 
uncertain world requires them to preserve their dominance as long 
as possible. They consider the complaints of liberals to be rather 
childish, as if only those who have represented the country against 
foreign adversaries count as real men.

We do have real and inescapable external vulnerabilities, but the 
government’s response may not be the wisest. Learning to adapt 
to freewheeling domestic political contention isn’t something our 
leaders cannot afford to do. They can’t afford not to. It would make 
them sharper global players. Top football clubs in the European 
Champions League wouldn’t be half as good if they didn’t face 
strong opponents in their domestic competitions. Every wannabe 
Real Madrid needs a Barcelona. Of course, political polarisation, 
gridlock and instability are serious problems in many countries. But 
Singapore faces the opposite danger. Our leaders are dangerously 
insulated from politics. When they swim out from their protected 
local pond into the wide-open ocean, they may lack the skills to deal 
with sharks they can’t domesticate.

That’s one case for a more open politics. PAP reformers could 
come to appreciate this, resulting in a tension within the party. 
Self-delusion will urge sticking with the old formula: snuff out 
challenges to PAP dominance using less than democratic means.
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Self-confidence will recommend more open political competition,
on the grounds that the PAP doesn’t need dirty tricks to remain a
leading force in Singapore.

In more typical political parties, leaders with different visions are
allowed to compete for influence, build a base within the party, and
eventually bid for the party leadership. This competitive process
allows those with bold new ideas to move from the fringes to the
centre. It allows parties to carry out revolutions from within to
keep up with the times. Unfortunately, the PAP is not set up for
transformative regeneration. It is constituted to protect itself from
internal competition (Chapter 14). This accounts for the party’s
extraordinary cohesion and stability thus far. But it could also
produce paralysis.

The PAP’s best hope lies with men and women with the wits,
guts and entrepreneurial skills of the republic’s first generation of
leaders, ready to respond to the call of their times with a bold new
vision that would reenergise their party and country. This team
would face a Catch-22. They cannot reform the PAP until they reach
the top. But they cannot reach the top unless they shelve their
reformist ambitions. It’s only with the blessings of godfathers
within the current leadership that they will get anywhere.

This is the irony of the national movement that is the PAP. The
party built by formidable individuals like Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Keng
Swee and S. Rajaratnam would today repel such iconoclasts. The
first generation of leaders had to fight multiple foes to build a
strong party. A 5G leadership may need to be as determined and
creative if it wants to remake the PAP. We have to hope that the
current old guard heed the same advice they regularly give to
citizens, that we should avoid burdening the next generation with
our self-serving decisions. Political reform may not be in the short-
term interests of current PAP leaders who have grown comfortable
with the status quo, but if they do it soon and manage it right, it will
help their successors secure Singapore’s long-term interests.
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Accidental losers

Our future completeness requires reconciliation with our past.

In 2015, in case you were one of the three people who weren’t paying
attention, Singapore celebrated its golden jubilee, dubbed SG50. It
was the biggest birthday bash since the country marked 25 years
of nation building. Now, if you trust your PISA-accredited maths
skills, you’d probably calculate that the earlier round of festivities
must have occurred in 2015 minus 25 years, or the year 1990. But
if you are old enough to recall, you’d know that Singapore’s 25th
anniversary was actually observed six years earlier, in 1984. To solve
the riddle, an understanding of history and politics is more helpful
than basic arithmetic.

History tells us that Singapore’s national journey contained more
than one major milestone. In 2015, we celebrated the 50th
anniversary of 9 August 1965, when we became an independent
republic. In 1984, however, we counted 25 years from 3 June 1959, the
date we achieved full internal self-government. This was when we
could finally call ourselves a nation. It was a big enough deal that,
from 1960–63, Lee Kuan Yew led our “National Day” celebrations on
3 June. This was followed by another momentous event, 31 August

196 | accidental losers



1963, when Singapore declared full independence. We don’t like to
commemorate this first independence day because we sought this
sovereignty for the sole purpose of voluntarily giving it up a
fortnight later—to join our fellow Malayans in the Federation of
Malaysia. Still, when locals shed 144 years of imperialist rule and
became masters of their own destiny, it was hardly a minor
moment.

As for why the Singapore government picked, first, 1959-plus-25
and then 1965-plus-50 as jamboree years, that decision wasn’t
ordained by history but by political calculation. What 1984 and 2015
had in common was that they were both—you guessed it—election
years. But the larger point that strikes me about those two decades
from the end of the Japanese Occupation to our separation from
Malaysia is just how complex and confused the journey was, with
fits and starts, detours and dead ends. Only when we grasp this
can we do justice to the memory of the pioneering generation of
nationalists. If, instead, we oversimplify their history, we risk
caricaturing them as either heroes or villains, engaged in a clear-cut
battle between good and evil.

Sadly, this is exactly the effect of what’s now become the official
history of the period. It’s a rule of historiography that victors get to
dictate mainstream accounts of the past. So it is not surprising that
the authorised narrative anoints Lee Kuan Yew and his comrades as
the noble heroes of Singapore nationalism, contending with beastly
colonialists, communists and communalists, to shepherd the nation
to a bright future. Even if we acknowledge the PAP’s right to hog
the limelight, it’s a pity their script has been so reluctant to
acknowledge that there were actors of deep principle and
patriotism on various corners of the stage.

