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: The mic drop came one minute

i into the interview: It was founding
: prime minister Lee Kuan Yew

: who, inmid-2011, asked Dr Shashi
: Jayakumar to write abook on the

: history of Singapore’s ruling party.

Given how fundamental Mr Lee

: wastothe book, Dr Jayakumar -

: whoisasenior fellow and head of
: the Centre of Excellence for

i National Security at the S.

: Rajaratnam School of

: International Studies - felt the

i properway to credit himwas to

i state in his speech yesterday Mr

: Lee’skeyrole, rather thansimply a
: briefacknowledgementin the

¢ introductory matter.

Indeed, there is little mention of

: MrLeeinthe acknowledgements
: sectionof A History Of The
: People’s Action Party: 1985-2021.
i Onlynearthe bottom of Page 717,
: amonga list of interviews with
i politicians, isthere abriefentry:

- : “Lee Kuan Yew, 28 Dec 2011".

Mr Lee was in areflective mood

i after the watershed 2011 General

i Election,and had made it clear he
: wanted two things: First,an

: academic approach to the history
: ofthe People’s Action Party (PAP)
i compared with an earlier2009

: book, Men In White: The Untold

i Story OfSingapore’s Ruling

: Political Party - inshort,a

i treatment of the PAP not solely as
: apolitical party, butalso the PAP

i ingovernment.

Second, something young

: people could read. He feared they
: were losing their grasp of the

: fundamentals of what made

: Singapore special,and what must
: bedone forit to continue to thrive
: and prosper. “He was concerned

: with the overall survival of

: Singapore, and said several times

: that young people may well want

: something else and say:‘Let’s try

: theotherside’,” said Dr Jayakumar. :

Headded that Mr Lee did not

: dictate what he should write, and

: urged him to speaktoas many

: peopleaspossible, including those
: from the opposition. “It was very

: much Mr Lee’s view that no view

: should be consciously shut out.”

Withits extensive bibliography

: ofinterviews, oralhistories, i
: parliamentaryand party speeches, :
: and personal correspondences

: with politicians and government

i officials - notincluding over 130

: pages’worth ofappendicesand

: evenmore footnotes at the end of
: each chapter - the book would

i take another 10 years to complete.

Butin 2011, Mr Lee was already

: becoming frail, and he would not
: livetoreadit.

A10-YEAR LABOUR OF LOVE

: Thebookgivesadispassionate

i account of the party’s strategies -

: fromthe use of the PAP Community
: Foundation (PCF) to bring people

: intocontact with the party socially;

i emphasising the responsibility of

: running town councils so that

: residentswould think twiceabout

: votingin weak opposition :
i candidates; toasystem of “markers” :
: inParliamentwhowere assignedto :
i rebutoppositionmembers,

Some willremember the cutsin

i the number of PCF kindergarten

: placesinopposition wards, or the

i votes-for-upgrading strategyin

: the1990s - which the book notes

i were products of internal thinking
: atthe time that those who voted

i forthe PAP should be privileged in
: some way over those who did not.

DrJayakumar spoke of the

: fallibility of people’s memories,

i the fragmentary nature of

+ surviving documents from the

i archives,and the occasional

: difficulty of reconciling them with
i thedetails of events,

He citedaninternal caucus that

i Mr Lee held after opposition

: politician].B.Jeyaretnamwon the
i 1981 Anson by-election - where

: Mr Lee had asked those MPs who

i agreed tohand over the

: community centresand residents’
: committees (RCs) toMr

: Jeyaretnam, to raise their hands.

“Italked tovarious people who

: wereat thismeeting, lookedat

i whatavailable documents there

: were,and I was able to identify

i more or less who had raised their
: hand. But when [ asked them,

i some could not remember,” said
i DrJayakumar,

i Infact, MrLeeand othersamong :
: the topleadership had already :
i thought things through. They had
: made the decision notto hand over :
i the community centres and RCs,

given that these were part of what

There was also agroup of older

i MPswho, having been retired ;
i during the PAP’smajorrenewalsin :
: the1980s, felthard done by, by the

party.
“Some who had been with the

i partysince the 1960s did not have

: educational qualificationsata

i higher, especially tertiary, level.

: Severalwererelatively young, and
i among some there was this feeling
: of being cast aside while still

i having something to offer. So this

: renewal, which is core to the DNA

i ofthe party - andit has to do that -
: actually cutsinanother very

i painful way.”

Headded that while they

i intellectuallyunderstood the need
: forrenewal, they felt as if they had
i done something wrong while still

: vigorous,and when they still had

i much to offer. “Today it’s different
¢ —two terms, three terms, step

i down - youdo notgetjudged in

: terms of public perceptionas

i having done something wrong.”

PRAGMATISM

i Thebookalso touches on the

¢ themes of pragmatism, trust, and

i renewal thatundergird a party

: which seesitself not just as amajor
i political player, but possibly the

¢ only national institution capable of
i taking Singapore to the next level.

