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Introduction

Why is it that so many people around the world appear willing to give up freedoms in return for either security or prosperity? From John Stuart Mill to Jeremy Bentham, from Sigmund Freud to Franklin Roosevelt, various thinkers have posed this question through the generations. Invariably we are told that it is obvious that freedom is the higher good, and that those who choose otherwise are being deceived. “Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety,” declared Benjamin Franklin in 1755.

If only it were that simple. During the first part of my journalistic career, in the 1980s, I spent a lot of time in the former Soviet Union and in other countries that were generally described as dictatorships. Freedom of expression, freedom of movement, and freedom of association were heavily curtailed. Although these restrictions varied from country to country and from regime to regime, they always affected people’s day-to-day lives. The lack of private freedoms was as problematic as the more politically charged restrictions on the press and politics. Citizens could not decide for themselves where to live, what to buy, and in some cases, even what relationships to enter into. The dividing lines with the West, with democracies, no matter how imperfect, were clear.

Having witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the USSR firsthand, I have been struck by the changes in the lives of some  of the people I knew who lived through these momentous times. I remember spending the evening of December 25, 1991, in the company of Lev Kerbel, a much-decorated sculptor, in his Moscow studio, its every inch of wall space occupied by a model of a Soviet hero. Kerbel was uncertain about the future as we sat before the small, flickering TV, watching as the Soviet flag that had waved atop the dome of the Kremlin for decades came down, and the tricolor of the new Russia took its place. A proud and sprightly man, his demeanor belying his age, Kerbel had been born on the day of the Bolshevik revolution in 1917. During his long career he had made a name for himself creating giant monuments to Lenin and Marx from Prague to Pyongyang. I had first met him in the autumn of 1985, just as his last great offering to the people of Moscow—the marble and granite monument to Lenin dominating October Square—was being unveiled. Now, six years later, the floor space of his studio was crammed with Lenins and Marxes, along with a Stalin lying in state, Italian Communists, Bashkirian poets, composers, soldiers, and female collective farm workers with headscarves. The wall in his kitchen had become a visitors’ book, and I added my signature. When I returned many years later, I saw that Boris Yeltsin had signed his name close to mine.

Over tea and brandy, Kerbel reminisced about a system to which he and millions of others had grown accustomed. For more than thirty years, the system had provided security and stability for the vast majority of a people who did not have the consumer expectations of their counterparts in the West. All they needed to do to enjoy a quiet life was to keep their heads down, to avoid causing trouble. Kerbel did more than that. He became one of the public faces of the Soviet Union. Despite his fears about the new way of living after the collapse of the Soviet Union, over the coming months he settled into the new world of the  rynok, the market, with reasonable ease. He learned about commercial contracts and started producing sculptures for the new generation of oligarchs, either of themselves or of their wives or mistresses. His daughters began to work for American television, and Lev went on holiday to the Canary Islands.

The battle between liberalism and autocracy that had split Europe apart in the twentieth century, part of an enduring ideological divide that had grown out of the Enlightenment, had been won. Francis Fukuyama, the U.S.-based author who initially seemed to personify the optimism of the new globalized world, predicted that the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism would lead to the “end of history” and “the universalisation of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”1 Although Fukuyama’s argument was complex, for more than a decade the debate about democracy and democratization was reduced to a simple matrix. Throughout this period it was assumed that freedom, liberty, and human rights were intertwined with democracy, and that democracy was inextricably linked to the free market. They not only thrived together, but they needed each other to survive.

The West’s “victory” in the Cold War appeared to confirm the supremacy of both its ideology and its business model. As Margaret Thatcher had once said, it did not matter whether you started with political freedom or economic freedom: You would end up sooner or later with both. Thatcher was tapping into a rich vein of Anglo-Saxon thinking that saw free markets and liberal democracy as mutually reinforcing. Capitalism is “compatible only with democracy,” wrote the American Christian social theorist Michael Novak in 1982. “While bastard forms of capitalism do seem able for a time to endure without democracy, the natural logic of capitalism leads to democracy.”2 Under communism, neither the Soviet Union, nor China, nor their satellites had posed an economic threat, let alone a meaningful ideological one, to the West. The assumption was that post-Communist Russia and China would move warmly into the West’s economic and political embrace.

The number of countries embracing multiparty elections and other facets of democracy had already begun to increase. By the time the “third wave” of democratization began in 1974 in Portugal, barely a quarter of the world’s states met the minimal test of a democracy: to be a place where the people were able, through universal suffrage, to  choose and replace their leaders in regular, free, and fair elections. Over the course of the next two decades, dictatorships gave way to freely elected governments in southern Europe, Latin America, and East Asia. Finally, an explosion of freedom in the early 1990s liberated Eastern Europe and spread democracy from Moscow to Pretoria. This shift coincided with an unprecedented moment of U.S. military, economic, and cultural dominance. Arguably, the movement reached its peak in June 2000 at the first meeting, in Warsaw, of the grandly titled Community of Democracies, spearheaded by the administration of U.S. president Bill Clinton. There, 106 states, including some as disparate as Chile, the Czech Republic, India, Mali, Portugal, and South Korea, vowed “to respect and uphold core democratic principles and practices” of free and fair elections, freedom of speech and expression, equal access to education, rule of law, and freedom of peaceful assembly.3


Representative democracy expanded rapidly after that evening I spent with Lev Kerbel in 1991; by 2000, 120 out of the 192 nation-states of the UN could broadly be defined as democratic. For the first time in modern history, democracy had acquired majority status in the world. Yet, as Paul Ginsborg, professor of contemporary European history at the University of Florence, has pointed out, at the very time it appeared to be dominant, liberal democracy had actually entered a profound crisis. “This was not a crisis of quantity; quite the opposite. The crisis, rather, was one of quality,” Ginsborg wrote. “While formal electoral democracy expanded with great rapidity all over the world, disaffection grew in democracy’s traditional heartlands. It was expressed in a number of different ways—declining voter turnout, declining political participation (more people were likely to be members of civil action groups like Greenpeace than of a mainstream party) and a loss of faith in democratic institutions and in the political class in general.”4 A new German word, Politikverdrossenheit, meaning disenchantment with politics, officially entered the lexicon in 1994. The concept was expressed in a variety of dramatic ways, such as in antiglobalization protests at the meetings of the World Trade Organization in Seattle in 1999 and at the Group of Eight Summit in Genoa in 2001, where hundreds were arrested or injured. Tellingly, the gulf between rulers and ruled was treated by the elites with relative equanimity. Politicians made speeches about the democrat deficit but appeared comfortable with a status quo that rendered to them notional constitutional legitimacy—or, in the case of George W. Bush in the U.S. presidential election of 2000, a dubious judicial legitimacy.

