



EFFECTIVE GOVERNMENT IN SINGAPORE:PRIVATE 


PERSPECTIVE OF A CONCERNED AMERICAN


Douglas Sikorski, National University of Singapore


The tiny Southeast Asian nation-state of Singapore has often been praised as an ideal development model, for the Third World at least.  Economic growth has averaged 8.5% a year since independence from Britain in 1959, and the society enjoys a quality and stability of life unmatched almost anywhere.  Today, 92% of Singaporeans own their own homes, mostly purchased from the government.  Public housing, education, and other public services and facilities are outstanding.  The ruling People's Action Party (PAP), having managed the economy with such admirable results, has also managed to dominate local politics through eight elections since 1959. 


Under the PAP's leadership, this free-port island nation has been a bastion of economic freedom, that is, free enterprise and free markets.  However, political freedom is often found wanting.  Singapore is a democracy, if we define democracy according to Schumpeter
 as a specific set of institutions and processes --fundamentally, free elections and parliamentary government.  Nevertheless, the government is vehemently denounced from time to time as autocratic and repressive.

A Difference of View

For many Asians, Westerners --particularly Americans and perhaps other Anglo cultures as well-- have lost the moral authority to criticize sociopolitical processes elsewhere.  A former Singaporean delegate to the United Nations observed:  "In most Asian eyes, the evidence of real social decay in the United States is clear and palpable ... Is there too much freedom in American society?"
  Chan Heng Chee, formerly Singapore's ambassador to the United Nations and currently director of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore, noted: "For the first time, there is open debate going on between Asia and America [on these issues]."
  


Not only Singapore, but nearly all East Asian nations, even including America's staunch ally Japan, have lately been sending consistent messages to America  --expressions of doubt about the applicability in Asia of Western values and processes.  Malaysia's Prime Minister Mahathir, in an address in Beijing in May 1994, went so far as to support China's policy on human rights for which it was being "badgered and hectored" by the Clinton administration:  "The day will come when individual freedom to disrupt and undermine the well-being of the great majority will be enshrined in the democratic values of China. For the moment, the interest of the majority demands an orderly society...  East Asia believes in democracy and is anxious to practice it. But we also believe in strong, stable governments that are not easily pressured."


In the 1993-94 diplomatic squabble between the United States and Singapore concerning the punishment by caning of an American convicted of vandalism, Singapore authorities were somewhat contemptuous of official American appeals for clemency.  A letter from the Home Affairs Ministry to the US Embassy said that, "we are able to keep Singapore orderly and relatively crime-free.  We do not have a situation where acts of vandalism are commonplace, as in cities like New York."


American policy-makers are torn by ambivalence towards public policy in Singapore.  On one hand, Singapore is frequently criticized for its rather strict social and political controls, and generally for lacking the kind of individual freedom that people become accustomed to in the more participative democracies in the West.  On the other hand, Singapore's long-time embrace of open-door economic practices has drawn favorable notice worldwide.  Indeed, there is much to admire, as Singapore is renowned for being clean, green, law-abiding, efficient, and a prime choice for expatriates to work and raise their families away from the rather "permissive" lifestyles of home countries like America, Britain or Australia.


At issue here is what I have elsewhere
 referred to as the efficacy of vision.  Throughout the history of sociopolitical thought, one of the more distinguished, and still unresolved intellectual debates pits sociological designers and visionaries against advocates of laissez-faire, pragmatic "business as usual" --the idealists versus the realists.  Idealist approaches to social and economic policy have generally been discredited by their conceptual affinity to certain socialist principles --of planning, government direction of society, and the like.  Arguably however, never has there been a time in history when some new vision for the future of the world --let alone the USA-- was more urgently needed, nor a planning and coordinating capacity more developed, than in current times.  The distinguished American economist, Kenneth Boulding, advocated the need in any modern world society for a capacity to both formulate a concept of where it is going and set about to achieve this vision:  "the idea that society as well as the individual can have a realistic image of its own future into which it can progress, is an idea of far-reaching importance for the whole future of mankind."
  This is what Singapore's top-down approach to democracy gains and what many others, in America at least, sacrifice.


