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The Statecraft of Lee Kuan Yew, Visionary and Opportunist 

As the bus marked “Malayaan Federatron” cruised along the roadway of world relatrons, the 

dnver stopped, turned to one of the passengers and stated, “Hey fella, this IS where you get off ” 

“Not so,” replied the passenger, Lee Kuan Yew, “Srngapore Intends to conttnue to nde along as part 

of the federation created wtth Malaysia, Sarawak and Sabah--we have no plans for gettrng off u 

“Too bad,” retorted the Federatron dnver “You are out here and on your own n 

In 1959, Singapore ga+ned its autonomy wtthln the Bntlsh Commonwealth and shortly 

thereafter, tn 1963, joined the FedeWon of Malaysia VVhrle not quite as abrupt as the above 

scenano, the Federatton ouster of Srngapore (effectrve August 9,196s) over social and poktkzal 

concert-/s, tncludng Singapore’s nsrng domnance, confronted Sngapote’s Pnme Minister, Lee 

Kuan Yew (heretnafter referred to as “Lee”), wrth a monumental challenge National survival of 
I 

Singapore was clearly at stake As Singapore’s leading statesman, lee responded by developing 

and lmplementrng a comprehensive “roadmap” or vlsron of Srngapore’s future In which the country 

evolved quickly Into an economically self-suffiaent, society capable of compettng and survrvlng In 

the wo$dw& economy The end or goal was ciear, but a paucity of resources made the means 

of achieving rt difficult to perceive Lee’s skill (and luck} as a statesman was rnstrumental rn 
I 

achieving hs strategic goals and IS evrdenced by Singapore s conversion from an emerging 

colonial state Into a viable nation and economic marvel 

OBJE(;iTlVES 

Lee’s strategic vrslon had to encompass a multitude of tasks and nearly unsurmountable 
I 

challenges Involved in the development of a new nation, almost from ‘ground zero u HIS vtslon 
I 

focused on three primary areas or obJectives 

DevelojMg economic capabifities which woufcf sustain a viable Singapore 

,Cleady the most cntrcal of Lee’s challenges was the need to recast and energtze 

Srngapore’s economy Into one which would sustain the state Pnor slgtxficant trading ties wrth the 
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Malaysian Federation cooled tn the penod following separation Bnttsh interests, a residual from 

colonial pays, totaled 70% of foreign rnvestment and were @opardized by the growing sentiment n 

Great Bntaln to v&hdraw from Its Singaporean bases (and v&h It a substantial portton of Its annual 

contnbu,lon of over 25% of Singapore’s gross nattonal product) t Clearly, the nation could not 

survive with such substantial dependence on two limited trading partners and a largely 

undevelyed Industrial base 

Creating national cohesion. 

While all of Lee’s tasks were daunting, fostenng a cohesive Singaporean Identity took 

stgnlfic+t Ingenuity Faced v&h a multi-cultural population (80% Chrnese, 16% Malay, 4% Indian 

and Euiaslan) which was suppoftlve but not clearly unified, he needed to mold that identity while 

remainir;lg sensttlve to the diverse cultural backgrounds of these groups He clearly recognized that 

the road to sustamabfe nattonhood would require cooperation (and mlnrmum fnctton) from the entire 

popula&, a vvlllmgness to pull together In the face of adversity and to sacnfice m the short-term for 

longer-term gains The sensltlwty of Lee and his lieutenants to this problem IS evident tn their 
/ 

careful cultivation of a variety of inittatives 

Providipg for national defense. 
1 

Singapore occupied a highly desirable location along major shtpplng lanes and offered 

valuable port faallt!es to whoever controlled her The country was literally an island of largely 

Chines? population m a region of Musltm domination Warding off any interested In subjugating 

the Infai?t natlon was the last of Lee’s vttai ObJeCtiVeS 

With the mynad of challenges confronting him, Lee recognized that while there could be 

some pnonttzation among ObJeCtiVeS, he needed to work many Issues simultaneously Part of the 
I 