By the start of the twenty-first century, the rise of China and the resurgence of Russia posed a new and immediate challenge. Capitalism had been embraced beyond the West and adapted to purpose. As a mechanism for the acquisition of wealth, it was proving remarkably malleable. Authoritarian capitalism was becoming a formidable adversary. The market had been decoupled from democracy; more than that, it was embraced with alacrity by those very elites whom the West thought it had defeated. The forces of globalization and unrestricted transfers of wealth and assets reinforced the hubris of capitalists both new and old.

Having seen its economic hegemony challenged, the West was also about to suffer a fundamental attack on its confidence. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 shattered comfortable assumptions about the balance between security and liberty. The resurgent autocrats drew strength from two forces playing out simultaneously—the inherent weaknesses of democratic systems, and the actions of Western leaders in their “war on terror.” The new authoritarian capitalists exploited the mismatch between the rhetorical exhortations of the Bush administration, as it pursued its agenda of “democratization” around the world, and the tawdry practices it indulged in—from the manipulation of evidence leading up to the Iraq War to the humiliation of prisoners at Abu Ghraib, the systematic use of torture in secret jails around the world, illegal “rendition flights,” and the extraterritorial incarceration of hundreds of terrorist suspects at Guantánamo Bay.

In order to succeed in this moral void, the new authoritarians made a pact with their respective peoples. Although the precise rules varied from country to country, the template was always the same. Repression was selective, confined to those who openly challenged the status quo.  The number of people who fell into that category was actually very small—journalists who criticized the state or published information that cast the powerful in a negative light, lawyers who defended these agitators, and politicians and others who publicly went out of their way to “cause trouble.” The remaining members of the population could freely travel and could live more or less as they wished; moreover, they could make and spend money—and they gladly did so. A distinction had been created between public freedoms and private, or privatized, freedoms. For many people this way of dividing things up presented an attractive proposition. After all, how many members of the public, going about their daily lives, really wish to challenge the structures of power? Especially if there is food on the table and cell phones, or perhaps iPods, in their pockets? One can more easily than one realizes be lulled into thinking that one is sufficiently free.

In the pages that follow, I look at several examples of how this new kind of authoritarian capitalism has played out in different countries. The patterns are puzzling, sometimes dispiriting, for what they say about human nature and the extent to which our acquiescence to the state is a voluntary act. I begin with Singapore, the state in which I was born, and which has long intrigued me. I am constantly struck by the number of people there—people I know who are very well traveled with long stints at Western universities—who are keen to defend a system that requires an almost complete abrogation of freedom of expression in return for a very good material life. This is the pact. In each country the exact terms of the pact are unique; citizens hand over different freedoms in accordance with their own customs and priorities. In some it is press freedom; in others it is the right to vote out their government, to have an impartial judiciary, or simply to get on with their lives without being spied upon. In many it is a combination of these and more.

In the global order of the past two decades, the alliance of political leaders, business, and the middle classes was the key. The arrangement was built on a clear but usually unstated set of understandings. What mattered in all these societies was that the number  of people who benefited from the deal gradually increased, and that the states remained flexible enough to provide the legal infrastructure needed for a thriving commercial environment, as well as the kinds of freedoms that make people feel as if they can do as they please, so long as they do not challenge those in power. Thus they ensured property rights, provided for contract law and environmental protection, allowed different lifestyle choices, granted the right to travel, and gave people the right to earn money—and keep it. The people who mattered—the wealthy and the aspiring wealthy—were to be protected against the use of arbitrary state power. But could such protection be provided without the tools of conventional democracy, such as free elections and an open media? That was the conundrum that authoritarian capitalists faced.

The most obvious practitioners were countries such as China and Russia, where a critical mass of people (perhaps a minority, but a sizable one nonetheless) believed that an excess of freedoms could damage economic growth, political stability, or social harmony. Such a state, if it was clever, would provide limited but visible outlets for dissent—the arts, perhaps, or newspapers with small circulations—while maintaining its grip on mass audiences. Its most important task was to co-opt vested interests, the most important of which was business, both domestic and international. As Chris Patten recalled from his experience as governor of Hong Kong, the most persistent critics of his attempts to instill an element of democracy to the colony before its handover to China were U.S. and U.K. business leaders in the region. Why rock the boat, they asked him?

I remember hearing similar voices of resistance in Russia in the 1990s. I lost count of the number of Western bankers and others who were genuinely disdainful of the democratic changes that were being introduced throughout the decade. Why, they wondered, jeopardize potentially lucrative contracts for the sake of an experiment inimical to Russian society and history?

Western business found common cause with a new generation of Western-educated counterparts in Russia and China. Many would  insist that an authoritarian regime, as long as it was stable, provided an attractive proposition for the creation of wealth. The corporate elite helped sustain the political elite. This was Deng Xiaoping’s compact with the post-Tiananmen generation. The debate on political reform of the 1980s gave way to consideration of how best to open up the ruling Communist Party to greater scrutiny and accountability without “destabilizing” a political structure that had delivered three decades of high growth.

