Singapore: Its Blueprint for Success?

       The Singaporean creation was the work of men who were not all ethnically Chinese, were largely ignorant of Chinese history, culture or tradition. But its chief architect, Lee Kuan Yew, was an English-educated lawyer who fought all his life against Communism. He is a product of a typical colonial Straits-Chinese family. His grandfather was an avid Anglophile who thought the British were right about everything.

       Lee’s colonial education is transparent from his obsession with discipline and cleanliness and his horror of tropical sloth and corruption. This conviction revolved around power as the monopoly of superior men, whose examples should be a model for emulation by lesser breeds. It was no more than a different expression of older Chinese ideals of scholar-officials, who were selected on the basis of their rote learning of Confucian Classics. They were thought to embody a higher morality, based on an orthodoxy that it was their duty to pass on to the hoi poloi, the common people.
       But today’s superior men are the technocrats, whose superiority is more the product of perverted rationalism or technocratic skill than Confucian virtue. But they still have to pass exams that test their political orthodoxy as well as their academic learning. It is a long journey that started in the 1960s and 1970s when a student seeking admission to a university must produce a “suitability certificate” to prove that his family had the correct political leanings. It was part of their efforts to control every aspect of society and will not tolerate any opposition. Critics are presumed to be morally deficient and must be removed lest they infect the healthy social organism.
       Nothing is more Chinese than its punishments. The Chinese tradition of corporate punishment was given a new life in the British practice of caning offenders and minor criminals. It went one step further in the use of public confession which is an old Confucian practice. It is supposed promote social cohesion, also labeled at times as Asian values. It would not be labeled as Chinese in a multiracial state to promote the collective interests of society and distinguish them from individual rights, espoused by liberal democracy and human rights defenders as Western values which are foreign and therefore not applicable to Asia.
       In due time, Lee’s People Action Party (PAP) removed the more liberal aspects of British institutions: trial by jury, freedom of the press, adversarial politics. The British façade of its institutions faded away and what was left were meaningless niceties about the rule of law, rituals of judicial and parliamentary procedure and style of the government-controlled English-language press. Lee imbued the most authoritarian aspects of British colonial rule with an autocratic Chinese spirit, which is at the core of the nation’s foundation myth. It was promoted in theme-park panoramas, television soap operas, National Day speeches, school textbooks and history museums.
       Singapore is the story of a nation that became prosperous, clean and orderly and almost perfect in its governance after a succession of enemies has been eliminated. The enemies outside are the Malays, in Indonesia and Malaysia, the teeming millions of poor, brown-skinned, barely civilized but always prone to run wild and cross the borders. The enemies within are the Communists and pro-Communists! Old photographs show rioting Malays in Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur, and of students and trade-union activists in Singapore being pursued by policemen brandishing sticks. The message is hard to miss: Dissent means violence and disorder, while Lee’s PAP brought order, security and prosperity. From its National History Museum, a message is etched on the wall: “Singapore’s economy developed in leaps and bounds under political stability and strong leadership.”
       The ancient panoramic notion of China (Jung Gwo) surrounded by barbarians has been transplanted to a tiny Chinese enclave in the swamps and jungles of Southeast Asia. Critics are not welcome; dissidents will be hunted and dealt with without mercy (and due process). They are considered misguided losers, too stupid to understand the need for strong leadership, or at worst, dangerous Communists.

        Who would plunge the country into chaos and destruction? Is it any wonder that dissidents in Singapore are called Communists, while those in China are labeled counterrevolutionaries? Is this just accidental? Perhaps, but the underlying sentiments of their rulers are the same!
        Singapore continues to be a paradox. According to the World Bank Economic Forum, Singapore recently displaced the United State as the world’s #1 economy for information technology. Yet the success of this strait-laced city-state is the diametric opposite of the individualistic entrepreneurial driven success of Silicon Valley.
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