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

which helped achieve muftlple and not necessanly directly related benefits toward his desired ends 
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If\s Lee sat on the curbside (frguratlvely) and took stock of the elements of national power 
/ 

Smgapore could bring to bear on the task ahead, he recognized Srngapore’s latent or potential 

power ldy almost entirely in just two factors--her strategrc location and her people The following 

addrtronhl factors (and m some cases what I have described as “forturtles”) favored Lee’s efforts 

The character of the people of Srngapore gave Lee a general ethic of thrift, self-sac&e, 

stnct dlsPpllne and a stmng commrtment to famtly These were character&x Lee needed to 

foster to achieve ks vrsron for Srngapore 

The parliamentary set-up adopted (and wrdely accepted) shortly after leaving the 

Commonwealth was easrly converted to serve the needs of an independent nation, thereby 

avadtng protracted debate and decision over the form of government 

The concessrons and cooperatron of the Srngaporean population essential to effectrng (and 

toleratrn,g) changes were possible only if polrtrcal challenges were mlntmlzed “Fotiuty” favored 

Lee m that while culturally dwrded, Singapore was a substanttally pol~trcally divided HIS party, 

the Peoples Action Party (PAP) held poputar support as a result of efforts pnor to separatron Rival 

parties had lost influence due to their stands on the independence rssue 

While Singapore drd not enjoy the best relations wth Its Muslim neighbors, dunng the 

formatrve years (mid-‘l960s and early 1970s) It had no rmmtnent substantial external threats 

There was no present substantral threat of Communist takeover In the region In the late 196Os, 

the continued presence of the Bntrsh provrded a deterrent umbrelia under which Singapore and its 
I 

defense force could evolve 

The Bntrsh contnbutrons to Srngapore’s economy dunng the first few years followrng 

separation providing a cushion for development The Bntrsh legacy later translated Into a ventable 

wrndfall, of substantral assets which Singapore could add to Lee’s vrston of a shtppng center 
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$ngapore’s assets or strengths at this potnt also Included the sheer force of Lee’s 

personaltty Dnven and rnvolved m nearly every aspect of Singapore’s efforts, he pushed, pulled 

prodded, CaJded and commanded Singapore into Its new shape He saw opportunitres and 

maxrmrzed them, demonstrated flextbtlrty to change and a wllllngness to press on In the face of 

unceftaWy 

YVEAKR/ESSES 

+t the same time, Lee faced the following slgnficant chaltenges to redlrechg Singapore’s 

power I:to the creatton and sustainment of a viable nation 

+s noted, the economy was not developed and could not compete In world markets 

@gapore lacked a substantral capital base on which to build industry 
/ 
&s a small Island natin, Singapore had no appreciable natural resources tt could draw 

upon tolstimulate export trade Addittonally, there was ltttle land n which to develop (ndudlng 
/ 

surroundmg small Islands)- 

Stngapore &ted on others for water and was barety able to sustain ltseff agnculturally 

?rtgapore’s populace lacked the homogenizing factor of a common language and 

differences tn color, culture, and reltgon were natural bamers 

fin island of Chinese wlthtn a Mu&m regton, Singapore was the SUbjeCt of regional mistrust 

and lacked supportive a&axes 

ptandtng alone Sfngapore had no rest ablllty to defend Itself mltanly from external threats 

All told, Lee faced a formidable challenge, one many thought Impossible It IS n the 
I 

orchest@Bon of llmtted resources and the explottatron of opportuntty that Lee’s genius shines-- 
l 

although not necessanly n a fashion acceptable to all I 

INSTRUMENTS USED/ORCHESTRATION 

,Recogrxzzlng the severe Irmttattons constraintng the means avarlable to achieve his grand 

strategy, Lee concluded that government control and Involvement rn nearly every facet of 
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Singapore’s development was essential Pollctes and ations instituted In the name of social order 

would clearly push the Irmlts of commonly-held percepttons of the prerogatives of the government m 

a democratic society No doubt at various potnts Lee had to gauge just how far his government 

could gd In rts authontanan posittons and economic Involvements vvlthout either fomenting self- 

destructive domestic unrest or being ostractzed by the nations upon whom Stngapore relted so 

heavily ior her economic development Success n walking this “fine Ime” exemplified hts skill as a 

statesman He knew when to draw the he and how to draw upon hts well-cultivated Image of a 