To many Americans, the so-called "American dream" seems no longer clearly conceivable, nor realizable.  There is a longstanding, fairly widespread feeling that politicians cannot solve our problems and establish consistent policy direction and achievable goals for our future --that we are drifting out of control.


Americans maintain an unwavering faith in a dual mechanism as providing for their future: market choice and democratic choice.  Market forces are respected in Singapore no less than in America, except that planning is consummate  (according to the Dahrendorf
 dichotomy, plan and market are incompatible policy tools in principle) and Singapore's dualistic approach utilizes both.


It is the latter free-choice phenomenon, democratic choice, that the Singapore leadership has not treated with such ideological reverence as do Americans.  Democratic choice in practice has become the interaction and competition among special-interest pressure groups to affect policy formulation.  In theory, all views are represented in the political marketplace, and those views that can command the most support, in terms of persuasive argument, financial resources, and so on, will prevail.  Resulting policies will thus be democratic, open, and representative of the will of the people.  In effect, it is not only individual votes that count but mass-action political activism, with the consequence that policy preferences of powerful vested interests may serve neither the national interest nor the majority.  At worst, arguably, public policy can be no more consistent and long-term than the whims of popular opinion and the immediate desires of those particular interests that are dominant at the moment.


There is a wealth of literature on the problems caused by pressure groups in politics, which I turn to next.  One oft-cited source of vice is the pork barrel supported by the more free-spending organizations representing particular interests; graft, patronage, and waste are some financial ramifications.  Another concern is the role of the popular press in such politically contentious nations as the US or UK.  The mass media effectively constitute a powerful pressure group on their own behalf, where freedom of the press can become an excuse for scandalmongering and reduce the quality of much output to its entertainment value, thus diverting public attention away from real issues.


But for those most disturbed by the seeming inability of modern Western democracies to achieve effective, far-sighted government, the concern is with the frenetic policy-making process that frequently results from intense political competition.  This is manifested in lack of authority by government, obstructionism by political opposition, and decision-making along the path of least resistance where best ideas may be abandoned in favor of those ideas that can survive in the emotion-packed debates of adversarial groups.

Negative Aspects of Pressure Group Politics

In politics, the concept of pluralism, or free political competition, is predicated on an ideal view of how political policy-making should proceed.  This liberal view assumes that consensus decision-making results from the interplay of numerous actors and coalitions of actors, as opposed to one or a few key authorities, where these actors compete to formulate policy, each influenced by his own interest group's pressures to conform to their particular conception of national, organizational, group, and personal interests.


However, it is precisely this pluralism which is the bone of contention in political philosophy.  The argument has been raging since long before the current debate, and it will not subside soon.  The prospect of continuing our practice of political pluralism has often raised questions concerning lack of viability because of "the threat posed by the combination of rival interest groups.  This can lead, not to a single centralized tyranny, but to shifting pockets of anarchy and petty dictatorship."
   The problem is essentially one of sociopolitical stability.  There are even doubts about the future of liberal democracy because of its inability to tame unruly elements.  Brittan was writing about the United Kingdom; another eminent scholar referred to the United States:


"Widespread fragmentation of authority, separation of powers, checks and balances, multiple vetoes, low development of party  discipline, a multiplicity of relatively autonomous legislative committees rather than one single committee playing the role of cabinet --all these [are] characteristics of the American system...  In egalitarian vision, the democratic movement has rarely looked forward bravely --as it did briefly in the French Revolution.  It has been cautious, reluctant to invent new political forms, and pushed from the rear into an always obscured future...  Yet new forms seem urgently necessary.  In the United States, many citizens fear that social problems are running far ahead of government.  We are losing control...  Just what is it that is wrong with the fragmented interaction through which policy is made in the United States?...  One defect may be pivotal.  It is the ease with which opponents of any positive policy to cope with a problem can obstruct it."

