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A one-party dominant political system has been the hallmark of Singapore 
since independence. Is that set to change? Jeremy Au Yong reports. 

16' 'I'HEKE is a consensus about 
the trajectory of Singapore poli- 
tics, it is that the country is on a 
<low, if unstoppable, drift tu- 
wards liberalisation. 

As constrained as sulne llrjgllt 
feel the scene is today, a glance 
hack just five or 10 years into the 
Dast will reveal a clear  att tern of a 
government Iwsening ~ t s  tight 
rein on political expression little 
by little, one protest or online elec- 
tion campaign at  a time. 

Yet, for Singaporems clamour- 
ing for a Western-style liberal de- 
mocracy, the true mark of Singa- 
pore's arrival will be when that 
drift endsin a two-party or multi- 
nartv dcrnncracv. 

dathrr than a single party con- 
trolling the bulk of parliamentary 
scats, political conteatatlon would 
be marked by two or more strong 
parties, vying continuously t o  
gain an cdgc in parliamentary 
scats won. 

But is this where Singapore is 
necessarily headed? Will we get 
there by 20301 And is this ulti- 
matcly thc system we want? 

The times, tttey 
are a-changing 
TIIOSE who think Singapore IS  

hradcd towards a multiparty 
den>ocracy can point to  the 
erosion of the Peoplc's Action 
Party's tPAP'sl vote share at 
consecutive elections, thc first- 
ever lusa of a p o u p  representa- 
tion constituency at the 2011 Cen- 
era1 Election and a seemingly 
growing appetite worldwide for 
political change. 

The PAP's 2011 sharc of the 
pop111er vote - 60.1 per cent - 
marked a historic low. In 1991, 
when the PAP lost a lhen-unprece- 
dented four scats, it still managcd 
61 per cent of the vote. 

l h c  2011 Electron was also nota- 
ble lor the defeat of a strong PAP 
team helmed by then Foreign Min- 
~ s t e r  George Yen dnd including 
~lewcomer and potential office 
l~ulder Ong Ye Kung. 

It mirrored political change 
around the world. In Tapan. Aus- 
tralia and South Korea. lung- 
standing incumbents have been 
defeated at the polls. In the Mid- 
dle East, the Arab Spring has seen 
the downfdl of more than one au- 
thoritarian regime. 

tlarvard professor of Icader- 
ship Harhara Kellerman notes Sin- 
gapore is far from immune from 
the current "tide of hislory". 

"In general, leaders are heing 
demeaned and d~minished. while 
toUowrrs are more reluctant tofol- 
low." she tells Insight 

Mr Yco explained his decision 
to quit pnliticr after 23 years in 
tcrms of this same tide, which he 
could do little to  turn back. 

Spcaking to thc South China 
Morning Post, hlr Yen said the 
man who defeated him, Mr Low 
Thia Khiang of the Workers' Party 
( W P ) ,  told reporters that he and 
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system. and lhal end, even for the 
most comm~tled opposition sup- 
porter, is not a safe assumptiun. 

For years, oppositiun ir~einbers 
have made the case for a shift to- 
wards proportional representa- 
tion, at least for some seats in Par- 
liament. 

With proportional representa- 
tion, seats would be dlocatcd ac- 
cording tu a party's vote sharr. 
Historically, the opposition's votr 
share in Singapore generd elec- 
tions has rar~ged from 22.1 per 
cent to  3Q.9 per cent. while its 
sharc of Parliament has lan- 
guished at well below 10 per cent. 

Singapore Democratic Party 
chief C11t.r Soon luan argued re- 
cently that a mixed systcm that 
comhincs proportional reprcscnta- 
tint) anti first past the post. as in 
Germany and South Korea. 
',makes for a lot more sense and a 
more responsive government". 

Yet, such a change seems un- 
likely. 

"1 don't sr.c it happening. I 
th~nk  it requires ton murh of a 
changc for Singapore," says 
former nomindted MY Slew Kum 
Hong. Hc previously argued in 
Parli.mlent for some scatr to be al- 
located according to the propor- 
tional representation syrtem. 

And there also docs not appear 
to be the correct set of circum- 
stances that might lead those in 
power to support such a rhange. 

By 11s verv nature. such s w -  
telns prrvcnt absoliitc victory and 
absolute defeat. For inrumbents 
to  support it would rcquirr there 
to  be so much uncertainty in the 

isc to  give more away. So 11's a 
ncvcr-ending process of auctions 
- and the cost, the debt being 
paid for by the next generation. 
So that's it." 

Earlicr that year, F'rime Minis- 
tcr Lee Hsien Loong had made a 
sin~ilar argunlent. "To form an op- 
position to bc a sparring partner, 
yes, you can do that. TU form an 
opposition to be a hot stand-by 
which can switch over, that's a d j f -  
ferent proposition." 

In that same interview, he dao 
touched on the second factor tliat 
needs to bc taken into account 
whcn consideling a two-pmty syh- 
teni: consensus. 

