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Chapter 1 
Thesis Overview and Methodology 

A country must first have economic development, then democracy may 
follow.  With  a  few  exceptions,  democracy  has  not  brought  good 
government  to  new  developing  countries.  Democracy  has  not  led  to 
development  because  the  governments  did  not  establish  stability  and 
discipline necessary for development. 
-- Lee Kuan Yew, Senior Minister, Singapore, 1992 

I hope people can understand that democracy cannot guarantee a good 
government. Yet among all systems, democracy is the one that can best 
avoid the emergence of a bad government or bad rule. Nobody can build 
up  a  good  government  with  democracy  alone.  Of  course,  a  good 
government may also be born out of tyranny and dictatorship, in which 
case the most important thing is that the emperor has to have a kind heart, 
and he has to be a god who never makes any mistake. The most ideal 
ruler would be the one called "philosopher king" by Plato. He has to be a 
wise man, the most intelligent person, as well as a kind man with the best 
of hearts; with him, a good government can be guaranteed. However, this 
state  can  only be  found in  the  paradise,  well  beyond the  reach  of  us 
earthlings. 
-- Andrew Wong, President of the Legislative Council, Hong Kong, 1997 

“Our movement, our campaign for democracy, will grow and gain momentum and 

strength,”  Dr.  Chee  Soon  Juan,  a  prominent  Singaporean  opposition  politician, 

proclaimed  in  2006  while  leading  an  unlicensed  protest  of  between  six  and  ten 

protesters for three days during the IMF/World Bank meeting in Singapore (IHT, Sep. 

19,  2006).  This  protest  stands  in  contrast  to  Hong  Kong,  where  already  in  1980 

organizers could mobilize 2,000 protesters against bad living conditions (SCMP, Nov. 

24,  1980),  where 130 political  and community groups joined together to form the 

Joint Committee on the Promotion of Democratic Government in 1987 (SCMP, Feb. 

5, 1987), and where in 2005 tens of thousands of people took to the streets to demand 

a  fully  democratic  political  system  (BBC,  Dec.  4,  2005).  Modernization  theory 

predicts that during periods of rapid economic growth there is an increasing level of 

political mobilization and as a consequence a growing number of people demand the 

extension  of  political  rights. The  effects  of  industrialization,  urbanization,  social 
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stratification etc. lead to greater competition between different social forces and thus 

to  a  net  increase  of  contentious  politics1.  Both  in  Singapore  and  in  Hong  Kong 

struggling opposition movements have made some gains. In Hong Kong, the 1970s 

proved to be an important era in which there was an increasing number of political 

activists and after  the 1984 Agreement on the future of Hong Kong, the city-state 

experienced a mushrooming of contentious politics. In Singapore the year 1981 is of 

crucial  importance  because  it  marks  the  return  of  a  small  but  vocal  opposition 

movement. Since then, challengers have made some progress. Public demonstrations 

have even made their comeback in Singapore in 2005, but their minuscule size stand 

in  stark  contrast  to  the  thousands  of  demonstrators  in  Hong  Kong.  Singapore  in 

contrast to Hong Kong thus proves to be an exceptional case in modernization theory.

 

1.1 Hypotheses 

This  book  aims  to  contribute  to  our  understanding  of  the  societal  forces  that 

accompany  rapid  economic  development  and  industrialization,  often  called 

modernization,  of  late-developing  countries. Researchers  have  found  a  close  link 

between economic development and democratization as well as between economic 

crisis and democratization but have failed to reveal the causal link between the two. 

The  major  problem  is  to  understand  why  the  structural  factors  that  improve  the 

chances for democracy do not necessarily lead to political conflicts. As we all know, 

historical developments often occur due to the decisions of individual political actors. 

These  actors,  however,  can  also  not  be  viewed  in  isolation.  This  interrelatedness 

requires a new approach, which combines aspects of previous theories from so-called 

modernization theory, social movements theory and so-called "transitology".

Much research has been conducted on the reasons and the developmental paths 

1 Contentious politics in the context of this thesis describes any oppositional activity such as labor 
strikes, rebellions, riots, demonstrations, etc. While Dan Slater (2005) has argued for the 
importance of contentious politics in the development of state elites in Southeast Asia, this book 
aims to analyze the ability of ruling elites to contain the resurgence of contentious politics in order 
to stabilize their rule.
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of successful democratic transitions (Shin, 1994). There is, however, still very little 

research on non-transitions in  democratization theory (Hawkins,  2001;  Thompson, 

2002). I will try to probe what changes occur due to modernization and which factors 

pose serious obstacles to democratization with the help of two most similar cases. 

This  can  be  achieved  because  the  two cases  differ  significantly  in  the  degree  of 

political  mobilization  and  liberalization.  While  in  Singapore,  political  activity  is 

heavily  circumscribed,  in  Hong  Kong  activism has  become a  normal  part  of  the 

political  system.  In  terms  of  democratization  theory,  Hong  Kong  has  already 

experienced  an  initial  transition  to  representative  government  even  though  full 

democracy has been denied (Thomas, 1999). In contrast, Singapore's regime has been 

extremely successful in stabilizing authoritarian rule (Chua, 1994; Trocki, 2006). The 

dependent variable of this book, therefore, is the lack of contentious politics which 

contributes to the relative stability of the authoritarian regime and the independent 

variables are the tactics and goals of the ruling elite and oppositional groups as well as 

the institutional and historical factors in which the interaction between the two sets of 

groups are grounded.

Underlying this book are two basic assumptions: first of all political struggle 

can be seen as a  constant  conflict  between contending political  groups.  Secondly, 

modernization processes change the balance of resources between contending groups, 

which  leads  to  an  increase  in  contentious  politics.  Furthermore  it  is  possible  to 

categorize these contending groups into two ideal-typical set of groupings: ruling elite 

groups and oppositional groups. While the former are interested in maintaining or 

enlarging their power, oppositional groups are interesting in increasing their power. 

The two goals obviously collide and a constant struggle exists. During certain periods 

of time power relations change in favor of one group over another.

The interaction between challengers and the ruling elite has to be seen in the 

context of historical developments and the institutional frame in which this interaction 

takes  place.  This  influences  the  organizational  strength  of  a  group,  the  group's 

perceptions  of  the  environment  and  its  tactics  and  goals,  which  in  turn  have  an 
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influence  on  the  relationship.  Legitimacy,  furthermore,  constitutes  a  background 

variable that has an influence on the actions of a single group and on the interaction 

between the  groups.  The  group interaction  is  largely  seen  within  a  local  context. 

External groups do influence the relationship and if they do, they potentially become 

part of the interaction, depending on how they align themselves. For example, U.S. 

President George W. Bush's support for the Singaporean regime places him on the 

side  of  the  ruling  elite  groups2,  while  Amnesty  International's  condemnation  of 

Singapore's poor human rights record establishes the group as part of the opposition 

(Amnesty International, 2007). 

            Democratization  and  the  lack  thereof  can  be  attributed  to  the  pattern  of 

political contention, which is reflected in the interaction between the ruling elite and 

the opposition as well as their potential supporters. Democratization, if not imposed 

from outside, has to be regarded as the result of a negotiated compromise between the 

goals  of  the  ruling  elite groups  and  the  goals  of  oppositional  groups.  Therefore 

contentious  politics  has  been  closely  tied  to  democratization.  This,  however,  still 

remains a “much misunderstood but crucial relationship” (McAdam, et.al., 2001, p. 

265). While contention plays an important role in democratization, this question can 

best be analyzed with a comparison of a non-transition with one that has significantly 

liberalized. Contentious politics is not absent in authoritarian regimes with democratic 

features, which means that the forms of contention are decisive in democratization 

processes. If we understand how the tactics and goals of opposing societal groups 

influence the interaction between these groups, we will be better able to understand 

how  and  why  authoritarianism  persists  and  how  the  inevitable  decay  of  an 

authoritarian regime could lead to liberalization. 

This thesis is guided by two main hypotheses. First of all, this study will show 

2 George W. Bush said this about Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at the University Cultural Centre 
Theatre of the National University of Singapore in November 2006: " I also had a very fine meeting 
with Prime Minister Lee earlier. I've come to know him as a wise man. I appreciate his good 
counsel. He's a friend and a partner, and he's a strong voice for peace and prosperity in Asia" 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2006/11/20061116-1.html (Information Access: 
07/02/2008) 
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that modernization is a two-edged sword because even though the process leads to 

opportunities for challenger groups, successful modernization potentially stabilizes an 

authoritarian regime (Huntington, 1968). For this reason, efficient management of the 

economy and the society mitigates the pressure for greater political competition. If the 

government is successful in pursuing this strategy, it can effectively consolidate its 

rule.  Under  these circumstances,  the only  challenge can  originate  from inefficient 

policies which lead to serious economic difficulties. The inability to provide “good 

government,” therefore, should lead to greater political contention between political 

actors because it generates opportunities for political actors willing to challenge the 

ruling elite.

The second hypothesis  assumes that  an authoritarian regime that  pursues a 

strategy of co-option and coercion stabilizes a developing or even developed regime. 

The government must be aware that it has to follow the following axiom: co-opt when 

you  can,  coerce  when  you  must.  A government  that  is  overanxious  in  applying 

coercion  risks  the  development  of  a  powerful  underground  opposition.  For  this 

reason, ruling elites must attempt to include potential members of the opposition in 

political institutions that do not threaten the power base of the elite. In rare cases of 

dissent, however, the rulers must also be willing to undermine potentially powerful 

opposition  figures.  This  varied  strategy  uses  a  divide-and-conquer  approach  that 

successfully  demobilizes  dissenters.  If  the government  is  not  decisive enough and 

fails to co-opt opposition members into the government apparatus and the government 

faces significant social pressure it will likely lead to greater social mobilization.

While the ruling elite has a great influence on the behavior of the opposition, it 

would be wrong to assume that the decisions of opposition members do not matter. 

The oppositions' choice of tactics and goals also has an impact the choice of strategies 

of the ruling elite. If the majority of the opposition accepts the oppressive conditions 

of an authoritarian regime and propagates only reforms to the ruling elite's program, 

they have very little chance of challenging the regime. On the other hand, a vocal 

opposition,  which  is  willing  to  resort  to  non-institutionalized  tactics,  such  as 
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demonstrations,  sit-ins  or  hunger  strikes,  and  demands  fundamental  changes  (i.e. 

revolutionary goals), can strengthen its organizational base and improve its capability 

to challenge the regime. However,  this approach also increases the potential  for a 

strong social control response, which, however, depends on the strength of the ruling 

elite groups. 

1.2 Methodology 

Analyzing  the  complex  interaction  between  oppositional  and  ruling  elite  groups 

requires  multiple  levels  of  analysis  with a  combination of  primary and secondary 

sources. A significant body of research has been published on opposition parties3, civil 

society4,  the state5,  the institutions6 and the elite7 in Singapore.  To a lesser extent, 

there  are  also  a  number  of  very  important  studies  on  Hong Kong in  the  1970s8, 

although  newspaper  archival  work  has  been  used  to  augment  deficiencies  in  the 

literature whenever possible. 

The  changes  in  the  political  opportunity  structure  will  be  analyzed  using 

historical  analysis.  In  this  part,  the  most  significant  events  that  contributed  to  an 

increase  of  political  opportunities  will  be  discussed.  Because  those  political 

3 The most comprehensive overview of opposition parties comes from Mutalib (2000 and 2004). The 
impact of the lack of freedom of speech on the opposition was analyzed by Gomez (2006) and Barr 
(2003) describes one of Singapore's most famous opposition politicians, J.B. Jeyeratnam. 

4 For example there is the important collection of articles in Gillian Koh and Ooi Giok Ling's State-
Society Relations in Singapore (2000). Other research include Lee, 2001 and 2005; and Chong, 
2005.

5 Important works about the role of the state in Singapore's authoritarian regime are from Quah 
(1980), Chan (1975) and Hamilton-Hart (2000). Rodan (2004) discusses the relationship between 
bureaucratic authoritarianism and transparency reforms.

6 One of the earliest study of Singapore's institutions is Quah 1975 comparison of the Singapore 
Improvement Trust and the Housing and Development Board. Schein (1996) details the inner-
workings of the Economic Development Board. Francis T. Seow (2006) has provided a very 
important analysis of Singapore's judiciary. Furthermore, there are important works that provide an 
overview of Singapore's institutions (such as Yeo, 2002; Mauzy and Milne, 2002).

7 The Singapore elite has been the focus of a large body of research. The most important early work 
comes from Chen (1978), who referred to the “power elite”. More recent prominent works are from 
Vennewald (1994), who speaks of a dominance of technocrats within the elite and Worthington 
(2003). Furthermore, the ruling People's Action Party has been the focus of a number of important 
studies (e.g.: Chan, 1976; Mauzy and Milne, 2002)

8 In the context of this book, the most helpful studies on the government and the elite were Harris, 
1978; Miners, 1981; and Scott, 1989. The society was covered in Lau, 1982 and Lam, 2004, of 
which the latter tries to challenge some of the basic assumptions in the former.
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opportunities arose within an institutional framework, the historical analysis will be 

augmented by an institutional analysis. The focus will be on institutions that either 

provide  the  basis  for  oppositional  activity  or  those  that  limit  the  development  of 

opposition. 

In order to understand the motivation, the beliefs and the perceptions on which 

the actions of the various groups are based, a combination of historical analysis and 

discourse  analysis  will  be  used.  In  the  case  of  Singapore,  speeches,  books,  party 

newspapers  and  websites,  newspaper  articles  and  independent  web  logs  (blogs) 

complement interviews and conversations with important actors in the opposition. I 

was able to observe the Singapore Democratic Party during one of their meetings and 

I  spoke  with  the  head  of  the  Workers’ Party,  Sylvia  Lim.  Other  people  in  the 

opposition that I have met are James Gomez (political scientist and 2006 Workers' 

Party candidate), Yap Keng Ho (social activist), the human rights attorney M Ravi and 

others. Via E-mail, I have also been able to contact a number of other members in the 

opposition  (such  as  Glenda  Han,  the  youngest  opposition  candidate  in  the  2006 

election), which has been very helpful in the course of my research. Unfortunately I 

was unable to interview or speak with anyone from the ruling party. I faced a problem 

common to most scholars focusing on the opposition in Singaporean politics - I was 

denied  access  to  government  sources  as  interview requests  were  always  declined. 

Finally,  my  conversations  with  ordinary  Singaporeans,  who  revealed  to  me  their 

perception of the opposition as well as the government, were particularly helpful. 

The chapters  on Hong Kong rely mostly  on English language newspapers, 

which  were  collected  and  placed  on  the  Internet  by  Dr.  Norman  Miners  of  the 

Department  of  Political  Science  at  the  University  of  Hong  Kong.  This  database 

comprises of more than 150,000 articles covering the early 1970s to 1994. It offers 

articles that focus mostly on politics and government in Hong Kong. While most of 

the material comes from the two largest newspapers, the South China Morning Post 

and the  Hong Kong Standard, there is also a significant amount of source material 

from oppositional groups. This proved to be a very good and efficient resource for 
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conducting thorough research of political groups during the 1970s and early 1980s. 

Furthermore,  whenever  possible  other  material  from  oppositional  groups  was 

analyzed as well. A telephone interview with the one time president of the Hong Kong 

Observers, Joseph SY Cheng, was also very helpful. Due to time restrictions, I was, 

however, unable to visit Hong Kong for research, which somewhat limits my material. 

It is my hope that the available material is sufficient for the conclusions of this book. 

Finally, it is important to mention that this book uses the comparative method 

to draw its conclusions. While each chapter is a case study, the content is structured in 

a parallel mode to allow for a direct comparison of the two cases. The last chapter is 

the  comparative  chapter,  which  tries  to  combine  the  findings  from  the  previous 

chapters to draw conclusions and hypothesize on possible future developments. 

1.3 Singapore and Hong Kong: Most Similar Cases 

This book uses the 'most-similar systems design' to achieve maximum congruence of 

variables in order to understand the differences in outcome. As Rustow (1970, p. 350) 

pointed out: “The many possible variables that can affect the origins of democracy 

and the even more complex relations among them can best be sorted out by looking at 

their total configuration in a limited number of cases – perhaps no more than two or 

three at the start.” 

Hong Kong and Singapore have often been considered most similar cases and 

there is a considerable number of comparative studies which compare the two city-

states (e.g. Castells, et.al., 1990; Chiu, et.al., 1995; Wong, 2002; Sing, 2004). This is 

not surprising considering the many similarities between the two small  city-states, 

which have a mostly urban population. While Hong Kong is not an independent state, 

it  has enjoyed great autonomy since World War II, which can be described as “de 

facto independence” (Harris, 1982). This has meant that the influence of the British 

administration has remained virtually nonexistent during this time. Both cities have 

been  strongly  influenced  by  British  administrative  practices  due  to  their  colonial 
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history.  Even  though  Singapore  gained  autonomy  from  Britain  in  1959  and 

independence in 1965 after it split from Malaysia, it is remarkable how much of the 

British administrative apparatus has survived the transition. At least on the surface, 

Singapore has preserved a great deal of the institutions from the British colonial era. 

There are, for example, the parliament, the judiciary, the school system, the English 

language, and also some of the more infamous aspects such as the Internal Security 

Act (ISA), which allows for detention without trial. Hong Kong, on the other hand, 

never became independent and remained a part  of the British Empire until  it  was 

handed over to Chinese rule in 1997. Formal democracy,  as in Singapore,  did not 

become a  political  feature  of  colonialism in Hong Kong until  the  late  1980s,  but 

liberal attitudes toward free speech and freedom of assembly were largely respected in 

colonial Hong Kong, while control of the media and severe restrictions on political 

expression were and still are unabashedly justified by Singapore’s leadership. While 

today  Singapore  is  considered  noncompetitive  and  Hong  Kong  semi-competitive 

(Sing, 2004, p. 6), in the 1970s Hong Kong was equally noncompetitive. 

Due to the fact that the majority of the population in both city-states originates 

from the Chinese empire, there is also a strong similarity in cultural practices. While 

Singapore’s population is about 76 percent ethnic Chinese, Hong Kong’s population is 

much  more  homogeneous,  with  95  percent  of  the  population  considered  Chinese. 

Singapore’s  government  regards  so-called  “Asian  values,”  which  contain  a  large 

number of Confucian virtues, as its basic cultural foundation. A study has found that 

while 65 percent of the Hong Kong elite believe in the existence of “Asian values,” 93 

percent think it would not be good to emulate Singapore's political system (Beatty, 

2003, p.47; p. 64). While in the 1970s, Chinese culture was sometimes used as an 

argument to explain the politically apathetic population (Lau, 1982), the decades after 

1980 proved that this was not the case. Nevertheless, this has led some to conclude 

that Singapore’s cultural heritage is one reason for the population’s lack of interest in 

political affairs. The comparison of these two “Chinese societies” may, therefore, also 

shed some light on future developments of the People’s Republic of China, which 
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openly favors the Singaporean model. 

In  both  city-states,  entrepôt  trade  and  international  corporations  play  an 

important  role  and  both  have  experienced  rapid  economic  growth  due  to  export 

oriented industrialization. Their developmental experiences awarded these two city-

states the designation as tiger states, or dragon states, and they have often been seen 

as direct competitors. Furthermore, since the 1970s both states have been regarded as 

relatively free of corruption (see Chapter 4 and 5)9. While both proclaimed economic 

freedom as  essential,  the  British  colonial  regime  in  Hong  Kong  felt  the  need  to 

maintain  an  economic  system  that  was  based  mostly  on  laissez-faire  with  little 

government  intrusion.  Singaporean  leaders,  obviously  influenced  by  their  initial 

collaboration with the Communists, decided to control the local economy, which was 

accomplished to a large part through an emphasis on government-linked corporations. 

Furthermore  the  Singapore  government  developed  economic  plans  that  included 

targeted  subsidies  for  multi-national  corporations,  which  were  carefully  selected 

according  to  certain  criteria.  This  also  sets  it  apart  from Hong  Kong,  where  the 

government’s  support  for MNCs was only insofar  as it  maintained extremely low 

taxes and provided the infrastructure for business. 

Both states have been characterized as administrative states with a small ruling 

elite,  which  have  successfully  depoliticized  their  population  (King,  1975;  Chan, 

1975).  Despite  the  differences  in  economic  development,  the  two  city-states  also 

experienced similar political developments. Initially, the emphasis was placed on the 

business  elite  while  social  movements  were  discouraged,  demobilized  or  entirely 

destroyed.  Especially  the labor  movement  experienced strong government  control. 

While  the Singaporean  government  decided to  replace  the numerous  labor  unions 

with a government controlled national trade union, the Hong Kong government in 

unison  with  business  leaders  more  subtly  controlled  union  activism,  which  was 

already mitigated due to a divided labor movement.  

Finally, since the 1970s and early 1980s, we can observe in both states the 
9 Both city-states rank high in the Transparency International survey, which has been conducted 

since 1995. In 2006, Singapore ranked 5th and Hong Kong 15th  (Transparency International 
Website, 2007).
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return of an oppositional movement that increasingly challenges the ruling elite. In 

Hong Kong, this  occurred during the 1970s,  an era of government expansion and 

heightened  expectations.  It  was  during  this  time  that  pressure  groups  and  other 

political  groups increasingly challenged the regime.  The loss of  legitimacy of  the 

colonial regime in 1984 coupled with the introduction of greater representation led to 

a strengthening of the community movement and a greater tendency to form alliances. 

In the case of Singapore, the 1981 election of an opposition member to parliament 

marked a change in the fortunes of the opposition. Beginning in 1991, the government 

has  also  allowed  the  development  of  a  limited  civil  society.  The  Singaporean 

opposition has, however, still made very limited progress. 

1.4 Chapter Outline 

This book is organized into three sections. The first section (Chapter 2-3) develops the 

theoretical framework for the comparison of the two cases. The focus of Chapter 2 

will be a review of modernization theory. Initially, social scientists assumed that the 

various process associated with modernization, such as industrialization, urbanization 

and  social  stratification,  lead  to  predictable  changes.  More  recent  scholarship  has 

focused to analyze recurrent  patterns in modernization and analyze commonalities 

without assuming inevitability. While earlier research had assumed that modernization 

led to democratization, more recent research has shown that the social changes during 

modernization lead to an increase in contentious politics, which is a precondition for 

democratization. The case of Singapore, however, shows that modernization does not 

necessarily  even  lead to an increase in contention. The structural factors cannot for 

themselves explain why Singapore has successfully reduced the level of contentious 

politics, while Hong Kong's activists increasingly mobilized the population. This can 

best be shown with an analysis of the behavior of social groups as conceptionalized in 

ruling elite and oppositional groups.

Chapter 3 will develop a political process model of democratization based on 
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previous theory of political group interaction to combine structural factors with the 

choice of individual actors. This chapter tries to build on the political process model 

developed by Doug McAdam in the context of social movements. While the original 

model concentrated on the role of the challenger group and considered the ruling elite 

merely in terms of their response to oppositional activity, this expansion will focus on 

the role of the tactics and goals of both the ruling elite and challenger groups. 

In the second part (Chapter 4-9) there will be a systematic comparison between 

the two cases based on the different aspects of the political process model. In this 

section  there  will  three  chapters  on  Hong  Kong  and  three  on  Singapore  in  an 

alternating pattern in order to draw attention to the comparative aspects between the 

two cases. In each case,  Hong Kong will  precede Singapore.  This order has been 

chosen  because  Hong  Kong's  development  of  oppositional  activity  has  not  only 

preceded Singapore's but also superseded it in many ways. While in Hong Kong, the 

oppositional  movement  started  to  seriously  challenge  the  regime  in  the  1970s, 

Singapore's opposition only rose in the 1980s. Eventually, Hong Kong's opposition 

was even able to influence government policies, which Singapore's fragile opposition 

has yet to accomplish. In the first two chapters, the different political groups will be 

placed in a historical and institutional context, which reveals the changing political 

opportunity structure as well as the restrictions on oppositional groups. In the next 

two chapters the ruling elite groups, their perceptions, and their strategies and tactics 

will be discussed. This will be repeated in an analogous manner with two chapters on 

oppositional groups. 

The last part of this book (Chapter 10) will draw attention to crucial aspects of 

the  comparison.  The ruling  elites  of  two cases  have  both faced  the challenges  of 

modernization but level  of contention differs  significantly.  Ruling elite  groups are 

successful in averting democratization if they are successful in reducing the need for 

democracy  with  good  government  and  if  they  are  successful  in  weakening 

oppositional  groups  through  coercion  and  co-option.  Political  opportunities  that 

develop due to an erosion of regime legitimacy provide the basis for oppositional 
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activity. A legitimacy crisis leads to greater contention because it motivates members 

of the opposition to increasingly challenge the ruling elite. 
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Chapter 2

Democratization and the Role of Modernization

Hong Kong and Singapore have been regarded as exceptions to modernization theory 

because  both  city-states  have  failed  to  democratize  despite  rapid  economic 

development (Sing, 2004). Social scientists, especially in the 1950s and 1960s linked 

modernization to the process of democratization. Their evidence was the significant 

statistical correlation between economic development and democracy. However, their 

problem was  determinism because  they  considered  democratization  the  inevitable 

consequence of modernization. Cases, such as Singapore and Hong Kong, however, 

demonstrate that this relationship can neither be causal nor inevitable because both 

continue to be governed by authoritarian regimes. 