The pact belonged not just to states in transition such as these, however, and not just in faraway places across continents and oceans. It belonged also far closer to home, to the democracies themselves. The same kinds of trade-offs played out in different circumstances and cultures, and at different speeds, in the West, though perhaps not to the same degree. We all did it. We are still doing it. We each choose different freedoms we are prepared to cede. Citizens in both systems—in the democracies as well as in the authoritarian states—have colluded, but those in the West have colluded the most. They had the choice to demand more of their governments, to rebalance the pact between liberty, security, and prosperity, but as long as the going was good, they chose not to exercise it.

The context changed in 2008 as years of steady growth ended spectacularly. The collapse of the banks not only led to economic crisis but called into question the future of governments that had derived their legitimacy through securing sustained well-being for their peoples. Yet far from unraveling the pact, the global financial collapse enhanced it. Western countries that had dismissed the idea of the state as an economic force were forced to rehabilitate it. In conditions of insecurity, and with the state once again intervening wherever it saw fit, it was a propitious time for it to assume even greater control over other aspects of people’s day-to-day lives. The clamor for security that was exploited after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in 2001 was adapted for the new “emergency.”

In this book I do not look at tyrannical regimes that rule by the barrel of a gun, where families and parents denounce each other, where  the state is an unambiguously malevolent force and there is no element of consent. This is not about Zimbabwe or North Korea or Burma. In those countries there is no pact between the government and the people, but an instinct simply to survive. Nor do I focus on countries with their own particularities, such as Israel, or Hugo Chavez’s Venezuela, or post-apartheid South Africa.

Instead, in the course of a year’s travels, and in these chapters, I have focused on countries that, whatever their political hue, have accepted the terms of globalization. As a result, in spite of their cultural and circumstantial differences, they have adopted a similar set of priorities, a similar trade-off of liberties in their quest for material wealth. I talked to intellectuals, journalists, lawyers, cultural figures, politicians, and ordinary people, asking them the same question that I framed at the start of this chapter: Why have freedoms been so easily traded in return for security or prosperity?

 



Singapore, the subject of a remarkable socioeconomic experiment under Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew from 1959 to 1990, is often perceived as a one-dimensional consumer paradise. It may in part be that, but it also asks more fundamental questions about priorities. Upon its independence from Britain, it had the same per capita gross domestic product (GDP) as Ghana. But in the past forty years it has grown to become one of the world’s economic miracles, an island of stability in a region of upheaval. In Chapter 1 I look at the vicious defamation culture, in which the authorities prosecute local citizens and foreigners alike for the slightest criticism, and assess an electoral system in which constituency boundaries are rigged and opposition activists are regularly jailed. Yet the achievements are also striking. Previously fractious ethnic groups—the majority Chinese, Malays, and Indians—live in relative harmony, and through remarkable social housing and public services, the entire population is well cared for at the level of physical needs. The pivot is a middle class that, with some exceptions, is comfortable with a pact in which their private space is unimpeded, as long as they do not interfere with the public realm.

In China, the officially described “century of humiliation” at the hands of foreigners was followed by the Maoist era of uniformity and seclusion. Progress has been remarkable in the past three decades and has taken place within a system that interprets the theory of democracy in accordance with its needs. As I describe in Chapter 2, Corruption, human rights abuses, and environmental degradation have accompanied a one-party structure that has depended on economic growth to keep itself in power. Yet, during my various trips, I noted the porous nature of the pact. Free speech, even if formally circumscribed in China, particularly on the Internet, is alive and well on the street and in semiprivate situations. The government is trying to manage and channel it through a combination of technology, modern-day “spin” techniques, and brute force. However, the middle classes have no vested interest in granting the vote to hundreds of millions of poorer people with different political priorities. The lack of democracy is, for the moment at least, part of the deal. The government knows that the delivery of comforts to the private realm will ensure its success.

In Chapter 3 I move on to Russia, a place I’ve been visiting regularly for thirty years. I focus on people I have known from a time when the expression best translated as “to get hold of” was more important than the verb meaning “to buy,” a time when foreign travel was allowed only through officially sanctioned groups. These friends celebrated the failure of the coup of 1991 and the subsequent collapse of their autocratic system. They discovered new freedoms, and reveled in them, before Boris Yeltsin consolidated his power by manipulating an election with the tacit approval of the West. Democracy gradually and inexorably became associated with chaos and sleaze. The ascent of Vladimir Putin in 2000 brought a security clampdown coinciding with a surge of wealth, thanks to the global price of oil and gas. As their country became richer and more assertive, my friends would recite a slogan of the only three Cs that were important to the New Russians—Chelsea, Courchevel, and Cartier. While doughty journalists and human rights campaigners continued to ask questions, the vast majority acquiesced in the pact. These jet-setters continued to fear  that their fortunes and their properties might at any point be seized. That is why they took their money abroad. But they enjoyed the fruits of their private freedoms, leaving the siloviki—the politicians who hailed from the security elite—to rule unimpeded.

Next I look at perhaps the most curious, and certainly the most colorful, symbol of the global pact—the United Arab Emirates, specifically, the brazen and gaudy city of Dubai and the oil-rich, but less pretentious, Abu Dhabi. A saying during the boom times on the floors of finance houses went: “Shanghai, Mumbai, Dubai, or goodbye.” The ruling sheikhs of the UAE offered steady wealth to everyone from young British financiers to Russian mobsters and B-list celebrities in the form of property deals and tax-free salaries—in return for keeping out of trouble while in the country, either making money or enjoying what money could buy. In Dubai the sheikhs were even more accommodating, putting religious concerns to one side to allow Westerners to lead their lives as they wished, prosecuting them for sexual or drunken displays only in extremis. Monuments to conspicuous wealth sprung up all over as hotels and apartment blocks vied with each other for luxury. As I explain in Chapter 4, the sheikhs believed their model was immune to the Western economic crisis. Dubai, in particular, took a major hit. So what will come out of a pact that was built purely on a mutual interest in money?