Freed from the shackles of

i ideology, successive PAP
i governments tackled perennial pain
i pointssuchas housing, transport

: and education. Sometimes, the

i moves were spurred by the sting of
: electionlosses - fromshelving

: unpopular policies suchasthe

: Graduate Mothers’ Scheme in the

i 1980s,tomore help for

: lower-income groups following the
i 1991General Election, and building
: more HDBflats after2011.

There was a philosophical shift

i overtime. Take, for example, the

i 1989-1990 exercise to come up

: withshared national values. Then
i PM Lee Kuan Yew objected to

: proposedvalues such as“social

¢ justice”and “fairness and

: compassion” on the grounds thatit :
: wouldlead people to believe there
i wasan absolute standard of

: justice. H
i Butfastforwardto 2003when“a :
: fairandjust society” became part
i ofthe PAP’s refreshed values; and

today, the Government’s mantra

: offairness andinclusion.

Dr Jayakumar observes that
following the 1984 General

: Election, akey part of the PAP’s

i post-mortemwas the observation
i the PAP had fought so hard for. But :
i MPswere asked to raise their

i handsso Mr Lee could “test” them,
: especially the newer MPs.

that, if lefcunchecked,

i Western-stylevaluesand the
i rising tide of individualism would
i make further inroadsinto society.

“Sowhen the younger leaders

: enunciated (national values) then,

there was alwaysa coda or series of

i caveatssaying they hadno

: intention to proceed along this
¢ trajectorywhere the country would !
: adopt Westernmores,” he said.

Initiatives such as Agenda for

i Action (1988) and Singapore 21
i (1997t01999) to some degree were |
: stilltop-down, and more in the

: vein of making sure Singaporeans

i understood what was at stake and
: had the same cultural ballast. But

i lateriterations such as Our

: Singapore Conversation, he noted,
¢ were more diffuse, devolvedand

: recognising of differences within

i society.

“There hasbeen agenuine

i appreciation in thelast 10 years of
: thediversity of views among the

: people whowill take Singapore

: forward. If these are not

: understoodand managed well,

: thenidentities cansplinter, fray,

¢ and cause deep divisionsin the

: social fabric.”

¢ TRUST

: When he spoke to Dr Jayakumar in
i 2011, Mr Lee said that if there was

¢ one factoraboveall the others

i behindthe PAP’s success, it was

“trust in the ability of the PAP to

i deliverwhat it promises”. It was
: also his conviction, expressed
i elsewhere, that this was

something that could not be

i wasted: “The next generation of

: PAP leaders willinherit this trust.
i Theymust not betray it. They

: cannotafford tosquander it.”

Buildinga “reservoir” of trust

! wasaphrase that came up often in
i DrJayakumar’s conversations with |
: the 4G leaders.

Hearticulated several

: dimensionsto this: The probity
i andintegrity of the party’s rank
: andfile and leadership; policy

i changes madein consultation with :
: Singaporeans, suchas those

i relating to foreign workers, cost of
: living, healthcare and retirement

: adequacy; and ground
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engagement, whose scale, tempo

¢ and intensity, especially from 2011
i to 2015, were “unprecedented”.

Guiding this is the idea of servant
leadership, he said. “The way we

¢ carry outretail politics has

i fundamentally changed. When

: people come across as humble and
i personable,it's notjust much more :
: amenable to surfacing real i
i pressure points, but it also feeds

: into this reservoir of trust. People
i feelthat the MPisactually working :
: forthem.” it

Ingood times and bad, the party

i canbankon this reservoir of trust
i tocarry the ground - akey

: difference compared with some
 Western societies, he added. “You
i may disagree with the party, but

i youare prepared to be brought in
: underarather broadumbrella -

some of the national consultation

i exercises served this purpose.

“The party is prepared toreach

i outtoanyone, even to those who

fundamentally disagree. Not

i necessarily inan attempt to
i convert them, but to say: ‘We come :
: toyouas Singaporeans’.

i

: RENEWAL

i Much has been written of Mr Lee’s
i preference for DrTony Tan to be

i hissuccessor instead of Mr Goh

: ChokTong,and the series of

: criticisms he made of Mr Gohin

i 1988.

Mr Goh told DrJayakumar it was

i possible that Mr Lee was testing
: thewaters on the issue of political
i succession.

Mr Gohssaid: “If you were to put

: ittothe ground, Tony and myself,

¢ hemighthaveinanelection

¢ beatenme. In the party, of course, I
¢ would have an advantage, because
: Ispent time with the branch

i secretaries, visiting people,

: dialogue sessions.

“So I think (PM) was trying to

¢ change things. In other words, this
i ismypublicassessment, ifthere is
: arejection of me by the party

: members, by the MPs, then well,

¢ Tonywould have toserve.”

But whatever his personal

¢ preferences, Mr Lee had

i specifically directed that his

: successor be chosen by peers. He
i accepted the choice and stepped
: aside.