Contemporary  modernization  theory  which  tries  to  avoid  determinism  only 

assumes that the social changes accompanying modernization lead to greater political 

mobilization  but  not  necessarily  to  significant  pressure  for  democratization.  Both 

Singapore and Hong Kong have experienced a revival of organized opposition as a 

result. However, while Hong Kong's social activists have increasingly challenged the 

political regime and demanded democracy since the 1970s, Singapore's opposition has 

remained  virtually  dormant  with  very  little  pressure  for  political  change.  The 

Southeast  Asian  city-state,  therefore,  poses  a  serious  problem  in  the  context  of 

modernization theory.

The different levels of political activism in the two city-states raise the question 

of how we can explain that modernization on the one hand leads to increased political 

mobilization,  while  on  the  other  also  potentially  reinforces  existing  political 

structures. To answer this question, we need to determine what influences the degree 

of politicization of a society. While modernization provides the political opportunities 

for members of the opposition to challenge the political regime, modernization theory 

fails to explain how and when political contention translates into a serious challenge 
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to the political regime. 

2.1 The Modernization Process

The rapid economic, cultural and political changes during the last two centuries have 

raised many questions about their impact on the development of human society, the 

interaction  between  humans  and  about  life  in  general.  A  world  prior  to 

industrialization is very difficult to imagine because the changes that have occurred 

since  have  been  so  groundbreaking  that  we  have  hardly  any  connection  to  the 

'traditional' world. The traditional world was a place without a  telephone, a printing 

press or even a standard language, all of which are regarded as common today and are 

essential for daily life. Technical innovations and changes in occupational structures 

during modernization have radically transformed our lives. Once a majority of the 

population  lived  in  more  or  less  isolated  villages  unable  to  travel  for  significant 

distances and communicate with people that  lived within the borders of their  own 

state. Today, most people live in gigantic cities, speak the same language as millions 

of  people  within  their  country,  and  travel  widely.  These  changes  have  so 

fundamentally altered the lives of people that it is not easy to fully understand their 

impact on the interaction of human beings. This has, however, not disturbed social 

scientists  who  have  tried  to  identify  the  connection  between  various  processes 

associated with modernization. 

Modernization, at least up to the 20th century, appeared as if it was following a 

predefined  path.  It  was  assumed  that  human  beings  were  constantly  progressing 

toward  a  certain  destiny  in  the  future.  It  was  during  this  time  that  Karl  Marx, 

perturbed  by  the  negative  effects  of  capitalism,  formulated  his  views  on  the 

development of a socialist society in the future. The changes in the structure of the 

modern  world,  Marx  argued,  provided  the  preconditions  for  class  struggle  and 

solidarity,  which  would  eventually  lead  to  a  communist  phase  of  social  equality 

(Marx,  1993, p.  73).  This  prediction of a  coming communist  age was marked by 
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economic determinism and denied alternative developments. 

Another form of determinism, cultural determinism, was part of Max Weber's 

work, who claimed that economic development was closely tied to culture when he 

wrote that “business leaders and owners of capital, as well as the higher grades of 

skilled  labour,  and  even  more  the  higher  technically  and  commercially  trained 

personnel of modern enterprises, are overwhelmingly Protestant” (Weber, 1930, p. 4). 

It  seemed  to  Weber  that  modernization  was  inexorably  linked  to  cultural 

characteristics that were part of the Protestant spirit of capitalism.

Influenced  by  Marx  and  Weber,  other  social  scientists  also  assumed  that 

modernization  was progressive,  predictable  and focused  on a  transformation  from 

traditional to modern values. This was regarded as an evolutionary process that was 

gradual and irreversible (So, 1990). Reality, however, showed that traditional values 

persisted in the modern world, that changes did not occur in a linear fashion, that the 

world  was  not  deterministic,  and  that  modernization  could  not  be  equated  with 

Westernization (Inglehart,  1997).  Rapid economic growth in  East  Asia  proved not 

only  that  other  countries  with  different  cultural  backgrounds  were  capable  of 

producing  economic  growth  but  also  that  economic,  political  and  social  changes 

varied much more than predictions  had led to  believe.  Nevertheless,  it  is  without 

doubt that modernization processes left their imprint on these countries.

Before we can understand what impact modernization has on society, however, 

we need to define this notoriously difficult term. Critics of the modernization school 

have pointed out that modernization in the 1950s and 60s has often been considered 

synonymous with Westernization or even Americanization. Viewing America as the 

most  modern  nation,  these  social  scientists  were  convinced  that  underdeveloped 

countries needed to adopt similar values to encourage economic development. This 

has  been  seen as  an implicit  justification for  the asymmetrical  power relationship 

between  the  advanced  Western  and  the  developing  world  (Tipps,  1973). Their 

assumption  about  “modern”  values  was  therefore  often  based  on  their  own 
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experiences (Inglehart and Baker, 2000). The lack of modernization was blamed on 

those  societies  that  refused  to  adopt  values  that  were  similar  to  the  developed 

countries. But as Inglehart and Baker (2000) rightly point out, America, in terms of 

modernization, has to be regarded as an exceptional case because many of its values 

remain much more traditional than in other developed countries, especially in Europe. 

The  term  modernization  became  ideologically  problematic  and  in  reaction  many 

social  scientists,  especially  of  the  world-systems  approach,  stressed  the  unequal 

interdependence of different countries as the primary explanatory variable for the lack 

of economic development in many developing countries (So, 1990). However, this 

answer to modernization theory was also not without flaws. Because it emphasized 

constraints on economic development, it could not explain the rise of the so-called 

Asian  'miracle'  economies.  Furthermore,  it  also  absolved  political  regimes  of 

underdeveloped countries of any responsibility for the lack of economic development 

of their countries (Inglehart, 1997). 

Today, modernization theorists like Inglehart (1997, p. 2) have adjusted their 

understanding of modernization in the following way: 

The Modernization trajectory is  linked with a  wide range of  other  cultural 
changes. (...) (S)ocial change is not linear. Although a specific Modernization 
syndrome of changes becomes probable when societies move from an agrarian 
mode to an industrial mode, no trend goes on in the same direction forever.

This  definition  of  modernization  reveals  the  interrelationship  between  different 

transformative processes without suggesting an inevitable  development  in  a single 

direction.  For  example,  even  though  there  are  certain  patterns  of  cultural  change 

during modernization, this is greatly shaped by the cultural heritage of a country. The 

impression  that  the  world  is  developing  toward  a  homogeneous  culture  based  on 

American fast  food and movies or television is,  according to Inglehart  and Baker 

(2000, p. 22), “partly an illusion.” They demonstrate this with American icons such as 

McDonald's or Kentucky Fried Chicken, which take on different social functions in 

different cultural contexts. Despite the almost identical appearance of a McDonald's 

restaurant  in  New York  City  and  Beijing,  the  social  experience  of  the  customers 

differs greatly. While in America, visiting a fast food restaurant is considered a quick 
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and cheap alternative to a regular restaurant, Chinese customers may spend a whole 

afternoon at McDonald's because eating at an American fast food restaurant in China 

is seen as a place for students to study, a status symbol for the nouveau riche, or even 

as an ideal location for a romantic date.  While economic development has similar 

consequences,  the  cultural  frame  in  which  this  development  occurs  differs 

significantly (Li, 2007). 

Despite  problems  with  previous  modernization  theory,  the  concept  is, 

therefore, still useful to analyze the patterns of transformative processes that occur in 

societies  that  undergo  tremendous  social  changes.  The  most  important  aspect  of 

modernization theory rests with industrialization, which has significantly contributed 

to other processes. For instance, urbanization can be regarded as a direct consequence 

of  industrialization.  Furthermore,  it  has  also  led  to  a  change  in  the  occupational 

structure of the populace. Ernest Gellner (1983) has illustrated this development in his 

analysis  of  the  origin  of  nationalism.  A general  educational  system  has  created 

modern employees whose specialized training is based on a general education. Most 

people  become  “clerks”,  which  means  that  they  are  literate  members  of  a  mass 

society, who are easily replaceable (Gellner, 1964). The modern world can clearly be 

described as a mass society with a greater sense of belonging to large societal units.  

Another  response  to  industrialization  is  bureaucratization,  which  occurs 

because the increasing demand for social services results in a government that grows 

increasingly  complex.  As  a  growing  number  of  people  live  in  cities  (which  is 

intensified  even  more  by  the  rapid  surge  in  the  population  at  the  onset  of  this 

development),  a  strong government  is  required  to  create  order.  Finally,  increasing 

secularization is also a by-product of the rationalization process that occurs due to the 

needs of an industrial society. Scientific progress is required in a market economy that 

is based on the constant need for economic growth because new developments create 

products  that  open up  new markets  for  entrepreneurial  individuals.  These  various 

processes  (industrialization,  urbanization,  bureaucratization,  secularization)  are  all 

interdependent,  which  makes  them  part  of  an  overall  modernization  process 
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(Inglehart, 1997).

While the various processes of modernization occur in concurrence, there is 

not a simple linear path. Certain developments may even obstruct or at least delay the 

development  of  others.  Even  though  secularization  is  a  phenomenon  of 

modernization, rapid growth potentially creates new markets for new religions. These 

postmodern religions tend to be more materialistic in their outlook while at the same 

time catering to an increasing demand for psychological salvation (Ingelhart, 1997, p. 

328). This suggests that while the various processes of modernization are linked, the 

interrelationship is far more complicated than previously assumed. To understand the 

effects of modernization, there is a need to take a large number of other factors into 

account. Such an analysis cannot neglect to regard humans beings as embedded in a 

sociocultural environment who make individual decisions, which are not necessarily 

based on rational choice and instead are often influenced by emotions and personal 

characteristics.  Finally,  history  has  shown  that  predictions  often  fail  because  of 

historical  accidents  that  could  not  have  been  foreseen.  Modernization  theory  can, 

therefore, only provide us with questions; the solutions, however, have to be found 

elsewhere.

2.2 The Process of Democratization

While the 19th century was an era of rapid modernization in many European countries, 

the 20th century can rightly be regarded as the age of democracy: The years between 

1900 and 2000 saw a  tremendous  increase  in  the  number  of  democracies.  While 

Vanhanen (2003) counted only nine democracies in 1908, in 1988 he was able to list 

49.  Huntington  (1991)  furthermore  traced  three  waves  of  democratization,  which 

describe groups of “transitions from nondemocratic to democratic regimes that occur 

within  a  specified  period  of  time  and  significantly  outnumber  transitions  in  the 

opposite direction during that period of time” (p. 15). The first wave covered a fairly 

long period of time between 1828 and 1926, the second occurred between 1943 and 
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1962  and  the  third  started  in  1974.  While  these  waves  signify  a  tremendous  net 

increase in democracies, each of these waves (except for the last) had a reverse wave 

in which more countries abandoned the democratic system. 

Democratization in the context of this book is understood as the process of 

regime  transformation  from any  regime  with  authoritarian  features  to  one  which 

fulfills all of the conditions of a democracy. It is therefore necessary to first define 

democracy and what distinguishes this regime form from others. Moreover, it has to 

be  acknowledged  that  the  line  between  what  has  commonly  been  considered 

authoritarian and democratic regimes is not as clear as the terms might suggest. In 

reality it is a matter of degrees. However, in order to determine these degrees, it is 

necessary  to  set  parameters  that  distinguish  a  predominantly  democratic  from  a 

predominantly  authoritarian  regime or  even other  regime types.  This  book uses  a 

procedural definition of participatory democracy similar to Lipset's, who writes: 

democracy (in a complex society) is defined as a political system which supplies 
regular constitutional opportunities for changing the governing officials. It is a 
social mechanism for the resolution of the problem of societal decision-making 
among conflicting interest groups which permits the largest possible part of the 
population to influence these decisions through their ability to choose among 
alternative contenders for political office (Lipset, 1959, p. 71).

Robert Dahl (1971), furthermore, provides three main requirements for a democracy. 

All  citizens  need  to  be  able  to  formulate  their  preferences,  be able  to  express  or 

signify these preferences to the government and have their preferences receive equal 

weight in the conduct of government. Dahl makes it clear that his definition is an ideal 

type of democracy, which has not yet been achieved in any country in the world. For 

this reason, he argues that existing democracies should be called “polyarchies”. 

Having set the parameters for an ideal-typical democracy, it becomes necessary 

to also identify the characteristics of other regime forms. While many studies in the 

past merely used a dichotomy between an ideal typical democracy and an ideal typical 

authoritarian regime, more recent research has focused on a broader classification of 

authoritarian  regimes  because  it  became  evident  that  the  type  of  regime  has  an 

influence  on the democratization  process.  Dahl  (1971),  for  example,  distinguishes 
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between  four  different  ideal  typical  regimes:  closed  hegemonies,  competitive 

oligarchies, inclusive hegemonies and polyarchies. The closed hegemonic regime is 

defined as a regime in which there is neither public contestation nor any participation 

in elections or office. When a closed hegemonic regime liberalizes, i.e. increases the 

possibilities  for  public  contestation,  it  becomes  a  competitive  oligarchy.  When  it 

increases its inclusiveness, which means that more people are able to participate in the 

political process, an inclusive hegemony is the result. Both Singapore and Hong Kong 

have, according to this definition, developed in the direction of inclusive hegemonies 

as they have tried to allow more participation without also increasing contestation. Of 

the two cases in this study, Singapore may be considered closest to this ideal type 

because the state has created a number of political offices and functions to incorporate 

participatory elements while the ability to contest the political regime has remained 

virtually nonexistent.

While  Dahl  makes  use  of  only  two  different  criteria,  contestation  and 

participation,  Linz  and  Stepan’s  regime  typology  includes  four  different 

characteristics, namely pluralism, ideology, mobilization and leadership. These four 

characteristics yield five different ideal regime types,  which are called democracy, 

authoritarianism,  totalitarianism,  post-totalitarianism,  and  sultanism.  For  example, 

pluralism is  legally  protected  in  a  democratic  regime;  limited  but  not  responsible 

political  pluralism  characterizes  an  authoritarian  regime,  lack  of  pluralism  marks 

totalitarian regimes, not limited responsible economic and institutional pluralism is a 

feature of post-totalitarian regimes, and economic and social pluralism that is subject 

to  unpredictable  and  despotic  intervention  exists  in  sultanistic  regimes  (Linz  and 

Stepan, 1996). In the context of this book, however, it  is not necessary to go into 

detail of this classification because this regime typology describes the spectrum of 

regimes  from  authoritarian  to  closed  totalitarian  but  neglects  the  range  from 

authoritarian  to  fully  democratic  regimes.  Furthermore  this  classification  is  also 

unsatisfactory because it leaves little room for hybrid forms, which may play a crucial 

role in how or even whether a country democratizes. Consequently, political scientists 
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have  come  up  with  hybrid  regime  forms  such  as  “electoral 

authoritarianism”  (Diamond,  2002),  “competitive  authoritarianism”  (Levitsky  and 

Way, 2002), “illiberal democracy” (Zakaria, 1997) or “semidemocracy” (Case, 1996).

The concept of semidemocracy, first used by William F. Case to illustrate the 

cases of formal democracy in Southeast Asia, describes a regime that allows electoral 

participation but prevents “opposition parties from winning elections and replacing 

the government as in full procedural democracy” (Case, 1996, p. 439). He considers 

Singapore to be a prime example of this regime form. Zakaria, who labels this type of 

political  system  an  illiberal  democracy,  has  noted  that  an  increasing  number  of 

“democratizing” countries follow this pattern. In order to avoid the impression that 

this hybrid regime form could be regarded as a transitional stage in a one-directional 

democratization process,  Levitsky and Way (2002) have reconceptionalized it  as  a 

competitive authoritarian regime, a regime in which “formal democratic institutions 

are  widely  viewed  as  the  principal  means  of  obtaining  and  exercising  political 

authority” (Ibid., p. 52). In general, these hybrid regimes try to follow a thin red line 

between democracy and authoritarianism in order to maintain the hegemony of the 

ruling elite.

Making  elections  the  touchstone  of  these  hybrid  regime  forms,  however, 

neglects the many similarities that exist between authoritarian regimes that maintain 

democratic institutions and/or practices but not necessarily elections. It is only when 

we emphasize the procedural factor that colonial Hong Kong is not part of this hybrid 

form  and  is  instead  regarded  as  “semiauthoritarian”  because  the  city-state  is 

characterized by “liberal participation without electoral contestation” (Case, 1996, p. 

438). This is not adequate because an elected legislature is not a necessity to claim 

popular legitimacy. The only partially elected institution in Hong Kong, the Urban 

Council,  did not significantly contribute to the legitimacy of the government even 

though the low voter participation in Urban Council elections was often used as an 

argument against further democratization (see Chapter 4). Instead, a largely impartial 

judiciary, a free press, and the existence of pressure groups conferred legitimacy to 
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the government because these democratic “features” enabled it to claim that it was 

acting in the “interest of the people”. Many therefore consider colonial Hong Kong to 

be  a  democracy  in  principle  even  though  it  lacked  electoral  procedures  for  the 

legislature or executive.

Because of the similarities between the political systems of Singapore and Hong 

Kong  in  the  1970s  this  book  uses  the  classification  “authoritarian  regime  with 

democratic  features”  to  describe  political  regimes  in  which  authoritarian  elements 

dominate  but  institutions  commonly  associated  with  liberal  democracy  exist.  The 

important aspect of such a regime form is the domination of the political system by a 

small ruling elite and minimal influence from other groups on the political system 

while  certain  democratic  procedures  and  institutions  are  maintained.  These 

democratic features regardless of their content provide serious obstacles for further 

democratization of the political system. Both Singapore and Hong Kong (at least in 

the  1970s)  can be considered authoritarian  regimes with  democratic  features.  The 

emphasis on democratic features is important because in part these allow the regime 

to claim legitimacy. The “democratic features” have to be understood as the claim to 

some sort  of democratic mechanisms, which aggregate the will of the people,  and 

grant significant legitimacy to the political regime. In the case of Hong Kong it was 

the perception that there was a free media, a fair judicial system, the right to assembly 

and free speech among other aspects. This contrasts with Singapore, which maintains 

free and relatively regular elections but the ability to influence politics through the 

media is extremely limited and protests are virtually prohibited. 

Considering that Singapore and Hong Kong are countries that exhibit features 

that  make  it  difficult  to  categorize  them as  either  democracy  or  dictatorship,  the 

conditions  for  further  democratization  of  the  political  system  are  necessarily 

complicated. This is not surprising because democratization cannot be regarded as a 

unitary historical event as suggested by the term “transition” but rather as a process 

that is never fully concluded. While this is the case, democratization theorists have 

attempted to develop models that capture the processes that lead from one regime 
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form to another. A classic example is provided by Shin (1994, p. 143), who describes 

the democratization process in four different stages or phases:

(1) decay of authoritarian rule
(2) transition
(3) consolidation
(4) maturing of democratic rule

The first phase, often also called liberalization, describes the time in which a country 

starts  to  open  up  to  political  competition.  The  second  phase,  the  transition  or 

democratization  phase,  is  of  central  concern  to  those  who  study  the  process  of 

democratization. It is therefore not surprising that this phase has been the focus of 

most  scholarship  on  democratization.  In  recent  studies,  scholars  have  also 

increasingly become concerned with the third phase,  the consolidation phase.  The 

interest  has  shifted  toward  the  factors  that  contribute  toward  a  lasting  and stable 

democratic state. Much less research has focused on the first and last phase. 

Since  this  book  is  primarily  interested  in  the  reasons  for  the  lack  of 

meaningful  democratization in  advanced societies  such  as  Singapore and to  some 

degree Hong Kong, the first phase (the decay of the authoritarian regime) will be the 

primary focus of this study. The greatest problem with the first phase is that while it is 

relatively unproblematic to determine the reasons for the decay of an authoritarian 

regime and the origin of liberalization in successful democratic transitions, it is much 

more difficult to recognize these factors prior to or immediately after the fall of an 

authoritarian regime. Maria D'Alva Gil Kinzo (1993) demonstrates this problem with 

an example from Brazil: At the time of the resignation of General Figueiredo in 1985, 

the decline of the military dictatorship was attributed to government ineptitude. Later 

research,  however,  showed that  an  economic  crisis  and  a  resulting  inflation  were 

additional  factors  in the democratization process.  Furthermore the Brazilian union 

movement had gained strength in the years before 1985 and had positioned itself in 

confrontation to the regime (Kinzo, 1993). The factors that lead to the democratic 

transition are, therefore, multifarious which suggests that an analysis of the origins is 

much more complex than is often assumed. 

In order to receive a better understanding of the liberalization of a country, a 
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direct comparison of two most similar cases will contribute to the initial phase of the 

democratization process. While Singapore's partially liberalized authoritarian regime 

has remained extraordinarily stable, signs of decay are clearly visible in Hong Kong's 

political development especially since the late 1970s and increasingly in the 1980s. 

This allows us to crystallize these social and political changes which increase political 

contention.  While  political  contention  does  not  necessarily  lead  to  a  democratic 

transition (third phase), there is no doubt that democratization without contentious 

politics is very unlikely.  The origins of political  contention are closely tied to the 

process of modernization, which closely links the two processes.

2.3 Modernization and Democratization

In  Europe,  the  modernization  process  generally  preceded  democratization.  It  is 

obvious that there is a high statistical correlation between democracy and economic 

development  (for  example:  Lipset,  1959;  Dahl,  1971;  Bollen,  1979;  Huntington, 

1984). Some have, therefore, concluded that there is also a causal connection between 

the level of economic development and democratization.  Seymour Martin Lipset’s 

1959  article  Some  Social  Requisites  of  Democracy:  Economic  Development  and 

Political Legitimacy has often been understood as an argument for taking economic 

development as a precondition for democratization:

Perhaps the most widespread generalization linking political systems to other 
aspects of society has been that democracy is related to the state of economic 
development.  Concretely,  this means that the more well-to-do a nation,  the 
greater the chances that it will sustain democracy (Lipset, 1959, p. 75).

The reasons for this link according to modernization theory are to be found in the 

modernization  of  a  country  as  a  result  of  economic  development.  Modernization 

increases literacy, industrialization, urbanization, and education of the population and 

therefore raises the level of political consciousness and mobilization. As Lipset put it, 

“(t)he higher one’s education, the more likely one is to believe in democratic values 

and support democratic practices” (Lipset, 1959, p. 79). During this development the 

social  and  political  elite  would  become  increasingly  diversified,  which  would 
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introduce potentially disruptive antagonisms in an authoritarian regime (Huntington, 

1970,  p.  18).  Modernization  and  the  attendant  socioeconomic  development  are 

assumed to cause major social, cultural and political changes, which are conducive to 

laying the foundations for democracy (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005, p. i). 

The most crucial change during the process of modernization is the growing 

middle  class,  which  becomes  the  largest  class  in  a  developed country.  While  the 

workers would be better off and thus develop an increasing interest in the system, the 

middle class would tend to  be moderate  and play an important  role  in mitigating 

political conflict (Lipset, 1959, p. 83). A middle class is, therefore, essential to the 

development of democratization. 

The  relationship  between  economic  growth  and  democratization  makes  it 

necessary to explain deviant cases. Huntington (1970), for example, tries to explain 

the  one-party  regimes  in  the  former  Communist  countries.  He  lists  a  number  of 

conditions that were conducive to maintaining one-party rule: First of all a regime 

could attempt to slow down social and economic change and channel it in ways that 

minimizes conflict.  This,  however,  would actually mean repressing modernization. 

Secondly, the one-party regime could also maintain power by encouraging foreign 

direct investments in favor of the development of an indigenous economic class. A 

third possibility would be to resort to repression to stifle opposition. And lastly, the 

regime  could  accept  modernization  and  adapt  the  political  system  to  these 

consequences (Huntington,  1970). Singapore seems to have followed Huntington’s 

advice  when  it  focused  its  industrial  development  on  foreign  enterprises,  used 

selective repression against its opponents, and also attempted to constantly adapt the 

political  system  to  the  processes  of  modernization.  In  modernization  theory, 

Singapore and Hong Kong have been considered deviant or “frustrating” cases (Chua, 

1994; Sing, 2004), even though some have suggested that this is due to Singapore's 

small size (Crouch and Morley, 1999, p. 339). This, however, neglects the fact that 

smallness alone cannot explain the lack of democratization. Furthermore research has 

even shown that small states are more likely to be democratic (Ott, 2000, p. 197).
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The  predictions  of  modernization  theory  has  led  some  to  suggest  that 

Singapore, due to its advanced economic development, could be on the threshold to 

democratization.  For  example,  Chua  (1994)  argues  that  there  are  a  number  of 

opportunities for greater democratization in Singapore. Firstly, the need of the PAP to 

find  adequate  recruits  has  led  to  attempts  to  generate  greater  interest  in  politics, 

especially within the middle class. Furthermore, the rhetoric about communitarianism 

requires consensus within the population,  which cannot be achieved from the top. 