In the remainder of the book I look at the countries that profess adherence to democracy, beginning, in Chapter 5, with India, a nation that takes pride in having the world’s most populous multiparty system. With China’s economy soaring ahead, parts of India’s corporate elite wondered whether their form of governance was an impediment to prosperity. India’s rich devised their own pact, asking only to be left alone to make money, to have the poor kept away from their door, and to be assured the basic services the state had failed to deliver in the past. This arrangement was challenged less by the global economic crash than by the terrorist attacks in Mumbai in late 2008. For the first time, the affluent classes were caught up en masse in the violence that has long afflicted India, and they demanded protection.

From India, I turn in Chapter 6 to Italy. But of all the countries in the world, why choose Italy? Italy matters, not because of any geostrategic relevance, but because it serves as an example of a sham democracy. In terms of its institutions, Italy fails on almost every count. The three checks on the executive—parliament, the media, and the judiciary—have seen their independence and authority eroded over the past twenty years. Corruption is rampant in Italy, and yet its voters have chosen Silvio Berlusconi, a man noted for his financial irregularities, his affection for autocrats such as Vladimir Putin, and his general vulgarity, three times. He has outwitted his opponents with consummate ease, and he is seeking to expand his powers. It is easy to dismiss Berlusconi and his antics. But his enduring popularity among a large swathe of the Italian population highlights the extent to which notional democracies can thrive and even depend on the same exercise of arbitrary power that authoritarian states are criticized for.

In 1997, the accession of a center-left government in the United Kingdom that prided itself on its liberties should have been an inspiring moment. Yet, in a decade, Britain has gone a long way to dismantling its liberties. It now possesses a fifth of the world’s closed-circuit television cameras; it has some of the world’s most punitive libel laws, and has recently imposed a law, under the guise of antiterrorism, that allows for the arrest of anyone taking photographs of the police or members of the armed forces. A government that was seeking one of the longest terms of pretrial custody for terrorist suspects proudly brandishes its authoritarian credentials, arguing that they are generally well received by the public. In many cases, they are, particularly by those who do not put them under close scrutiny. In Chapter 7, I look at a government that confused the benign role of the state in producing a more equitable society with the malign role of seeking to clamp down on public freedoms. I am keen to understand how British society seems so ready to acquiesce in the erosion of those freedoms until rather late in the day.

My last destination is the United States, where the pact has been played out most visibly. In Chapter 8, I trace the effects on society, at  home and abroad, of 9/11, the Iraq War, and the abuses that surrounded the “war on terror.” Former president George W. Bush’s neoconservative mission grew out of a mixture of hubris and frustration. The removal of Saddam Hussein was to be the catalyst for the birth of democracy in the Middle East, a harbinger of liberation for those oppressed by dictatorships in the region. The failure of this mission helped to show just how misguided it was to begin with, resulting not just from double standards but from a deeper confusion about the promotion of democracy around the world. Was democracy an end in itself? Or was it a means to an end? Should multiparty elections be encouraged in states where the outcome might produce regimes hostile to the West and to the concept of liberal democracy, or internally produce ethnic or political instability? Domestically, Bush presided over a security clampdown that was rarely challenged by mainstream politicians or public opinion. The U.S. media showed itself to be supine, failing to hold power to account on many of the gravest issues.

To what extent would the arrival of Barack Obama reverse the democratic erosion at home and America’s loss of democratic credibility abroad? Certainly, the nature of his election victory provided a much-needed boost to the credentials of America’s constitutional democracy. Yet hopes for a fresh start were offset by the dramatic collapse in the U.S. and global financial systems. The cruel irony was that a new administration, in which many around the world had pinned their faith, began its work just at a time of eroding American power.

 



In a different age, the German historian and philosopher Oswald Spengler famously predicted that “the era of individualism, liberalism and democracy, of humanitarianism and freedom is nearing its end.” His book The Decline of the West was written some ninety years ago, in the fallout from World War I and in the midst of the humiliations of the Treaty of Versailles. The masses, he wrote, “will accept with resignation the victory of the Caesars, the strong men, and will obey them.”5 Global markets are now in the throes of fresh decline, and many of the old certainties are being destroyed: Does this mean that  the Spengler vision is about to haunt us again? The challenge this time around is more subtle and sophisticated; the world is less fiercely differentiated between opposing systems. For twenty years, the “Washington Consensus” proselytized the mutually reinforcing creeds of free markets and liberal democracy. The rise of authoritarian capitalism removed the link between them. Then, from mid-2007, the collapse of the neoliberal Anglo-Saxon financial school became as much a crisis for the Western political system as it did for economics.

The events of the past decade have surely undermined the claim that the enrichment of a country, or the growth of a middle class, provides an impulse toward greater liberty. The American political sociologist Barrington Moore, Jr.’s, theories of “no bourgeoisie, no democracy” have surely been refuted by the past twenty years of materialist aspiration.6 During this period, people in all countries found a way to disengage from the political process while living in comfort. Consumerism provided the ultimate anesthetic for the brain. What happens when the wealth disappears and the anesthetic wears off?

My discoveries are discomforting, but I believe it is more useful to understand than to judge. It has always been the instinct of the politician to seek power and to hold onto it, by fair means or foul. Less understood are the reasons why so many of us—in authoritarian and democratic states alike—succumb, and why so few of us ask why we do it. Whatever systems we happen to live under, our priorities are more similar than we would ever want to admit.






CHAPTER 1


Singapore  Comfortable Model


Understanding the limits to freedom is what makes freedom possible.