Lindblom went on to argue, as have many political historians, that in America the Founding Fathers saw their task as curbing, as much as installing popular control over government, to create a republic of limited, but effective government.  Rule by the masses was not the original intention.  Lindblom, Brittan, as well as Mancur Olson and Andrew Shonfield were only a few of the early critics of the workings of modern Western political pluralism, perceiving a misuse of democratic freedom.


Olson theorized that the "accumulation of adverse distributional coalitions" was the basis for the development of the welfare state in Western democracies:  "Societies accumulate special-interest organizations and collusions over time.  These organizations, at least if they are small in relation to the society, have little incentive to make their societies more productive, but they have powerful incentives to seek a larger share of the national income even when this greatly reduces social output.  The barriers to entry established by these distributional coalitions and their slowness in making decisions and mutually efficient bargains reduces the economy's dynamism and rate of growth."


The impact of pressure group politics is still very much an issue of everyday political and social developments, certainly in America.  Inevitably it seems, the Clinton administration was unable to accomplish much and lost public favor.  The President's famous "No, No, No!" speech in March 1994 (concerning the Whitewater affair) was a public scolding of the Republicans for obstructionism, that is, shackling his administration by diverting public attention away from substantive policy issues.  Another example: A Clinton nominee to the Justice Department, Lani Guinier, was subsequently withdrawn by Clinton himself because unfavorable public perceptions of her views had made her appear controversial; later returning to Washington to promote her book
 and explain herself, she criticized the political decision-making process as being merely expedient to avoid adverse pressures on the Clinton Administration.


Charles Lindblom's assertion in 1977 that we are "losing control" seems even more true today, as the same old social problems continue to be the object of political campaigning and rhetoric, yet no solution seems forthcoming.  And the long suffering United Kingdom is hardly closer today to successfully diagnosing and curing the "British disease".  It is no wonder cynicism and apathy are pervasive in Anglo-American political cultures.

Singapore's Response

Certain Anglo-American traditions of governance and individual freedom are not fostered in Singapore for the kinds of reasons already alluded to.  What follows, is Singapore's rendition of particular elements often considered essential to liberal democracy, elements associated with such hallowed principles as dual- or multi-party political confrontation, government-by-the-people, and rule-by-law.  More important elements include (but are not limited to) rights of interest group activity, freedom of association, free press/media, free speech, and legal due process.  It is the Singapore difference with respect to these elements which, while controversial and certainly perceived as very threatening, actually allows the government to better exploit the very favorable economic circumstances, devise a vision for development, and get on with implementation --all with great dispatch.


The traditional Western "ideologies of opposition"
  --strong belief in the value of protest, opposition politics, the conflict resolution approach to labor relations, and other institutional exercises--  are regarded with worried disfavor by the leadership in Singapore, which anticipates their own society's development as eventually having to accept the disruptive effect of this "contentiousness" (Lee Kuan Yew's description
) and sacrificing productivity as a result.  Andrew Shonfield referred to this as "enfeeblement of [the government's] coercive capacity in facing 'veto groups' of various kinds.  This enfeeblement is the result of the increasing importance of active assent in our societies."
   Singapore's ability to modify this aspect of the Western model has important implications.  To the extent that the Singapore society can carry on with its past ability to have social and economic development take precedence over the priorities of "political man", Singapore may maintain a competitive advantage over Western liberal societies.


Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong has questioned the need for a political opposition in Singapore.  He once remarked, "If able people are divided into two groups contending all the time for support over policies, you are stressing society every day."
  Even an opposition member of Parliament expressed the view that "the role of the opposition must be the same as that of the Government, that is, in nation-building."