This necessitates the development of voluntary associations, which have the right to 

be consulted, and also a more independent press. Last but not least, Chua (p. 667) 

refers to the “unavoidable political effects of capitalist development.” Since Chua's 

writing, more than ten years have passed and not much has changed. This indicates 

that democratization is not in the interest of the ruling elite. More recently, Inglehart 

and Welzel (2005, p. 160-161) have even been willing to make a prediction on the 

future of democracy in Singapore:

Singapore has modernized. In the short run, its remarkable economic success 
helped legitimate its restrictions on political competition. But in the long run 
it  is  producing  a  social  infrastructure  that  should  give  rise  to  growing 
demands for democracy. Singapore is currently classified as “partly free” by 
Freedom  House.  We  predict  that  Singapore  will  fully  adopt  democracy 
within the ten years following this book’s publication.

The two authors agree with Chua's last argument, namely that democratization will 

eventually be the result of capitalist development, in which the resulting inequalities 

will increase political competition. 

Another argument links the degree of economic equality and the mobility of 

economic assets with the distribution of political resources. Charles Boix contends in 

his  book  Democracy  and  Redistribution (2003)  that  economic  equality  promotes 

democracy, but when a single elite can no longer claim monopoly over the economic 

resources, the lower classes will be empowered. He writes: 

If  the lower classes are demobilized or the ruling elite  has strong repressive 
capabilities, there is a peaceful and durable authoritarian regime. However, if the 
organizational  capacity  of  the  poor  rises,  the  likelihood  of  revolutionary 
explosions and civil war escalates. If the poor win, they proceed to expropriate 
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the assets of the wealthy and establish a left wing dictatorship (Ibid., p. 3).  
Boix assumes that the once demobilized lower class will employ any organizational 

capability once they become available. The important contribution of Boix work is 

that  he  links  political  transformation  to  changing  organizational  capacities  and 

political  resources.  Rueschemeyer  et.al.  (1992),  furthermore,  argue  that  capitalism 

creates the structural conditions for democratization but that the working class is the 

key  in  bringing  this  development  about.  The  reason  for  this  is  a  change  in  the 

resources  allocation  in  favor  of  previously  excluded  groups.  However,  both  in 

Singapore and in Hong Kong, the working class does not play a significant role in 

placing demands for greater democratization. Rather, a segment of the middle class is 

the most vocal group pressuring for greater democratic rights.

In reality it is not possible to trace the origin of democracy either only to the 

middle class or solely to  the workers but it  is  more likely to be the result  of  the 

interaction of various different groups and individuals. The lack of causality between 

the  effects  of  modernization  and  democratization  has  consequently  seriously 

undermined the entire modernization paradigm. Przeworski and Limongi (1997), for 

example, show that not the effects of modernization but the death of a dictator, an 

economic  crisis,  and foreign pressure  were the most  important  factors  that  led  to 

democratization in Europe. Mainwaring (1992) has also pointed out that the sequence 

of economic development seems to matter and O’Donnell (1973) concluded that there 

is  a  close  relationship  between  bureaucratic  authoritarianism  and  advanced 

modernization.  Lipset  (1959)  has  already  indicated  that  the  relationship  between 

economic development and democracy was not inevitable: “Germany is an example 

in which the structural changes – growing industrialization, urbanization, wealth, and 

education - all favored the establishment of a democratic regime, but in which a series 

of adverse historical events prevented democracy from securing legitimacy in the eyes 

of many important segments in the society, and thus weakened German democracy’s 

ability  to  withstand  crisis”  (p.  72).  More  recently,  scholars  have  pointed  out  that 

economic growth need not necessarily lead to democracy. For example, Thompson 

using the cases  of  Singapore  and Malaysia  shows that  developing economies  can 
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avoid  democratization.  Strong  ‘developmental  states’ are  able  to  contain  political 

mobilization as signs  of  a  democratization movement  increased repression against 

political  activists.  This  was  justified  with  a  rejection  of  the  Western  model  of 

development in favor of an Asian alternative to modernization supported by so-called 

‘Asian values’ (Thompson, 1997, p. 66). 

As with modernization theory in general, it is also problematic to assume that 

democratization is the result of deterministic developments. Most of the criticism on 

the link between economic development and democracy focuses on the fact that this 

development has been regarded as an evolutionary process (So, 1990). Only when we 

make this assumption, however, is it possible to  consider Kong as an exceptional case 

(Sing,  2004).  From  a  different  perspective,  however,  Hong  Kong's  political 

development  exhibits  a  similar  pattern  as  other  modernizing  countries.  The  rising 

middle  class  led  to  an  increased  level  of  social  mobilization  and  to  demands  for 

democratization. There were other factors that inhibited the political development of 

the city-state. For example, the problem of stateness due to the political circumstances 

of the city-state, such as its precarious role as a British colony and as an inalienable 

part  of  China,  seriously inhibited the development  of  a full  democracy (Linz and 

Stepan, 1996). 

2.4 Modernization and Contentious Politics

The processes  of  modernization,  such  as  industrialization,  urbanization  and social 

differentiation also result in social and political changes, which increase the potential 

for contentious politics. For Huntington (1968, p. 41), “modernity breeds stability, but 

modernization breeds instability.” Modernization and the attendant social changes are 

disruptive to most developing countries because social mobilization and the explosion 

of political participation create political instability under circumstances in which there 

are  only  underdeveloped  political  institutions  (Huntington,  1968,  p.  4).  For 

Huntington,  increased aspirations  and expectations,  which  are  the result  of  higher 
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levels of education, rapid urbanization and greater exposure to increasingly influential 

media, create the potential for social mobilization, which, in the absence of stable 

political institutions, inevitably leads to instability and violence (Ibid.). With the need 

for stability, authoritarian regimes contend that it is more important to focus on the 

development of institutions at the expense of democratic procedures. 

Because  modernity  contributes  to  stability,  researchers  have  also  found  a 

threshold after which democratization becomes less likely. Przeworski and Limongi 

(1997) have found that democracy is more likely until there is a per capita income of 

US$6,000,  but  once  it  exceeds  that  an authoritarian regime becomes more  stable. 

Zehra  F.  Arat  (1988,  p.  34)  also  observes  that  contrary  to  the  assumptions  of 

modernization theory “shifts  on the scale of democracy (...)  tend to  be highest  in 

countries which are located near the middle of the development scale.” This suggests 

that economic growth generates contentious politics during the early phases of the 

developmental  process but  once an authoritarian regime reaches a  certain level of 

economic development it is capable of consolidating its power. 

Prosperity  stabilizes  authoritarian  regimes  because  it  contributes  to  lower 

levels of political contention. With other words, this means that material satisfaction 

reduces the ability  of oppositional groups to mobilize  individuals to  participate  in 

their  activities.  Schubert  et.  al.  (1994),  who  place  the  greatest  importance  on 

professionals as the most advanced and sophisticated members of a society whose 

support is essential for a regime, point out that the new middle class can be either the 

greatest  supporters  of  a  democracy  or  the strongest  supporters  of  an authoritarian 

regime. Usually the secured (i.e. employed) professionals are more likely to support 

the political regime, while unsecured (i.e. unemployed) professionals are more likely 

to be radicalized (Ibid., 1994). For this reason, stable authoritarian regimes are heavily 

dependent on economic growth and need to maintain elite cohesion in order to sustain 

effectiveness in dealing with ordinary political issues.

Similarly, Crouch and Morley (1999) argue that economic growth is indirectly 

related to regime change. They, however, differentiate between three distinguishable 
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yet not independent processes. Economic growth leads to social mobilization, which 

in  a  second  process  leads  to  political  mobilization.  Finally,  political  mobilization 

drives regime change. The two authors make it clear that regime change is not to be 

understood as synonymous with democratization. Either a regime democratizes, they 

argue, or it creates institutions that enable it to adjust to the pressures from society. 

The principal reason for the direction of this  process is  whether the state  or civil 

society  is  able  to  control  the  process.  The  state  would  want  to  enhance  its  own 

autonomous position, which moves the polity in a more authoritarian direction, while 

when civil society controls power, liberalization is the likely outcome. 

Furthermore,  recent  research  indicates  that  economic  crises  may  be  a 

necessary  precondition  to  democratization.  Nancy  Bermeo  (1990,  p.  366),  for 

example,  points  to  O’Donnell  and  Schmitter’s  ground-breaking  study  on 

democratizations  during  the  Third  Wave  of  democratization,  which  shows  that 

economic crises have accompanied every democratization that  was covered in  the 

book. Renske Doorenspleet’s research comes to a similar conclusion:

It seems that a high level of economic growth strengthens the power of the 
nondemocratic  regime,  which  will  remain  stable  and  a  transition  to 
democracy  will  be  very  unlikely.  If  economic  growth  is  low  or  even 
negative, a transition to democracy will be more likely, at least during the 
Fourth Wave of democratization (Doorenspleet, 2004, p. 327).

Acemoglu and Robinson, assuming that nondemocratic states are those in which a 

rich elite controls the country, furthermore, assert that democratic transitions occur 

when there are economic recessions because during these times the opportunity costs 

are low for the disenfranchised to threaten with revolution. Inequality thus emerges as 

the crucial determinant of political instability (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2001). 

Rapid economic growth as well as economic crises lead to social changes that 

are conducive to political contention and social mobilization.  For Karl W. Deutsch 

(1961, p. 493), social mobilization, which is part of the overall modernization process, 

is “an overall process of change, which happens to substantial parts of the population 

in countries which are moving from traditional to modern ways of life.” He asserts 

38



that these changes have an important effect on the politics of a country because there 

is a substantial increase in the section of politically relevant people. Inglehart also 

demonstrates  that  industrialization,  which  increases  urbanization,  growing 

occupational specialization and higher levels of formal education consequently lead to 

rising mass political participation. He therefore states that “we can say (at this point in 

history) mass input to politics is likelier to play a decisive role in Sweden or Japan 

than in Albania or Burma” (Inglehart, 1997, p. 1). This politicization of the society 

consequently leads to an increase in contentious politics.  The middle class activists, 

for  instance,  can  capitalize  on  the  social  disparities  and  mobilize  these  groups  in 

opposition to the government. As a consequence, pressure on the ruling elite groups to 

introduce  changes  to  the  institutional  structure  of  the  political  system  mounts. 

Modernization  increases  the  likelihood  of  democratization  because  it  tends  to 

motivate the ruling elite to opt for institutional changes to ensure economic growth 

and administrative efficiency. 

However,  the  negligent  political  mobilization  in  Singapore  provides  an 

exception to the assumption that modernization necessarily leads to increased political 

mobilization. While there are examples of political conflict in Singapore, the ruling 

elite has been exceedingly successful in containing contentious politics. The lack of 

political contention in Singapore might suggest that the city-state has not experienced 

any significant social change. This is, however, far from the truth. In the past sixty 

years, the city-state has been transformed from an underdeveloped British colony to a 

first world city-state, which is the most developed country in Southeast Asia. These 

changes have also been accompanied by a rising middle class, a significant divide 

between  rich  and  poor,  as  well  as  cycles  of  economic  growth  and  recession.  In 

response to these changes, an oppositional movement led by middle class activists has 

arisen  but  that  movement  has  neither  been  able  to  mobilize  the  underprivileged 

working class nor significantly challenge the ruling elite on any major political issue. 

This raises the question about the factors that account for the Singapore government's 

extraordinary success in maintaining its hegemony over society and politics.
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2.5 Conclusion and Outlook

This chapter has demonstrated that despite serious challenges, modernization theory is 

still useful for identifying the background conditions of social changes. This means, 

however, that a number of assumptions within traditional modernization theory have 

to be abandoned. For example,  we cannot assume that modernization represents a 

linear process with a predetermined outcome, especially not one that is modeled on a 

Western  ethnocentrist  perspective.  However,  processes  such  as  industrialization, 

urbanization,  social  differentiation,  etc.  also  lead  to  social,  political  and  cultural 

changes.  Most  importantly  in  the  context  of  this  book,  modernization  leads  to 

opportunities for excluded political groups to challenge the existing political order. 

The  consequence of  this  development  may be  an increase in  contentious  politics, 

which  potentially  leads  to  pressure  that  might  result  in  democratization.  This 

understanding  of  modernization  theory,  however,  again  raises  the  question  of 

Singapore's exceptional status because the level of contentious politics has remained 

very low despite rapid changes. 

While the processes accompanying modernization lead to pressures that make 

democracy more likely (especially during the early phases of economic development), 

the successful management of these pressures by the political elites coupled with soft 

authoritarianism potentially reduces the level of contention. The ability of individual 

rulers to accommodate societal pressures can significantly alleviate the demand for 

increased political participation. After a certain threshold of economic development, 

prosperity  and stability  helps to contain contentious  politics.  At this  point,  only a 

serious economic crisis or similar event can cause serious problems to an authoritarian 

regime and generate sufficient pressure for democratization.  The effects can best be 

analyzed with a model that  takes  into account not  only the role of modernization 

effects  but  also  the  tactics  and  goals  of  societal  groups.  On  the  one  hand, 

modernization increases the pressures on the ruling elite but on the other there are 

options to control these challenges. As the following chapter will show, government 
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effectiveness  and  successful  co-option  and  coercion  have  a  great  impact  on  the 

behavior of oppositional groups. 
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Chapter 3

The Political Process Model of Democratization

The previous chapter has shown that structural factors, such as those resulting from 

modernization processes,  do not  explain  democratization and therefore,  unless  we 

assume unexpected events (such as wars), the reasons are more likely to be found in 

the interaction of political  actors.  As McAdam et.al.  (2001, p. 268) have stated, a 

democratic transition is “the contingent outcome of interactions among a number of 

claims  and  counterclaims.”  Contention  has  often  been  linked  with  negative 

consequences  such  as  wars  or  riots  and  incompatible  with  democratization.  This 

dissertation,  however,  agrees  with  McAdam  et.al.  that  there  cannot  be 

democratization  without  popular  contention.  This  suggests  that  democratization  is 

unlikely if the regime is able to minimize contentious politics, which means reduction 

in the demand for democratization and successful weakening of the opposition. This 

necessarily  entails  that  a  political  regime attempts  to  eliminate  any factors  which 

could undermine elite cohesion, while promoting disunity among the opposition.  

Modernization and industrialization have resulted in an increasingly complex 

political system. New political actors have emerged in the political system and are 

vying for influence. The ruling elite groups have become aware of the challenge and 

defend their  own power position  in  the  system. The challengers  are  faced with a 

strong  regime,  which  is  reminiscent  of  the  struggle  between  David  and  Goliath. 

However, oppositional groups are not necessarily able to use the “sling” to kill the 

giant. They may, however, challenge the regime and attempt to exert pressure on it. 

Over time,  the challengers may be able to garner  strength,  which depends on the 

behavior of both the ruling elite groups and the oppositional groups. This behavior, 

while treated separately analytically in this dissertation, cannot be seen in isolation 

because the actions of the ruling elite influence the opposition and the opposition’s 

choice of tactics influences the regime. The same also applies to the goals of the 
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groups, which influence the opposite group in their decision making process. This 

expands Boudreau's (2004, p. 3) observation that “particular modes of state attack 

encourage specific patterns of potential contention” to also admit the reverse, namely 

that specific forms of contention influence the form of state decision making.

In order  to  understand the  processes  that  underlie  political  contention,  this 

thesis employs the political process model. This model was originally conceived by 

Doug McAdam (1982) to understand the generation of insurgency during the civil 

rights movement. In the tradition of James Rule and Charles Tilly (1975), from whom 

he borrowed the term “political  process  model”,  McAdam tried to  understand the 

development of social movements and their decline. In Rule and Tilly’s model there 

are three types of groups that play an important role:  government,  contenders and 

challengers. While the government holds the principal ability to coerce others, those 

that use resources to influence the government are called contenders.  “To the extent 

that a contender can routinely lay claim to the generation of action or yielding of 

resources by agents of the government, the contender is a member of the polity, which 

consists  of  all  contenders  successfully  exercising  routine  claims  to  government 

response (Rule and Tilly, 1975, p. 55-56). Finally, the groups, which are not part of 

the polity, are the challengers. They lack sufficient resources to exert influence on the 

government. While the government and the contenders form the ruling elite groups, 

challengers are marginalized and potentially form oppositional groups.

 

3.1. Ruling Elite Groups and Oppositional Groups

The interaction between different groups within a society (and even across borders) is 

decisive to understanding the stability of political systems. Alfred Stepan (1990, p. 

159) points to the importance of the democratic opposition during transitions when he 

asserts:

In order to understand how a democratic opposition can attenuate the bonds of 
authoritarianism, we must first consider where the opposition stands in relation 
to the other components of the regime.

To  accomplish  this,  it  is  necessary  to  distinguish  between  different  groups  with 
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unequal  power  and  resources.  Stepan  (1990)  distinguishes  between  five  different 

groups:

1. the core group of regime supporters
2. the coercive apparatus that supports the regime
3. the regime’s passive supporters
4. the active opponents of the regime
5. the passive opponents of the regime

This thesis argues that there is a basic dichotomy underlying these five groups. On the 

one hand, there is the regime and its supporters and on the other hand opposed to it 

are  the  opponents  and  its  supporters.  The  terms  “ruling  elite  groups”  and 

“oppositional groups” will be used to describe the distinction between regime and 

opposition.  The  second  group  in  Stepan's  list  describes  the  institutional  frame  in 

which the groups interact. This also gives the ruling elite groups the ability to exert 

power over other groups. In this sense it is an obstacle and a tool at the same time. 

The  passive  supporters  are  “quasi-members”  of  each  group  and  in  theory  can 

potentially be mobilized to join the group. In reality, however, they will only play a 

limited role, namely providing moral support to a group. Moral support, however, is 

an important asset to a political group.

The term group in this context needs to be defined. In social psychology, a group 

is  described  as  an  “aggregate  of  individuals  who interact  with  and influence  one 

another” (Bordens and Horowitz, 2002, p. 289). Other characteristics of a group are 

the need for the group to have a purpose, the existence of group norms, a prevailing 

role distribution and effective ties and interdependence between group members. In 

the context of social groups within a state, however, it is necessary to define groups as 

so-called  affiliative groups,  because  they  exist  for  more  general  social  reasons 

(Bordens and Horowitz,  2002). People often join these groups voluntarily because 

they feel close to the values and norms of these groups. Examples for these groups are 

religious sects, fraternities, or political parties. 

Secondly, it is important to understand the distinction between ruling elite and 

opposition  and  why  the  term  “oppositional  group”  is  used.  The  ruling  elite  is 

understood as an aggregate of social groups, which is in a position of political power 
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and is able to manipulate the resources of a country to obtain a favorable position for 

members  within  the  groups.  The  different  groups  are  not  mutually  exclusive  and 

multiple  memberships  are  quite  common.  Elite  groups  also  tend  to  be  closely 

connected through a common ideology. Oppositional groups on the other hand are a 

mixture  of  social  groups,  which  are  excluded  from political  power  or  have  very 

limited  influence  over  political  decisions  and need  to  compete  for  resources  with 

powerful contenders from within the ruling elite. They are often seen as members of 

civil society, which describes a set of groups that are independent of the state and 

often acts in conflict to the state (Kim, 2000). However, the concept of oppositional 

groups must also include less formally organized social  movements and unofficial 

networks which act in opposition to the government (Geddes and Zaller, 1989). They 

are usually more fragmented because they do not share a single ideology and they 

usually disagree among each other on the choice of tactics and goals. Oppositional 

groups  are  not  just  opposition  parties  or  pressure groups  but  any  group that  acts 

oppositional vis-à-vis the ruling elite groups, such as spontaneous or organized social 

movements.

This  distinction  is  necessary  in  order  to  understand how, when,  and why 

oppositional groups will challenge the ruling elite groups and how, when and why the 

ruling  elite  groups  respond.  This  naturally  presupposes  that  there  is  a  continuous 

struggle between opposing groups. This conceptionalization adapts parts of Schubert 

et.al.'s  model  of  strategic  and  conflictual  groups.  The  groups  in  their  model  are 

defined  by  their  position  in  the  production  and  appropriation  process,  by  socio-

structural  characteristics,  by ethno-cultural  characteristics and the power resources 

that  each  of  these  groups  have.  The  latter  refers  to  their  potential  to  engage  an 

antagonistic group, which is of great importance to challengers, who are interested in 

wrestling for power. Members of the ruling elite in this concept are not only those that 

are part of the regime but also those that support the regime (Schubert, et.al., 1994).

Elite groups and oppositional groups are, however, not seen as unchanging 

opposites but as continuously developing or declining social groups, which can trade 
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places at any time. Elite groups and oppositional groups are not homogeneous groups 

but  are  malleable  constructs  that  help  us  to  better  understand  the  relationships 

between different groups. A ruling elite may consist of many different in themselves 

competing social groups and at any point in time this group alliance may break apart 

initializing a new power struggle. However, elite groups under normal circumstances 

tend to have a common interest which creates a union and even fusion between the 

different groups. Oppositional groups, on the other hand, are often marked by internal 

fissures and lack significant power in the political system. In democratic societies, 

oppositional groups and pressure groups can indeed exert tremendous pressure on the 

government even if they are unable to directly influence the outcome. In authoritarian 

regimes, opposition, if it exists, can sometimes not even exert indirect influence on 

the political process. 

The degree of power a group can exert depends on its location within the 

political system. An environmental group may have a relatively high impact on the 

decision to eliminate environmental hazards but it may not have any power over how 

it can raise funds. The military, usually part of the ruling elite coalition, may have 

great  influence  on  the  strategic  decisions  but  very  little  on  military  funding.  The 

degree of power, however, may change over time as one group is able to increase its 

power even within one of the two sets of groups. Especially within the elite, certain 

groups can act as oppositional groups in order to increase their power. To complicate 

matters even more, groups within the elite and oppositional groups cannot always be 

clearly separated. There are many links between different groups within each set and 

even links between the two opposing groups.

3.2 Political Groups and Democratization

As a response to the focus on structural factors, social scientists in the late 1970s 

started to emphasize the role of actors during times of regime change. This approach 

has often been labeled transition theory or “transitology”. Linz and Stepan (1978), for 
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example,  have  warned  against  focusing  solely  on  structural  factors  in  explaining 

system breakdown because it would create the impression that democratization was 

an inevitable process. Instead they focused on the role of elites and concluded that 

leadership was the principal explanatory variable. Przeworski and Limongi (1997, p. 

177) also conclude that democracy is not the result  of  economic development but 

rather  the  outcome  of  opposing  actors  pursuing  their  goals.  Furthermore,  Larry 

Diamond states that “(w)ithout question, the political choices and tactics of regime 

and  opposition  leaders  are  of  great  consequence,  as  may  be  their  own  internal 

divisions  and maneuverings,  particularly  when the momentum for  a  transition has 

begun” (Diamond, 1989, p. 43)

One of the earliest theories that emphasized the importance of the choices and 

strategies of individual actors was developed by Dankwart Rustow (1970). Different 

from most structuralists, he only assumed one background condition: national unity. 

He  considered  this  important  because  he  asserted  that  most  people  needed  to  be 

convinced  about  which  community  they  belong  to.  This  meant  that  the  level  of 

economic  development  or  social  differentiation  was  not  a  prerequisite  for 

democratization, which is a dynamic process that is open and inconclusive. Rustow 

developed a model with three phases that explain the processes that occur during the 

democratic transition process.  In the first  phase,  the so-called “preparatory phase” 

there has to be a polarization instead of pluralism between different political actors. 

He writes:  “What infant democracy requires is not a lukewarm struggle but a hot 

family feud” (Rustow, 1970, p. 355). The second phase is the decision phase, which 

follows the end of  the  preparatory phase.  In  this  phase actors  need  to  accept  the 

diversity within unity and democratic procedures need to be institutionalized. Because 

of the significance of choices and potential risks for the future, Rustow concludes that 

a small number of leaders are of disproportionate importance during this phase. The 

groups which played an important part in the preparatory phase may still play a role 

during this phase but new groups may also develop. The conclusion of this phase is 

either  a  deliberate  or  an explicit  consensus  between different  motives.  In  the  last 
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phase of the model,  the habituation phase,  the people agree to a system in which 

problems are solved by consent. In this phase, which could also be labeled learning 

phase, politicians and citizens alike become familiar with the advantages of the new 

regime  form  because  contentious  social  issues  are  successfully  dealt  with.  This 

enables the different actors to place their trust in the new rules. The new practice of 

democratic recruitment of the leaders will increase trust in the system. Finally, the 

people will create a connection with the politicians through effective links between 

party organization and the masses. Rustow's model thus stresses the importance of 

individual actors during the crucial time of regime change. 

In  their  ground-breaking  study,  O’Donnell,  et.  al.  (1986)  concluded that  the 

main reasons for a transition to democracy were to be found with the decisions of 

individual  actors.  They  assert  that  “elite  dispositions,  calculations,  and  pacts  (…) 

largely determine whether or not an opening will occur at all“ (O’Donnell, Schmitter 

and  Whitehead,  1986, p.  48).  The  primary  causes  are  national,  even  though 

international  factors  sometimes  play  a  role.  Institutions  are  of  great  importance, 

political leadership and judgment are vital and transitions are shaped and conditioned 

by historical circumstances. Structural factors still play a role in this approach but are 

largely relegated to a secondary status. Because of the extraordinary unpredictability 

of the political changes that could lead to democratization, O’Donnell and Schmitter 

have rejected the possibility of developing a model. Transitions from authoritarian 

rule  are  therefore  examples  of  “’undetermined’  social  change,  of  large  scale 

transformations  which  occur  when  there  are  insufficient  structural  or  behavioral 

parameters to guide and predict  the outcome” (O’Donnell  and Schmitter,  1986, p. 