I 
man of high personal rntegnty and the leader of a “democratic nation” to stave off detractors 

vavng chosen heavy government wvolvement, Lee moved to expand and solId@ PAP’s 

polttrcal ‘advantage The Pnme Mtnlster’s role as overseer of both domestic and foreign policy, 

along hi? ability to choose the Council of Mtnisters, allowed Lee to poslbon a small cadre of advlsors 

and ret$n tight control over government a&on Drawing upon the weakness of pol~ttcal 

adversaries, poputar support ansing from past successes, and “tools” available wtthtn the 

govemt$ent (Includng government control of the medfa and progressively restnctlve stances on the 

expresg!on of dissent), PAP’s effort culminated In the 1968 electoral mandate by which It obtatned 

control 9f every seat m the Parlrament Effecttvefy Lee had unopposed domestic author@ 

bolrttcal domrnance was but an intermediary “end” sought by Lee, it became the “means” for 

Implementtng other steps essential to his vtsDn, the spnngboard for swiftly addressing other 

challenges While Singapore’s economy was growing dunng the time Lee consolidated his 

posltlon: labor unrest was a concern, partrcularly as rt would adversely Impact Lee’s vtslon of 

creatlnd an economy which was attractive to much-needed capital investment The Trade Unton 
I 

Act of &6$ IS heralded as putting to an end major wncems over labor and expedltrng Singapore’s 

economic expansion Its provisions restncted trade union disputes, prevented stnkes and greatly 

rncreas&d employer powers over employees, including working hours The nitJ shock of the 

unions over the sweeping wntrol given employers soon dissipated as they accepted the need for 
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such wntmb If the nation’s growth was to wntmue-perhaps evidence of growng success of Lee’s 

efforts a;t national cohesion 

Resolutton (at least for the moment) of labor dtscrplme problems freed Lee’s government to 
I 

entice d?mestlc and foreign Investment rn Smgapore Lee recognized that the lack of native capital 

necessitated government mvolvement to stimulate ewnomtc growth Transnatronal corporations 

were enticed by the populabon resource (a dtsclplmed labor force> and tax concessions m a wise 

trade-off for an influx of equipment and managenal and marketing sktlls He did not hesitate to 

invest some of Smgapore’s llmfted ewnomtc resources, a fledgling mstrument of national power, to 

provide /ong-term fmanung of a vanety of essential mdustnes or to prompt locaf Industry by takmg 

significant minonty equty posWns The pay-off was worth the investment 
I 
Lee’s approach to land reform stmllarly displayed hw abrtlty to achieve multiple benefits out 

of swgl$ effotis Restdents m marginal housing were moved to government-bullt high-nse buildings 

where I@-cost government loans altowed them to become “homeowners” (with a stake tn 

Smgapore’s future) The vacated land was turned over to cntical development needs 

Aptly perceiving social stability as cructal to inducing both domestic, but most particularly 

lntemat@nal trade, Lee pushed through Partlament a wide range of measures to “preserve order ” 

Thts so&al control legislation Impinged on a number of rndtvrdual nghts (e g the abolition of the nght 

to tnal by a jury) but yielded a docile community As a further Inducement to international trading 

and deyelopment of Singapore as a regional center for financial matters, the government approved 

both thd creation of and its Joint ownership Interest n the lntematlonal Tr;tdmg Company Again, 

the “‘mv~stment” tn a controlled labor force and stable domesbc situation paid btg dtvldends as 

InvestTent and growth rates were outstandmg 

Lee masterfully drew opportuntty out of the clouds of adversity raised by Great Bitam’s 

deas& to withdraw from Singapore by 1971. Not only was the Bnbsh departure used by Lee as a 