I wish the PAP were magnanimous enough to embrace its old
enemies, those on the losing side of history. I feel this strongly not
because I come from that stock, but precisely the opposite. I was
born in 1965 to parents who benefitted from what the PAP stood
for and the forces that made it victorious. In the run-up to SG50,
the national broadcaster released a five-part documentary series
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dedicated to those topsy-turvy decades. It was titled Days of Rage.
My parents had really no reason to be consumed by any such rage.
As post-war English-speaking immigrants from British-controlled
India, they plugged into colonial Singapore relatively easily, my
father getting white-collar jobs in European companies and my
mother becoming a teacher in Christian mission schools. They were
relatively immune to the ideological pulls that the authorities would
deem dangerous or destructive. They had been raised on the
nationalism of Nehru and Gandhi, but coming from Travancore—a
princely state in the southern tip of India that never suffered the
worst indignities of white imperialism—they nursed no intense
hatred for the British. Nor had their lives in India been turned
upside down by a savage Japanese Occupation, opening their minds
to radical and revolutionary solutions.

Some other Malayalee immigrants were communists and
militant union leaders, but my father was never at risk of falling
into that crowd. His mentor in Singapore was his eldest brother,
who happened to be a high-ranking, British-trained police officer
at the forefront of counter-insurgency efforts. Later, being middle-
class, my parents were not part of the natural constituency of the
Barisan Sosialis. As English-educated Christians, they didn’t get
caught up with the linguistic or religious causes that placed many
other Singaporeans at loggerheads with the authorities. Not
belonging to either of Malaya’s main ethnic groups, they were not
swayed by Chinese or Malay leaders who were pushing hard for
the cultural rights of their communities. On the contrary, they
supported and benefitted from Lee Kuan Yew’s promotion of
English as a unifying language.

Ultimately, what was it that put my family on the right side of
history along with the PAP? Humility requires I admit it had a lot
to do with demographic and socio-economic factors—and luck.
Conversely, I have to wonder about all those Singaporean families
who include parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles whom official
history classifies as, at best, losers; and, at worst, enemies of the
state. Individuals who were beaten, arrested, detained without trial,
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expelled. Sure, some may have been unscrupulous and self-serving 
opportunists. But can we really say that of the majority? All they 
were really guilty of was underestimating the PAP’s ability to pull 
off its political gamble and sweep aside all its opponents. They 
didn’t bet early enough on what would turn out to be the 
winning side. Surely, that does not amount to a moral failing. 
Even the PAP did not know if it would succeed.



This is why I found it difficult to get into the spirit of the SG50 
jubilee. Not because it was obviously doubling up as an election 
ploy—any ruling party would have done the same—but because of 
the missed opportunity to heal wounds that have remained open 
for too long. PAP dominance is overwhelming and unquestioned. 
It could have afforded a big-hearted gesture toward all those who 
played any part in Singapore’s multistranded nationalist struggle. 
It’s not uncommon for governments to use the occasion of an 
independence day to grant pardons and amnesties to former 
enemies in the name of national unity. Granted, such moves are 
usually self-interested. A government may release political 
prisoners to buy the cooperation of groups that are a thorn in 
its side, for example. The all-powerful PAP has no equivalent 
need to curry favour with anyone. So it would have been 
unrealistic to expect the government to clear their opponents’ 
names or express remorse for their detentions.

But it could have at least acknowledged that those tempestuous 
decades were understandably divisive, and that its former 
opponents were in many cases only doing what they thought was 
best for their Singapore. In paying homage to the Pioneer 
Generation, it could have conceded that the nation’s most self-
sacrificial forebears didn’t just stoically accept kampung clearance 
and military conscription, but also endured arrests and 
ostracisation. And if the government really could not bring itself to 
say anything nice, it could have at the very minimum looked the



other way when these individuals were given a voice through non-
official vehicles such as Tan Pin Pin’s documentary, To Singapore,
with Love, instead of trying to stifle them—again.

Singapore’s 25th anniversary celebration in 1984 was partly an
(ineffective) election stunt, but it at least accepted the historical
truth that our nation building pre-dated Separation. SG50 didn’t.
It drew a thick red line at 9 August 1965. “From that break, we
began building a nation,” Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong declared
in his 2015 National Day message, contradicting the party line in
1984. He described Singapore’s pioneers as “the lion-hearted”, but
apparently only because they allowed themselves to be led by “the
lions”—the PAP leadership. As for the strong-willed individuals who
weren’t persuaded and paid the price, the SG50 narrative relegated
them to the role of fiendish foils, to accentuate the heroic qualities
of the PAP’s founding fathers. Thus, in the course of the jubilee
year, the government banned public screening of Tan Pin Pin’s film
because her interviews with exiles could be viewed as condoning
violent subversion, it said. Around the same period, the government
responded vigorously to a critique of Operation Coldstore by former
Barisan Sosialis politician and detainee Poh Soo Kai. One charge
it repeated against Poh, a medical doctor, was that he had treated
and supplied medicines to Communist Party of Malaya insurgents.
Doctors are ethically obliged under the Hippocratic Oath and
Geneva Conventions to provide medical help regardless of a
patient’s identity, but such humanitarian niceties are not permitted
to complicate the national agenda of vilifying our old communist
foes.