3-4). 

Instead of determining the preconditions for democratization,  O'Donnell  et.al. 

make assumptions on an ideal typical process toward democratization. They divide 

the  initial  process  into  essentially  two  phases,  the  liberalization  and  the 

democratization  phase,  which  cannot  occur  at  the  same  time.  The  opening  for  a 

transition or gradual transformation can only occur, they argue, when there is a split in 
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the regime between hardliners and softliners. Mainwaring agrees with this approach, 

when he writes that “(i)nternal schisms are necessary if an authoritarian regime is to 

liberalize;  it  is  difficult  to  imagine  a  regime  change  in  the  face  of  a  cohesive 

authoritarian coalition committed to remaining in power” (Mainwaring, 1992, p. 299). 

The  precondition  for  liberalization,  which  is  a  process  that  normally  precedes 

democratization, therefore is a split in the ruling elite groups. 

As the case studies will show, the ruling elite was able to remain united in both 

cases and only in Hong Kong it showed fissures after it was decided that the city-state 

was to be returned to Chinese sovereignty. The eventual unification in 1997 meant 

that the power of the British elite, which until then had shared power with the Chinese 

business elite, was to diminish almost entirely. At the same time, the British rulers felt 

it  necessary to leave with a lasting legacy,  which included significant institutional 

reforms, while the business elite envisaged a smooth transition that would not disrupt 

the market. The business leaders were therefore cautious and tried to avoid angering 

the Chinese government, which was strongly opposed toward greater democratization. 

One reasons for a split in a ruling elite coalition can be institutional decay, the 

death of a dictator, or any other destabilizing factor. The opening cannot, however, be 

correlated directly to the economic performance of the regime or to outside pressure. 

The softliners favor liberalization in order to increase the legitimation of the regime. 

In contrast, the perception of a less active opposition has more often motivated an 

authoritarian  regime  to  opt  for  liberalization.  Often  the  moderates  within  the 

governing alliance and the moderate opposition form a pact together. The softliners 

must be careful, however, because they need to create the impression that the regime 

hardliners still  have control of the situation.  O'Donnell  and Schmitter  suggest that 

softliners  should  promote  the  diversification  and  extension  of  opposition,  which 

would increase the costs for the hard-liners. Gradualism, moderation and compromise 

are in this viewpoint key to the success of a democratic transition (O'Donnell and 

Schmitter,  1986).  This  is  what  Kaufman  calls  “heroic  forms  of  restraint  and 

cooperation” (Kaufman, 1986, p. 106).  Mainwaring, therefore, concludes that many 
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transitions involve complex interactions between regime and opposition (Mainwaring, 

1992, p. 299).

Diamond  et.al.’s  study  concurs  with  O’Donnell  and  Schmitter  about  the 

significance of pacts between various elites, which are needed to avoid violence. In 

this regard they conclude that it is best if there is a slow reform process instead of a 

rapid  revolution  and  a  democratic  opposition  that  is  willing  to  play  within  the 

restricted rules at the beginning of the transition process (Diamond, 1989, p. 43). The 

tendency of the ruling elite to use repression against oppositional groups increases 

when  these  groups  threaten  the  vertical  command  structure  of  the  military,  the 

territorial integrity of the nation-state, the country’s position in international alliances 

or property rights, as well as when there is threat of widespread violence. This is due 

to the fact that the costs of repression in these cases are especially low (Ibid.). Lack of 

support from within the ruling elite, therefore, seriously imperils aspiring dissidents to 

press  the  regime  for  grater  democratic  concessions  (Thompson,  2004,  p.  119). 

However, moderate opposition is also no guarantee for greater democratization. On 

the contrary, it may be argued that the moderating role of the opposition can also lead 

to the perpetuation of the authoritarian order (Bermeo, 1990, p. 370).

The importance of the decisions and strategies of individual actors has also been 

used to explain the lack of democratization. Darren Hawkins (2001) concludes in his 

study of political development in Cuba that the actor-oriented approach is better able 

to explain that country's nontransition than the structural approach. He asserts: “The 

absence of key democratizing agents inside Cuba – independent social groups and 

softline factions – seems to be a decisive factor in Cuba's nontransition” (Hawkins, 

2001, p. 441). The problem with democratization theory is the lack of research into 

the development of these social groups and the softliners. He, therefore, concludes 

that  the  sophisticated  leadership  strategies  of  the  ruling  elite,  which  include  the 

effective repression of oppositional forces and the political norms that give the regime 

minimal levels of legitimacy, are two factors that explain the lack of democratizing 

agents. The ruling elite has used a nationalist and increasingly “idealistic rhetoric with 
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pragmatic policies” (Ibid., p. 452), repressive social measures to relieve the burden of 

the lower class, and repression of moderates to demobilize any potential challenger. 

According to Hawkins, economic crises, socio-economic development, and the 

international environment played no significant role in the political developments in 

Cuba but structural factors such as cultural norms and historically chosen paths are of 

crucial importance in influencing elite behavior. In particular, certain norms, which 

are  influenced  by  the  ruling  elite,  are  of  particular  significance.  They  shape  the 

identities and define the realm of action in which social groups can interact (Hawkins, 

2001). O'Donnell and Schmitter have also pointed out that the capacity of accepting 

disorder varies from society to society, which explains the significance of norms and 

historical paths for the question of whether a regime will open up (O'Donnell and 

Schmitter, 1986, p. 27). Furthermore, legitimacy in Cuba is based on the charismatic 

leadership of Fidel Castro and also on the inability of the citizens to  perceive an 

alternative.

Two things, however, distinguish Cuba from the cases in this study: First of all, 

the economies of Singapore and Hong Kong are much more developed and therefore 

more complex. This creates greater challenges to the ruling elite, which stem from an 

increasingly  sophisticated  public.  Secondly,  independent  social  groups  have 

developed even though they have so far  failed to  create  enough pressure to exert 

significant pressure on the ruling elite to introduce greater democratization.

The  actor-oriented  approach  has  been  criticized  for  an  over  reliance  on  the 

choices of individual actors. The relegation of structural factors is considered to be the 

most  important  flaw in this  approach.  Thomas Carothers therefore argues that  the 

basic problem of the transition approach is its  claim that “a country’s chances for 

successfully democratizing depend primarily on the political intentions and actions of 

its political elites without significant influence from underlying economic, social, and 

institutional conditions and legacies” (Carothers, 2002, p. 17). Critics have argued 

that  the  focus  on  actors  neglects  the  significance  of  structural  constraints  on  the 

decision making process.  This book attempts to combine structural factors with the 
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decisions of individuals,  utilizing both an actor-oriented approach and a structural 

analysis.

3.3 Expanding Political Opportunities and the Institutional Structure

While  social  movement  theorists  have  solely  focused  on  the  reasons  for  the 

development, rise and decline of social movements, this book is interested more in the 

conditions that could change the power relationship between excluded contenders and 

powerful ruling elite groups. McAdam’s initial assumptions are not necessarily only 

about social movements per se: “Under ordinary circumstances, excluded groups, or 

challengers,  face  enormous  obstacles  in  their  effort  to  advance  group  interests. 

Challengers are excluded from routine decision-making processes precisely because 

their  bargaining  position,  relative  to  established  polity  members,  is  so 

weak” (McAdam, 1982, p. 40). This description closely resembles the relationship of 

various groups in authoritarian regimes, where a small elite monopolizes power, and 

oppositional groups have very few resources to challenge these. 

The  development  of  social  movements,  McAdam asserts,  is  dependent  on 

changing  political  opportunities  that  arise  over  time.  Any  event  that  changes  the 

power relationship,  the assumptions and calculations of the opponent,  is seen as a 

disruptive occurrence in the political process. Examples for events that threaten the 

status quo are wars, industrialization, changes in the international arena, economic 

crises, and large migrations. Modernization, as discussed in Chapter 2, can therefore 

be  regarded  as  one  reason  for  changing  political  opportunities.  Economic  crises, 

which were also mentioned, may also increase the chances for challengers. 

It is important to recognize the significance of political opportunities in the 

democratization process because without them excluded groups cannot challenge the 

predominance of a strong, cohesive elite group. Moreover, the changing conditions 

can weaken the elite group coalition, which can lead to greater fragmentation of the 

political system and thus lead to power struggles between opposing forces. While it is 
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not easy to generalize the content of changing political opportunities it is important to 

recognize that political processes are not static and are subject to constant changes. 

For  example,  modernization  processes  such  as  industrialization  create  greater 

complexity in the political system. This complexity in turn changes the conditions for 

competing political groups.

Opportunities have to be understood as motivators for oppositional groups. 

The opportunity structure is always related to the ruling elite groups, which through 

their ability to deal with challenges are either providing an opportunity for challengers 

or  weakening  the  chances  of  potential  contestants.  They  have  the  potential  to 

essentially  reduce  the  power  discrepancy  between  the  two  opposing  groups.  The 

following  four  dimensions  have  been  identified:  The  first  dimension  regards  the 

relative openness of an institutionalized political system, the second deals with the 

degree of ruling elite cohesion, the third considers the existence of allies within the 

ruling elite groups, and last but not least, the fourth deals with the state's ability and 

willingness to use repression against its opponents (McAdam, 1996, p. 27). All of 

these dimensions have one thing in common: they are based on the legitimacy of the 

political  regime. An erosion of legitimacy, therefore,  provides challengers with an 

opportunity to challenge the regime. The concept of legitimacy will be discussed in 

detail in the context of the cognitive perceptions of the different groups (see: 3.5).

In this context it is important to note that the improved bargaining position of 

the oppositional groups increases the costs of repression for the ruling elite groups. 

Often groups are only attacked when they are challenging and vulnerable (Gamson, 

1975). This is similar to Robert A. Dahl's (1971, p. 15) second axiom: “The likelihood 

that  government  will  tolerate  an  opposition  increases  as  the  expected  costs  of 

suppression increase.” For Dahl, the opposite is also true: When the costs of toleration 

of the opposition decreases, repression will be less likely.  This might suggest that 

repression may not be necessary for ruling elite groups to maintain their dominance. 

For Dahl, a competitive regime is most likely when “the costs of suppression exceed 

the costs of toleration” (Ibid., p. 15). This is, however, only the case when the two 
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groups are able to find a compromise, through which a competitive system can be 

institutionalized.

Recently a number of theorists have challenged the political process model’s 

structural  bias.  Goodwin  and  Jasper’s  criticism  is  directed  at  the  assumption  of 

widening political  opportunities as an explanatory variable for the development of 

social movements. They claim: 

Whether  this  thesis  makes  sense depends,  of  course,  on  what  is  meant  by 
“political  opportunities.”  The  broadest  definition  makes  the  definition 
tautological: Movements cannot emerge where people are unable, for whatever 
reason,  to  associate  with  one  another  for  political  purposes.  (Imagine  the 
fictive society described by George Orwell in  1984).” (Goodwin and Jasper, 
1999, p. 30).

By  taking  an  extreme  example  of  a  totalitarian  country,  the  authors  neglect  the 

possibility  of  countries  that  have  independent  groups  but  also  a  number  of  strict 

restrictions  on  political  group  behavior.  In  authoritarian  regimes  with  democratic 

characteristics,  for  example,  the  right  to  free  speech or  the  right  to  assemble  are 

restricted and controlled by the government. 

The ability of groups to organize under these circumstances is, however, not 

static  but  depends  on  changing  conditions  in  the  society,  which,  when  they  are 

conducive to oppositional forces,  are considered political  opportunities. As Tarrow 

(1996, p. 61) writes: “Movements arise as a result of new or expanded opportunities; 

they  signal  the  vulnerability  of  the  state  to  collective  action,  thereby  opening  up 

opportunities for others; the process leads to state responses which, in one way or 

another, produce a new opportunity structure.” 

While  modernization  results  in  the  development  of  opportunities,  formal 

institutions such as the bureaucracy, parliament, procedures and rules and regulations 

restrict the extent to which they can have an impact on oppositional groups. In the 

political process model, institutions are only seen in the context of the use of social 

control by the regime (McAdam, 1982). While this is true, institutions have a long 

history and therefore also provide a structural constraint on oppositional groups. An 

analysis of institutions enables us to understand the frame in which the two groups 
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interact. Institutions give the ruling elite the tool with which they can suppress the 

opposition. Institutions alone, however, do not explain why political groups act in a 

certain manner. This can only be understood with an analysis of their organizational 

structure, their cognitive perceptions and their choice of tactics and goals.

Opportunities, therefore, have to be considered within the institutional context 

of  a  political  regime.  Institutions,  which usually  have a  long history,  regulate  the 

behavior of ruling elite and oppositional groups. While ruling elite groups have great 

influence over the development of these institutions, oppositional groups are almost 

entirely excluded from them. They, furthermore, give the ruling elite the tools with 

which it can control oppositional activity. However, they are also closely linked to 

political culture and societal values, which are more difficult to change. Institutions 

often  inherit  these  structures  from  previous  governments  which  explains  why 

revolutionaries often attempt to completely replace these institutions. 

3.4 Organizational Strength

Political  opportunities  and  formal  institutions  are  not  enough  to  understand  the 

development of contentious politics. In order for the disadvantaged and powerless to 

take action,  there needs to be existing organizational structures in the society that 

enable the development of challenger groups. In McAdam’s opinion the presence of 

networks  and  organizations  is  of  great  importance  to  the  development  of  social 

movements.  In  terms  of  oppositional,  or  excluded  groups  the  importance  of 

organizational  strength,  therefore,  cannot  be  neglected.  For  the  ruling  elite,  group 

cohesion  and  strength  determine  the  groups’ ability  to  act  decisively  against  the 

challengers.  A cohesive  ruling  elite  is  better  capable  of  managing  the  state  and 

suppressing the opposition. The relative strength of a group determines the success of 

a  group  and  for  challenger  groups  it  also  determines  the  level  of  social  control 

because the costs for repressing a strong group are much higher. 

While  changing  political  opportunities  provide  the  historical  frame  of 

continuously  changing  interactions,  the  analysis  of  the  organizational  structure 

appears static. The analysis of the organization can admittedly only capture a moment 
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in  time.  It  needs to  be recognized that the two groups are  subject  to membership 

fluctuations  whenever  conditions  change.  Nevertheless,  an  analysis  of  the 

organizational structure provides an important insight of a group’s present position 

and allows the researcher to determine the problems and challenges that the group 

may face in the future. McAdam identifies four aspects that determine organizational 

strength:  members,  leaders,  established  structure  of  solidary  incentives,  and  the 

communication  network.  These  factors  play  an  important  role  for  the  ruling  elite 

groups  as  well  as  for  the  challenger  groups.  The  former  have  to  maintain  their 

advantages in these areas, while oppositional groups will have to attempt to increase 

their strength. In the following sections, each of these aspects will be introduced.

3.4.1 Members

The role of members is important for ruling elite groups as well as challenger groups. 

The study of elites usually focuses on the leaders, which undoubtedly are the most 

important members of any group. However, those who follow the leaders and who 

strengthen their power are perhaps even more important. Even within groups there are 

power struggles and so it is only reasonable to assume that this is also the case within 

the elite. Strong supporters and bureaucrats, who can be considered as members of 

this group, are of great importance to the stability of the group. It is important to 

consider  factors  such  as  the  number  of  members,  their  education,  their  ideology 

among other factors to understand who the members are that  support  the political 

regime or involve themselves in oppositional politics.

While recruitment of members of the elite usually follows predefined paths, 

oppositional  groups  usually  find  their  members  “along  established  lines  of 

interaction”  (McAdam,  1982,  p.  44).  This  means  that  before  joining  a  challenger 

group members tend to be in formal or informal organizations out of which the group 

develops. For example people who are part of a student movement are more likely to 

become members of pressure groups in the future. McAdam’s model does not cover, 

however,  an  essential  aspect  of  movement  development,  namely  the  increase  in 
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members over a period of time. These new recruits often join an organization or group 

because of its rising strength or other apparent benefits.

3.4.2 Leaders

Secondly, the leaders are of great significance to any group because their decisions 

determine the direction of the group. In this regard it is important to remember the 

actor-oriented approach of democratization, whose proponents claim that the primary 

reason  for  the  development  of  a  democracy  are  the  agents  that  decide  to  pursue 

democratization.  Leaders  of  the  ruling  elite  have  tremendous  influence  on  the 

development of a country. Their decisions among other things shape the institutions 

and determine the reaction to oppositional activity. 

It  is  the  prestige  and  the  organizational  capabilities  of  leaders  that  lend 

credibility to a group and also may lead to its downfall if they are lacking or become 

problematic. Disagreements between various leaders can also be an impediment to the 

development of group alliances or may lead to the breakup of existing alliances. The 

split  of  an  elite  coalition  into  moderates  and  extremes  is  an  example  of  this 

development. 

3.4.3 The Structure of Incentives

The  benefits  that  members  get  from a  group are  the  focus  of  an  analysis  of  the 

structure of incentives. In McAdam’s model, only solidary incentives play a role but it 

has to be recognized that, especially for members of the elite, there are also material 

and purposive incentives10. All organizations must have formal or informal incentives 

in order to motivate the participation of their members. Moreover, incentive systems 

can provide “the rudiments of a predictive theory of organizational behavior” (Clark 

and Wilson, 1961, p. 130). 

10  For a detailed description of these incentives: Clark, Peter B., and James Q. Wilson. 1961. 
“Incentive Systems: A Theory of Organizations,” in: Administrative Science Quarterly 6 (2), p. 
129-66.
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Oppositional groups, however, often face the problem that potential members 

may not see the benefit of joining a group if their objectives can also be achieved 

without them being part of a group. This is termed the “free-rider problem” in group 

theory (Olson, 1965). To solve this problem, a challenger may offer its members the 

prospect of material improvements. A labor group, for instance, could fight for better 

salaries and/or provide pastime activities. In some cases, the most important facet may 

even be idealistic, such as the improvement of society or the individual. This is an 

aspect of some religious groups but also of oppositional groups, as this analysis will 

show.  Most  groups,  moreover,  provide  their  members  with  multiple  incentives  in 

order to attract as many members as possible. This is important because the number of 

members allows a group to show strength to its opponents. 

3.4.4 Communication Network

A final  aspect  of  the  organization  of  a  group  is  its  communication  network.  It 

determines the strength of an emerging challenger  or the degree of control of the 

ruling elite. There are essentially two forms: internal and external communication. 

From the viewpoint of internal communication, group leaders must be able to 

communicate  their  ideas  to  the  members  of  the  group.  The  significance  of  this 

element becomes clear when it is linked to the need for coherence within a group. The 

closer the members are to the leadership and to other members and the greater the 

ideological homogeneity, the greater is the ability for the group to act as one. Such an 

informal  communication  network  also  provides  the  individual  member  with 

incentives because it enables individuals to become more important members of a 

group. This latter aspect plays a more important role in ruling elite groups.

For external communication it is essential that both oppositional and ruling elite 

groups exchange information with other groups and the population. This recognizes 

the need of these groups to garner support for the group and to build a network of 

interaction that provides the basis for increasing and maintaining strength. This raises 
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the question of the means with which groups communicate. They range from personal 

contacts  to  the  use  of  modern  media  to  transmit  ideas.  Access  to  the  press,  for 

example, to communicate the group’s goals, strategies, etc. increases a group’s ability 

to  reach a  wider spectrum of people.  In authoritarian regimes,  this  space is  often 

skewed in favor of the ruling elite. Oppositional groups in these regimes tend to have 

very little or no access to these media. The comparison of Hong Kong and Singapore 

will  show  that  the  ability  to  communicate  has  a  great  influence  on  the  overall 

relationship between ruling elite and oppositional groups. 

3.5 Changing Cognitive Perceptions and Legitimacy

Political science has often ignored the role of emotions and perceptions. Game theory 

and the rational choice approach have been applied to democratization processes but 

since humans are the primary actors in these processes, an analysis of the prevailing 

perceptions is in order. In this regard it has been pointed out that especially the actions 

of  social  movements  pose  a  serious  problem  to  rational  choice.  The  people’s 

immediate  choices  of  behavior  during  protests  are  not  necessarily  motivated  by a 

benefit  and cost evaluation of their  options. Anger is  in this case an emotion that 

drives the group and often motivates individuals without an apparent gain to their 

actions. On the other hand, actors may have a clear option for improving their chances 

but they opt to voluntarily give up, because their decisions are influenced by emotions 

such as fear or hopelessness. 

Recently sociologists have begun to focus on the role of emotions in politics. 

The focus of this analysis is not on the psychological processes of emotions at the 

individual  level  but  rather  on  a  cultural  approach.  Goodwin,  Jasper  and  Polletta 

(2001) propose the use of cultural analysis aided by psychological awareness in their 

introduction to the book Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements. They 

describe the role of emotions as follows:

The  emotions  most  relevant  to  politics,  we  believe,  fall  toward  the  more 
constructed,  cognitive  end  of  this  dimension.  Moral  outrage  over  feared 
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practices, the shame of spoiled collective identities or the pride of refurbished 
ones, the indignation of perceived encroachment on traditional rights, the joy 
of imagining a new and better society and participating in a movement toward 
that end – none of these are autonomous responses. They are related to moral 
institutions, felt obligations and rights, and information about expected effects, 
all  of  which  are  culturally  and  historically  variable  (Goodwin,  Jasper  and 
Polletta, 2001, p. 13). 

This  complements  McAdam’s  third component  of  his  political  process  model.  He 

distinguishes between two cognitive processes that underlie the development of social 

movements:  cognitive liberation and collective attribution.  The latter  describes the 

collective  processes  during  insurgency,  which  maintain  the  level  of  urgency  and 

cognitions  to  sustain  the  insurgency.  It  is  closely  linked  to  the  term  cognitive 

liberation,  which describes the psychological  conditions that  are  necessary for  the 

onset  of  an insurgency.  While  changing opportunities  provide  oppositional  groups 

with the ability to challenge the political system, the ability to perceive an opportunity 

is just as crucial. Since opportunities need not to be dramatic, changes of perceptions, 

however minute, may increase the strength of an oppositional group. This may for 

example be a change in behavior of the elite groups as McAdam asserts “the altered 

responses of members to a particular challenger serve to transform evolving political 

conditions into a set of “cognitive cues” signifying to insurgents that  the political 

system is becoming increasingly vulnerable to challenge” (McAdam, 1982, p. 49). 

Emotions also play a role in the way groups conceive of the world in which 

they interact with other groups. Subjective perceptions about the other’s capabilities 

and intentions influence the behavior of a group. Cottam and Cottam (2001) have 

developed an elaborate theory to capture the interaction between groups of different 

social positions. Their approach mainly focuses on the behavior pattern of nationalists 

and  the  interplay  between  different  nation  states.  Their  typology  concerning  the 

behavior  of  nationalists  can,  however,  also  improve  our  understanding  of  the 

relationship between challenger groups and ruling elite groups.

Image theory is based on the assumption that humans need to categorize their 

environment  in  order  to  understand a  complicated  and often  confusing world.  An 

image in this context is a cognitive category. Social identity theory is interested in the 
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role of cognitive conceptions of the world on social developments. “Social categories 

and images of others are shared cognitive constructs. Their existence is commonly 

recognized and accepted, and they are transmitted in society and across generations 

through learning and the socialization process” (Cottam and Cottam, 2001, p. 88). 

Changing an image, therefore, is a process that can take a very long time. With the 

perception of the other group, each individual member’s identification with one's own 

group is needed to inspire the group to become active. Individuals usually strive to 

attain a positive self-image, which they gain in part through membership in a group. 

Self-evaluation  is  often  achieved  through  comparison  with  other  members  of  the 

group and positive self-identification stems from a positive comparison with people of 

another group (Ibid, p. 90). 

The relevant images in this comparative study deal with the acceptance of 

the  prevailing  hierarchical  order.  In  the  context  of  developing  a  positive  self-

perception, inferiority only can be accepted when a group feels that their status is just 

or when the comparison group is seen as dissimilar. This acceptance of inferiority is 

part of the so-called “imperial-colonial relationship” in Cottam and Cottam’s model11. 

There are three main reasons. First of all, people usually share the general belief that 

the world is just and therefore the inferiority is seen as the fault of the subordinate 

group. Secondly, disadvantaged groups may accept their position when they do not 

regard  the  other  group as  comparable.  Finally  the  relationship  is  rarely  an  all  or 

nothing relationship, in which only one group profits. In extreme cases groups in a 

society may be blamed for the problems and the poor treatment of this group is based 

on this assumption. According to Lily Zubaidah Rahim (1998), the Malay community 

in  Singapore  has  been  politically  marginalized  because  it  is  often  portrayed  as 

culturally  inferior  to  other  ethnic  groups  and  to  the  Chinese  in  particular.  Many 

Malays,  especially  those  in  the  government,  have  accepted  this  claim  and  thus 

11 Because the use of the terms colonial and imperial are potentially confusing, they will be 
hyphenated throughout the text. While these images are aspects of the psychological conditions of 
colonizers and the colonized, they can also be applied to the interaction of other political groups 
under authoritarian regimes. This, however, does not exclude a relationship between the true 
colonial heritage and the present political regimes in the two cases analyzed.
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legitimize the cultural stereotyping of the Malays. 

