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Figuring out the right path

. oursocietyhas changed.

¢ Knuckle-dustersarenolongeran

i appropriate instrument touse in

i our current well-educated,

: middle-class society. There should
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ofintroducing
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and encouraging
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The Institute of Policy Studies (IPS)

ispartof the Lee Kuan YewSchool of :

Public Policy (LKY School) at the
National University of Singapore. It

isprobably Singapore’sbest-known

think-tank. It was set up in 1988 by
then Prime Minister Goh Chok
Tong, who said he wanted “an
independent think-tank to offer
credible alternative views on
government policies”.

Inan effort to encourage different

points of view, IPS haslaunched a
series of IPS-Nathan Lectures,
delivered by the S R Nathan Fellow

for the Study of Singapore. So far,we

have had three sets of brilliant
lectures given by Mr Ho Kwon Ping,
Mr Bilahari Kausikan and Mr Peter
Ho.Both Kwon Pingand Peter
spoke about the changing political
environment of Singapore.

Itis natural that Singapore’s

political environment has to evolve.

Thisis because we have now gone
from Third World to First World,

and our needs and aspirations have :

changedaccordingly. In his third
lecture, Mr Peter Ho describes well
how this process happens: “As
government policies lead to
improvements, the needs of the
people change in tandem. This is
explained by Maslow’s Hierarchy

of Needs. Maslow's proposition was :

thatafter the basic physiological
needs of a personare met, more
complex psychological needs will
have to be fulfilled. At the top of this
hierarchy of needs is the need for
self-actualisation, which is torealise
the individual’s potential,and
transcendence, which is helping
othersachieve self-actualisation.
“So, ifyouaccept this

has delivered on the basic needs of
food, security, shelter, transport
and health, expectations of the
people are going to change, notin
demanding more of the basic
needs, but in fulfilling their more
psychicneeds in the upper reaches
of Maslow’s hierarchy, including
social,emotional and
self-actualisation needs.”

Since the days of the ancient
Greeks, we havelearnt thatone of
the best ways toachieve
self-actualisation is to participate

¢ inthe political process. As Aristotle
¢ said:“The end of politics is the best
: ofends.” He explained that “ifall

: communities aim at some good, the
i stateor political community, which :
. isthehighestofall, and which

: embracesall therest,aims atgood
i inagreater degree than any other,
i andat the highestgood”.

More recently, Dr Francis

: Fukuyama has also explained the
i importance of political

i participation. He wrote: “A good
: political system is one that

: encourages the emergence of
proposition, then after government :
i theinterests ofaslargeapartofthe
: populationaspossible... Ideally,

: democratic decisions would be

i taken by consensus, with every

: member of the community

. consenting.”

political outcomes representing

Accordingly, Mr Peter Ho

: suggests that the Government

¢ should “shift from the paternalistic
i andinterventionist ‘governmentto :
: you’and ‘government for you’, to
i ‘government withyou’. The

¢ imperative is for government to

i move towards a collaborative

i approach to policymaking, and be
: prepared to connect, consult and

: co-create with the people and the
: private sectors”.

However, political change is

Yet, even the UK can make serious

: mistakes. As prime minister, Mr

i David Cameroninitiateda

: referendumon Brexit to satisfy his
i right-wing party colleagues. Thisled :
i tothedisastrous Brexit decision.

His successor, Mrs Theresa May,

i thought she could strengthen her

negotiating hand with the European

: Union by calling for early elections.
i Instead, herhand weakened.

Ifawell-established democracy

¢ like the UK can make disastrous
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mistakeslike these, it would be z
¢ sheer folly toassume that Singapore :
i canmanage political change easily.

: FRACTIOUS OR CONSENSUAL?
¢ inherently difficult. Once youstarta :
: processof change, many

: unexpected consequences arise.

i Hence, itwould beunwise to think

. thatchange is easily managed. For

: proofofthis,justlookat the United
i Kingdom. Ithasbeen trying to

i manage political change since the

: promulgation of the Magna Carta in
: 1215.Few countries are as

. experiencedas the UKin managing
i political change.

Since political systems are difficult

Our current political culture has

¢ strains of both. ProfMahbubani

: experienced thisat firsthand after
¢ hewrote his last column, Qatar: Big
: Lessons From A Small Country.

Some of the responses reflected

: the fractious political culture of the
: past. Mr Lee Kuan Yew used to say:
: “Ifyoutake meon, I will puton

: knuckle-dustersand catchyouina
: cul-de-sac.”

Thatwas an appropriate

¢ instrument to use against hard-line
: communistopponents. If the

: communists had won, all our
founding fathers could have goneto :
i multicultural society, embracing

¢ diversity is one of our core values.

: Wealready have a good foundation
: forembracing diversity of opinion.

jail,oreven beenkilled.
Knuckle-dusters were an
appropriate instrument touse in
thatpolitical era.

However, as Mr Peter Ho stated,

: nolongerbea culture of fear

: dampening debate in Singapore.
i Theeffectsofacultureof fearcan
. extendinto the economic realm.

: Weneed political opennessin

. order to have open intellectual

¢ debate. A culture of open

¢ intellectual debate allows people to
i take diverse viewpoints and

. encourages them to consider and

¢ discuss new ideas. In turn, this

. encourages entrepreneurship.