If you are fan of the PAP, you should stop to consider that the
caricature approach to history isn’t even good propaganda. Even
comic book creators know that the black-and-white depictions of
good and evil no longer cut it. The 21st-century DC and Marvel
franchises contain superheroes with dark sides and supervillains
with humanising backstories. Superman, Batman and the rest are
allowed to be guilty of momentary lapses of judgement and full-
blown civil wars. Even an adolescent audience is able to cope
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with—indeed, demands—such authenticity and ambiguity. The
PAP’s ideological policemen are not doing their team any favours
when they insist on two-dimensional tales that don’t even do justice
to good storytelling convention, let alone historical fact.

That story is shallow and brittle when imagined as a multiple-
choice test with only one right answer. It is majestic and rich when
animated by men and women of passion, who responded to
confusing times in many different ways—but never with
indifference. One of the most inspiring events of that early nation-
building period must surely be the community effort to create
Nanyang University or Nantah, at last allowing Chinese-medium
students to pursue a tertiary education locally. The colonial
government refused permission, but the community went ahead
anyway, with land donated by the Hokkien clan association and
donations pouring in from businessmen and humble workers alike.
It started classes in 1956. Nantah would become a leftist hotbed
and was closed down in 1980. Even if you accept the PAP’s stated
rationale completely, that the closure was due only to declining
standards, that’s no reason to forget its inspiring origins.

Today, Nantah land is occupied by Nanyang Technological
University, which proudly claims to be the world’s number one
“young” university—meaning under 50 years old. When I was an
NTU faculty member, I benefitted from such branding, but never
felt it was worth the price. Do the maths. To qualify for the “Top
50 Under 50” league, NTU has to count its history from the post-
Nantah period, a calculation of stunning insensitivity to Singapore
history and the people who built Nantah, some of whom are still
alive (and to whom NTU reaches out for donations, since, in
Singapore, irony and ideology never get in the way of business).

The steamrolling of history has contemporary implications.
There is a straight line connecting the PAP’s flattened nation-
building story with its overbearing approach to politics. Its
dogmatic view of the past justifies and reinforces its with-us-or-
against-us intolerance of dissenting opinion. The fiction of PAP
founding fathers as the only heroes of Singapore nationalism is
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what allows today’s leaders to believe that Singaporeans who don’t
row in rhythm are threats to the sampan of state.

If Lee Kuan Yew’s opponents had emerged victorious, it’s very likely
that my own life would not have been as comfortable. But that
doesn’t justify dehumanising them as somehow undeserving of
dignity. I know I’m not alone in feeling that our national narrative
includes this major piece of unfinished business, a piece that makes
us less whole as a nation. I’m glad that some of Singapore’s most
profound artistic works produced over the past decade respond to
this collective malaise. All are by individuals born after 1965, having
no direct experience of the “days of rage” either, but feeling
compelled to make peace with those who have been cast aside in
our names. Besides To Singapore, with Love, there was Boo Junfeng’s
2010 feature film, Sandcastle, the story of a listless teenager who
gradually discovers that his late father had been a radical Chinese
middle-school student leader far more tragic and noble than he’d
realised. Sonny Liew’s 2016 graphic novel, The Art of Charlie Chan
Hock Chye, is a heartwrenching meditation on pragmatism versus
idealism, and how well-meaning choices taken in those confusing
nation-building years condemned innocent men to the wrong side
of history. I’m looking forward to documentary photographer Sim
Chi Yin’s passion project about her grandfather, a newspaper editor
in Ipoh who was among tens of thousands of leftists and
communists who fought against the British in Malaya and was
deported to China at the start of the Emergency, making him a non-
person to even his family.

Singapore at 50-something should be able to handle the moral
complexity of the country’s early nationalist period. We are not
small children whose worlds would turn upside down if we
suddenly realised a parent isn’t perfect but only human. If we
honour Lee Kuan Yew and his team as founding fathers of the
republic, it can be the way an adult child honours his aged
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parents—thoroughly cognisant of their flaws, but deeply
appreciative of their efforts, and forever bound by a shared history.

As Singapore’s 50th jubilee year approached, I had fantasies of an
alternative universe where PAP leaders would reveal their wisdom
and magnanimity through a grand gesture toward its enemies of
decades past. As the celebrations took shape, I felt silly for even
entertaining such dreams. Singapore at 50 was evidently still too
immature for any such reconciliation with its past; SG50 was never
going to be anything other than a PAP victory parade.

Perhaps one day, the accidental losers of Singapore history will
receive what they’ve till now been denied—respect. In the
meantime all I can do, as a private citizen and accidental beneficiary
of Singapore’s success, is to express mine.
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