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The Statecraft of Lee Kuan Yew, Visionary and Opportunist

As the bus marked “Malaysian Federation® cruised along the roadway of worid relations, the
dnver stbpped, tumed to one of the passengers and stated, “Hey fella, this 1s where you get off *
“Not so,;’ replied the passenger, Lee Kuan Yew, “Singapore intends to continue fo nde along as part
of the fefderaﬂon created with Malaysia, Sarawak and Sabah--we have no plans for getting off ”
“Too bag,” retorted the Federation dnver “You are out here and on yourown”

In 1959, Singapore gained its autonomy within the Bntish Commonwealth and shortly
thereafter, n 1963, joined the Federation of Malaysia While not quite as abrupt as the above
scenarno, the Federation ouster of Singapore (effective August 9, 1965) over social and political
concems, including Singapore’s nsing dominance, confronted Singapore’s Pnme Minister, Lee
Kuan Y?w (hereinafter referred to as “Lee”), with a monumental challenge National survival of
Snngapqre was clearly at stake As Singapore’s leading statesman, Lee responded by developing
and mﬁlemenﬂng a comprehensive “roadmap” or vision of Singapore’s future in which the country
evolved quickly into an economically self-sufficient, society capable of competing and surviving in
the wor{dwude economy The end or goal was clear, buta paucity of resources made the means
of achlqv;ng it difficuit to perceive  Lee’s skill (and luck) as a statesman was instrumental in

|
achieving his strategic goals and is evidenced by Singapore s conversion from an emerging

|
coicamal1 state into 2 viable nation and economic marvel

OBJECTIVES

Lee’s strategic vision had to encompass a multitude of tasks and nearly imsurmountable
chauenges involved in the development of a new nation, almost from “ground zero * His vision
focused on three primary areas or objectives
Developing economic capabilities which would sustain a viable Singapore

Clearly the most cntical of Lee’s challenges was the need to recast and energize

Singapore’s economy into one which would sustain the state Prior significant trading ties with the



Thomas 2

Malaysian Federation cooled in the penod following separation Bnitish interests, a residual from
colorial days, totaled 70% of foreign investment and were Jeopardized by the growing sentiment in
Great Britain to withdraw from its Singaporean bases (and with it a substantial portion of its annual
contnbu*lon of over 25% of Singapore’s gross national product) Clearly, the nation could not
survive with such substantial dependence on two hmited trading partners and a largely
undeve!‘pped industnal base

Creating national cohesion.

Whrle all of Lee’s tasks were daunting, fostenng a cohesive Singaporean identity took
sxgmﬂcaint ingenuity Faced with a multi-cultural population (80% Chinese, 16% Malay, 4% Indian
and Eurasian) which was supportive but not clearly unified, he needed to mold that identity while
remaining sensitive to the diverse cultural backgrounds of these groups He clearly recognized that
the roa& to sustainable nationhood would require cooperation (and minimum fnction) from the entire
populace, a wilingness fo pull together in the face of adversity and to sacnfice in the short-term for
Ionger—tém gains The sensitivity of Lee and his lieutenants to this problem is evident in their
careful é:ultnva’uon of a vanety of iniiatives
Providing for national defense.

Smgapore occupied a highly desirable location along major shipping lanes and offered
valuablé port faciliies to whoever controlled her The country was literally an island of iargely
Chmescﬁé population in a region of Mushm domination Warding off any interested in subjugating
the infant nation was the last of Lee’s vital objechives

Wlth the mynad of challenges confronting him, Lee recognized that while there could be
some p:nontlzatlon among objectives, he needed to work many issues simultaneously Part of the

genius which Lee brought to the task was ability to “interweave” within the means he adopted steps

which helped achieve muitiple and not necessarnily directly related benefits toward his desired ends
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STRENGTHS

As Lee sat on the curbside (figuratively) and took stock of the elements of national power
Smgapoire could bring to bear on the task ahead, he recognized Singapore’s latent or potential
power léy almost entirely in just two factors--her strategic location and her people The foliowing
addstlon:al factors (and in some cases what | have descnbed as “fortuties”) favored Lee’s efforts

The character of the people of Singapore gave Lee a general ethic of thnft, self-sacnfice,
stnct discipline and a strong commitment to family  These were charactenstics Lee needed to
foster to achieve his vision for Singapore

'jrhe parhiamentary set-up adopted {and widely accepted) shortly after leaving the
Commopweatth was easily converted to serve the needs of an independent nation, thereby
avo:dmé protracted debate and decision over the form of govemment

The concessions and cooperation of the Singaporean population essential to effecting (and
tolerahng) changes were possibie only if political challenges were minimized “Fortuity” favored
Lee in that while culturally divided, Singapore was not substantially pohitically divided His party,
the Peo:ples Action Party (PAP) held poputar support as a result of efforts pnor to separation Rival
parties had lost influence due to their stands on the independence issue