 



CHUA BENG HUAT,  professor at the National University of Singapore





“Singapore is quite simply the most successful society in the history of humanity.” I scratch my head and take a large gulp of my ice-cold water. I am sitting in the office of Professor Kishore Mahbubani, Singapore’s leading public intellectual, a man who travels the world telling doubters that countries can be harmonious and prosperous without succumbing to Western liberal democracy. Dean of the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy at the National University, Mahbubani is always a good person to visit to test the political temperature. He plays host to a stream of visitors from around the world. Before me a delegation of Chinese breezes past. After me comes the Swiss ambassador. They are all keen to learn the secret of the success of an island state that is both economic miracle and social test bed.1


I am taken aback by the hubris of my host. But I am wary of being dismissive, of falling into the trap of the “Western mindset,” a term  used to dismiss criticisms leveled by foreigners. For me it is more than idle curiosity. I was born in Singapore, and although I left when I was young, my parents lived in the city-state for fifteen years. Each time I return I invest in a new map, as numerous streets inevitably have been torn down and replaced by ever higher monuments to money and one version of progress. Nostalgia for the past is one of the few luxuries people here cannot afford. I have also kept up with a number of sons and daughters of my parents’ friends, some Indian, some Malay, most Chinese. They are established doctors, lawyers, financiers, musicians. They went to universities in Britain, the United States, or Australia, but most came back. They treat Singapore’s gleaming Changi airport as a bus stop, hopping on and off planes without thinking twice. In their day-to-day lives they are able to do whatever they please. They enjoy their private freedoms, but free speech and political activism are things they express when they are abroad. I remember, as a student, going on demonstrations with several of my friends when they were in London. Back home, they button their lips. They can take it or leave it, they say. They do it out of choice.

The term “pact” was made for Singapore. The state’s per capita GDP is one of the highest in the world, equivalent to the best in the West. In return, members of the citizenry avoid causing trouble. The city-state has become a monument to wealth creation. Its economic progress is both beguiling and alarming. Everything works spectacularly well. The rich are exceedingly rich. The poor are exceedingly comfortable. The Singapore experiment has been conducted by Lee Kuan Yew, its prime minister for thirty years and supreme leader since relinquishing that office. Although Lee dominates the stage, the Singapore pact is about much more than one man. It requires, and receives, the willing cooperation of the vast majority of the people.

It is easy to forget, when one surveys the skyline of Singapore, the glistening office buildings, the state-of-the-art hospitals, and the efficient social housing, that it could have turned out very differently. Singapore was a backwater, a swampy island populated by a few fishermen, when it was founded in 1819 by Stamford Raffles, a British trader looking for a new foothold for the East India Company along the spice route. As the free port became more successful, traders and their coolies from around the region began to appear—up to 10,000 new arrivals in the first five years. Singapore became a melting pot for Chinese, Malays, Indians, Armenians, Europeans, and anyone else keen to make money. British control effectively came to an end with the invasion by the Japanese in 1942. Over the next three years, up to 50,000 Chinese were killed in the “purification through purge” campaigns.

The young Lee was a clerk during the Japanese occupation, and he, like others of his generation, was profoundly influenced by that experience. At the end of the war, he went to Cambridge University to study law. From there he was called to the bar. During his time in England, he was heavily influenced by anticolonial politics as well as by the Fabian socialism of the Labour Party. He studied the Fabians’ thinking on the role of the state as an engineer of social change and provider of services, and he became a believer in the “socialization” of land. On his return to Singapore in 1949, he became involved in the fledgling independence movements that had taken hold across Southeast Asia. In Malaya this took the form of armed resistance. The British declared an emergency and for twelve years were engaged in protracted fighting in the jungle. Although Lee considered himself of the left, he argued that more would be achieved through negotiation, and he founded the People’s Action Party (PAP) in 1954 as a mixture of democratic socialism and nationalism.

Three years later, Singapore gained full self-government from Britain, and in 1959 Lee became its first prime minister. In 1963, in a bid to provide greater security and tackle economic hardship, Singapore joined the Federation of Malaya. But the union was immediately threatened by ideological division and ethnic tension. Twenty-three people were killed and hundreds injured during race riots the following year. Lee hurriedly withdrew his tiny city-state from the federation and started out on his own. His task was unenviable. With few resources, and in the middle of an unstable region, Singapore faced acute unemployment, housing shortages, and intercommunal strife that  threatened to escalate. Most of the population lived in ramshackle wooden kampong (village, in Malay) houses. Many of the streets were dirty and squalid. The country had no advantages beyond the position of its port and the enterprise of its population.

Lee sought to invent a new nation as a geographical and cultural entity. While his Southeast Asian neighbors lurched between dictatorship and brief flirtations with democracy, never quite succeeding at either, he created something in between. He saw state-funded regeneration as key, introducing laws that annexed large swathes of land for social housing and other infrastructure projects such as roads, schools, and hospitals. At the time of independence, more than half the workers had no formal education; by 1990, two-thirds had completed secondary education. Between 1965 and 1995 the economy grew a remarkable 9 percent per year, three times as fast as the U.S. economy. Per capita income grew at 7 percent, on average, doubling roughly every decade. Gross national income went from US$1 billion to US$86 billion. Across the city, new schools and colleges quickly produced spectacular results. Singapore’s health care became the envy of Asia. Lee took to calling his small country a “first world oasis in a third world region.”

For half a century, he has micromanaged his state, seeking to determine outcomes down to the smallest detail. He has personally vetted the suitability of marriage partners for government servants (usually on the basis of IQ) and decreed the number of children they should have. Through public-information campaigns, he has exhorted his citizens to behave in accordance with his strictures. Instructions were issued on everything from hygiene to courtesy. In the 1970s, the “stop at two” campaign proved so successful in curbing the birthrate that it had to be followed by a reverse campaign entitled “Have three or more if you can afford it.”

I have lived in, and traveled to, many dictatorships over the years, places where you look under the tables for bugging devices and assume that the man in the reflector shades lurking at the street corner is out to get you. In Singapore, the surveillance is more subtle, but it is  a system that few people are sufficiently bothered about to change. It is easy to understand why. Three-quarters of the workforce does not have to pay income tax, and nobody pays more than 20 percent. Such is the demand for real estate, as foreign companies continue to pour in, that many people appear content to have their block of flats knocked down so that higher buildings can go up. And why not? They reap the profits. Almost none of the traditional Singapore remains. The very last village, Kampong Buangkok, consisting, as of this writing, of just twenty-eight houses hidden away in the north of the island, is being gobbled up.