Image theory suggests that there are certain behavioral patterns associated 

with  each  image.  Attempts  of  a  group  to  conform  to  an  unfair  system,  which 

constantly downgrades it, for example, have to be seen as being influenced by the so-

called “colonial image”. The images, the emotions associated with each image and the 

behavior  patterns  are  shown  in Table  112.  These  two  images  describe  prevalent 

notions and provide a generalization of the groups' perception of the power structure 

and the opposite group. In regard to the ruling elite groups, they are, furthermore, a 

reflection on the prevalent ideology. This makes it clear that a change from one image 

to another is a very slow process and the transition is usually elusive. In the context of 

this book it is only important to recognize that these behavior patterns persist, that 

they pose serious obstacles to changes in the relationship between ruling elite groups 

and  oppositional  groups  and  that  any  movement  away  from these  emotions  and 

behavior patterns can signify a change in the overall relationship.

Table 1: Images, Emotions and Behavior patterns

Emotions Behavior patterns
Imperial image desire  for  stability,  feeling  of 

powerlessness,  fear  (during  stable 
times), anger (in times of conflict)

Avoid  conflict,  submit 
(stable)
Willing  to  use  conflict 
(in times of conflict)

Colonial image Sense of superiority and legitimacy Paternalistic 
dispositions, nonviolent 
repression

Source: adapted from Cottam and Cottam, 2001, p. 121

3.5.1 The “Imperial Image”: Sense of Stability and Powerlessness

The “imperial image” is the dominant image of the oppositional groups in the two 

cases of this  study.  This social  categorization differs  during times of stability and 

times of conflict. This distinction is made in order to differentiate the perceptional 

12  Table 1 does not consider the enemy image, the barbarian image, the degenerate image, the rogue 
image and the ally image because those are largely irrelevant in the context of this book. 
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patterns within the classification of the “imperial image”.  In the two cases of this 

study, oppositional groups, who hold on to an “imperial image”, first and foremost 

believe that the greatest priority should be the continuation of social stability. This can 

be regarded as a subjection of the groups' goals to the prevailing social order. Groups 

who  have  this  sentiment  tend  to  also  have  a  sense  of  powerlessness  due  to  an 

overbearing state that proclaims it is in a superior position to maintain stability.

During times of stability this has the consequence that groups reject the use 

of conflict to achieve their goals. In the extreme, this may even include doubts over 

the legitimacy of the group to challenge the regime. The result is the submission of 

the  groups'  interests  to  that  of  the  nation  as  defined  by  the  regime.  The  strong 

“imperial  image”  usually  persists  in  situations  in  which  government  repression  is 

strong and opposition members  fear  this  repression.  Boudreau (2004, p.  6) writes 

accordingly: “State attacks leave legacies of fear and caution that realign authoritarian 

rule and social resistance for years.” As a result, many oppositional groups tend to 

avoid conflict and submit to the demands of the regime. 

In  times  of  intensive  conflict,  the  sense  of  stability  and  weakness  may, 

however,  also  result  in  an  opposite  behavioral  pattern.  The  imperfections  of  the 

regime can quickly turn toward discontent and even anger. This in turn leads to a 

willingness  to  challenge  the  ruling  elite  groups  in  the  interest  of  stability.  This 

perception  is  more likely if  the  government  is  unable  or  unwilling to  control  the 

public discourse. In Hong Kong, the press often highlighted the shortcomings of the 

government,  which  perpetuated  discontent.  Furthermore,  the  lack  of  financial 

resources of the government created serious problems for governmental  programs. 

The result was that the government did not achieve its own targets, which resulted in 

discontent. 

3.5.2 The “Colonial Image”: Superiority

Ruling elite groups are marked by a so-called “colonial image”. They largely consider 
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themselves  superior  toward  the  opposition  and  consequently  see  it  necessary  to 

behave like a paternal guardian over these groups. The Singapore and the Hong Kong 

government both claim to act in the interest of the people. For example, they have 

devised ways to help the inhabitants of their cities to improve their behavior. This top-

down approach to policy making, furthermore, has resulted in an elitist conception of 

politics. In Singapore more than in Hong Kong, the ruling elite has seen itself as a 

special  group that  has  the  right  to  control  the  lives  of  its  inhabitants  because  its 

members are better educated and thus better able to act in the interest of the people. In 

Hong Kong, the sense of superiority was based less on academic excellence than on 

racial and cultural stereotypes13.  

3.5.3 The Role of Legitimacy

The feeling of superiority suggests another very important influence on the ruling elite 

groups' behavior: a strong sense of legitimacy. Image theory, like social movement 

theory,  does  not  discuss  the  concept  of  legitimacy  even  though  it  has  a  crucial 

influence on both the behavioral patterns of the ruling elite and the opposition as well 

as  their  tactics  and  goals.  Legitimacy  is  a  contested  and  often  neglected  concept 

because it  is  difficult  to  operationalize  and includes  a  normative  aspect,  which  is 

linked  to  the  researchers’ ideological  conceptions.  Huntington  (1991,  p.  46)  even 

considers legitimacy as a “mushy concept that political analysts do well to avoid.” 

Nevertheless, most political scientists had to deal with the concept. For example, for 

O’Donnell  and  Schmitter  legitimacy  can  only  be  the  expression  of  popular 

sovereignty  and  in  rare  cases  a  revolutionary  mandate  (O'Donnell  and  Schmitter, 

1986, p. 15). Legitimacy, however, is a crucial aspect in understanding the stability of 

political regimes because it  has an effect on the behavior of political groups.

The original concept includes both the law and what is morally right. One of 

the definitions of the term “legitimate” in the Merriam Webster dictionary states that it 

13  It could be argued that Singapore’s present political system is that of a continuation of the political 
control of a “colonial-imperial relationship”, yet with the difference that Singapore’s leaders are 
homegrown and therefore do not have the same legitimacy deficit as a colonial regime.
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means “conforming to recognized principles or accepted rules and standards” (Online 

edition, 2006). One of the first uses of the term in the social sciences can be attributed 

to  Max  Weber,  who  distinguished  between  three  types  of  sources  of  legitimacy: 

charismatic authority, traditional authority and rational/legal authority. Weber argued 

that the latter was the source of modern societies while the traditional sources did not 

completely disappear. According to Huntington (1991) legitimacy, in modern times, 

can either be based on nationalism or ideology. Stephen White, writing in 1986 about 

the legitimacy of Communist regimes, has suggested that there may be yet another 

basis for regime legitimacy, namely socio-economic performance. He suggested that 

the use of consultative functions could “reduce the risk that popular discontent will 

assume an explosive form” (White, 1986, p. 482). Only a few years later, most of 

these Communist regimes broke down validating the assumption that their legitimacy 

was based on performance. 

Other  scholars  have  asserted  a  greater  threshold  for  the  legitimacy  of  a 

regime  than  merely  performance  or  a  legal  basis.  For  example,  Lynne  T.  White 

suggests that “(w)hen citizens obey a regime because they believe in the wisdom of its 

leaders or the fairness of its policies, rather than because they fear that disobedience 

would  lead  to  sanctions,  legitimacy  is  in  evidence”  (White,  2005,  p.  3).  This 

understanding of legitimacy, however, has two principal problems: it is impossible to 

know whether people follow the rules because of sanctions or because they believe in 

them. Secondly, this definition raises the bar for a truly legitimate regime quite high. 

In the American context, for instance, the people may consider the regime legitimate 

and at the same time oppose the political leadership. This for example has led John H. 

Schaar  to  conclude that  the  legitimacy of  the  modern state  is  eroding  because of 

rationality, efficiency, ethical relativism, etc. He writes: “All the modern states, with 

the United States in the vanguard, are well advanced along a path toward a crisis of 

legitimacy” (Schaar, 1981, p. 17).

Legitimacy,  furthermore,  has  been  attributed  an  important  role  in  the 

democratization process. Robert  H. Dix finds in his 1982 study of the collapse of 
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authoritarian regimes in Latin American countries between 1955 and 1961 that lack of 

legitimacy of the ruler14 eventually leads to self-indulgence, isolation, and paranoia, 

which are the cause of unwise decisions of the leaders. Under these circumstances 

opposition  grew  not  only  stronger  but  also  more  unified.  Finally  when  former 

supporters were guaranteed safe exit, the demise of the regime was certain (Dix, 1982, 

p.  569).  Dix  finds  that  the  performance  of  the  regime  was  only  of  secondary 

importance but economic factors and the role of public order may have played a role 

in the delegitimation process. Furthermore, external factors did not play a significant 

role in his study except in the fall of the Dominican dictator Rafael Leónidas Trujillo, 

where they played a crucial role (Dix, 1982, p. 569). Dix admits that his model is 

more  problematic  in  bureaucratic  authoritarian  regimes  because  they  are  less 

dependent on the choices of one man. In these cases Dix expected that a failure in 

economic performance would play a larger role, because this type of regime is based 

on technocratic rule and the importance of the foreign and business elite in supporting 

the regime. Therefore liberalization, rather than collapse, would be more likely (Dix, 

1982, p. 570). The study is significant because Dix not only emphasizes the role of the 

actors but also distinguishes between different regime types. 

While Dix considers legitimacy as the crucial explanatory variable, Przeworski 

challenges this assumption because he believes that irresolvable conflicts are more 

likely to result in regime breakdown. These conflicts within the elite lead individual 

actors  or  groups  to  appeal  to  outside  groups.  He,  however,  also  asserts  that 

authoritarian leaders do not freely choose liberalization but they might do so under 

pressure in order to minimize their losses. A political opening may allow challengers 

more space and could lead to regime change (Przeworski, 1986, p. 50-51). Regime 

stability  for  Przeworski  can  be  accomplished  either  when  people  are  intimidated, 

when they  act  out  of  pure self  interest  or  when there is  a  lack of  an  alternative. 

However,  it  is  difficult  to  conceive  of  a  regime  that  survives  on  the  first  two 

conditions  alone  and it  is  more  likely  that  the  lack  of  an  alternative  is  the  most 

14  None of the leaders came to power under constitutionally accepted procedures.
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important  aspect  of  regime  stability.  The  ability  to  perform  well  also  seems  to 

stabilize  authoritarian  regimes.  Legitimacy,  therefore,  seems  to  be  crucial  in 

understanding the survival of authoritarian regimes in advanced economies. A regime 

that enjoys legitimacy is also better able to deal with problems, because there is less 

danger that  these problems will  result  in the development of internal schisms and 

defections  (Mainwaring,  1992,  p.  305).  As the previous  chapter  has  shown,  these 

regime  splits  have  long  been  regarded  as  a  primary  explanatory  element  of 

democratization.

Przeworksi also rejects  the use of legitimacy in explaining democratization 

because he considers the existence of independent organizations in dictatorships as 

impossible.  However,  a  great  number  of  authoritarian  regimes  have  allowed 

independent organizations, such as parties or labor movements, to exist while they 

have sought to strengthen their rule by largely delegitimizing politics. He is right to 

assume that regime legitimacy does not cause a regime to break down but it  does 

affect the actions of various political groups. 

Democratic regimes are seen as the most legitimate not because democracy is 

an ideal political regime but because it is the best compromise. In Hong Kong during 

the 1970s, for example, the government has tried to achieve legitimacy by claiming to 

conform to  democratic  values  (King,  1979,  p.  425).  Linz  (1978,  p.  16)  therefore 

defines legitimacy as “the belief that in spite of shortcomings and failures, the existing 

political institutions are better than any others that might be established, and that they 

therefore can demand obedience.” This definition also reveals the cognitive aspect of 

legitimacy, which indicates that  a complete understanding of legitimacy cannot be 

objective. Mainwaring (1992, p. 305), like Weber, is of the opinion that legitimacy 

needs more than a strong state: “I believe that stability based solely on coercion, self-

interest,  or  apathy/resignation  is  dubious  in  modern  politics.”  Moreover  semi-

authoritarian regimes can also enjoy legitimacy. Ottaway (2003, p. 143) points out 

that  while  most  semi-authoritarian  regimes  have  serious  legitimacy deficits,  “(a)ll 

governments  can  win  a  measure  of  genuine  public  support  by  delivering  public 
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services  and  stimulating  economic  growth.  Some  semi-authoritarian  regimes,  for 

example Singapore, are successful in doing so.” 

Legitimacy  plays  a  crucial  role  in  the  interaction  between  oppositional  and 

ruling elite groups because it  “frames the discourse among strategic groups – and 

even between these groups and the public – in their endeavor to control the use of 

state  power”  (Alagappa,  1995).  Mainwaring  (1992)  considers  legitimacy  to  be 

important for understanding the significance of the perception that various actors have 

of  the  political  regime.  The  concept  recently  has  also been  studied by social  and 

political  psychologists.  They  contend  that  legitimacy  is  inherent  within  the 

perceptions of individual actors:

“(T)he legitimacy of a government, the authority of its leader, the acceptability 
of discrimination based on race or gender,  has its  roots in the perception of 
moral  worth  that  is  an  essential  part  of  the  perceptional  field.  People  and 
governments have a moral value that people can perceive, they see in a person, 
in  a  nation,  or  in  an action  a  degree  of  good and bad that  is  equivalent  to 
legitimacy” (Crandall and Beasley, 2001, p. 77-78).

Seen in terms of differing groups vying for power, this perception also influences the 

decision making process of these groups. Since the government here is seen as one 

group that is opposed by another, the perception of the oppositional groups by the 

ruling elite groups is of particular importance. 

So, on the one hand, the ruling elite groups are able to strengthen their control 

over the political system if they are perceived to be the legitimate ruler. This means 

that oppositional groups are only able to promote democratization successfully if they 

are  able  to  cogently  argue  for  the  development  of  an  alternative  to  the  present 

situation  (Stepan,  1997,  p.  662).  An  authoritarian  regime  with  democratic 

characteristics that functions relatively efficient, however, creates significant obstacles 

for political opposition because it forces oppositional groups to demand a system that 

only differs from the present in the degree of democracy. The fact that these regimes 

can successfully claim that they have functioning legal systems poses problems for a 

struggle promoting the rule of law. This aspect of the regime, furthermore, reduces the 

possibility that regime supporters will switch to the opposition (Stepan, 1997, p. 662). 
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Mainwaring  also points  out  that  “(w)hen authoritarian  regimes enjoy considerable 

support, it is more difficult to mobilize against them” (Mainwaring, 1992, p. 306). 

However, on the other hand, the regime's self-perception as the legitimate ruler 

also  affects  the  relationship  between  the  opposition  and  the  government.  This  is 

because effective governance and coercion requires cohesion within the ruling elite 

and therefore legitimacy. Aside of strengthening elite cohesion, legitimacy also effects 

the  ability  to  make decisions.  In  other  words,  the  ruling  elite  groups  are  able  to 

perform  more  effectively  if  they  consider  themselves  to  be  the  legitimate  rulers 

(Alagappa, 1995, p. 3; White, 2005, p. 2). 

A legitimacy crisis can, therefore, occur on two levels. On the one hand, the 

ruling elite groups may perceive that they have lost legitimacy and therefore introduce 

measures to recover this legitimacy. This may mean that they decide to liberalize the 

system further, which could lead to democratization. On the other hand, the regime 

may lose legitimacy in the eyes of the contenders, which increases their willingness to 

contest the power of the regime. While most often both processes work together, it is 

conceivable that  each could occur  independently.  Eventually  the loss of perceived 

legitimacy may erode if it is not reciprocated. This largely depends on the relative 

strength and size of the oppositional groups. As long as they remain small, disunited 

and unable  to  attract  more of  the  group of  passive supporters,  the  perceptions  of 

individual members and groups may not have any impact on the overall relationship. 

3.6 The Goals and Tactics of Elite Groups

First and foremost it is important to analyze those groups that are effectively able to 

control the political system. As William Case (2002, p. 27) emphasizes in the context 

of  democratization  in  Southeast  Asia  “attention  must  be  given  to  agency, 

conceptionalized in terms of leaders and elites.” The ruling elite groups are motivated 

in  part  by  the  need  to  remain  in  power  and  therefore  will  attempt  to  weaken 

oppositional  groups.  They  pay  close  attention  to  the  tactics  of  challenger  groups. 
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Mainwaring  points  out:  “Often  [authoritarian  elite's]  actions  take  into  account 

calculations  of  how the  opposition  will  react,  and  some government  leaders  may 

attempt  to  co-opt  moderate  opposition  groups”  (Mainwaring,  1992,  p.  299). 

Furthermore, if groups become too threatening, it is likely that rulers will resort to 

coercion. 

In  the  perspective  of  the  interaction  between  oppositional  groups  and 

governing groups, we can distinguish between two ideal typical goals. On the one 

hand, the governing groups are interested in idealistic reasons, which are crucial for 

their legitimacy. They may claim that their goal is good government or the eradication 

of poverty. It cannot be denied that nearly any government pursues this type of goal, 

which will be called a progressive goal. This goal is essential for providing legitimacy 

and it becomes more important as a country becomes more economically successful 

and the political system more complex. The ruler of a less developed country needs to 

worry less about  progressive goals  than a  ruler  of  a  highly developed state.  Both 

rulers,  however,  share  the  goal  of  retaining  power,  which  is  essential  to  all  their 

actions. However, the more a ruler focuses on power retention and the elimination of 

political competition, the more conservative he tends to be.

To summarize, the ruling elite have two goals of which both are complimentary 

but which can be differently emphasized.  If the focus is on progressive goals, the 

ruling elite is more willing to implement changes, if power retention is the focus, the 

ruling elite will try to avoid changes at all costs:

1. progressive goals (good government)
2. conservative  goals  (power  retention,  elimination  of  political 

competition)
The  achievement  of  progressive  goals,  however,  makes  the  ruling  elite  more 

vulnerable to challenges from oppositional groups. This shows that the two goals are 

not just complimentary but also contradictory. Therefore the ruling elite also needs to 

find the right balance between progressive and conservative goals.

In order to achieve its  goals, the ruling elite groups also have the choice 

between two different  tactics.  A violent  crackdown of  the opposition  may have  a 
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greater impact on the opposition than a calculated suppression of selected opposition 

members. The former may have the immediate impact of eliminating the group but 

may pose a more serious threat in the future because the memory of the crackdown 

can be used to organize or reorganize oppositional groups. Moderate tactics can be an 

emphasis on good government to solve the problems of the country. Another moderate 

tactic can be the appropriation of some aspects of the opposition in order to appear 

willing to compromise.  The ruling elite thus shows a willingness to accede to the 

opposition without ever losing power over the overall agenda. This and other forms of 

co-option effectively weaken the opposition.

The choice of tactics of the elite groups can thus be divided into two ideal 

types, of which it is likely to choose both as it sees fit:

• moderate  tactics  (minimizing the need for democracy and weakening of 

opposition through co-option)

• extreme tactics (elimination of opposition through repression and coercion)

The use of only extreme tactics has the immediate effect of removing competition but 

poses  serious  problems  once  an  oppositional  movement  returns.  Only  moderate 

tactics, however, may overly embolden the challenger. In terms of tactics, the right 

balance is also important in order to maintain power. This balance could be achieved 

by destroying selected opposition members while co-opting others. This effectively 

drives a wedge into the opposition, which as a consequence is extremely weakened.

3.7 The Goals and Tactics of Challenger Groups

The  goals  of  oppositional  groups  have  to  be  seen  as  a  continuum  along  which 

oppositional  behavior  is  aligned.  On the  one  hand,  the  opposition  may choose  to 

demand reform to the existing order. However, if the opposition is able to convince 

the elite of these reforms, they will strengthen the position of the ruling elite groups. 

Consequently they are not likely to generate a strong social control response. The 

opposite is true, however, for revolutionary goals. Oppositional groups who demand 
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fundamental change are likely to meet a very strong response from a united elite. In 

summary,  oppositional  groups  have  basically  two options  when they  choose  their 

goals. They can be divided into these two ideal typical categories:

• reform  goals  (only  opposition  from  elite  groups  who  are  directly 
effected)

• revolutionary goals (usually mobilizes a united elite response)
Usually  the goals'  of  oppositional  groups  are  not  either  purely reform-oriented or 

purely revolutionary.  Groups such as radical  Marxists  or Nazis  may be closest  to 

being almost completely revolutionary. In most cases, these groups are, however, the 

exception rather than the rule.

The tactics of  oppositional  groups  can also be divided into two ideal-types: 

institutionalized,  nonthreatening  and  non-institutionalized,  threatening  tactics.  The 

former includes tactics such as contesting elections, becoming nominated members of 

political institutions, etc., which means that oppositional groups are essentially trying 

to change the system from within. They do not pose a threat to the existing order and 

consequently the social control response from the elites tends to be small. In contrast, 

tactics  that  defy  the  present  order,  such  as  public  protests,  nonviolent  or  violent 

resistance, etc. are perceived to be threatening because they purvey a rejection of the 

institutional order. For that reason, elite groups are very likely to confront these tactics 

with a harsh social control response. Accordingly “labor leaders, activists and poets 

will seek to anticipate, and somehow outflank state repression” (Boudreau, 2004, p. 

2).  

In  summary,  there  are  two  ideal  typical  tactics  that  opposition  groups  may 

employ. In most cases, of course, groups will resort to a mixture of both:

• institutionalized (non-threatening because there is little challenge to 
the existing order)

• non-institutionalized (threatening because of rejection of institutional 
order)

While the social control response depends on the type of tactics and goals the groups 

choose, group impact also depends on it. Ironically the same tactics and goals that 

generate the largest control response also have the greatest potential of strengthening 
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an oppositional group or social movement. A group that chooses only reform goals 

and institutionalized tactics will be very weak because it will neither be able to effect 

change nor will it generate much interest in the group. 

A  balance  between  reform  and  revolutionary  goals  and  between 

institutionalized  and  non-institutionalized  tactics,  therefore,  produces  the  strongest 

group and the greatest impact. That this is not easy is obvious because the line is 

never  visible  and can only  be found by trial  and  error.  Finally,  a  group needs  to 

achieve significant strength to make repression of the group too costly for the ruling 

elite groups. 

3.8 Conclusion and Outlook

This  chapter  has developed the political  process  model  of  democratization,  which 

describes  the  key  variables  that  play  a  role  in  the  democratization  process  (see 

illustration 1 below). If we assume that democratization is reflected in an increase of 

contention,  then  the  factors  that  contribute  to  the  rise  of  contention  need  to  be 

analyzed.  The  processes  of  modernization  and  industrialization  lead  to  a  rise  in 

opportunities for oppositional groups to challenge the political regime. The ruling 

elite groups recognize this and try to adjust the institutions to mitigate the effects of 

this pressure. For this reason, it is important to discuss the institutional structure of 

the interaction of political groups. The changes in the opportunity structure and the 

institutional  frame  can  be  seen  as  the  background  conditions  in  which  group 

interaction operates. 

First  and foremost,  the  organizational strength of  a group determines its 

ability to interact. The cohesion of a group is reflected in the members, leaders, the 

structure  of  incentives  and the  communication  network.  A group that  has  a  large 

membership,  a  determined  leadership,  strong  incentives  and  an  effective 

communication network is considered to reflect  strong cohesiveness.  On the other 

hand, a weak group has the following features: it is small in terms of members, has a 
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divided  leadership,  provides  intangible  incentives  and  is  unable  to  effectively 

communicate.  

Finally,  the  choice  of  goals  and  tactics  determine  the  direction  of  the 

development of group interaction. The ruling elite groups’ goals can be described as 

either  progressive  or  conservative  and  their  tactics  as  moderate  or  extreme. 

Oppositional groups prefer either reform or revolutionary goals and institutionalized 

or non-institutionalized tactics. These choices continuously influence the interaction. 

In the political process model of democratization the ruling elite groups' goals and 

tactics aim for greater institutionalization of their power and reduction of political 

opportunities. If successful, this decreases the likelihood of democracy. Oppositional 

groups, on the other hand, try to weaken the institutional barriers that confine them 

and use political opportunities in order to increase their power. Since this increases the 

level of contention, democratization is more likely. However, democratization is not 

inevitable  because  much  depends on  individual  choice  of  certain  leaders  and 

fortuitous events.