“common challenge” around which to rally the Smgaporean populace (thereby further cementing 
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national iunity), but also Lee envIsIoned use of the substantial shipyard facflrtles garnered from the 

Bnttsh as a “target area” for lndustnal diversficatlon Add&Ion of these assets bolstered efforts to 

draw on, the value of Singapore’s geographic lo&ton to develop a world-class shipping industry 

Simharly, he opportunistically drew upon early Indonesian elf exploration ventures and United 

States needs dunng the Vietnam conflict to further Singapore’s economtc well-being 

Lee long believed education was cntrcal to national success He viewed the schools as 

integral to incuicatmng values essential to national cohesion and had great personal Interest and 

rnvolver$ent in their operations Lee’s government anttclpated need and by upgrading educational 
I 

system to produce a technically trained population was ready to sustain a “second wave” of 
I 

Singaporean industnal growth 
I 

vng this time of natton-buMtng, Singapore wisely pursued a general poltcy of 

tntemat@nal non-alignment lee was keenly aware that his ntion could not allow Itself to be drawn 

into regional conflicts, it needed to focus tts resources and energies inwardly At the same time, 

Lee wag inclined to establish fnendly relations and trading links without grave wncem over 
I 

ideolog$ alliances were avoided Singapore’s nattonallsttc fervor at times grated on its nelghbors, 

and It w@s not until the early 1970s that srgntficant efforts were taken to patch up retations wrth 

Malay%? and Indonesia These problems never challenged the pursuit of Lee’s goals 

While national defense was not the most vital of Interests, Its rmporiance to Stngapore’s 

development should not be underplayed Here again, ‘fortuity” allowed Srngapore to develop free 

of nnmi$ent polttrcal and mllltary threats and avoid devotion of a significant porbon of Its energies to 

national defense Using the Israeli model for the self-defense force, Lee instituted compulsory 

national service for all males not only as a means of ensunng a ready manpower pool for the 

defense force, but also tt was yet another means of nstrittng natronal loyahes 

Across the board, Singapore beneftted from a vanety of favorable circumstances dunng Its 

infancy Lee’s total involvement it-t making and maxrmrzing opportunities IS evident as the 
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govemtient and people of Singapore struggled toward the goal of nationhood and economic well- 

berng The questlon then becomes how do we Judge hrs success 

RESULTSICONCLUSiON 
I 

By many measures, Lee’s efforts were a unqualified success, and the envy of many 

SIngapT’s status as one of the worid’s largest seaports, prominence as a regtonal capital market 
I 

and center for fnance, and high per capita Income and few unemployment underscore the extent of 

hrs success 

pased on these circumstances one can argue that Lee achieved his strategic vtsion, at 

least regarding economic Independence and modest national defense But the analysis can not 

end ther;e Do Lee’s achtevements have to be capable of duplication elsewhere n order to be 

deemed a success7 I submit they do not Lee made the most of Irmlted resources and 

opportuptles, inctudlng the “‘fortulttes,” whtch were presented to Singapore Those circumstances 
I 

which drove his decisionmaking and the “fortultles” fmm which he benefited are unlikely to recur 

That he was so successful in capltalmng on events as they unfolded attests to his personal ablllty 
1 

to comprehend and setze opportunity and to fashion effective programs and polrctes They 

undersc?re that he was both (to use a non-technlcal term) lucky and adept at he version of 

natlonb+dtng To his credit, he made a viable nation out of very ltttle 

At the same ttme, It ts hard to belleve Lee could have achieved the same goals wthout an 

“fin-n, n+olved” (authontanan) government and that his achievements were not made without soctaf 

costs By ‘tVorld standards,” one could argue Lee’s success was bought by usrng (abuang7) his 

people While we might Judge him as personally successful, hrs means may have sowed the seeds 

of future problems (social dtscontent and unwillingness to accept authontanan rule) The penod of 

Stngapore’s infancy may go down m the history books as Lee Kuan Yew’s big success, but perhaps 

he has left hts followers without the polttrcal and cultural wherewtthal to sustain these achievements 

I submit that on thrs point the jury Is still out 
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