Nothing in Singapore is allowed to stand in the way of wealth creation—and being part of that process, whether by making or by spending money, is the ultimate patriotic duty. Shopping has become the national pastime. Every time I wander down Orchard Road, the main shopping drag, I see happy consumers and happy eaters. This is a foodies’ paradise where you can find some of the most inventive cuisine anywhere, fusions of different cultures alongside high-quality basic foods at hawker centers dotted around the city. While there, I ate Sichuan, different types of Japanese, South Indian (eating with my hands, off of a banana leaf), and North Indian. I stopped in food courts (cheap and cheerful). I was invited to formal English surroundings (the Singapore Cricket Club, of course). I even managed German sausages washed down with Riesling. Then there are the tennis and swimming clubs, and the drinking haunts, in the artificially created “entertainment zones” of Clarke Quay and Robinson Quay. Surely, people, especially those who know the world, cannot be bought off as easily as this?

To understand the other Singapore, the less affluent Singapore, you have to visit any of the high-rise developments in the “heartland.” Since the 1960s, almost 90 percent of the population has been moved into well-maintained and scrupulously clean apartments in government-built blocks. The Housing and Development Board (HDB) was granted wide powers of compulsory purchase and forced resettlement. One of its missions was to break up communities that were ethnically separated  between Chinese, Malays, and Indians. In the brave new world that followed, the ethnic composition of every apartment block was required to mirror the country as a whole. People of different nationalities were instructed to share the same stairwells, community centers, swimming pools, and bus stops. Given the intercommunal strife of the 1960s, the enforced harmony that followed produced results that were nothing short of remarkable. Intercommunal differences are simply not allowed to happen.

Everything is set out in law. Citizens receive priority if they seek an apartment within a mile of their parents; this is to make it easier to look after the elderly. People can buy on the primary market—at below-market rates, with easy access to interest-free loans—but only if they are married. Once they are assigned to HDB housing, they must keep the flat for ten years, in order to cut down on speculation; then they can sell it on at market prices to anyone they wish. Rents are heavily subsidized and linked to earnings. Such is the demand that most people are pleased to secure whatever is available. Toa Payoh is the second oldest of these experiments. From the top floor of one block, forty stories high, I enjoy a panoramic view of the city—a series of high rises as far as the eye can see. Everything one could hope to purchase is available in the surrounding streets—there are little fabric stalls, tiny kiosks selling the latest 46-inch plasma TV screens, people touting the features of floor-to-ceiling fridges. By the lifts of one building—no graffiti or urine smells—I walk past a citizens’ notice board. One flyer reminds residents that they can join a group walk at the nearby Chinese garden. Another announces a bird-singing competition—a popular pastime in which local people pit their herons, barn owls, kingfishers—there are said to be seventy-nine species of birds with fine voices—against each other in a sort of localized American Idol contest for birds. Some enthusiasts spend up to a month’s salary on caged birds for this purpose. Another notice advertises for volunteers for a neighborhood watch scheme in which citizens are encouraged to snitch on anyone who may be guilty of antisocial behavior. The complex boasts excellent sporting facilities, including a  stadium, an indoor sports hall, and the country’s best swimming pool, where national competitions are held.

On the main walkway I watch a group of old men, Chinese, Malay, and Indians, boisterously playing checkers. It is Friday afternoon, and I suspect they have downed a whisky or two. They invite me to join them. We chat. I struggle to understand their Singlish, the curious hybrid that is most frequently spoken. I ask them about their lives, their aspirations. They have no complaints, they say. Thanks to the global crash, the economy is not what it was, but it will improve. They would, in any case, rather be here than anywhere else in Asia. At least that’s what they tell me; it’s hard to be sure whether they mean it. People confide only in their good friends here; meaningful opinion polls do not exist. It is invariably difficult to work out whether people are minding what they say, knowing that criticism will land them in trouble, or expressing genuine appreciation. I suspect, in the case of these men, that both suppositions are true.

The longer he stayed in office, the more convinced Lee became that he had found the model for Asia’s progress. From his earliest days, he saw public criticism as an impediment. He brought the media under the control of two state companies, Singapore Press Holdings Limited (which runs the newspapers) and MediaCorp (which deals with broadcasting). Elections are held every five years, and opposition parties are theoretically allowed to compete. However, any politician or journalist who says anything controversial about those in power risks arrest and defamation charges. When those defending themselves against such charges run out of money, they are declared bankrupt and may be sent to jail.

Even the minimalist democratic procedures that have existed since independence have been “modified” on several occasions. The PAP tends to be the beneficiary. Constituencies that vote in significant numbers for opposition candidates tend to disappear at the next election. The reasons are not hard to miss: When they do opt for the wrong candidate, the voters are reminded of the errors of their ways, and usually, they dutifully mend them. Not far from loyal Toa Payoh,  the neighborhood of Potong Pasir was for many years an anomaly in that it did not have an operating mass rapid transit underground station. The station did exist, but it was kept closed. Various “technical” reasons were given, but the locals knew the real reason. Potong Pasir is notorious for being the longest-held opposition ward in one-party-dominant Singapore, and dissent is not rewarded. Chiam See Tong, of the Democratic Party, has held the ward since 1984, staving off PAP candidates for six successive elections by the sheer power of his personality. No amount of inducements or threats has deterred local voters from irritating the powers that be. Locals are understandably reluctant to give their reasons for voting for Chiam, but it seems to be mainly out of long-standing loyalty. The more the government tries both carrot and stick to coax them from him, the more defiant they become. This small episode is an example of what makes Singapore’s claims to being a democracy such a curiosity. Usually it is not a democracy, but very occasionally it is.