'I wo-party systems, he poii~t - 
ed out, must be based un ccrtain 
diridcs - such as race, class, idrol- 
ogy, policy or geography. 

He said: "Whal divides thcse 
two groups of supporters? 1s it 
racc? That's disastrous. Is it 
clasr? That's possible, like in the 
U K ,  but that's not good for Singa- 
pore. Is it policy? I very much 
doubt it because in Singapore you 
dun't have 3 wide rangc of policy 
choices to make." 

While many political obscrvcrs 
are far frorn convinced that there 
is .I lack of talent to  form two 
learns, they do accept that thcre 
may be insufficient differences of 
vrcu among Sing~porral~s to Gcll- 
rr.itr an equ~lllrr;un~ that involve\ 
two oarties. Orre side mas alwass . . 
have to win. 

Those who hold this vicw ar- 
gue that in a small citv-statc, it is 
more likely that there will alwavs 
be a mahstrea~rr view, and whocv- 

hls team won k t  because his PAP electorate that they trcl a verv er can capture that will be domi- 
opponents failed lo do a good job, real thredl of losing it all. nant. 
b i i  hecalrsc people wanted the op- 
position team in Parliament. 

Mr Yeo added: "I thought if 
tlrsre was not something that I 
could change, becausc it was not 
something about me, mavbe it 
WAS time to opcn a new chapter of 
rnv life." 

All these seem to portend a 
aeerr~ingly inevitable weakening 
ul the PAP'S domiuancc, which 
would thus lcavc the door open 
for someone else. 

Stop at two? 

FIRST-PAST-THE-POS'1'clectnr- 
,I! systems lake Slngaporr., tend 
to create two-party struct\ires. 

In such systems, weak partics 
either end up merging with each 
other or being elirninatcd, lcaving 
lust two strong players, argues po- 
litical scienlist Maurice Iluvergcr. 

A c r ~ l ~ c a l  part of this process. 
of cwurae, is the separation of 
<tronger pdrt~es fronl the rest of 
the f~eld.  And at the last general 
election In 2011, the iVP clearly 
emerged a, the preferred alterna- 
tive party. 

The WP haa elght ut the nine 
opposition members I r l  Farlia- 
n;cnt. and enjoys strong briutd rec- 
ognition. In 2011. the party dld 
not poll leqn than 40 per r:ent In 
Any contest it entered. 

Still. WY dominance in the op- 
position does not gel Singapore 
anywhere close to a txvo-party 

"I l i a v ~  ncvcr seen thc PAP 
adopl s strategy of minilnising ~ t s  
losses." says Mr Sicw. 

Only room for one? 

THE WP leaderslup has long main- 
tamed that it is not yet rcady to 
govern Sigd)x~re. and othcr oppn- 
sition partles lke  the Nttional Sol- 
idarity Party have said the samc. 

At the crux of the argument are 
twu factors: talent and consensus. 

0 1 3  the matter of talrnt, all op- 
position part~es w~ll  readily admit 
th.~t they do not have enough pen- 
ple of qualrfy tu take over lrom 
the PAP at this point. The yrlcs- 
tion 1% whether they w~ll  ever hc 
ready. 

This 1s an argument that thc 
PAP ltsell has rnade nuinernus 
timer. 

In September 20ll. forincr 
prime min~strr  Lee Kuan Ycw 
gave reawns why he heheved a 
turn-party s y s t r i ~ ~  was buth not 
sustainable and not desirable in 
Srngapore: "Among other rea- 
sons, l do not think Siil~apore Carl 
producc two top-clam teamr. We 
havcn't the talent to  produce two 
top-~ l s s s  teams." 

Mr 1.ec added: '-When you 
have popular democracy. to  wir~ 
votcs you got to gir,e more and 
Inorc. 

"And to heat your opponent ~n 
the nexl clcction. you .got to prurn- 

Indeed. SinKaporeats are gcncr- 
allv too pragmatic a lot to be wcd- 
ded to any particular form of gov- 
ernment. 

A recent pull of 400 students 
bv the National University of Sin- 
gapore Students' Political Associa- 
tion found no clear desire among 
the young for a two-party sys- 
tem. In fact, two-thirds said that 
the perfornlance of the parties 
will determine if such a system is 
a boon or bane. 

'Ihat sod.  it does appear that 
thc krnd of control the PAP has en- 
ioyrd for hdf a century dues seem 
to be taking its toll. There are 
signs thal people now blame all 
manner of thngs on the party. 

Even while more people lrljght 
be inclined to see the PAP's domi- 
nanrc curbed, there is as yet 110 
critiral mass of voters pushing for 
a sh~f l  to  full-on. Western-style 
libcral democracy. 

Where does that leave Singa- 
pore pol~ticr? 

The next four elections 

THE way ahead may well depend 
on what the PAP does m the years 
and ele~t ions to come. 