Although political opposition is constitutionally permitted, and exists, the ruling party (PAP) has not brooked criticism easily.  Those who conspicuously take issue with established government policy are expected not only to be constructive and tactful but ready to defend their position against often superior government resources in information and expertise. The few political opponents who have managed to succeed at the polls found it very tough-going in Parliament, as the PAP concentrates every effort to discredit those who are regarded as troublesome.  All action against dissenters has been taken within the law and openly, but the legal system in Singapore gives the authorities strong prerogatives.  In fact, the competence and even the character of some opposition politicians have been cast in doubt, perhaps a natural development in a small state with limited resources of talent where the best people tend to join rather than oppose the establishment.  Individuals who excel professionally are invited to be PAP members, and it is an invitation that is quite persuasive.  In 1986, Foreign Minister Dhanabalan stated in a seminal policy address to a university audience:  "It is not the function of the PAP to nurture or promote [a political opposition]. In fact, our task will be to identify and co-opt all such people into the PAP."


Since the mid‑1980s, the government had stressed a need for more participation at the grass-roots level, but it was clear that this did not constitute a fundamental move toward the more freestyle political participation of the West and South Asian states.  Goh Chok Tong announced in early 1987 the formation of parliamentary committees for the express purpose of increasing participation in policy formulation, but he made it clear that decision-making was still the prerogative of ministers. "I believe in a strong Government and a decisive Cabinet. The Government must remain politically dominant but I believe we can work our system better by giving MPs a more effective role."
  On 18 February 1987 the government declared a national agenda to invite citizen input into the PAP's plans for the nation's future.  Dialogue was encouraged concerning both the means and the ends of a master plan for national development projected to be achieved by 1999, known as Vision 99.  The contrast between Singapore and Western political participation, however, was that the framework for debate was established in advance by the government.


Goh Chok Tong was quoted in the June 1986 issue of Petir, the PAP publication: "It is healthy that Singaporeans want to participate in building a better Singapore. But it is impractical to consult everyone on every issue. The Government will grind to a halt if it does so."  He urged those who wanted some say to join the PAP, which he added without any sense of irony, holds dialogue sessions and political education courses regularly.


Lee Kuan Yew observed in his National Day Rally speech in August 1986 that "we can be a free, tolerant, easy society. Each can choose his own lifestyle so long as you don't break national solidarity, don't become disruptive."


Of course, the appeal for national solidarity and attempts to reject certain aspects of liberalism are nothing new even in societies where liberalism is firmly established.  Matthew Arnold in Culture and Anarchy (1869) wrote that his British countrymen had "not the notion, so familiar on the continent and to antiquity, of the State --the nation in its collective and corporate character, entrusted with stringent powers for the general advantage, and controlling individual wills in the name of an interest wider than that of individuals."
  Arnold contended that British emphasis on individualism resulted in "anarchy".  Similarly, James Fitzjames Stephens argued in Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (1873) that competitive party politics seriously hampered administration and government. (Ibid)


In modern Singapore, though political liberalism has broad appeal among the more Westernized intelligentsia, the PAP is still banking on its past success in providing effective government, plus the fact that liberalism does not fit as comfortably in some Asian cultures, and is actively seeking a viable alternative governmental ethic.  As explained by a local philosopher and university vice-chancellor, government in the Confucian tradition "was established on trust and not distrust, on ethical foundations and not checks and balances."
  Dhanabalan queried in his 1986 speech, "It is a question of what in our political system we should choose to build, strengthen and refine. Do we strengthen features that have worked, or do we introduce features merely because they are found in liberal Western democracies?"

Singapore's Political Policy Mechanism

Democratic pluralism, that is, competition among interest groups to affect policy, is an inalienable value priority in the West.  However, Singapore's difference from the UK or US model with respect to pluralism seems to be pivotal to its success: "Satisfactory explanations of Singapore's rapid growth ...cannot be couched in economic paradigms alone.  For example, democratic pluralism might well become inversely correlated with foreign economic policy success."
  It is indeed an explicit rejection of political pluralism which seems to be the key feature of Singapore's particular socioeconomic formula.


It has long been contended by local academics that the Singapore government was trying to depoliticize politics, to maintain basic democratic freedoms but simultaneously maintain authority to keep order:



"Political leaders look upon government and politics as an exercise of state management...  Confrontational politics and the politics of competitive mobilization and bargain are discouraged."
  