Secondly, the  cognitive perceptions of a group strongly influence its goals 

and  tactics  (in  illustration  3:  the  lines  between  the  two  sets  of  groups).  The 

perceptions are cultural constructs, which provide the group with cognitive categories 

with which it views the world. In this study, groups are largely influenced by either 

the “imperial image” or the “colonial image”. The former describes the oppositions' 

perception of the ruling elite groups and the latter the ruling elite groups' perception 

of the opposition. These images reinforce the hierarchical nature of the authoritarian 

regime  and  therefore  serve  to  stabilize  the  political  system.  However,  once  the 

perception  changes,  the  groups'  emotions  and  choice  of  actions  will  also  be 

transformed.  An important part of the perceptions is also the factor of legitimacy. For 

an oppositional group it is more difficult to challenge a legitimate regime and a ruling 

elite  group  is  more  successful  in  implementing  its  goals  and  strategies  if  it  is 

perceived to be legitimate. 
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Illustration 1: Political Process Model of Democratization

This entails two important hypotheses, which apply to political groups in the context 

of  authoritarian  regimes  with  democratic  features,  which  have  significantly 

modernized:

1. If oppositional groups fail to become more contentious, democratization will 

be unlikely. On the other hand, increasing contention does not determine the 

development of democracy. It only increases the pressure on the ruling elite 

groups to introduce greater democratization.

2. If a ruling elite is able to successfully reduce the need for democracy and/or 

able to effectively weaken the opposition, then democratization is also less 

likely.  In  an  advanced  economy,  the  extent  of  the  government's  ability  to 

suppress oppositional groups largely depends on the degree of legitimacy. 

This concludes the theoretical part of this book. The next two chapters will analyze 

the rise in opportunities and the institutional structure of Hong Kong and Singapore. It 

75



will  be  shown that  both  city-states  have  had similar  development  paths  and have 

comparable institutions. The difference mainly lies with the ruling elite groups who 

have made use of the institutions to achieve their goals. The strength, the perceptions, 

and the choice of goals and tactics of the ruling elite have strongly influenced the 

opposition. The oppositions' goals and tactics have, however, also had an impact on 

the relationship. While some groups have submitted their interests, others have started 

to  openly  challenge  the  regime.  This  has  increased the level  of  contention in  the 

political system, which is a precondition for democratization.
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Chapter 4

Expanding Political Opportunities and Limiting Institutional Structures in Hong 

Kong in the 1970s

This chapter focuses on the expanding political opportunities for oppositional groups 

in Hong Kong and on the institutional structure that limited oppositional groups in the 

1970s. The dependent nature of Hong Kong as a colony, however, circumscribed the 

effectiveness of these institutions. Finally, this chapter will show that stability in Hong 

Kong was achieved because of effective depoliticization by the government. This all 

may have begun in 1972 when ten officials from Hong Kong’s Secretariat of Home 

Affairs went to Singapore to uncover  the secrets  behind the Southeast  Asian city-

state’s  economic  and  political  development.  Since  Hong  Kong  at  the  time  faced 

similar problems as Singapore, from overcrowding to rapid modernization, it comes 

as  no  surprise  that  Hong Kong’s  leaders  considered  emulating  a  system that  had 

become politically stable despite rapid growth in a tremendously short period of time. 

The government officials’ stated goal was to imitate certain features of Singapore’s 

stable political environment. James So, then City District Commissioner of Kowloon, 

contended  that:  “We  feel  that  we  could  apply,  with  some  modification,  certain 

administrative methods in use here to suit Hong Kong” (SCMP, Jan. 12, 1972). With 

this intention in mind, Hong Kong’s political development was steered into the same 

direction as that of Singapore at the same time, and reached similar stability by the 

end of the 1970s.

The decolonization process and the modernization of the economy changed the 

opportunity  structure  in  Hong  Kong  in  favor  of  oppositional  groups.  While  the 

modernization  provided  the  basis  for  newly  evolving  groups  to  challenge  the 

government,  the  reluctance  of  governing  groups  to  introduce  democratization 

inevitably created a confrontational situation between the two opposing groups. The 

government’s decision to use both co-option and coercion to control the rising social 

movements restricted the options of challenger groups. The ability to plan and to set 
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the agenda allowed the government to maintain enough control to strengthen its rule. 

On the other hand, the challenger groups were severely restricted in their choices by 

the institutions from which they were mostly excluded. 

Finally there will be a review of the previous literature on political stability in 

Hong Kong during the 1970s. This will demonstrate that it was neither the apathy of 

the Hong Kong population nor their aloofness toward the society that was responsible 

for the political stability during this period. The stability was mainly based on the 

depoliticization  of  the  society,  which  manifested  itself  in  the  existence  of  the 

opposition's “imperial  image.” This social  image of the challenger groups saw the 

governing groups as omnipotent and therefore led them to reorient their efforts to 

issue-oriented campaigns instead of fundamentally challenging the political regime. 

Furthermore, the government’s growing involvement in the society was caused by the 

governing groups’ perception of the “Chinese” society’s demand for good government 

rather than greater democratization, an assumption that was in part influenced by the 

idea  that  the  population  was  not  yet  sufficiently  prepared  to  exercise  greater 

participation. The impression of greater responsiveness of the government enhanced 

its legitimacy and weakened the political pressure from challenger groups. The result 

of these perceptions was an immensely stable society, and to agree with Ian Scott’s 

observation: “By the end of MacLehose’s governorship in 1982, [the government] 

was seen to be legitimate, autonomous from both Beijing and London, and almost 

politically invincible” (Scott, 1989, p. 163).

4.1 Expanding Political Opportunities

The city-state’s modernization, the increasing complexity of the government and the 

inability  of  the  government  to  fulfill  its  promise  to  provide  social  services 

satisfactorily resulted in opportunities for oppositional groups to challenge the ruling 

elite. These developments were, furthermore, circumscribed by the peculiar factors 

inherent in Hong Kong’s colonial status. Moreover Hong Kong’s position between its 
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imperial master Great Britain on the one hand and the People’s Republic of China on 

the other,  limited the choices of  the government  and predetermined Hong Kong’s 

future in the sense that the usual decolonization process that  was applied to other 

British  colonies,  namely  gradual  independence  and  democratization,  was  not  an 

option.  After  the  Second  World  War,  the  British  colonial  government  decided  to 

improve its administration of Hong Kong in order to avoid criticism from the United 

States  or  China  (Tsang,  1988,  p.  27).  It  had  therefore  decided  to  support  the 

modernization of the city-state, which became most evident in increasing investments 

in the local infrastructure, which included ambitious programs such as public housing 

and the construction of a sophisticated public transportation system. Limited efforts in 

social services, which had been the exclusive obligation of private community groups, 

the “Kaifong associations” during the early times of the colony, were introduced to 

improve the income discrepancies between the rich and the poor. These developments 

can be seen as the beginning of a decolonization process, yet without the possibility of 

independence  in  the  future.  Steve  Tsang notes  that  “(a)s  the  colonial  government 

accepted that its  continued existence was at  the sufferance of the PRC, it  became 

more responsive to the needs and the wishes of its people and in delivering good 

governance, though this fell short of introducing democracy” (Tsang, 2004, p. 181). 

4.1.1 Decolonization without Independence and Democratization

Hong Kong’s unique historical conditions after the Second World War placed the city-

state  in  a  contradictory  situation.  On  the  one  hand,  it  was  still  a  colony  with  a 

governor  at  the head of the government  and a colonial  bureaucracy whose higher 

echelons were filled with expatriate officials. On the other hand, Hong Kong became 

increasingly autonomous with a greater emphasis on home rule. This was, of course, 

closely linked to the intentions of the British government to disassociate itself from 

the colonies and the imperialism that was connected with it. Many British lawmakers 

thought that the money that was used to spend on colonies could be better spent at 

home. The British government, furthermore, tried to leave their former colonies as 
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independent states with a democratic system after a period of “trusteeship,” in which 

the colonial government trained the colonial people for self-government. This process 

of decolonization was not an option in Hong Kong because the British government 

had  decided  that  independence  for  the  colony  was  not  feasible  because  it  would 

antagonize  China.  Furthermore,  in  1972  the  Chinese  government  convinced  the 

United Nations to remove Hong Kong and Macao's status as a colony, which showed 

China's territorial claim over the two foreign dependencies.

The decision to at least partially decolonize Hong Kong, however, revealed a 

shift in the opinion of the British colonial power from an emphasis placed only on 

maintaining law and order to an increasing concern for the social life of the colonial 

society. In the opinion of the colonial power this meant paternalist rule over a less 

advanced population (Lee, 1967, p. 78). At the same time this transformation also 

showed  that  the  British  were  coming  to  realize  that  the  natives  were  capable  of 

becoming as advanced as the colonizers as long as they received adequate education 

(Lee, 1967, p. 126). One aspect of the decolonization process was the intention to 

promote the economic development of the colonies. “The theory of colonial advance 

implied that social and economic progress which to some extent could be measured, 

like the standard of living or the gross national product, had to be a demonstrable fact, 

before the indigenous people could be granted a greater measure of participation in 

government”  (Lee,  1967,  p.  172).  This  did  not  mean,  however,  that  the  British 

government  intended  to  financially  support  this  development.  The  colonial 

governments, therefore, faced a tremendous problem of financing the transition and 

the developmental plans thus usually focused on education and after 1945 on social 

services  neglecting  capital  investments.  Instead  of  supporting  industries  or  even 

nationalizing major industries, the colonial governments chose to focus on developing 

the infrastructure: “Providing public utilities – the infrastructure of development – 

rather than owning the means of production, was a policy which met the first priority 

in colonial administration, the maintenance of law and order” (Lee, 1967, p. 126). 

The  British  administrators  were  well  aware  of  the  close  link  between 
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decolonization and the development of a national identity. The government therefore 

actively discouraged the development of a local identity. As a consequence, British 

colonial rule operated according to a circular logic: “Britain controlled Hong Kong 

therefore it was the legitimate government; it was the legitimate government because 

it controlled Hong Kong” (Thomas, 1999, p. 52-53).  Furthermore, periods of strong 

Chinese nationalism obstructed the development of a national idea. The rejection of 

the  possibility  of  independence  for  Hong Kong and the  prospect  of  returning  the 

colony (or parts of it) to China in 1997 was seen as a major obstacle in the process 

toward greater democratization. In the writings of British officials we can see that 

many  saw China  as  opposed to  greater  democratization  on  a  territory-wide  basis 

because it would entail the development of an independence movement (Faure, 2003, 

p. 217). 

The  Hong  Kong  government,  nonetheless,  became  very  similar  to  an 

independent  state  at  least  in  administrative  terms  because  the  British  government 

slowly disengaged itself from the city-state. For Britain, the empire had become very 

expensive and it was due to this and its ability to raise enough money that the city-

state  became  financially  independent  (Faure,  2003,  p.  73-74).  Furthermore,  the 

localization policy (although frequently delayed) and the shift toward “home rule” 

could not but leave an impression on the people of Hong Kong. With the development 

of  a  common language,  Hongkongese,  a  mixture of Cantonese,  English and other 

languages and relatively high levels of religious activity, “a Hong Kong identity did 

eventually emerge” (Tsang, 2004, p. 180). This was due to the fact that most of those 

that had been born after 1950 had no first hand knowledge of China until the PRC 

opened up in the 1970s. Furthermore, Communist rule on the Mainland deterred many 

from returning to China, while at the same time Hong Kong prospered in a socially 

stable  regime.  This  development  of  a  distinct  identity  in  Hong  Kong  ironically 

resembled the growth of nationalist movements in other states (Tsang, 2004). 

While  democracy  was  rejected  for  the  whole  territory,  the  government  also 

rejected demands for  greater  participation in  local  government  bodies such as the 
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Urban Council until the early 1980s. In the discussions of Governor Sir Mark Young’s 

plan to  introduce greater  democratization after  the Second World War,  one of  the 

dangers that were discussed was that of political infiltration of the proposed elected 

institution. Originally Governor Young saw this threat from the Kuomintang (KMT) 

but as the Communists gained control over China in 1949, the fear of infiltration was 

now seen as coming from to the Communists. While the Nationalists had been seen as 

corrupt  and  easy  to  influence,  the  Communists  were  perceived  as  incorruptible 

(Tsang, 1988, p. 202-4). The Communist threat thus became a serious impediment 

toward greater democratization as a British official noted in 1959: “Overt aggression 

by the Chinese is less likely than an attempt to get the Colony by subversion” (qt. in: 

Faure, 2003, p. 180). This argument may be termed the Communist threat and largely 

resembled the reasoning of the Singaporean government’s destruction of the political 

opposition in the 1960s. The threat from Communist China, furthermore, played a 

significant role in oppositional politics in Hong Kong and created the limits in which 

interaction was possible. 

Democracy was also rejected because of the general discourse that claimed that 

elected representatives would not necessarily perform better than nominated officials. 

Most British administrators considered good government to be of greater importance 

than any development toward greater democratization. These attitudes concerning the 

administration  of  the  colonies  reflected  the  political  thought  of  many  prominent 

Chinese intellectuals at the time, who also tended to place the highest priority on good 

government.  Chinese  conceptions  of  democracy  converged  with  the  opinion  of 

colonial  administrators  in  Hong Kong,  who thought  that  Hong Kong was  in  fact 

democratic because the government was able to follow the doctrine of  minben (the 

people  as  the  basis)  and  that  the  only  difference  was  the  lack  of  democratic 

procedures  (Chan,  2004,  p.  109).  In  the  Chinese  tradition  democracy  does  not 

originate from the need to represent diverging interests  in society.  It  is,  rather,  an 

attempt to achieve the best government possible for the future of a strong China. “The 

view developing in China’s political  tradition puts forward the ideal  of a selfless, 
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moral leader who makes wise decisions for the good of the whole. The role of the 

people is to give ultimate sanction to the legitimacy of the king” (Wang and Titunik, 

2000,  p.  83).  Elections,  in  a  definition  of  democracy  that  follows  traditional 

Confucian thought, would merely serve as an option for the leader to show that he still 

enjoys the trust of the people. The principle of competition between differing groups 

therefore is entirely absent from this conception (Wang and Titunik, 2000, p. 82). It is 

not surprising then that John Walden, Director of Home Affairs, noted in 1980 that a 

group of successful Chinese executives in the late 20s and early 30s was unanimous in 

their  view  “(t)hat  Hong  Kong  people  think  that  what  is  important  about  the 

Government is the character and the performance of the individuals who run it rather 

than whether it is an elected or appointed government” (SCMP, “Govt and credibility 

gap,” Feb. 18, 1980).

4.1.2 Economic Modernization

Perhaps the greatest sign of the proceeding decolonization was the transformation of 

the Hong Kong economy. In the late 1950s Hong Kong’s economy transformed from 

an entrepôt economy mainly based on trade with China to an export oriented economy 

(Youngson, 1982). This was aided by an influx of capital and technology from the 

mainland and a large number of refugees, which provided the new industrial economy 

with  a  source  of  cheap labor  and skilled  workers.  The  focus  of  the  newly  rising 

industries  was  on  export,  mainly  in  textiles,  electronics,  and  plastic  merchandise 

(Leung, 1996, p. 4-5). Hong Kong’s economy was marked by a dominance of small to 

medium-sized industrial  firms,  which accounted for its  ability  to  adapt  quickly to 

economic changes (Leung, 1996, p. 7). The government, in contrast to developmental 

states such as Singapore, however, did not guide this transformation. Rather it was the 

outcome of a fortuitous historical development that was related to the emerging Cold 

War. It was the U.N. embargo against China at the time of the Korean War, which cut 

off most of the trade between the colony and Mainland China, forcing Hong Kong to 

reorient its economy. In the 1970s, after the McKinsey Report (see Chapter 6), the 
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Hong Kong government  changed its  focus from short  term planning to long term 

planning,  initiating  a  new  phase  in  Hong  Kong’s  development  toward  greater 

involvement in the economy. This, in part, reflects a significant shift from laissez-faire 

economics toward recognition of the role of the state in the economy. For example, 

the government began to use its control over land to attract certain industries, which it 

considered preferable  to  the development of the economy (Miners,  1981, p.  296). 

Nevertheless, the laissez-faire attitude of many lawmakers and the dominance of the 

merchant and business classes in the government still restricted the state’s ability to 

influence the economy.

Hong Kong’s economy, furthermore, developed rapidly in the 1970s, despite the 

oil crisis 1974-75, while the focus shifted from the industrial sector to the service 

sector, with an emphasis on tourism, finance and trade (Jones, 1990, p. 21). This not 

only created new resources for oppositional groups but also provided the basis for the 

development of new groups. Lo Shiu-hing attributes the level of group participation in 

the 1970s to three factors: a split of the societal elite into business elite and the service 

professionals,  which formed the opposition groups.  Secondly there was increasing 

political aspiration of working-class representatives and last but not least there was a 

considerable degree of liberalization (Lo, 1997, p. 44-45). The latter reason seems 

unconvincing because the government tended to become less tolerant of oppositional 

politics toward the end of the 1970s. The second argument seemed to have played 

some part in the increase of group activity because in the 1970s a new, independent 

labor movement developed (Butenhoff,  1999, p.  54ff).  Before the 1970s the labor 

movement  in  Hong  Kong  was  largely  demobilized  but  unlike  in  Singapore  the 

government had not directly destroyed any labor organization. It did not have to. The 

labor movement was split  into two opposing groups,  the right-wing Trade Unions 

Congress (TUC), close to the Republic of China on Taiwan (ROC) and into the leftist 

Federation of Trade Unions (FTU), close to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

The  new  labor  movement,  however,  remained  relatively  weak,  which  becomes 

evident in the number and duration of strikes as well as the number of participants in 
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strikes (Leung, 1996, p. 152). 

The most important argument can, however, be found in what Lo has called the 

split between the business and the educated elite, the service professionals. This was, 

however, less a split in the elite than the fact that the service professionals were the 

product of the educational politics of the colonial regime and the modernization of the 

city-state. In this process, society minded students played the role of the vanguard as 

they also did in other Asian countries during the developmental process (Thompson, 

2005). After the student protests had declined, service professionals increasingly took 

their place in the development of a civil society in the late 1970s. Lo is right in seeing 

a discrepancy between the two elites because the business elite not only shared a 

different background but also had different priorities. First of all the members of the 

business elite were either the traditional merchants, which were closely linked to the 

colonial  regime, or the relatively new industrialists.  Most of the new industrialists 

were recent immigrants from China, who had decided to open up their own business 

because other professions required proficiency in English. The reasoning behind this 

argument  is  that  these  immigrants  tended  to  avoid  politics.  They had  a  so-called 

“refugee  mentality”  because  they  had  experienced  the  rough  political  struggle  in 

China and longed for political stability (Hoadley, 1973; Lo, 1997, p. 46). Perhaps a 

more  convincing argument  for  the  reluctance  of  business  owners  to  participate  in 

politics may be the fact that the British colonial government provided them with the 

necessary legal protection, which was very important for industrialists. Business, after 

all, flourishes best under established rules and is averse to instability. 

4.1.3 Significance of the 1966 and 1967 Riots 

At  the  crossroads  of  decolonization  and  modernization,  the  late  1960s  saw  the 

transformation of Hong Kong’s political system from a colony to a city-state with 

increasing autonomy despite its  lack of true independence.  This process,  however, 

was not only a logical consequence of British colonial policy but required a number of 
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events that would lead to this transformation. The most important events were the 

riots  in  the  mid-1960s,  which  were the  trigger  that  would  alter  the  government’s 

approach to become more responsive to the demands of the people. Donald Tsang 

reveals that when John McDouall, then Secretary for Chinese Affairs, retired and the 

riots  swept  through Hong  Kong  in  1966/67,  the  resistance  of  the  bureaucracy  to 

reforms was broken. “[Governor] Trench thus started a process of transforming the 

government  from  an  old-fashioned  Crown  Colony  system  into  a  modern 

administration  responsive  to  public  opinion”  (Tsang,  2004,  p.  190).  When  the 

Secretariat for Chinese Affairs was renamed the Home Affairs Department in 1971, it 

was not simply a sign of the government’s willingness to reform but also signified the 

government's commitment to greater localization, which manifested the end of the 

colonial phase and the beginning of, albeit still technically colonial, “home” rule.

The two riots, furthermore, set the frame in which political groups interacted 

during the 1970s. For the government it meant that it had to focus more on ‘good 

government’ and efficient rule. For the oppositional groups the change of government 

focus  created  opportunities  to  greater  influence  the  government.  With  concerted 

efforts,  oppositional  groups  were  increasingly  successful  in  pressuring  the 

government  to  reform itself.  However,  it  also  helped  legitimize  the  government’s 

authoritarian  rule  and  obstructed  the  chances  for  potential  alternatives,  which 

increasingly were co-opted into the political system. The government’s reaction to the 

development of increasingly assertive pressure groups in the 1970s included both co-

optation and coercion. While the 1966 riot revealed a disconnect between the ruling 

elites  and  the  masses,  the  1967  riot  brought  the  dangers  of  anti-colonialism  and 

Communism to the agenda of the ruling groups.  The latter  made it  clear that  co-

optation  alone  could  not  create  stable  rule  because  it  directly  challenged  the 

legitimacy of the regime. The government’s reaction to the two riots serves as a basis 

for the governing groups’ behavior in the 1970s.

The 1966 riot started when the Star Ferry Company decided to increase its fare 

and  a  single  protester  started  a  hunger  strike.  The  “Kowloon  disturbances”  were 
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uncoordinated and occurred on the nights of April 6 and 7. The real reason for the 

1966 riot,  however,  was  probably latent  dissatisfaction with  the social  conditions, 

which were amplified by a slight economic recession. The fact that housing for about 

700,000 Hong Kongers was inadequate only shows the desperate situation of many 

inhabitants (Scott, 1989, p. 83). Despite the lack of organization, it indirectly involved 

Urban Councilor and social activist Elsie Elliot, who had protested against the price 

increase. She and another Urban Councilor, Brook Bernacchi of the Reform Club, 

were  also  questioned  after  the  riot,  which  revealed  the  potential  for  a  future 

organization of political protest and for a more concerted effort in challenging the 

government. It is thus not surprising that Elliot’s telephone was wiretapped at least 

since the early 1970s (Tu, 2003). The government, furthermore, went to great length 

to investigate the reasons for the riot: “The scope of the investigation was important 

because it was one of the first attempts by those in authority to find out the sources of 

discontent and of what the protesters thought of their government” (Scott, 1989, p. 

87). This manifested a profound change in the attitudes of a colonial government that 

had favored a hands-off approach in the past. 

The investigation into the riots, however, revealed that the government did not 

think there was a problem with the present political system but that there was merely 

a gap in the communication between the leaders and the public.  The report  stated 

“that those who complain are seeking not so much a change in Government, as readier 

access to Government” (Miners, 1981, p. 381). The questioning of popularly elected 

Urban Councilors, furthermore, initiated the government’s approach of co-opting its 

critics by trying to involve them in the policy-making process. On the one hand this 

allowed pressure groups to influence the government but on the other constituted an 

attempt to silence those critics that called for a regime change. The 1966 Report of the  

Working Party on Local Administration made it clear that democratization should be 

reserved for a later time:

“(T)he members feel that until such time as the public has gained confidence in 
a system of election by popular vote it is essential to draw upon this valuable 
reserve of respected, able and public-spirited community leaders by tapping it 
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for participation in the administration of the Colony at the local level as well as 
at the central level” (qt. in: Miners, 1981, p. 382).

This resulted in the establishment of a local administration in the City District Officer 

(CDO) scheme in 1968, which had both the stated goal of better understanding the 

people as well as the added benefit of depoliticizing the population. Placed directly 

under the supervision of the Secretariat of Home Affairs, it was meant to strengthen 

the  ties  between  the  government  and  the  population.  The  most  important  reason 

behind  the  scheme,  according  to  Ambrose  King  (1975,  p.  437),  was  to  create  a 

favorable impression of the government: “The CDO, as a political agent at the district 

level, is not aiming at political mobilization of the populace; in fact, it is trying to 

depoliticize the political process” (King, 1975, p. 437)

On  the  other  hand  the  1967  riots  were  much  more  organized  and  directed 

against what the protesters perceived to be an illegitimate colonial government. The 

government,  furthermore,  linked  the  riot  to  the  Communists  and  to  the  Cultural 

Revolution taking place in China at the time. The government, after some period of 

hesitation, however, came to the conclusion that the Chinese government in Beijing 

was not behind the aggression and there was no secret Chinese plot to overthrow the 

Hong Kong government  (Wong,  2001, p.  77).  The disturbances  started with labor 

disputes  in  May  of  1967  and  turned  more  aggressive  and  violent  with  human 

casualties in June. After the arrest of the three employees of the Xinhua News Agency, 

the unofficial diplomatic representation of the PRC in Hong Kong, random terrorism 

plagued the city (Cooper, 1970; Scott, 1989, p. 98-99). From August to December, 

bomb attacks killed fifteen people and the police uncovered 1,167 genuine bombs. 

