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Can S pore remain pragmatic in
policies, yet idealistic in vision?

As the future of liberal democracy is
debated, Singaporeans should remember
that the kind of political system they live
under is less important than the quality of

governance.

he real challenge is whether

policies can adapt and remain effective.

Ho Kwon Ping

Russian President Vladimir Putin
made headlines recently when he

Onthe other hand, asociety with

: lowlevels of elitism and inequality

andahigh level of egalitarianism,
but which experiences rapid
increasesin elitism and inequality,

s hkely tosee social unrest. This

loudlyand proudly

rrent situation in

liberalism s, in his words, obsolete.

He would have been roundly
ridiculed if he had said thisat the
end of the Cold War 30 years ago.
However, the fact that this remark
created anxious, hand-wringing
defensiveness on the part of

1d

many generally affluent Western
countries, which hasled in
particular to anti-establishment,
populist political partiesand

; leaders.

Inother words, it is not so much
lhe stanc quantum of elitism or

Westernlib at
illustrates how far democratic
liberalism has fallen as anideology
since its heyday.

Itisa fundamental tenet of
democraticliberalism thatas
societies become richer, people will
look beyond material needs and
embrace democracy, individual
freedoms, human rights,and so
forth. That was what Western
liberal democrats predicted would

that causes social unrest

: butthe speedand extentofa
i growingdisparity between reality
: andaspiration.

Inparticular, itisthe

¢ self-perception by groups that feel

left behind while others see their
lives improve, which is critical in
determining the extent of societal
dissonance. Farmers and steel mill

: workersin the US are far richer
: than (helr counterpartsina

happen
authoritarian regimes such as
China. Give them enough time, the
thinking went, and theirown
repressive regimes will collapse
and they will become like us.

That has, to put it mildly, not
come about. Instead, the very
founts of democratic il

y, but they may

¢ feelmore unhappy because their
i relative economic status within

their own society has declined.
Furthermore, theylive ina culture
of egalitarianism where the right to

i beequaltoothersis their cultural
i norm,compared to many

suchas Europe and the United
States have witnessed severe
political stress and even
aggressively anti-liberal protests,
eventhough they remain the
world’s wealthiest countries. China
commucs topower ahead towards
with

values are weaker.
Contrary to the common notion

i ofdemocraticliberalism that

struggles by the victims of global

: imperialism.

But prior to that, historians have

 recorded multiple globalisation
: events from more distant history,
: suchasthe so-called Silk Road

Centuries when massive and

 Singapore has prospered despite Western criticisms, says the writer. He believes most people are less
: the specific model of political governance they live under, than with simply good governance. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHU!

: liberalism), now seems hopelessly

naive.
Thisisa fascinati d

: concernedabout the specific model
of political governance they live
¢ under, than with simply good

governance.
Credibility, accountability and

: incorruptibilityare the three most
* important elements of good

governance. Where itis eroded or
does not exist,agovernment
cannot last no matter what political
system it has. This is the lesson for
Singapore.

Credibility is not competence.

: Peopleare quite willing to forgive
: examples - hopefully not continual
: -ofpolitical incompetence if they

believe that their political

: leadership speaks the truth, makes
: decisions truly for the larger good,
: andis genuinely devoted to their

i well-being.

InMao Zedong’s famous words

i pasted on everywall: Serve the
People. How real that slogan truly

. most people can judge for

: themselvesand thatis how
: credibility erodes.

Accountability presumably exists

i intwo-party pendulum
i democracies suchasthe USand the

United Kingdom. But how

i accountable they have truly beenin
i the past few years isnow being

i questioned. Whether

: accountability is greater in

i single-party statesis equally

i questionable.

Butanyleadership, whetheran
elected president oranancient

i Chinese emperor, who feels
: accountable to his citizensand

displays that accountability clearly

and transparently, has generally

survived the wrath of the people.
Chinese hxstory has shown that

about

election: the

i perhaps halfway between

Wes(mmster and Be

debate that will play itself out over

i confn)msusblggcstexls(enual
d

i. Its polit cal culture
and attitudes towards individual
human rights are probably also
between Shanghai and San
Francisco. For such a small nation,

berween the two worlds of Europe
and

fthe Cold
War. Personally I would not write
. i S f

dnsmpnnm both positive and

negative
G di

;o
: andIbelieve i

asily

ntin be studied for the

: unnatural social cohesion that we
: enjoy, largclydue to the pragmatic
willreturn. : d