The PAP has been in power since 1959 and currently holds 82 of the 84 seats in parliament, even though at the last elections, in May 2006, it captured only 67 percent of the vote. In other words, a more representative form of democracy should not be beyond the grasp of a highly educated electorate. By voting for the opposition, people are choosing to complain. Yet at the same time they know their vote will not make the slightest difference, and they do not seem unduly concerned. Is everyone going through the motions for the sake of “democracy”?

Those who actually represent the opposition know what will happen to them. Chee Soon Juan and J. B. Jeyaretnam were harassed for years. Jeyaretnam became the country’s first opposition member of parliament (MP) in 1981, for the Workers Party, and ended up serving two five-year terms. On each occasion he was charged with an array of offenses, ranging from slander to misuse of funds. After his second victory in 1997, he was served with eleven defamation suits, forcing him eventually to declare himself bankrupt. In his final years, Jeyaretnam—once a wealthy, flamboyant, and high-profile lawyer— took to standing on street corners and outside metro stations to peddle his own books about Singapore politics because no retailer would stock them. He said he had lost count of the number of times he had been sued for defamation. He died in September 2008, aged ninety-two, and the government sent his family polite but cold condolences. The blogosphere commented on his fate, with several people providing sympathetic assessments. The rest of the public quickly moved on. In the world’s media the event passed with barely a mention. For all its efforts, Singapore’s opposition has been almost completely ignored by Western governments. They choose to berate the Chinese or the Russians for their treatment of critics, but in Singapore there is too much money to be made to bother about such issues.

The longest-serving prisoner of conscience was Chia Thye Poh, who spent nearly twenty-three years in jail, making his term of incarceration for this type of “crime” second only to Nelson Mandela’s at the international level. Dubbed the “gentle revolutionary,” he was arrested in 1966 under the Internal Security Act (ISA) and spent much of the next two decades in solitary confinement, without being charged. For most of that time, the government gave no explanation for his imprisonment; it eventually accused him of having led a call for the violent overthrow of the leadership. On his release in 1989, Chia was placed under internal exile on Sentosa, Singapore’s “holiday” island to the south. The ISA, which gives the security forces the right to make arrests without having warrants, was one of several repressive laws bequeathed to Singapore by the British. Others have been created more recently. They all share colorfully Orwellian titles. There is the Criminal Law Temporary Provisions Act, which allows for the jailing of dissidents, for example; the Undesirable Publications Act, which clamps down on free speech; and the Public Entertainments and Meetings Act, which proscribes any unauthorized gathering of more than four people. Little is left to chance. In 2007 the Workers Party, the opposition group previously led by Jeyaretnam, was refused permission to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary with a bicycle party in a public park.

Although capital punishment figures are regarded as secret, according to Amnesty International 420 people were hanged in Singapore between 1991 and 2005, mainly for murder and drug trafficking. This gives the country the highest execution rate in the world relative to population. During 2007, more than 6,000 convicted persons were sentenced to caning. The criminal code allows caning for more than thirty offenses, including robbery, vandalism, and rioting. The practice is a mandatory prison punishment for rapists, drug traffickers, and visiting foreigners who overstay their visas. The regulations are published, presumably as a deterrent. They stipulate that the cane should be made out of rattan. It is soaked in water beforehand to prevent it from splitting when it comes into contact with the prisoner’s buttocks, as well as to make it more flexible. It is treated with antiseptic before use to prevent infection. A lighter cane is used for juvenile offenders.

It is not just human rights groups that highlight Singapore’s record. The U.S. State Department identifies, among other things, preventive detention, executive influence over the judiciary, infringement of citizens’ privacy rights, restriction of speech and press freedom, and self-censorship by journalists. Its annual reports are available to the public, but they are not discussed in Singapore, nor are they advertised by American administrations that have long seen the city-state as a reliable strategic partner. The British government’s annual human rights report does not usually mention the performance of its former colony. As ever, realpolitik sets the terms for the West’s critique of the state of democracy and civil liberties in nations around the world.

It is midday, and I am standing on a patch of grass near City Hall. A sign tells me that this is “Speakers Corner.” It was established in 2001 to counter international criticism that Singapore is a dictatorship. The government insists that people can say whatever they want here, but they must stay inside the law. That is not so easy. The instructions on the notice board list the following rules: Someone wishing to speak must register at the police station around the corner, fill out forms, and wait for permission; if it is granted, he or she  may speak, but the speech will be recorded. The recording will be kept by the government for six years, and it can be used against the speaker in any defamation or other trials. In addition, some topics are off-limits. One may not speak about issues relating to religion or race, for example, or insult anyone in authority. Just in case anyone might be tempted, the sign then helpfully lists the provisions of all the various laws that might be infringed. I pop into the police station to ask the officer when the next speaker is likely to appear. Not for some time, the man tells me. Nor can he remember the last person who applied.

The views of most people I know in Singapore range from mild disapproval at the state of affairs to something a little stronger. But they do not agitate publicly. For many people, it would be risqué even to forward an e-mail, without comment, containing links to opposition activities on the Internet. However, there are those who go so far as to create the websites, while staying anonymous. Indeed, the absence of an open media or political discourse has bred a flourishing rumor mill. Singapore-based websites are vibrant, often with video or audio clips of tiny gatherings that were broken up, or criticisms of the regime. Popular subjects for debate are aired. What exactly is the U.S. military up to in the giant Changi naval base? Does it contain submarine nuclear missiles? What happened to an Indonesian terrorist who disappeared from a high-security jail? How far do Singapore’s financial links extend with Burma’s ruling junta? Is it true Singapore provides communications equipment for the Burmese army? Is it true the elderly junta leader, Than Shwe, was secretly given cancer treatment at a Singapore governmental hospital? How many of the Burmese generals move their money through Singapore? The discussions are vigorous on the sites of the Workers Party, the more recently formed Singapore Democratic Party (SDP), and a number of online citizens’ forums.