Citing Plato’s The Republic, Dr

: Jayakumar noted the philosopher

i Socrates’ observation that the

: proper motive for ruling is that one
i iscompelledto rule, lest someone

i worse endsup the ruler. “Plato s

notsaying thatthe rulerwho

: thinkshecandothejobis
i necessarilyabadruler,” he said.

“But he is saying that the best

¢ reason for wanting to bearuleris

¢ necessity,and not because oneis
¢ graspingforit.”

He was struck by this point when

: examining the 1984 succession. No
: onewas grasping for the job. Mr

¢ Gohgot the job through consensus
i byhispeers,and he agreed to do

¢ thejobbecause he knew he would

i have hispeers’ support.

But what does this mean for the

¢ aGleadership? He declined tobe
¢ drawninto a discussion on who
: willbe the next PM.

Amajor factor contributing to

i theparty’slongevity, he said, is its

“obsessive” search for the best

i peopleand the battery of tests it
¢ puts them through - from tea

i sessions to background checks,

¢ psychological tests and personal
: statements, after which one can
: still fail to make the final cut.

“Idon’t think any other party in

i Singapore s like this. And thisis

i somewhat tied to the late Mr Lee’s
¢ beliefthat once you start to get

i mediocre people, you starta slow
: slide down from which Singapore
i cannever recover.”

But the search for talent, never

minda leader, started to become

: more difficult by the 1990s, At

i least one former minister told him
: thatifhe had to go through the

“circus” that younger candidates

i gothroughnow, he might have
i thought twice aboutjoining.

Dr Jayakumar cited the example

i of MsTin Pei Ling, who wasan

: object of mirthand mockery early
: inher careerbut wentonto

¢ becomeawell-loved MP. “Your

¢ life, your family, what you've done
: —and formen, whatyoudidin

i nationalservice —it’s picked apart
i ruthlessly.”

“In terms of recruitment, the

i needle that the party has to thread
: isprobably narrowing, but it is not
: necessarilyanimpossible task,” he
i said, noting the party’s strenuous

: outreach effortsandattemptsto

i castthenetwider.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

: The PAP’sinternal bodies dealing
i with new media have gone

: through periodic rejuvenations.

i Buttosome extent it has hadto

i play catch-up - because there is

i something deeply embedded in

: thenature of social media which

H i aidsthe counter-establishment,
Dr Shashi Jayakumar, author of A History Of The People’s Action Party: 1985-2021, before the book launch at the NUS
: University Cultural Centre yesterday. He is head of the Centre of Excellence for National Security. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG :
: i orthodoxy, he said.

thesensational, and the kinds of
forces which want to overturn

There is also the question of

i whether the pro-PAP Internet

i brigades (IBs) have really helped
: theparty’s cause, something

i which he left to the experts to

i decide.

The party, he noted, has said that

i these pro-PAP IBs are not from the
i party - andso they should be cast

as peoplewho decided on their

i owntorebut falsehoods about the
i PAP. Butit may be true that some
i Singaporeans see themasbeing

associated with the party.
Then there is the need for the

: PAPto call out falsehoods and

i inconsistencies by the opposition,
: bothinand out of elections, But it

i comesupagainst the issue that

: some voters have, which s that

i they think the party has to be “fair”
: allthe time — exacerbated not just
i bythe factthat the PAP is the

¢ incumbent, butalsothat itisseen

i tobe “above the fray” whenit

: comes to politicking.

Willthe PAP face the inevitable

i second-act trouble that plagues
 many othersaround the world?

The book notes that the party

i leadership, inits GE2020

¢ post-mortem, has not come toa

i fartalistic appraisal concerning the
¢ irreversible tide of PAP decline.

i Nor domost PAPleaders think

: that the task has fallen on the party
i toease Singapore into a two-party
¢ system featuringa strong

i opposition. Education Minister

: Chan Chun Sing, who was

i interviewedin 2016, said “itis for

: the PAPto lose rather than

i oppositiontowin”.

DrJayakumar pointed out that

i theparty’sreaction tostressand

: evenelection setbacks, especially
i in1984 and 2011, hasnot been to

¢ turninward and become insular,

i buttoaccelerate renewal,

He thinks the party willspeed up

i itscandidate search for the next

: election. “(It will) look for people

i whoare willing to serve in this

: febrile climate, rejuvenate the

i various partyinternal bodies,

: make sure that theyare in shape,

i andat the branchlevel, getasense
¢ ofthegrievances onthe ground.”

“We'velost those days where

¢ there were halcyon periods when
i GRCsand old wards were not

: contested foryearsatatime,” he
i said.

He added: “And when those

i elections did happen, you actually
: hadthe luxury of redistributing

i resources and assets - not just

: from party headquarters itself, but
i alsoon the part of candidates who

i were not contesting, togoaround

i and help others.

“From here on, it's all hands on

| deck.”
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