"With the increasing awareness of the struggle for political and economic survival on the one hand, and the decline of political influence of the pressure groups on the other, Singapore has since shifted its emphasis from political to economic development...  Elites, especially the political elite, emerged to replace the pressure groups in playing the major role in national development."


By the mid‑1980s, the leadership had unequivocally pronounced a sociopolitical imperative to avoid the internal "contentiousness" of the West, as Lee Kuan Yew put it.  Goh Chok Tong, making the same inference about Western politics, used the epithet "democratic distemper"
 (borrowed from a report by the Trilateral Commission 20 years ago).  In 1984 Lee Kuan Yew had stressed his determination as prime minister to avoid the model of government "where politics is in command, where politics subordinates economic, social, cultural and all other goals".


To achieve this purpose, numerous top government leaders made it clear that special-interests were not going to have much power in Singapore.  Dhanabalan claimed in his 1986 speech that "we have kept our politics free of the pressures of organised business and special-interests... we have never allowed ourselves to be hostage to any vested group or interest."


An opportunity to enunciate the government's concept on political pluralism presented itself during the May 1986 debate of the very controversial Newspaper and Printing Presses (Amendment) Bill, which proposed to limit circulation of foreign publications that published unwelcome criticism of the government on domestic issues.  When the Law Society issued a statement of disapprobation of the proposed bill, the government's argument against the Law Society was published in the Straits Times
 on 7 June 1986.  Headlines quoted a minister: "CITIZENS CAN COMMENT ON POLICIES BUT NOT THROUGH PRESSURE GROUPS".  The article said: "The Government's responsibility was to decide on matters of public policy, he said. It had to ensure that Singapore was not pulled apart by different interests and pressure groups. It was answerable for the survival of Singapore. The professional societies were not. Professional bodies were set up, he said, to look after the interest of their members. It was not their role to get involved in public policies that did not affect their professional interests or were not within their objectives."


Certainly no formalized restriction by government inhibiting the free and active association of individuals into interest groups to advance their cause can be blithely condoned, whether we are talking about environmentalists, industry lobbyists, women liberationists, or "real ale" advocates.  However, overzealous political activism is lately causing even the United States and Britain to contemplate mechanisms for control.  In Singapore, the existing mechanism is remarkably effective, constituting two components.  First, there is a complex cultural phenomenon that is not conducive to a "protest culture".


A second and less appealing component of the Singapore mechanism stems from a rare circumstance in modern democracies: a cohesive, elected leadership in the executive branch of government that is far and away the most powerful of all interest coalitions in the country.  There is no doubting the PAP's mandate, nor its single-mindedness.  All this has led to a tacit political understanding that any challenge to the established order must be carefully couched in constructive, positive analysis.  Disagreement with policy voiced through some association or group can require what is in effect a sort of a-priori licensing procedure.  The Singapore Law Society was reprimanded by the government on the basis that the Society's political stand in May 1986 was not in keeping with its charter; its only option, insisted the government, was to register first as a political party. 


If political criticism is voiced by an individual, his employer can become the "association" responsible.  When two academics at the National University published a derogatory and disputable article about Singapore
, the university administration pressured them to defend their article in a public debate.  They declined to participate, and subsequently both lost their faculty positions and left Singapore.


Free speech and a free press are inhibited by the danger that an ill-considered statement may result in a rebuttal that can be very intimidating to academics or journalists, or in a lawsuit for libel.  Recent instances include a libel suit heard in June 1995 against the International Herald Tribune for alleging that "dynastic politics" reigned in Singapore, and Goh Chok Tong's strong displeasure over a Straits Times article by Dr Catherine Lim published on 20 November 1994.  Although Goh said the journalist had "gone beyond the pale" and that he "could not allow such remarks", no legal action was taken, and he later said in answer to a question in Parliament that commentators such as Dr Lim "need not fear retribution".