Both Silicon Valley and Israel

i demonstrate thislink between

: politicalopenness and

: entrepreneurship. Thatis why

¢ Singapore, whichis trying hard to

. fostera culture of entrepreneurship,
: mustobjectivelyassess the current

i stateofits political culture and how

: itneeds tobe changed toencourage
i greaterentrepreneurship.

The many thoughtfuland

: well-considered responses to the

¢ Qatar debatereflect the fact that

i Singaporesociety has matured. We
¢ need toencourage and strengthen
¢ thisstrainofcivil debatein

: Singapore. The Our Singapore

: Conversation initiative wasa good
¢ movein this direction, and social

: media provides auseful platform

¢ forsuch conversations to carry on.

But while it may be easy to move

: towards greater openness in

¢ theory, this move could well have

¢ unintended consequences in

: practice. Aswe have seen inseveral
: Western societies, free speech has

i alsoled tohate speech.

Singaporeis too small and fragile

toallow such hate speech.

As Home Affairs and Law Minister

: K.Shanmugam saidlast year: “In the
¢ US, their idea of free speech means

: youcan burnthe Quran, attack

: Muslims, attack others. Here we

: havezero tolerance for people who

: make bigoted, divisive statements. If :
: apersonmakes such statements, the
: ISD (Internal Security Department)

: will talk to him, and where

: necessary take further action. You

¢ burn the Quran, oranyother holy

i book,yougo tojail - no two ways

: aboutit...

“We have built something

i precious, fragile but precious. And
¢ we try hard to strengthen trust,

¢ deepenunderstanding between

: theraces, religions, and reject

: tochange, we can start by changing :
: our political culture. The same :
: political system can have different
¢ cultures. The United States and the
: Scandinavian countries have

¢ democratic systems. However,

: while American political culture

: hasbecome increasingly fractious,
¢ theScandinavian states have

: retained their consensual cultures.

religiously intolerant teachings.”
Asour politics becomes more

: participatory, we must decide asa
: society what form our debate

: should take. We can choose

: whether we want tohavea

¢ fractious ora consensual culture.

: FACILITATING

: PARTICIPATORY POLITICS

i Ultimately, the benefit of having an
: open debate on public policiesis to

: decide which policy directionsare
¢ the most appropriate in Singapore’s
. context. Thus, agood debate would :
: fulfil the function of assessing the

: policy options which have been

i raised. That is why it is not enough
: to dismiss opposing points of view

i outofhand, eveniftheyare not

: cogentlyargued. Instead, it would

i bemore useful to apply the

: “principle of charity”, and consider
i the strongest possible

i interpretation of an argument.

Fortunately, as Singaporeisa

The Government’s role in

: fostering a more participatory

i political culture is equally

¢ important. For example, if public

i debateis seen tohave noreal effect
: onpolicy, there may be no

i incentive for Singaporeans to

¢ engageindebate.

The Government can also choose

¢ tofacilitate such debate. When Mr
: HoKwon Ping spoke about the

¢ need for political change in

i Singapore in his lectures, he said:
 “Apaternalistic governance culture
: mayneedtochangetoa

¢ collaborative model in the future.

i Thisisalready happening with the
¢ abundance of debate about

i directions facing Singapore in the
i post-LKY era.

“However, suchagovernance

¢ culture of participatory democracy
: canonlyworkif the institutions of

¢ civil society canbe actively engaged
i indecision-making. For thatto

¢ happen, civil society players need

i access to thatlifeblood of robust

¢ discussion: freely availableand

i largely unrestricted information.”

The key message of this column is

¢ thatwhile bringing about gradual
: political change is not easy, we
i must not choose to do nothing.

The danger of “freezing up”

: political change is that, over time, it
: could create a build-up of political

: tensions, which couldleadtoa

: political earthquake. Hence, slow

i and gradual change is always the

i preferred option.

To help the Government achieve

¢ this,itmaybeuseful tosetupa

i committee of wise men and women
: toassessthe pressuresonour

i political culture and system for the

¢ nextdecadeand to make

¢ recommendations for change. It

¢ should bea committee that

i represents all the strainsin

: Singaporesociety.

Singapore has many political

. veterans, such as retired ministers,
: who can contribute their first-hand
¢ experience of politics in Singapore

tosucha committee. At the same

¢ time, this committee should

i include some of Singapore’s

: independent political voices.

i Clearly, some young voices also

¢ need tobe included to ensure that
i weunderstand the aspirations of
; young Singaporeans like Kristen.

Asdiscussed in aprevious column

¢ byProfMahbubani, Singapore’s

i success “hasled toanatural result of
¢ success: a culture of risk aversion...

: oneof Singapore’s biggest

i challengesin the comingyears”.

Itisafact that Singapore suffers

¢ froma high degree of “groupthink”.
i Areportwhichjustsays thatwe

¢ have the perfect political culture

i and require no changes will have no
¢ credibility. Nor would a report that

i sayswe needarevolution. Inshort,

¢ weneed to findadelicate middle

: pathtotreadaswe try to engineer

i gentlepolitical changein Singapore.

Let’shope thata committee on

! future politics will be able to work
i outsuch amiddle path for us.

stopinion@sph.com.sg
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