These events allowed the government to capitalize on the Communist threat, which 

allowed it to gain legitimacy: “Civil servants and prominent citizens made constant 

reference  to  the  economic  achievements  of  the  territory  and  to  the  threat  of 

communist  activities  to  personal  economic  gains”  (Scott,  1989,  p.  104).  It  is  no 

surprise that almost 600 different groups announced their support of the government 

(Cooper, 1970).
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The most  obvious  government  response to  the riots  was  the creation of  the 

“Special  Group”  in  the  Information  Services  Department,  which  was  shared  by 

prominent politicians such as Denis Bray, Robert Locking and David Ford. The group 

was set up to assist the government on a day-to-day basis but its results were never 

published  (Wong,  2001,  p.  75-76).  The  government’s  main  conclusion  from  the 

1966/67 riots was that there was a lack of communication between the government 

and the people. This lack of communication, however, was seen more as a failure of 

the government to convince the population of its “good” intentions. In this regard, the 

government recognized the significance of the Information Services Department as its 

main propaganda organ, as the Secretary for Chinese Affairs, Paul Tsui, made clear in 

the Legislative Council in 1968: 

This regular  flow of factual material  may be relied upon in  the long run to 
inform  and  influence  responsible  public  opinion  even  in  the  face  of  a 
determined  campaign  of  anti-government  propaganda,  employing  lies  and 
distortion, as the events of 1967 made clear (Hong Kong Hansard, 1968, p. 15).

Denis  Bray,  furthermore,  said  in  1999:  “We  try  to  emphasize  that  we  are  not 

suppressing any political movements. But we are simply concerned about law, order 

and public security” (qt. in: Wong, 2001, p. 77). The threat of potential subversion 

from leftist groups thus provided the basis for government dealings with the rise of 

new pressure groups in the 1970s even though these groups appeared more moderate. 

The government’s suspicion toward these pressure groups would last well into the 

1980s. While the government constantly reiterated its support for freedom of speech 

and assembly, the claim of public security and the threat of opposition to political 

stability  were  used to  justify  its  somewhat  schizophrenic  attitude  toward  pressure 

group politics, sometimes using co-option and sometimes coercion, always with the 

rationalization of the need to increase communication between the people and the 

government.

4.2 The Institutional Structure

While  Hong  Kong's  institutions  have  been  based  on  laissez-faire  and  small 
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government, after World War II they had to adapt to the tremendous changes due to 

the  economic  transformation  of  the  city-state. During  that  time,  an  authoritarian 

regime  with  democratic  features  emerged  in  favor  of  a  more  liberal  democratic 

system. The political regime during the 1970s and early 80s can be classified as non-

competitive, partially pluralist15. The power in Hong Kong’s political system was the 

sole  monopoly  of  a  small  group  of  colonial  administrators.  This  resulted  in  the 

development of a bureaucratic regime, to which external actors had very little direct 

access. The only viable option for oppositional groups was to run for elective office in 

the Urban Council, to petition the government, to stage protests or to publish critical 

articles in the newspapers. This, of course, distinguished Hong Kong from present-

day  Singapore,  where  the  government  controls  the  media  and  public  protests  are 

practically forbidden. Nevertheless, it  should not be forgotten that the Hong Kong 

government  had  similarly  rigorous  laws  at  its  disposal.  Protests  were  normally 

allowed but  Hong Kong had its  share  of  unlawful  assemblies  that  led  to  arrests. 

Pressure groups could voice their opinion but the government closely monitored their 

behavior and even tried to infiltrate those groups. The newspapers were free to print 

what they wanted but their conservative articles either show their like-mindedness or 

their tendency to self-censor their own reporting. It should not be forgotten that there 

was legislation that could have been used against the press. Nevertheless, there is no 

doubt  that  Hong Kong was more liberal,  a place,  as Lee Kuan Yew liked to say, 

“where everything goes but nobody cares” (qt. in: Walden, 1983, p. 29).

4.2.1. Hong Kong’s Bureaucratic Regime

At the head of Hong Kong’s political system was the Governor, who was at the same 

time  the  representative  of  the  British  government.  In  theory  the  governor  could 

become a dictator, in practice he needed at least to share power with the bureaucracy 

because he needed their cooperation (Miners, 1981, p. 77). This need actually created 

15  This classification is taken from Sing Ming (2004)’s analysis of Hong Kong’s democratization. It 
should be noted, however, that in 2004 Hong Kong was considered “semi-competitive, partially 
pluralist.” The competitive elements in Hong Kong in the 1970s were still too rudimentary to justify 
this present classification.
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a bureaucracy much more powerful than the governor: “Insofar as Hong Kong's real 

and day-to-day governing power is concerned, it lies in the hands of the civil service, 

headed by the Colonial secretary, who under the direction of the Governor, carries on 

the general administration” (King, 1975, p. 428). This led to what Ambrose King has 

called  “administrative  absorption  of  politics,”  in  which  the  basic  functions  of  the 

political process were part of a centralized bureaucratic structure.

The original bureaucracy was very small and nearly totally dominated by British 

expatriates and only intended to maintain the minimum necessary to guarantee peace 

and  political  stability.  After  the  Second  World  War,  the  bureaucracy,  however, 

experienced tremendous growth rates. While in 1949, the bureaucracy counted 17,500 

officials this number had grown to 45,000 in 1959 and in the middle of the 1970s this 

number had yet again doubled. Along with the growth of the bureaucracy there was 

also a slow process of localization,  even though this at  first meant that the native 

population  received  only  lower  level  jobs  while  the  expatriate  British  officials 

continued  to  dominate  the  high  level  positions.  Nevertheless,  this  process  was 

intended to create the impression of increasing representativeness,  even if  only in 

ethnic terms. 

The government just by its sheer size was, furthermore, able to co-opt potential 

dissidents. Ambrose King notes that the government constituted the largest employer 

in  Hong Kong in  1972,  with  around 2 percent  of  the  population  working  for  the 

government. “Because of this very fact, the bureaucracy has contributed a great deal 

to the stability of Hong Kong by serving as a mechanism for assimilating the potential 

“discontented” into the governing machinery” (King, 1975, p. 428). 

This monopolization of power within the bureaucracy may be blamed for the 

feeling of powerlessness within the population. One commentator, for example, has 

asserted in 1979 that there were only about 30 decision-makers who controlled Hong 

Kong  (Lee,  1979).  This  opinion  represented  a  widespread  perception  within  the 

oppositional groups,  which considered petitions and protest  to be the only way to 

appeal  to  the  government.  Furthermore,  even  though  the  stated  goal  of  the 
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government’s repeated attempts to improve the communication between the people 

and  the  government  was  the  reduction  of  this  perception  and  greater  political 

participation for oppositional groups. For example the City District Officers (CDO) 

scheme,  which  was  supposed  to  reduce  the  impression  of  decentralization  and 

“debureaucratization,” but only reinforced the perception of powerlessness within the 

population  due  to  its  lack  of  independence  from the  bureaucracy  and  its  lack  of 

reciprocity (King, 1975).

4.2.2. Legislative and Executive Councils

As a counterweight  to  the purely  bureaucratic,  the governor  had two consultative 

councils, the Executive Council (ExCo) and the Legislative Councils (LegCo), at his 

disposal.  The two councils seemed to resemble the two branches of a government 

with separation of powers but since both of them were neither elected nor had any real 

power,  they resembled the Executive and Legislative in name only.  Both councils 

were composed of “official members” and “unofficial members” and, for example in 

1975, there were six official (5 ex-officio) and eight unofficial members in the ExCo 

and 14 official  and 15 unofficial  members  in  the LegCo (King,  1975).  Ex-officio 

members were those who had other posts at the same time, such as Attorney General, 

Secretary  of  Home  Affairs  or  Financial  Secretary  (Miners,  1981,  p.  81).  The 

development  of  the  Legislative  Council  shows  that  there  was  a  constant  process 

toward greater localization akin to the bureaucracy. In 1945 there were still less than 

50 percent Chinese and by 1970 there were already 84 percent Chinese in the chamber 

(King, 1975, p. 427). This localization was meant to create the impression that the 

government was increasingly becoming more representative of the people.

Unofficial members, nominated members that were not part of the bureaucratic 

administration,  were  important  constituents  of  the  society,  Chinese  as  well  as 

expatriate. The appointed unofficial members largely belonged to the established and 

emerging economic elites (King, 1975, p. 426). They were chosen for their likelihood 
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of  supporting  the  Governor  and,  therefore,  representative  of  only  the  most  loyal 

inhabitants of the colony (Harris, 1978, p. 27). “The appointive councils, which work 

closely with the governor in determining and enacting policy, were dominated by a 

small  number  of  prominent  businessmen,  whose  laissez-faire  economic  and 

conservative attitudes largely reflect their commercial orientations” (Wong, 2001, p. 

34). 

Together they formed the Unofficial Members of the Legislative and Executive 

Councils  (UMELCO)  which  was  an  office,  established  in  1963,  that  assisted  the 

unofficial  members  of  both  councils  (before  1976  service  in  the  Councils  was 

unpaid),  worked  on  complaints  from the  public  and  conducted  research  (Miners, 

1981,  p.  128).  The  UMELCO’s  main  task  was  to  help  people  with  their  daily 

problems,  which  often  led  to  charges  that  it  was  concerned  mostly  with  petty 

problems (“UMELCO awash in trivia”  Sunday Post - Herald Oct.  20,  1974).  The 

government liked to regard the unofficial members as representing the interests of the 

Hong Kong people. John Walden in 1977, for example, regarded UMELCO as one of 

the channels of interaction between the government and the people of Hong Kong 

(Walden, 1983, p. 16). Nevertheless, the unofficial members showed little opposition 

to government initiatives and largely played a supportive role.

The lack of any real opposition from unofficials, thus, led students to believe 

that they were powerless stooges in the service of the Imperial Power. Others asserted 

that  the  unofficials,  which  represented  the  interests  of  industry  and  trade,  had 

tremendous power over the government (Miners, 1981, p. 177). It may be true that 

their  opinion was important  and their  opposition was avoided (Endacott,  1973, p. 

231), but in the public perception they were largely seen as “yes-men” (Miners, 1994, 

p. 224). The unofficial member Woo Pak-chuen, furthermore, made it clear that the 

Legislative Council was part of the governing groups:

We do not  regard ourselves,  Sir,  as  being an opposition to  the Government. 
Indeed we consider it our duty to help the Government in every possible way to 
devise the most suitable laws, policies and methods of administration for this 
unique twentieth century Crown Colony” (Hong Kong Hansard, Nov. 1, 1972, 
p. 51).
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4.2.3 Civil Liberties and Restrictions

The situation of civil liberties in the 1970s is ambiguous. The Hong Kong government 

often prided itself in the high level of personal liberties. If we, however, take the laws 

that were on the books in Hong Kong during the 1970s, we can find many regulations 

that potentially severely restricted non-governmental group behavior. The laws were 

intended  to  create  public  order,  in  other  words  political  stability,  in  what  the 

bureaucracy  perceives  as  working  in  the  interest  of  the  public.  Lau  (1982), 

furthermore,  asserts  that  the  close  relationship  between  law  making  and  the 

bureaucracy  created  a  system  in  which  the  laws  reflect  the  prerogatives  of  the 

bureaucracy.  Perhaps  the  most  significant  was  the  1967  Public  Order  Ordinance, 

which was enacted in the aftermath of the riots during that year and was primarily 

designed to crack down on street violence. The law made it necessary to apply for a 

permit  for  public  gatherings  and  put  severe  penalties  on  unlawful  assembly.  The 

illiberal nature of the bill was known to the colonial government when it was enacted 

as the Attorney General, Denys Tudor Emil Roberts, stated: “If the criticism is made 

that the Bill errs on the side of safety, this can be attributed to our experiences in the 

past  few  months,  which  have  reinforced  the  Government's  view  that  in  our 

circumstances the type of control proposed in this Bill is unavoidable” (Hong Kong 

Hansard, November  1,  1967,  p.  442).  During  the  1970s,  the  developing  pressure 

groups  saw this  law  as  an  obstruction  to  their  activities.  Labor  groups,  although 

structurally  weakened  and  therefore  almost  dormant,  perceived  this  law  as 

problematic because it was not clear whether it superseded their right to picket16.

The law was not  applied until  1979 when the government  arrested 67 boat 

people and social  workers while  they were riding in  coaches on their  way to the 

Governor’s residence to petition the governor to allow them to be resettled in public 

housing. The planned peaceful protest, which had not been registered with the police, 

had not yet started. On February 12, 1979, all 56 of those who were prosecuted were 

16  This fear was voiced in the Hong Kong Standard on May 10, 1975 by H. Tsang, the chairman of 
the Demarcators Association.
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discharged  and  eleven  were  sentenced,  all  of  which  were  service  professionals17. 

Furthermore, the government arrested other people who showed their support to those 

arrested.  (HK  Standard,  Feb  14,  1975).  This  event  clearly  demonstrates  that  the 

government was willing to use the laws in an exemplary fashion and the existence of 

the ordinance had an important effect on the behavior of oppositional groups as will 

be shown in Chapter 8.

The Public  Order  Ordinance was by far  not  the only legislation that  existed 

during this period.  The Control of Publications Ordinance,  for example,  contained 

some of the strictest restraints on the press. It stipulated that newspapers are not to 

publish  “false  news  likely  to  alarm  public  opinion  or  disturb  public  order”  (see: 

Chang,  1982,  p.  82-83).  Furthermore,  in  order  to  register  for  new  publications, 

publishers  had  to  pay  HK$100 yearly  as  a  registration  fee  plus  HK$10,000  cash 

deposit  to  ensure  that  a  publisher  is  capable  of  paying  any  fines  due  to  legal 

proceedings.  This  was  comparable  to  the  Licensing  Act  in  England,  which  was 

allowed to laps in 1695. “The government felt that they (strong regulations) needed to 

serve as a safety valve to prevent the internal struggles in China from spilling into 

Hong Kong.” (Chang, 1982, p. 83). Chang (1982), furthermore, asserts that despite 

the legal regulations, the newspapers were free to print whatever they chose. “In Hong 

Kong, technicality and reality are carefully separated. The law is one thing; practice is 

another, and the two exist side by side without any insoluble conflict” (Chang, 1982, 

p. 84). However, this has to be seen in light to the fact that in 1952 publishers were 

convicted of sedition under the Control of Publications Ordinance18.

During the 1970s, the editors and owners of the English language newspapers 

tended to be very conservative, oftentimes openly supporting and even justifying the 

government, while at the same time the average journalist became part of the rising 

social movements (Barret, 1979). The conservative English-language newspaper, the 

South China Morning Post, for example, provided a possible justification for Hong 

17  Those found guilty were an Italian parish priest, four students, five social workers, and a doctor. 
They were all placed on a bond of good behavior of HK$300 for 18 months. 

18 These were the editors of the main left-wing newspapers Afternoon News, Hong Kong Evening 
News, Tin Fung Daily News. They received a suspension for six months, sentences of three years 
imprisonment and fines of up to US$2,000 (see: Chang, 1982, p. 84)
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Kong’s authoritarian bureaucratic regime in 1979: “There are admittedly bureaucratic 

impediments  that  block  progress  and individual  initiative  here and there.  And the 

Hong Kong resident has to accept that there are a whole range of laws instituted for 

the  general  good  order  of  the  community  which  have  to  be  acknowledged  and 

accepted” (SCMP, Feb. 28, 1979). Even if there are problems with the centralization 

of power, the paper argues, the government’s intent to act in the interests of the people 

provides  it  with  the  necessary legitimacy.  The style  of  this  editorial,  furthermore, 

closely resembles Singapore’s government-linked Straits  Times, which often prints 

justifications  for  the  authoritarian  aspects  of  the  government.  John  Lent  claims 

“reporters find that even though Hong Kong has a relatively free press, there are many 

doors of government closed to them. Perhaps because of that, they find it easier to act 

as “lackeys” of vested interests in government and business, rather than investigators” 

(Lent, 1982, p. 94).

Other laws allowed the government to arrest anyone for “any offense,” while in 

Britain people could only be arrested for serious crimes. Also there was no require-

ment  for  search  warrants  and  searches  could  be  made with  reasonable  suspicion. 

Emergency  Regulations,  which  were  withdrawn  but  continued  to  hover  like  a 

Damocles sword over the society, potentially allowed the Colonial Secretary to arrest 

anyone without a trial. Many of these laws, even if they were applied only rarely, cre-

ated a sense of uncertainty within the oppositional groups, which, however, did not 

hinder some of them to actively push for political change. 

4.2.4 An Independent Judiciary?

In the study of Hong Kong’s political system, the judiciary has rarely been studied 

closely.  Norman  Miners’  classic  The  Government  and  Politics  of  Hong  Kong 

(1975-1997)  mentions  the  judiciary  only  in  reference  to  the  constitution  of  Hong 

Kong to which he dedicates one chapter in his book. The executive, meanwhile, re-

ceives two chapters and the pseudo-legislative three. Peter Harris’ book Hong Kong:  
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A Study in Bureaucratic Politics only reluctantly contributes two and a half pages to a 

discussion of the courts. He mainly considers the judiciary as part of the administrat-

ive state and the “courts in Hong Kong (…) have no constitutional role and must 

merely interpret law” (Harris, 1978, p. 85). Lau Siu-kai agrees with Harris when he 

asserts that “(w)hile the bureaucracy monopolizes the law-making and law-enforce-

ment functions, law adjudication is the reserved duty of a relatively independent judi-

ciary” (Lau, 1982, p. 35). The Letters Patent, the de facto constitution of Hong Kong 

until  the  introduction of  the Basic  Law in 1997,  placed the  power  of  nominating 

judges in the hands of the Governor. Furthermore, the Governor was granted the right 

to pardon and even to exile political criminals19. 

While the academic literature generally accepts the notion of an independent ju-

diciary, opinions during the 1970s have pointed out a number of weaknesses within 

this assumption. For example, in 1974, a lawyer, called M.H. Jackson-Lipkin, asserted 

that Hong Kong’s judiciary was anything but independent for three reasons. First of 

all the judges were paid out of the budget, secondly judges were treated as public ser-

vants, and finally they were subject to establishment regulations. “They (the judges) 

have to fill out an annual report at the end of the year. Those in the Judiciary below 

the rank of Supreme Court judge can be removed for misconduct. They can be fined 

and they can suffer stoppages of work.” (HK Standard, May 4, 1974). The issue of 

lack of judicial independence was so important that even the London Times reported 

that “(m)any practicing lawyers believe that the administration of justice in the colony 

is in an appalling state” (Berlins, 1974). In response the government introduced a bill 

that created a Commission that was supposed to advise the Governor on the nomina-

tions instead of just the advise of the Chief Justice. The creation of the commission, 

however, did not end the debate over judicial independence as the editor of the Hong 

Kong Law Journal, Bernard Downey, wrote in his letter to the South China Morning 

Post: “Unfortunately, the proposals to include the Attorney General and the Chairman 

19  The Letters Patent states that “the Governor shall in no case, except where the offence has been of 
a political nature unaccompanied by any grave crime, make it a condition of any pardon or 
remission of sentence that the offender shall be banished from or shall absent himself or be 
removed from the colony” (Letters Patent XV).
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of the Public Services Commission as ex-officio members are likely to defeat this pur-

pose, and to strengthen popular impressions or beliefs (held by highly educated mem-

bers of the community!) that the judiciary is a branch of the Civil Service” (Downey, 

1975). Another problem for the judiciary was the fact that while the majority of the 

population spoke Chinese20,  the official  language in the Courts was English. Even 

after the introduction of Chinese as an official language in 1974, the judge could de-

cide the language in the lower courts while the higher courts continued to use English. 

By the 1980s many again extolled the merits of an independent judicial system. 

The  South China Morning Post, for example, wrote: “One point which perhaps not 

too many in the community understand is that the courts remain completely independ-

ent from the executive and regardless of how earnestly the Government or the police 

may desire a conviction or consider it in the best interests of the community, the de-

cision is ultimately taken by the judge, with or without a jury, or magistrate after care-

fully weighing the evidence” (SCMP, Jan. 9, 1980). This commentary seems to sug-

gest that there was still a widespread perception of lack of independence of the judi-

ciary. Chief Justice Denys Roberts, furthermore, emphasized the importance of the ju-

diciary to the stability of the social system because the people consider judicial prac-

tices as part of the government. He also noted that the judiciary shared the same goals 

as the government. “So the courts become important in preserving respect for other 

institutions of authority as well as for themselves. The maintenance of this respect for 

the authorities is  a  potent  factor in  the stability  of society” (qt.  in  SCMP,  Jan.  8, 

1980). 

Despite the dependent role of the judiciary in Hong Kong during the 1970s, the 

judiciary’s role in the political and economic development was as a fair arbiter of 

rules. This perception of stable laws created an environment that was friendly to in-

vestors that valued the security of their financial assets. In part, the judiciary probably 

also assisted Hong Kong’s development as a financial center in East Asia. Further-

20  Chinese is meant as a term covering all the Chinese languages, in Hong Kong it mostly refers to 
Cantonese
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more,  it  should be noted that  there  were no trials  against  political  opponents  that 

ended in verdicts with exorbitant fines. The right to assembly and free speech were 

generally granted even though there were some notable exceptions as will be shown 

later. It is fair to say that the judiciary was merely a passive organ that did not get in-

volved in the political process and generally restricted itself to uncontroversial issues. 

The perception of a lack of independence of the judiciary, however, contributed to the 

opposition’s impression that the government was invincible. 

4.2.5 The Urban Council – Democratic Islet in a Non-Competitive Political 

System

Colonial government and a non-competitive system officially precluded the existence 

of  pluralist,  democratic  politics.  Despite  the  non-competitiveness  of  the  political 

system, a small bastion of democratic activity existed. This democratic islet was the 

Urban Council, which had developed out of the Sanitary Board in 1936 and whose 

members  were  half  elected  and  half  nominated.  It  provided  individuals  with  a 

platform with which they could try to influence the policy making process as well as 

its implementation. The literature on Hong Kong’s democratization and development 

of  elected  representation  only  fleetingly  discusses  the  role  of  the  Urban  Council 

before the introduction of the District Administration in 1983 (Ma and Choy, 2003, p. 

8). This is of course due to the role of the Urban Council during the 1970s, which was 

very limited in both its functions and the representativeness of its constituents. The 

council’s  jurisdiction  was  very  limited  as  it  was  only  responsible  for  parks, 

playgrounds, food hygiene and cultural facilities (management of City Hall, public 

libraries, museum and art galleries). The franchise for Urban Council elections was 

very narrow and included both economic and educational restrictions. This had the 

consequence that, for example in 1970, only about 6 percent of the population were 

eligible to register to vote. By 1981, this number had only increased to ca. 9 percent 
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of the population21. 

At the same time this quasi-democratic institution provided the government with 

an argument against further democratization. It functioned to a certain degree as a 

means of  channeling dissatisfaction of  an increasingly assertive  intelligentsia  and, 

perhaps more importantly, as a justification for maintaining authoritarian rule. It was 

often argued during the 1970s that the low participation in Urban Council elections, 

only one percent of the population registered to vote and less than 0.5 percent actually 

voted,  showed  that  there  was  no  need  for  further  democratization.  Many  have 

therefore concluded that the Hong Kong Chinese are apathetic (King, 1975; Miners, 

1981). The low voter registration rate, however, was also due to the complexities in 

the  eligibility  requirements  and  the  fact  that  personal  data  was  collected  for  the 

registration. Finally, the Urban Council’s makeup22 provided the government with a 

justification  for  nominated  members.  Elected  members,  it  was  claimed,  were  not 

necessarily better qualified for their position. 

Table 2: Urban Council - Voter participation (1965-1981)

Number  of  registered 
voters

Number of votes cast Percentage

1965 29,439 6,498 22.1%
1967 26,202 10,189 38.9%
1969 34,392 8,178 23.8%
1971 38,730 10,047 25.9%
1973 31,384 8,675 27.6%
1975 34,078 10,903 32.0%
1977 37,174 7,308 19.7%
1979 31,481 12,426 39.5%
1981 34,381 6,195 18.0%

Sources: SCMP, 1973-1979, HK Standard, 1975,1981

The development of the Urban Council reflects the conservative attitudes of the ruling 

groups.  Repeatedly  there  were  proposals  for  an  enlarged  franchise  and  greater 

21  Population statistics are from www.demographia.com/db-hkhist.htm while estimates of the eligible 
votes are from the SCMP (1970) and the Hong Kong Standard (1981).

22  Urban Councilors originally did not receive a salary for their duties and elections therefore often 
provided the platform for a few motivated people, who often had very few resources.
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responsibilities for the Urban Council. While the franchise was not enlarged before 

the 1980s, the responsibilities of the Urban Council changed over time. A government 

White  Paper  in  1971  considered  proposals  for  the  further  development  of  local 

government, which included significant changes to the Urban Council as well as other 

possible forms of representative government. The White Paper, however, dismissed 

the notion of greater representation:

It  is  however  doubtful  whether  proposals  along  these  lines  would  bring 
greater  efficiency  to  the  administration  of  the  urban areas  or  provide  the 
government with better services, and there has not been evidence of much, if 
any public interest in the introduction of such systems (“White Paper - The 
Urban Council,” 1971, p. 1).

Another change in the 1970s limited the ability of the Urban Council. Before 1972 the 

council  had  debated  issues  that  were  often  only  slightly  related  to  its  duties. 

Consequently it was frequently used as a platform to argue about issues of current 

interest. For example in 1967, Hilton Cheong-leen, an elected Urban Councilor, used 

the  Council’s  jurisdiction  over  housing  to  press  for  compulsory  universal  public 

education. To accomplish his goal, he moved a motion on the lack of education in the 

estates and then discussed the lack of public education during the official proceedings 

of the Urban Council. The government forced the Urban Council to change its rules in 

1972  because  it  seemingly  embarrassed  the  government  (Miners,  1981,  p.  226). 