Institutionalization of control mechanisms in democratic societies must ultimately entail public scrutiny and due process of law.  Here is where the most serious concerns have been raised about Singapore. The centerpiece of Singapore's system of authority is a criminal justice system regarded in some circles as rather Draconian --including detentions without trial, very severe punishment, even wild accusations of forced confessions, show trials, and the like.  Nevertheless, increasingly frequent complaints
 have never established legal impropriety.  The home affairs minister claimed during a recent Parliamentary debate that Singapore's judiciary "could stand up against close scrutiny against any other system in the world, and by critics anywhere".
  The courts cannot be excluded from the Confucian fiduciary commitment to national goals --a predilection to favor duty to the nation above the rights of individuals, including political activists, especially if individual disruptions interfere in the prosperity of the society.


Public gatherings of more than five persons can require official permission.  Associations and clubs with memberships of more than 10 persons are supposed to register with the government.  The effect, ostensibly at least, is to keep quasi-political groups from secretly forming, bringing more transparency, hence greater openness to the political process.  This constraint on "freedom of association" in Singapore also can preclude mobilization of the masses if it is perceived by the authorities as threatening order. 


In as small an administrative unit as Singapore, government is more accessible but citizen participation in political dialogue is in the Asian paternalistic style.  A Feedback Unit promotes public input on national issues.  Various grass-roots organizations further encourage communications, such as the People's Association, community centres, citizens' consultative committees, and the residents' committees in housing estates.  Lee Kuan Yew observed on 16 August 1984, "Look at our new towns with ... their MPs, CCCs, RCs, MCs [management committees], who act like the network of nerves and sensors which monitors signals and feedback and sends out messages in return."  The overriding priority remains, inevitably, to maintain a consensus on where the nation is heading and how it is to get there.


Concerning Dahrendorf's dichotomy, plan versus market, Singapore does not resort to centralized direction of economic and business activities. The modus operandi is instead exemplified by relatively loose indicative planning, such as practiced by France rather than the planning of communist countries that often relied on state guidance for the achievement of each goal.  For example, it is the mission of the Urban Redevelopment Authority to plan, facilitate, and regulate Singapore's physical development.  A Concept Plan leads to a detailed Master Plan and incorporates other input such as a National Information Technology Plan.  Cooperation and coordination among the various government bodies, and including the private sector and professional institutions, is fairly strong, and the planning mechanism is flexible enough to respond to changing conditions, largely because of the relatively small size of the administrative unit and a predominant orientation toward "business as usual" rather than responsiveness to minority pressure groups.


In terms of business and economic operations, the Singapore government has responded to the new information technologies in the "post-Fordism" pattern depicted by Jackson and Price
.  Typically, government loosens control over selective areas of decision-making while retaining central control over the making of strategy.  The "entrepreneurial state" oversees a periphery of decentralized business and economic centers, serviced by ever more sophisticated management information systems that allow an even greater regulatory role.  By implication, sociopolitical developments can similarly be managed by the state.

Some Comments on Singapore's Alternative Political Ethic

The legacy of Singapore's political culture derives from the island's history as a center of commerce and entrepot, with a leadership necessarily more responsive to businessmen --especially, today, multinational corporations-- rather than one oriented toward populist politics.  The political neutrality of the foreign investment community provides an unencumbered and enduring source of government revenue, which increases the independence of the political elite vis-a-vis potential pressure groups.  Instead of political interest associations, Singapore has established business forums, called deliberation councils.  Unlike lobbying, the rules of political engagement and allocation are above board.


Running Singapore, Inc. today bears some resemblance to the task of the board of directors of a large investment holding company; the pressures to which they must respond tend to pertain to economic rather than political issues.  "What we will have in Singapore is the politics of owners," Lee Kuan Yew proclaimed in August 1984.  Reinforcing his belief that political stability will be more highly valued by such a constituency, he predicted "They will not sacrifice their assets [by instigating political instability]."


Some infringement on individual freedom resulting from the quasi-corporatist
 and Confucianist legacy of Singapore's political culture must be acknowledged.  To a similar extent as workers in a firm have their freedom infringed upon by management and owners, so Singaporeans have been compelled to pay a price for the viability of their national enterprise.