The authorities trawl the Internet looking for potential troublemakers but have been reluctant to shut down offending sites. Several of the websites, including the SDP’s, have posted a video about free  expression and dictatorship entitled One Nation Under Lee. According to the opposition, the forty-minute film has been viewed more than 40,000 times on YouTube and has been screened at festivals in other countries, including neighboring Malaysia. It was actually first screened in Singapore at the Excelsior Hotel. Even though the event was a private one and only invited guests were allowed, officials from the Media Development Authority made their way into the function and demanded that the film and the projector be handed over. The incident was caught on camera, and the resulting clip is also available for viewing.2 One Nation Under Lee, a primer for young oppositionists, is somewhat innocent but determined in tone. It cites Burma’s detained opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, as a model, extolling the virtues of civil disobedience. The Singapore government, it says, incessantly warns of the “havoc and chaos” that would result from protest, and potential dissidents may be fearful. But Singaporeans do have power to bring about change. Then it goes to the heart of the matter: “The only question is: Do we want to exercise it?”

That question, for the moment, seems rhetorical. Demonstrations are extremely rare, and when they do take place, the gaggle of protesters (usually fewer than ten) offers no resistance as they are quickly swept up into police vans. Seah Chiang Nee, a veteran political commentator, charts political dissent, or lack of it, in his cyber journal,  littlespeck.com. He decried the priorities of his countrymen and women when referring in March 2009 to a tiny rally in favor of Burma’s pro-democracy movement: “I cannot foresee 2,000 students carrying Armani handbags and iPods marching around Orchard Road throwing Molotov cocktails.”3


In the newspapers, and particularly on television, none of these issues is mentioned. The press does broach some social and economic problems. It is reasonably open about foreign crises; it exhorts communities and individuals to behave better. But the motivation must be self-improvement or patriotism. I remember a few years ago a government notice in the Straits Times, Singapore’s most important paper, advising citizens of the punishments they  would incur if they failed to trade in their old air-conditioners for new ones by a certain date. Criticism of the government, particularly of named ministers and officials, is frowned upon. It is deeply unacceptable for foreigners to make such criticisms. International newspapers that criticize Lee or his underlings are hounded in the courts. Under new rules, in order to operate in Singapore foreign media must submit a hefty deposit and appoint a local representative who could be answerable in court. The list of illustrious international publications that have incurred the wrath of the authorities includes the Far Eastern Economic Review, the Wall Street Journal, and the Financial Times. At various points they have been forced to apologize for running critical articles about Singapore. To do anything else would make no business sense.

One think-tank, officially sanctioned or at least officially tolerated, so far, is Think Centre, which was approved in October 2001 as an independent nongovernmental organization (NGO). Its president, Sinapan Samydorai, sets out the ground rules: “You can talk about government policies, you can criticise government-linked companies for not being transparent or accountable, but if you talk about an individual within them and say he has family members there, and describe him by name, then you will be in danger of being sued for defamation.”4


Sometimes individual controversies are aired. In 2005, parliament approved a plan to legalize casino gambling, paving the way for the construction of two multibillion dollar resorts—one in Marina Bay, in the center of the city, and one on Sentosa Island. Many people were furious, arguing that they did not want Singapore to become a mini Las Vegas or a rival to Macau. They did not want the low life that they feared would arrive with gambling. For a while the debate was aired, until it was decreed that it was time to stop. On one of my visits, I went to see the construction site for myself. Accompanied by a photographer, I made my way past the cement mixers and heavy trucks as they plunged through the mud. No sooner had we started taking pictures than we were “invited” into the site office to explain ourselves. A  Scotsman who did not introduce himself asked for our permits, and we were politely escorted off the site.

Occasionally, major crises take place that cannot be kept from public view. In 2004 one of the top charities, the National Kidney Foundation, was discovered to be paying its chief executive for first-class flights, maintenance of his Mercedes, and gold-plated fixtures for his private office bathroom. This came on top of an annual salary of nearly £200,000. The patron of the charity, who happened to be the wife of the former prime minister, declared that she couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about, as his salary was “peanuts.” When the story was run by the normally cautious Straits Times, the foundation inevitably began proceedings for defamation, but the case collapsed amid a rare display of public outrage. The chief executive and the board of the foundation resigned. The Singapore version of the pact requires that top officials maintain an appearance of acting with probity. In this case, that appearance was shattered, and there were serious consequences. Still, government officials would prefer that such things not be leaked in the first place.

Singapore is proud of the amount it pays its top officials. At last count, the prime minister earned US$2.6 million per year, while the most junior member of the cabinet took a mere US$1.3 million. To get the best to serve as administrative service officers, the government pays as much as the private sector. In April 2007, the head of the civil service received US$1.5 million per year, more than the salaries of the U.S. president and British prime minister combined. It is, I am told, a small price to pay if a country wants to progress. The idea is to ensure that the most talented, including potentially the most outspoken, can be absorbed, or co-opted, by the state.

The search for talent is conducted according to officially sanctioned policies. The government does whatever it takes to attract new blood into Singapore, as long as it fills a skills gap. Officials are sent to small towns in Malaysia and India to recruit. Increasingly, they are scouring China. The Singapore government regards ethnic cohesion as one of its top goals. Any remarks considered racially inflammatory are expressly banned; however, the domination of the Chinese over the large Malay and Indian minorities is maintained in subtle ways. The recent arrival of thousands of people from “the mainland,” many of whom cannot speak English, which remains Singapore’s lingua franca, is making its mark.

There is a second reason for treating government servants so well: to ensure that, at every link in the chain, corruption is fought off. Theoretically, with such high earnings, the benefit of lining one’s own pockets is not worth the risk. But with so little investigative journalism, the absence of large-scale corruption is something the people have to take on trust. As for nepotism, this would be regarded negatively only if the person concerned were seen as unworthy of the job. Indeed, the appointment of Lee Hsien Loong, Lee Kuan Yew’s oldest son, as prime minister in 2004 was portrayed as playing well to Confucian values. “Familialism,” as it is called, or guan xi, the Chinese notion of personal relationships or connections, does not, officials say, equate to cronyism.
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