For 111 Gillian Koh of the lnsti- 
lute or Policy Studies, the extent 
that Ihe cotlntrv mormes towards e 
Iwu-party ~ys tcm depends on 
huw connerted to the people the 
PAP stays. 

"To thr crlcnt that it succeeds. 

thc 'dcmand' for opposition politi- 
cians and partier will diminish. 
To thc cxtcnt that it doesn't, the 
'dcmand', sropc and therefore lev- 
cl of contcstatinn between the op- 
position and the PAP will in- 
crease," she says. 

Mr liugcnc Tan, a Num~nated 
MP and law professor frunl tlle 
Singaporc Management Universi- 
ty (SMU), is looking to the next 
general clcction for clues. 

l le  says that it might no1 be 
safc to  simply extrapolate based 
on the results of the ZOll polls. He 
pointed to 1991 - when the oppo- 
sition won four seats - as a "false 
political d a m " .  

Thc PAP made a strong corne- 
back at the next polls in 1997, win- 
ning back two of the four seats.lt 
was anothcr 14 years before the 
opposition, led by the WP, made 
significant inroad? once more. 

And while he believes Singa- 
pore will ultimately get to  a 
two-party system. the timeline 
could changc drastically, depend- 
ing on whether the PAP is able to 
s t tnl  thc clectoral?lide at the next 
general election, he says. 

The PAP is all too aware of its 
need to regain and hold ~ t s  
ground. And in the 18 months 
since the last general election, it 
has moved dccisivcly to address 
past policy missteps. 

lie national conversation exer- 
cise is also an attempt to engage 
the ground. 'lhcse efforts have 
not struck a strong chord thus far, 
which thc party will need to do if 
it is to  improve on its perform- 
ance at thc last polls. 

One big problem is political suc- 
1wsion. In a timr when demands 
m PAP MPs have increased, a bet- 
ter edtrrated electorate has many 
voters who nu longer treat politi- 
clans with the samc reverence as 
tn the past. The combination will 
likely make it harder to  entlce tal- 
ent into politics to serve in govern- 
ment. 

But this is a difficulty for all 
partres, and tltc difficulty 1s In 
part due to thc trust that Singapo- 
reans contjnuc t o  have in thc 
PAP. Most feel no need to enter 
politics with a competent incum- 
bent in place. If the PAP can re- 
tain that trust, it will still be best 
placed among political parties to 
persuade good and able men v ~ d  
women to join its ranks. 

Another factor that rnlght 
come into play is the electordl for- 
tunes of GRCs st future polls. The 
loss of Aliunied two years ago 
may have changed the wry GRCs 
are looked at. 

SMU assistant professor of I.iw 
lack Lee said w ~ t h  the PAP'S loss 
of Aljunied GRC. "it no longer 
looks impossible for opposition 
parties to contest GRCs succras- 
fully". 

The I'AP may well move lo iur- 
ther reduce the slze and tlurrlber 
of GRCs. a process PM Ler st:lrt - 
ed at the last polls. 

When Mr Lee was asked late 
last year if the PAP would reinain 
dominant in the years to corilr. he 
said: "I don't know. The qurslhun 
is. will there be a stable consensus 
in the society on the direction we 
want to go? 

"If there is. then therr can be 
one party which has got a strung 
mandate and can work on behalf 
of Singaporeans effectively." 

Most believe lhat there will 
continue to be that conserrsus. 
And to the extent that the na l~on-  
al conversation h i s  produced 
signals, !t is that Suingaporeans are 
coalescing around a future that 
includcs the values of a gracious 
society and a pursuit of happilrrss 
not anchored around wealth. 

All things considered. i I  aeerns 
more likely than not that Slnga- 
pore in 2030 uill contrnue lo  have 
the PAP in charge as a ,ingle, 
dominant party, albeit with a 
smaller seat advantage in Parlia- 
ment. 

No onc would rule out, howev- 
er, the cmrrgence of a two-party 
system, with the chance of a par- 
ty other than the PAP in charge. 
Grantcd, rw~rpping out a govern- 
ment that has been in power for 
over half a century is neyer going 
to be a smooth or painless pro- 
cess. 

For that change to happen. the 
PAP would have to ~uffer  a persist - 
ent erosion in pnpular support 
over several clcctions. 

But glvrn hour pragmatic it is. 
ttie PAP would no douht seek to 
counter tlns by moving to arrom- 
morlatc rrrore alternative vlewi 
and get ]rot just its policies but al- 
so 11s politics rlght. 
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While many political 
obsenrers do not I 

believe that there is a : 
lack of talent to form , ? 

two teams, they do 
accept that there may 
be insuff icient 
differences of view 
among Singaporeans to 
generate an equilibrium, 
that involves two 
parties. One side may + 
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always have to win. r 

Even as the desire 
to check the PAP's 
dominance seems 
to be spreading, 
there is as yet no 
critical mass of 
voters pushing for a 
shift to full-on, 
Westem-style 
liberal democracy. 
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