In the shadow of the Cold War, Nobel laureate Friedrich Hayek indicated "the two greatest threats to a free civilization:  nationalism and socialism"
.  Singapore's leaders do embrace both these values, but can there be a meaningful threat to freedom in a society which is open-door and which is often cited as the most information-intensive in Asia?  "We have to be a completely open economy [to survive]", Dhanabalan reasoned in his 28 July 1986 speech.  This openness must transmit to the society as a whole.  Therefore, "any progression towards an oppressive system of government will undermine ...our survival...  The real questions facing Singapore do not centre on the choice between freedom and oppression."  Perhaps a working balance between individual freedom and social control is not quite so easily abused by government in modern, open societies as we are used to imagining.  Individual freedom as practiced through mass-action pressure groups anyway seems to be perceived by Singapore's leaders as something of a fallacy.


In Singapore, the relative tractability of the masses is in striking contrast with the special position and power of the elites.  Professor Tu Wei Ming of Harvard University, in an interview with Straits Times on 5 September 1986, stressed that the political elitism embedded in Confucianism is moral elitism, not aristocratic, religious, or any other form of elitism.  "The most able, and morally the most righteous and spiritually the most advanced should share more of the responsibility of government. The first question the leadership has to ask in the Confucian context is whether it can live up to the rules and regulations that it wants to promulgate as a common creed for the society as a whole. There's always more obligation on the part of the leadership to perfect themselves and through moral suasion to enable others to perfect themselves."  Such noble aspirations of leadership may be meaningful if such a morality is really inculcated in the political culture; to some extent it may be.  Goh Chok Tong, even to his worst critics, represents the Confucian spirit --a "true gentleman" is what the leader of the opposition in Parliament, Chiam See Tong, has called him.


A Confucian culture implies respect for authority, individual cultivation and merit, and community welfare.  Such a value system contributes to a different kind of social aspiration, where strident individualism or rebelliousness are considered less attractive.  There is no such premium on dissent as in the West.  Top-down decision-making is the norm, not bottom-up.  Participation in policy-making is through the meritocracy, not mass action.  High education or other concrete achievement is more highly respected by society than dynamic change agents or a compelling personality.  Young political firebrands have little chance of gaining the public's confidence unless they can rise up through the meritocracy, by which time they tend to have matured and become part of the establishment.


The pertinent issue in the Singapore style of politics is the efficacy of vision.  A dual capacity seems appropriate:  not only must a society find its ablest intellects and elevate them to top leadership, but there must also be an ability to mobilize people and resources.  With a national administration par excellence, and a cooperative, diligent populace, Singapore has manifested this dual capacity.


Singapore has a vision and is charting a course to the future with evident creativity and precision.  In contrast to the lack of land planning and the sometimes decaying, lifeless city centers of America, a perusal of the early Jurong Town Corporation industrial plans and decentralized "new town" concepts illustrates an idealistic quality to Singapore's socioeconomic development all along.  The Concept Plan released in 1991 adopted the slogan, Towards a Tropical City of Excellence.  Waterfront living, "green trails", "technology corridors", a new downtown on a bay, enhanced public transport, and regional centers to reduce congestion --many of these developments are well underway.


Just before the December 1984 election the PAP, to the accompaniment of the usual derision from the Western press, had unveiled its grand Utopian dream of the future for Singapore, Vision 99.  Today this vision is becoming reality.  In March 1996 Goh Chok Tong declared: "It is time to get a new vision for Singapore, and for the Government. What we hope to do is to make Singapore the best home...  We can make Singapore the most attractive place to live, study, work, play and bring up our families... the best home to fulfill yourself."


Is the time ripe for a new Utopianism?  As a microcosm of modern urban society, with a large foreign sector, Singapore shares in the wealth of the more advanced countries. Yet, this city-state has few of their modern social and political problems; nor is it burdened with the typical Third World difficulties associated with the persistently less rewarding occupations and simple ways of the land-based peasantry.  With such special advantages, Singapore can have at least a modicum of hope of creating its own Utopia.

Lessons for America?
 