While Singapore did not enjoy the best relations with its Muslim neighbors, dunng the
formative years (mid-1960s and early 1970s) it had no immment substantial external threats
There \,\:/as no present substantial threat of Communist takeover in the region  In the late 1960s,
the conilnued presence of the Bntish provided a deterrent umbrelia under which Singapore and its
defense force could evolve

The Bnfish contributions to Singapore’s economy dunng the first few years following

separatﬁon providing a cushion for development The Bntish legacy later translated into a ventable

windfall of substantial assets which Singapore could add to Lee’s vision of a shipping center
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Sangapore’s assefs or strengths at this point also included the sheer force of Lee’s
personality Dnven and involved in nearly every aspect of Singapore’s efforts, he pushed, pulled
proddedj, cajoled and commanded Singapore into its new shape He saw opportunities and
max:mrzgd them, demonstrated flexibility fo change and a willingness to press on in the face of
uncertalgﬂty
WEAKNESSES

At the same time, Lee faced the following significant chatlenges to redirecting Singapore’s
power lqto the creatton and sustainment of a viable nation

As noted, the economy was not developed and could not compete in world markets

$;ngapore lacked a substantial capital base on which to build industry

)P.s a small island nation, Singapore had no appreciable natural resources it could draw
upon to 1stcmulate export trade Additionally, there was little land in which to develop (including
surrounc:img small islands).

§tngapom relied on others for water and was barely able to sustain itself agnculturally

§mgapore’s populace lacked the homogenizing factor of a common language and
dlfferen;:es in color, culture, and religion were natural barners

An island of Chinese within a Mushm region, Singapore was the subject of regional mistrust
and lacked supportive alliances

Standmg alone Singapore had no real ability to defend itself militanly from external threats

All told, Lee faced a formidable challenge, one many thought impossible Itis in the

|
orchestration of hmited resources and the exploitation of opportunity that Lee’s genius shines--

|
although not necessarily in a fashion acceptable to all
INSTRUMENTS USED/ORCHESTRATION

Recognizing the severe imitations constraining the means available to achieve his grand

strategy, Lee concluded that govermnment control and involvement in nearly every facet of
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Singapore’s development was essential Policies and actions instituted in the name of social order
would clearly push the imits of commonly-held perceptions of the prerogatives of the govemment in
a democratic society No doubt at various points Lee had to gauge just how far his govemment
could gc;‘ in s authontanan posthons and economic involvements without either fomenting self-
destruct;ve domestic unrest or being ostracized by the nations upon whom Singapore relied so
heavily for her economic development Success in walking this “fine ine” exemplified his skill as a
statesmén He knew when to draw the line and how to draw upon his well-cultivated image of a
man of tjmgh personal integnty and the leader of a “democratic nation” to stave off detractors

f:-iavmg chosen heavy govemment involvement, Lee moved to expand and solidify PAP’s
poltical advantage The Pnme Minister’s role as overseer of both domestic and foreign policy,
along ha% ability to choose the Council of Ministers, allowed Lee to position a small cadre of advisors
and mt%:n tight control over government action Drawing upon the weakness of political
adversanes, popular support ansing from past successes, and “tools” available within the
govemment (iIncluding govermnment control of the media and progressively restnctive stances on the
express::on of dissent), PAP’s effort culminated in the 1968 electoral mandate by which it obtained
control ql:f every seat in the Parliament Effectively L.ee had unopposed domestic authonty

Political dominance was but an intermediary “end” sought by Lee, it became the “means” for
implementing other steps essential fo his vision, the springboard for swiffly addressing other
challenges While Singapore’s economy was growing durning the time Lee consolidated his
posmonL fabor unrest was a concemn, particularly as it would adversely impact Lee’s vision of
creatmg% an economy which was attractive to much-needed capital investment The Trade Union
Act of 1§68 Is heralded as putting to an end major concems over labor and expediting Singapore’s
ewnoﬁrc expansion lIts provisions restricted trade union disputes, prevented stnkes and greatly

increased employer powers over employees, including working hours The mnitial shock of the

unions 6ver the sweeping control given employers soon dissipated as they accepted the need for
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such controls if the nation’s growth was to continue--perhaps evidence of growing success of Lee’s
efforts at national cohesion

Besoimion (at least for the moment) of labor discipline problems freed Lee’s government to
entice d<j>mest|c and foreign investment in Singapore Lee recognized that the lack of native capital
necessitated govemment involvement to simulate economic growth Transnational corporations
were enticed by the population resource (a disciplined labor force) and tax concessions in a wise
trade-off for an influx of equipment and managenal and marketing skills He did not hesitate to
invest some of Singapore’s imited economic resources, a fledgling mstrument of national power, to
provide iong—term financing of a vanety of essential industnes or to prompt focal industry by taking
mgmﬂcapt minonty equity positions The pay-off was worth the investment