Butitis not the inevitable outcome
ic growth. There are

a
two sides of thesame coin may
it enmuallyhu(

progre:
promptsa yearning towards free
marketsand freer societies, history

H hasuomcal.ly shown that at the

an authumanan leadershlpand

of the greatest

: socio-economic progress, societal
£ di canbeg 3

P perfect
sense. The irony in today’s
globalisation, in contrast with the
age of global imperialism, is that the
shoe is now on the other foot.
Globahsauon has Iargely

of
clearlyalternative roads to good
governance,

ASIA'S UNSTOPPABLE RISE '
Asiais onanunstoppable,

sustainable path towards economic
parity with the West. Accordingto

our political

i foundcrs.

I have argued in my lecture series
The Ocean In A Drop - asthe
inaugural IPS-Nathan Fellow for
the Study of Singapore - aswellas
inmy book Asking Why, that the
political challenge for Singapore’s
People’s Action Party, as for
China’s Communist Party, is how

theycan

single-party political system,and former Asian societies should all, with mmrhe next few decades without
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ftheir broad : actor; societies, i are i p d

state of icimpactandincreasesin : political stage as their own oavmd rhe problems of
Particular political systemssuchas : productivity. i i that the West has

liberal democracy have little to do
withit.

GAPBETWEEN ASPIRATION

AND REALITY CAUSES

SOCIETAL DISSONANCE

For example, a highly elitist and
unequal society, which has little
egalitarian social values, can exist

The most recent phase of
globalisation was in the late 19th
century when the simultaneous

foll battle it out.

we have to look far

Allthe while, the social fabric
continues to fray and the social

beyond the question of political
systems, and into managing what |

litism,

impact of transportand contract is being tornto pieces. have posited as the complex
icati jesled Allth the very interplay
hug: i found of the ideology of inequality and egalitarianism in
resultingin the i ial The notion

revolution. However, its impact
across the non- European world,

that free markets combined with
free elections wauld transformall
7 kind int

order to mitigate any dramatic
misalignments.

undxsturbed for a longnme because : largelyth ﬂ, was of b

reality tresult : notsobeneficial to the colonised. that one
inany 1 di This : Thedispari sed by this writer even brealhlesslyheralded
probably describes thesituationin phaseofglohahsauonIedtowars wha(hecalledtheEndoles(ory
quitea few : hasarrived with

with traditions of rigid hierarchies.

: eventually to violent mdepcndcnco

lheglubal spread of democratic

HOICES

What about Singapore inall this?
Singapore has prospered for
decades despite Western
criticisms, with a single dominant
party political system that is

Chinese people over 5,000 years
have held their leaders accountable
and are quite quick to overthrow
dynasties if they do not display

i accountability.

As for incorruptibility, this is the

: cancer thatkills a body politic when
: itrots fromwithin. This is probably
: one of the reasons - getting rid of

: opponentsisof coursea

: convenient by-product - behind

China’s ferociousanti-corruption
drive. More thanany other factor,
rampant, unbridled corruption
withinall ranks of the Chinese
Communist Party will destroy it
quickly. Inthisrespect, we in
Singapore should be thankful that

: the fiercely intolerant attitude

towards corruption by Mr Lee Kuan

: Yewhasbecome a core value of our
: society.

The lessons for Singapore into

: thenext centuryisto preserve the

same pragmatically idiosyncratic

: approach to policies but witha

: profoundly idealistic vision of our

: society, which our political

: founders possessed. Mr Lee and his

: colleagues rejected the dogmas of

: bothunbridled capitalism and

: constrictive socialism, and adopted

: policies that worked and often

: created innovative new policies,

: some of which failed, some of

: which hurt people unnecessarily,
but most of which worked for the

: greater good.

Rather than worry about formal
political systems, we need to

i constantly study the dynamically

changing interplay between

i elitism, inequality and

: egalitarianism in our society so that
i theyallalignto create a cohesive

i society for the future.

The danger is to follow a

: playbook that worked but is no

i longer relevant. The challenge for

: ournextgeneration leadershipisto
¢ retainthe vision but tochange

i strategiesas the world itself

changes.

Ho Kwon Pingis executive

i chairman of Banyan Tree Holdings,a
 leisureand hospitality group. This

i articleis adapted froma lecture he
i gaveatthe SingHealth Academic

i Hour Distinguished Leaders Series
i recently.
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