There is a longstanding and widely-held conviction in the USA, and in the West generally, that our political freedom and liberal ideas must never be compromised.  However, there is also a growing conviction that we are losing control of social problems, that this circumstance stems somehow from our sociopolitical culture, and that ultimately some very fundamental re-thinking must be done.  The April 1995 bombing in Oklahoma City was seen by Clinton as evidence that "the civic air we breathe is being befouled by [political] hatred".


Of course, liberal political systems are not inevitably dysfunctional, but Anglo-American liberalism has tended increasingly to create an environment which hampers progress.  Coherence in a nation's sociopolitical processes has a bearing on political economy and hence national competitiveness.  The efficiency of Singapore's political economy has contributed to its successful growth and development and therefore has proven to be a good formula for economic and social purposes in that country.  If it works for Singaporeans, might at least some of their values have broader application?


Obviously, Singapore's type of society and political system, its size, its history, and role in the world, make Singapore so different from the US that direct comparison is meaningless.  It is quite unrealistic to imagine that Singapore's success story could even remotely influence reform in the US.  Americans are certainly not going to abandon political pluralism, nor will we adopt a paternalistic-authoritarian political culture.  Free and active participation in social, economic and political decision-making has been the hallmark of the American character that the rest of the world admires and emulates, despite some counterproductive aspects.  


That said, the American people could benefit by developing a grass-roots appreciation that "public opinion --deified in Western democracies-- can produce irrational consequences."
  Though Singapore --or really any Asian country-- does not have the basis or the prestige to serve as a model for America, the US is certainly a flawed model for others.  Therefore, one lesson for America should be to have some respect
 --to resist its crusading impulse and stop trying to impose its system on other societies.  Only through respect can we hope to learn anything from other societies.


There are few mores the West will deign to pick up from the East.  What is being advocated here is only that Singapore societal values and governmental tactics be understood and respected in their own context.  The Singapore model represents a valuable sociopolitical experiment, and it will be interesting and instructive to see how the approach evolves as that civic society continues to develop and mature.  


On an institutional basis, the important point is that there are legitimate, desirable alternatives to the Western liberal model.  Another lesson for America should therefore be to perceive the disservice --even to itself-- of its intransigent ideological perspective on government and human freedom.  Lee Kuan Yew tellingly observed in his August 1984 address:  "We cannot be confined by dogma and ideology."


By focusing on individual freedom as an absolute value, has America lost its vision?  Erich Fromm made a point long ago that we still cannot grasp, that the ongoing Western campaign for more "freedom from" diverts attention from the more important "freedom to":  "We are fascinated by the growth of freedom from powers outside ourselves and are blinded to the fact of inner restraints ['freedom to']."
  It is the "positive realization of freedom" --personal growth mentally, emotionally, professionally, to enhance self-actualization-- that may be left untended by society and which leaves the individual isolated and unfulfilled, according to Fromm.  Singapore's concern for education and societal development seems to represent a long overdue adjustment to the liberal approach.


Recognition of the flaws in Western political liberalism is evidently growing in the American conscience, as illustrated by a typical statement from an Asia scholar, Professor Donald Emmerson of the University of Wisconsin-Madison:  "Perhaps we have focused a little too much on the sovereignty of the individual and not enough on the social fabric in which the individual lives."
  If ideas do indeed precede history, intellectual reconciliation might be gradually leading to a broader societal adjustment to the deficiencies of the American notion of the individual emphasis on freedom and pursuit of self interest, and move toward a concept of individualism focusing on self-cultivation and responsibility --which is the Confucian cultural tradition.  But does modern America have a capacity for deliberate attitudinal change (or, does it even want such change)?  Today it is Asian societies, not American, which are often cited as being more flexible.

 
What will happen if America cannot gradually rationalize its sociopolitical processes?  There must be a dawning awareness that good government can only come about if the society itself becomes more governable.  In the meantime, the political imbroglios, ungovernability, cynicism, even mass hooliganism, vandalism, and violence seem unlikely to abate.
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