Lee’s approach to land reform similarly displayed his ability to achieve multiple benefits out
of smgté efforts Residents in margial housing were moved to government-built high-nise buildings
where low-cost govemment iéans allowed them to become “homeowners” (wmith a stake in
Smgapcjwe’s future) The vacated land was tumed over to cnifical development needs

Apﬂy perceiving social stability as crucial to inducing both domestic, but most particularly
mtematljonal frade, Lee pushed through Pariament a wide range of measures to “preserve order *
This social control legisiation impinged on a number of ndividual nghts (e g the abohtion of the nght
to tnal by a jury) but yieided a docile community As a further inducement to international trading
and de\{elopment of Singapore as a regional center for financial matters, the govemment approved
both thé creation of and its joint ownership interest in the Intemational Trading Company Again,
the “nvestment” in a controlled labor force and stable domestic situation paid big dividends as
investment and growth rates were outstanding

;_ee masterfully drew opportunity out of the clouds of adversity raised by Great Britain’s

decision to withdraw from Singapore by 1971. Not only was the Bntish departure used by Lee as a

“common challenge” around which to rally the Singaporean populace (thereby further cementing
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national unity), but also Lee envisioned use of the substantial shipyard facilities garnered from the
Bntish as a “target area” for industnal diversification Addition of these assets bolstered efforts to
draw on the value of Singapore’s geographic location to develop a world-class shipping industry
Stmrlady, he opportunistically drew upon early indonesian oif exploration ventures and United
States njeeds during the Vietnam conflict to further Singapore’s economic well-being

Lee long believed educaton was cntical to national success He viewed the schools as
integral to inculcating values essential to national cohesion and had great personal interest and
mvo!vement in their operations Lee’s govemment anticipated need and by upgrading educational
system Fo produce a technically frained population was ready {o sustain a “second wave” of
Slngapc?rean industnal growth

bunng this time of nation-building, Singapore wisely pursued a general policy of

|
mternatabnal non-alignment Lee was keenly aware that his nation could not allow itself to be drawn
into regr‘onal conflicts, it needed to focus its resources and energies inwardly At the same fime,
Lee was inclined to establish frendly relations and trading links without grave concem over
cdeolog;j(, alhiances were avoided Singapore’s nationalistic fervor at imes grated on its neighbors,
and it was not until the early 1970s that significant efforts were taken to patch up relations with
Malayszja and indonesia These problems never challenged the pursutt of Lee’s goals

While national defense was not the most vital of interests, its importance to Singapore’s
development should not be underplayed Here again, fortuity” allowed Singapore to develop free
of nmmifjnent political and military threats and avoid devotion of a significant portion of its energies to
natronai defense Using the Isrash model for the self-defense force, Lee mstituted compulsory
natzona! service for all males not only as a means of ensurnng a ready manpower pool for the
defensc;. force, but also it was yet another means of instilling national loyatties

Across the board, Singapore benefited from a vanety of favorable circumstances dunng its

infancy Lee’s total involvement in making and maximizing opportunities 1s evident as the
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govemnﬁent and people of Singapore struggled toward the goal of nationhood and economic well-
being The question then becomes how do we judge his success

RESULTS/CONCLUSION

By many measures, Lee’s efforts were a unqualfied success, and the envy of many
Singapore’s status as one of the world’s largest seaports, prominence as a regional capital market

and cenjter for finance, and high per capita income and low unemployment underscore the extent of
his success

Based on these circumstances one can argue that Lee achieved his strategic vision, at
least reéardnng economic independence and modest national defense But the analysis can not
end there Do Lee’s achievements have to be capable of duplication elsewhere in order to be
deemed a success? | submit they do not Lee made the most of imited resources and
opportunities, including the “fortuities,” which were presented to Singapore Those circumstances
which d;'ove his decisionmaking and the “forturties™ from which he benefited are unlikely to recur
That hejwas so successful in capitalizing on events as they unfolded attests to his personal ability
to com;;rehend and seize opportunity and fo fashion effective programs and policies They
underscTore that he was both (to use a non-technical ferm) lucky and adept at his version of
natlonbz:mdmg To his credit, he made a viable nation out of very Iittle

At the same time, 1t is hard to believe Lee could have achieved the same goals without an
“firm, mx?olved” (authontanan) govemment and that his achievements were not made without social
costs By “world standards,” one could argue Lee’s success was bought by using (abusing?) his
people While we might judge him as personally successful, his means may have sowed the seeds
of future problems (social discontent and unwillingness to accept authontanan rule) The penod of
Smgapgre’s infancy may go down in the history books as Lee Kuan Yew's big success, but perhaps
he has left his foliowers without the political and cultural wherewithal to sustain these achievements

| submit that on this point the jury 1s shill out
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