Norman  Miners  expressed  his  opinion  of  the  government’s  attempt  to  reduce  the 

powers of the Urban Council in a footnote: “It is almost incredible that government 

should have been bothered about this occasional exhibition of free speech, or what 

harm could come of it” (Miners, 1981, p. 235). After that discussions on the most 

important topics (such as the budget) were conducted behind closed doors (Miners, 

1981, 225). The consequence was that even fewer people took any interest  in the 

activities of the Council.

Even if the Urban Council was the only part of the government that had elected 

members,  its  structure  was  tilted  toward  the  nominated  members.  The  nominated 

members tended to form a united block while elected members were unable to agree 

on most issues. While in plural and competitive democratic systems, partisanship is a 
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normal and welcome feature, in Hong Kong’s half elected Urban Council it became a 

liability. Partisanship inadvertently weakened the elected Councilors and prominent 

social activist and leader Brook Bernacchi of the quasi-political party,  the Reform 

Club, was often blamed for this lack of unity. The function of the Urban Council was 

therefore  twofold:  to  create  the  impression  of  democracy  within  an  authoritarian 

regime and to have an argument against further democratization. The most popular 

Urban  Councilor,  the  nonpartisan  Elsie  Elliot,  frequently  complained  about  this 

problem and demanded unity among the elected members: “The present leadership 

has put the council back half a century in history. It is up to the elected side to bring it 

back and infuse new life into it. If not, it will remain what the Government intended it 

to be, just a veneer of democracy on a fascist core” (Elliot, 1977). 

 

4.3. Explaining Political Stability

Despite the increase in political activism in the 1970s, Hong Kong was perceived to 

be  politically  stable.  Many at  the  time  characterized  the  population  as  politically 

apathetic because the people seemed to show little interest in the political process. 

Especially  the  results  in  Urban  Council  elections  seemed  to  portray  a  population 

totally disinterested in politics. A reason for the lack of interest in politics was the idea 

that  most  Hong  Kongers  were  refugees  from  a  country  that  had  experienced 

tremendous  political  upheaval  due  to  the  conflict  between the  Republicans  in  the 

Kuomintang  (KMT)  and  the  Communists  (CCP).  This  created  a  culture  that  was 

opposed to any political instability and hence avoided politics by any means. Aside of 

the “China factor,” other potential explanations were the support of the Chinese elite 

for the political system, Hong Kong’s economic growth led to an improvement in 

living  standards  for  most  Hong  Kongers,  the  uncertainty  pertaining  to  the  “1997 

issue,” the lack of mass based political parties capable of challenging the regime, the 

argument  of  Hong Kong  as  a  temporary  place  of  the  Chinese  Diaspora,  and  the 

government’s adaptation of the Chinese model of strong, paternalist and authoritarian 
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rule.

One of the earliest and most enduring explanations of this phenomenon comes 

from  Lau  Siu-kai,  who  has  perhaps  developed  the  most  sophisticated  theory  of 

political stability. He largely based his societal model on the concept that the society 

was largely governed by utilitarianistic familism, which he defined as “the normative 

and behavioral  tendency of  an individual  to  place his  familial  interests  above the 

interests  of  the  society  and  of  other  individuals  and  groups,  and  to  structure  his 

relationships with other individuals and groups in such a manner that the furtherance 

of his familial interests is the overriding concern” (Lau, 1982). The interests of these 

familial groups were supposed to be largely materialistic, have a short-term horizon 

and  place  a  high  emphasis  on  social  stability.  The  potential  usefulness  of  family 

members was the central concern in this conception and recruitment of new members 

was based largely on this notion. The family orientation in turn created, what Lau has 

termed, “aloofness” toward the society (p. 87). Lau claims that this aloofness is to 

blame for the lack in political participation in Hong Kong. 

Lam Wai-man has seriously challenged Lau’s thesis and carefully analyzed the 

surveys that Lau used for his argument. She considers many of the survey questions to 

be ambiguous and finds many over-interpretations in Lau’s evaluation of his surveys, 

which  produces  evidence  that  is  inconclusive  and  allows  for  alternative 

interpretations. One example may suffice to show Lau’s method of argumentation: 

One of his questionnaires had asked what the most important responsibility of the 

government  was  and  57.3  percent  had  replied  that  it  was  “maintaining  social 

stability,”  while  only  10.5  percent  had  chosen  the  “construction  of  a  democratic 

society.”  Lam  rightly  points  out  that  this  does  not  necessarily  mean  that  people 

favored social stability more than a democratic system but that they may have chosen 

this answer in respect to the present conditions of the government and not what they 

wanted the government to do. Other surveys by Lau even seemed to suggest that the 

people felt  that  the government  had not  done much more than maintaining social 

stability.  Lam  concludes  that  the  people  expected  more  of  the  government  than 
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maintaining social stability (Lam, 2004, p. 13). 

Furthermore, Lam criticizes Lau’s narrow conception of political participation. 

Lau’s  conception  of  political  participation  mainly  concerns  those activities,  which 

were part of the interaction of people, government officials and social leaders. The 

low participation was, therefore, reflected in the very limited direct contact between 

the people and the political decision makers as well as the low voter turnout in Urban 

Council  elections  (Lau,  1982).  Lam’s  notion  of  political  participation  is  much 

broader:  Political  participation  refers  to  lawful  or  unlawful  activities  of  support, 

making  demands,  debates,  and  other  forms  of  expression  communicated  verbally 

and/or  through  the  media  targeted  at  the  PRC  government,  and/or  the  ROC 

government, and the Hong Kong government” (Lam, 2004, p. 43). Furthermore, Lam 

could have included the British government, which also played a role in the internal 

politics  as  individuals  and  groups  lobbied  for  their  interests.  Nevertheless,  Lam 

amasses  a  great  deal  of  historical  data  that  shows that  political  groups  were very 

active especially during the 1970s. 

Lau has concluded that Hong Kong, in an ideal-typical sense, corresponds to a 

“minimally-integrated  social-political  system,” which  presupposes  the  existence  of 

two  separate  major  groups:  the  Chinese  society  and  the  expatriate-controlled 

bureaucracy,  with  very  few  linkages  between  the  two.  He  claims  that  both 

bureaucratic polity and Chinese society are “boundary conscious,” with a minimum 

consensus on the division of labor and a fairly high degree of insulation of the two 

groups. While Lam has debunked Lau’s claim of the unwillingness of the “Chinese 

society” to participate in politics, I think it is also necessary to reevaluate the other 

side of Lau’s argument, namely that the government was unwilling to get involved in 

the society. In actuality, Hong Kong’s colonial government especially since the late 

1960s was intent on gaining more influence over society, thus seriously challenging 

the boundary. The increasing focus on social services, public housing, localization, 

long-term planning,  introduction of Chinese as a medium of instruction and many 

other examples show that the government was increasingly concerned with the affairs 
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of  the  society.  In  comparison  to  Singapore,  modernization  does  not  necessarily 

undermine a stable, bureaucratic regime even if this regime is willing to intrude into 

nearly every aspect of social life. 

Besides  the political  activism that  Lam finds and the social  intrusion of the 

government  into  the  lives  of  the  people,  it  is  unavoidable  to  recognize  the 

government’s  active  depoliticization  of  the  society.  Both  Lau and Lam locate  the 

origins of this strategy in the historical setting of the colony with regard to the inner-

Chinese conflicts from the Manchu regime to the differences between the Republicans 

in the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Chinese Communist  Party (CCP). This can be 

supported by the fact that democratization was considered in the early 1950s but later 

shelved  when the idea of  introducing elected members  to  the  Legislative  Council 

(LegCo) was postponed. Governor Alexander Grantham assumed that democracy in 

Hong Kong could become part of the political conflict between the CCP and the KMT 

(Lo, 2001, p. 33). Lam traces three political discourses that were part of Hong Kong 

politics: the discourse of prosperity and stability, the discourse which marked political 

activists as “troublemakers” and the discourse of the social activist groups’ denial of 

their role in politics (Lam, 2004, 211-216). 

The  denial  that  politics  plays  any  role  in  oppositional  behavior  reflects  the 

general predisposition of the oppositional groups within the “imperial image” (see 

Table 3). The domination of oppositional groups was largely stable until the early 

1980s except for the occasional anomic behavior as during the 1966/67 riots. The 

groups, therefore, maintained a submissive posture toward the ruling elite and instead 

of  challenging  the  basis  of  the  regime,  they  preferred  to  press  for  certain  issues. 

Furthermore,  despite  relatively  frequent  events  of  political  activism,  political 

organization within these groups remained weak lacking a firm grassroots basis. On 

the other hand, the governing groups were able to use their strength vis-à-vis these 

oppositional groups. This was amplified by the image that they had of these groups, 

which saw the opposition as not yet capable of governing. The discourse of prosperity 

and stability as well as the framing of oppositional groups as “troublemakers,” shows 
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the governing groups’ paternalistic predispositions. Good government, it was argued, 

can  be  better  accomplished  with  expertise,  professionalism,  and  administrative 

capabilities than by increasing political participation.

Table 3: Political Images in Hong Kong Before the 1980s

Group 
strength

Emotions and policy 
disposition

Goals and tactics

(Weakening)  Imperial  
Image 

(Oppositional groups)

split, weak desire  for  stability 
and prosperity, sense 
of  discontent,  sense 
of  rightfulness  to 
challenge  the 
government

reform-oriented, 
willingness  to  use 
non-institutionalized 
tactics

Colonial Image

(Governing groups)

cohesive, 
strong

sense  of  superiority, 
sense  of  legitimacy, 
paternalism

focus  on  economic 
development,  co-
option  and   secret 
coercion

4.4. Summary and Outlook

This chapter has first of all focused on the historical developments that created the 

basis for the behavior and the interaction of the ruling groups as well as the challenger 

groups. Three important historical developments formed the basis for group behavior 

in the 1970s: the decolonization process, economic modernization and the riots  of 

1966/67.  The  former  placed  Hong  Kong  in  an  odd  position  because  the  British 

government could not allow Hong Kong to become independent. Full democratization 

was  rejected  and the  government  even  felt  it  unnecessary  to  increase  democratic 

representation  on  a  small  level  such  as  the  Urban  Council.  They  felt  that  good 

government  was  more  important,  which  they  considered  was  in  agreement  with 

Chinese  culture.  Economic  modernization  contributed  to  the  development  of  new 

groups of people such as the service professionals, who formed the core of the social 

movements in the 1970s. The 1966/67 riots should be seen as a turning point in the 

government’s approach. It created a sense that the government needed to involve itself 

more deeply in the society, which was to be accomplished by greater co-optation of 
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members of the opposition. The fear of Communist subversion, which became evident 

in the second riot, resulted in the government’s willingness to use coercion against its 

political foes. 

Next to the historical developments, which changed the opportunities of various 

political  groups,  the institutional  structure has  to  be seen as an antagonistic  force 

because the stability of the institutions contributed to the status quo. Hong Kong’s 

bureaucratic regime left emerging political groups very little room to influence the 

policy making process. This restricted the options of these actors as they were forced 

to resort to petitions, writings, and demonstrations, which created a general sense of 

powerlessness  and  inhibited  the  behavior  of  oppositional  groups.  Finally  it  was 

indicated that the lack of cognitive liberation of the emerging social movements from 

the dominating discourses was the basis for political stability in the 1970s. 

In the next chapter, we will turn to Singapore, which has experienced a similar 

development in terms of changes of the opportunity structure and the return of an 

active opposition. Unlike Hong Kong, these oppositional groups have, however, been 

unable to significantly challenge the political system. Singapore's ruling elite groups 

have been able to better co-opt and coerce the opposition, which has to be attributed 

to the regime's legitimacy and the groups' more stable social image. 
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Chapter 5

Expanding Political Opportunities and Limiting Institutional Structures in 

Singapore

Similar  to  the  previous  chapter,  the  first  part  details  the  expanding  political 

opportunities  that  arose  in  Singapore  after  the  government  had  almost  totally 

depoliticized the society. In the second, we will learn about Singapore's institutions 

and how they have enabled the ruling elite groups to obstruct oppositional activity. 

This  will  allow  us  to  understand  why  the  ruling  elite  groups  have  been  able  to 

consolidate their power position despite increasing pressure from outside.

Singapore's  modern  history  has  been  dominated  by a  small  cohesive  ruling 

elite, which has been able to control nearly every area of Singaporean life. In order to 

understand how this came about, this chapter will delve back into Singapore history. 

In the first part of this chapter, there will be a summary of the most important events 

that  have influenced changing opportunities for oppositional groups.  The need for 

political  and  social  stability  has  its  origin  in  the  unpredictable  years  between the 

1950s and immediately before independence in 1965. As part of a developmentalist 

agenda, the need to achieve economic growth necessitated, in the eyes of the ruling 

elite, a strong state that frequently resorted to authoritarian measures. The increasing 

complexity of the system and the inability to completely fulfill the developmentalist 

goals led to the resurgence of opposition parties in the 1980s. The election victory of 

J.B. Jeyaretnam is a watershed event in this development. It heralded the onset of a 

new opposition movement. However, the return of the opposition did not signify the 

beginning of a democratization process. Instead, the authoritarian regime was able to 

adapt  to  the  challenges  and  consolidate  its  power.  The  theme  of  Singapore's 

modernization can thus best be described as guided liberalization. 

The  second  part  of  the  chapter  introduces  the  institutions  that  maintain 

Singapore's stable political system. The bureaucratic state, which is marked by a strict 

hierarchy and a close relationship between the ruling party and the administrative 
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state, dominates the Singaporean polity. There is no independent labor movement and 

the press has become closely linked to the government. Rules and regulations severely 

restrict oppositional activity. While the judiciary is considered by most to be impartial 

in  business  cases,  in  political  cases  the situation is  much more  circumspect.  It  is 

beyond doubt, however, that a series of defamation suits against opposition politicians 

with  verdicts  resulting  in  exorbitant  fines  has  greatly  weakened  any  potential 

challenge. Still, Singapore claims to be a democracy and maintains periodic elections, 

which are perceived to be free and fair and thus bolster the legitimacy of the ruling 

party  and  the  government.  Elections  have,  however,  provided  members  of  the 

opposition the opportunity  to challenge the regime within an institutional  context. 

Nevertheless, Singapore's political system is very stable, much more stable than Hong 

Kong's in the 1970s. The last part will analyze various explanations for this stability.

5.1 Expanding Political Opportunities

The political developments in Singapore show that the ruling party has been able to 

successfully monopolize power. This was the result of the peculiar situation during 

the years when Singapore became an independent state. At the time, anti-Communism 

dominated the agenda of the British colonialists. The People’s Action Party (PAP) was 

able  to  skillfully  garner  the  support  of  the  Communists  while  at  the  same  time 

becoming  a  strong  anti-Communist  party.  This  was  accomplished  to  a  large  part 

through the successful maneuverings of the party’s leader, Lee Kuan Yew. From his 

viewpoint, the Communists posed a serious threat to the future survival of the city-

state. To mitigate this threat, Lee forced Singapore into a merger with the Malaysian 

Union but his fear of Malay dominance resulted in a break-up only three years later. 

At the same time,  he also destroyed any political  opposition and incorporated the 

labor  movement  into  a  larger  national  movement  that  was  based  on 

developmentalism.  The government’s  policy  proved to  be successful  as  Singapore 

became an economic miracle.  At first,  these circumstances eliminated virtually  all 

opportunities  for  oppositional  groups.  Eventually,  in  the  1970s  and  1980s  short-
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comings in  the government  strategy developed into potential  opportunities  for the 

opposition. Finally in 1981, the first opposition member since Singapore had become 

independent was elected to parliament. This marked the beginning of a resurgence of 

oppositional activity.

5.1.1 The Birth of a Nation and the Fight for Survival

In  order  to  understand  Singapore's  political  system  it  is  helpful  to  consider 

Singapore’s  colonial  heritage  and  the  circumstances  under  which  this  island  city 

became a nation state. 

When Stamford Raffles discovered an almost deserted island off the coast of 

Malaya in 1819, he considered it a good location for a trading outpost of the British 

Empire. He thus founded the lion city, or in Sanskrit, Singapura, which thus became 

an important part of the British Empire and a harbor for the army of merchants that 

was  interested  in  trading  with  the  peoples  of  Southeast  Asia.  In  1867 the  Straits 

Settlement, named for the small straits that separate Singapore from the Malaysian 

peninsula, became a separate Crown Colony. While life in Singapore was chaotic and 

transient, the city was a rapid boomtown. The colony was unaffected by World War I, 

but in World War II, it moved to the front of the war. It was in February of 1942 that 

the Japanese conquered the supposedly invincible Singapore with little difficulty. The 

British had not thought it necessary to have a fleet or aerial support to defend their 

colony.  For  many  Singaporeans,  including  the  man  who  would  later  become the 

founder of independent Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, this was a traumatic event because 

it proved to them that the British were not omnipotent as many had come to believe. 

After the Second World War, support for colonialism had eroded and the British 

government was intent on a process of gradual independence, which was to occur 

after the colonies had acquired the necessary political expertise to become democratic 

republics.  The  first  step  in  this  direction  was  the  election  of  six  members  of  the 

Legislative Council in 1947. With the rise of Communism, another concern of the 
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British was to avoid leaving a country that was closely aligned with the Communist 

bloc. In Singapore, the Communists had a strong presence, which worried the rulers. 

Consequently,  the  Communists  were  often  overtly  or  implicitly  implicated  in  the 

political conflicts during the 1950s. When Lim Yew Hock was elected chief minister 

in  1956,  he  banned  organizations  that  were  considered  pro-Communist,  which 

resulted in sit-ins and meetings at Chung Cheng High School to protest against the 

government.  The  government  was,  however,  not  willing  to  relent  and  issued  an 

ultimatum. As the deadline approached, riots started which quickly spread across the 

city, leaving 13 dead and 123 injured. This was the worst violence that Singapore 

experienced during this time. 

Before independence the government perceived the possibility of a Communist 

revolution as the greatest threat to Singapore. The British colonial power as well as 

the elected elite considered the threat so grave that it chose to undermine some of the 

democratic institutions. For example, the elected Lim Yew Hock took the first serious 

steps to restrict the power of labor unions, which were considered left-leaning and 

therefore  close  to  the  Communists.  He  used  the  Preservation  of  Public  Security 

Ordinance to arrest 35 people that were considered subversives. At the same time, a 

new party, the People's Action Party (PAP), was founded that was able to rally the 

support of the Communists, while at the same time distancing itself from the more 

radical elements of the Communist movement. This was not an easy endeavor as the 

party constantly faced the potential of being subverted by the Communists. The arrest 

of the 35 people in  1957 helped the moderate leadership around Lee Kuan Yew to 

restore control over the party. Subsequently, the party constitution was revised to only 

allow cadre members to vote for the leadership (Bradley, 1965). This would help Lee 

Kuan  Yew  and  his  close  associates  to  monopolize  power  over  the  party  and  to 

subsequently  gain  control  over  the  whole  city-state.  In  1957  Lee  received 

overwhelming  support  for  his  proposal  of  adding  “non-Communist”  to  the  party 

platform (Ibid., 1965). In the 1959 elections, the PAP ran on a platform of workers' 

rights,  democratic  socialism,  an  end  to  Emergency  Regulations,  as  well  as 
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anticolonialism  (Trocki,  2006,  p.  121).  In  the  first  elections  for  a  fully-elected 

Legislative Assembly it won a considerable victory with 53.4 percent and 43 out of 

the 51 seats. Lim Yew Hock and his newly formed party were soundly defeated.

After the election, the PAP still considered the Communists to be the greatest 

threat to the survival of the city-state. As Shee Poon-Kim pointed out in 1978 (p. 

195): “The PAP perceives the Communist threat as a life and death issue.” The PAP's 

plan  to  merge  the  city-state  with  Malaysia  was  in  part  an  attempt  to  reduce  the 

influence of the leftists. The effort to weaken the left oriented fraction of the PAP led 

to a split of the party in 1961, when the Barisan Sosialis was formed. This split caused 

great  concern  within  the  PAP,  which  had  lost  a  significant  number  of  members. 

Probably in order  to  rectify  the situation,  the government  conducted the so-called 

Operation Cold Store. On February 3, 1963, in an overnight sweep, security forces 

arrested 150 journalists,  student leaders,  labor activists,  and opposition politicians. 

They  were  detained  under  the  Internal  Security  Act  (ISA),  which  allowed  the 

government to arrest anyone without having to charge those arrested with a crime. In 

some  cases  the  government  even  refused  to  recognize  the  arrests.  Due  to  the 

harassment  of  the  Barisan Sosialis,  the only credible  opposition party  at  the time 

boycotted the 1968 general elections to protest against the tactics of the PAP, which 

subsequently managed to capture all the seats in parliament in every election until the 

1980s. 

The departure of the British colonial power in 1963 (except for 35,000 troops 

which were withdrawn in 1971) was an important event in Singapore's history. Lee 

Kuan Yew was convinced that it would be best for Singapore to become part of a 

greater Malayan Union and he therefore pushed for a referendum that would allow 

Singapore to unite with the Federation of Malaya, Sarawak and Sabah (North Borneo) 

to form the Malaysian Union. The only catch with the referendum was that the people 

of Singapore never had a chance of voting against a merger. All the questions in the 

referendum asked for an affirmation and the attempt to add the possibility of rejection 

was denied (Trocki, 2006). From the beginning, Singapore's stint within the Malayan 
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Union was a short and rocky one. Political differences were so large that they were 

irreconcilable.  The  rulers  of  Singapore saw multiracialism and meritocracy as  the 

most important principle, while the Malaysian ruling elite favored greater emphasis 

on  the  Malay  majority.  The  merger  agreement,  therefore,  formalized  a  political 

separation of the two territories. However, this was not feasible and attempts of Lee 

Kuan Yew to get involved in Malaysian politics in 1964 were not viewed favorably 

from Kuala Lumpur. Singapore, therefore, was forced into independence in the same 

year, an event which moved Lee Kuan Yew to tears on national television. 

The race riots in the 1950s and 1960s also influenced the decisions of the newly 

elected ruling party (Quah, 1990). They promoted the idea of so-called multiracialism, 

a peculiar form of multiethnic politics that promoted peaceful coexistence but also 

discouraged the development of a melting pot. Instead, the idea was to create four 

ethnic groups, or races, which were to live together according to strict quotas. In time, 

the government promoted ethnic based self-help groups and the learning of one of 

four “mother-tongues”. In the political arena, the conception of a multi-ethnic system 

obstructed  the  development  of  race  based  parties.  Furthermore,  the  assertion  that 

political candidates were racist became an issue in a number of elections. In 1976, two 

opposition candidates, who had complained about discrimination against the Chinese 

educated, were accused of stirring up “communal and chauvinist emotions” (Shee, 

1978).  In 1997, the PAP again accused a candidate in the opposition,  Tang Liang 

Hong from the Workers' Party, of being anti-Christian and a Chinese chauvinist. 

Among the founders of modern Singapore there was a strong sense of crisis and 

pessimism,  which  placed  the  greatest  priority  on  the  survival  of  Singapore.  The 

geographical size, location and ethnic heterogeneity were major sources of concern. 

This  explains  the leadership’s  emphasis  on economic and security  policies.  While 

Singapore embarked on a dramatic economic transformation, it also focused heavily 

on its military defenses. In 1967, the government introduced the military draft, which 

had  been  and  still  remains  unpopular  among  the  Chinese  majority.  The  military 

strategy was designed to deter attacks from unfriendly countries as well as economic 
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or political pressure from its neighbors (Huxley, 2000). This was based on an ideology 

of survivalism propagated by a pragmatic leadership, with the focus on discipline and 

sacrifice (Chan, 1971). The Singapore government not only built up one of the most 

potent  militaries  in  the  region  but  also  became  involved  in  the  development  of 

regional organizations. For instance, it was a founding member of the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1970 (Huxley, 2000).

The  threat  against  Singapore  has  become  an  important  aspect  of  the 

legitimation strategy of the ruling elite groups. Oppositional behavior has often been 

characterized as a threat to the survival of the Singapore nation. This sentiment was 

perhaps best  expressed by S. Rajaratnam, who considered opposition to the ruling 

party “non-Communist subversion”: 

Given a one-party government, the capacity of such a government to act far 
more independently than if it were harassed by an opposition and by proxies, is 
obvious. In the game of competitive interference pawns which can behave like 
bishops  and  castles  and  knights  can  in  certain  circumstances  be  extremely 
inconvenient and very irritating (Rajaratnam, 1975, p. 118).

This shows that the government was not willing to accept any challenges against its 

rule. During these early years of independence, Trocki notes, “the PAP took steps to 

ensure that no opposition party would ever be able to rise again” (Trocki, 2006, p. 

128).  The  legislation  that  was  passed  restricted  whatever  resources  potential 

challengers  could  amass  and  the  small  size  of  Singapore  ensured  that  alternative 

financial sources would not be available. 

Since independence, the evocation of a national threat to the very existence of 

Singapore  has  played  a  prominent  role  in  Singapore  politics.  The  fear  of  being 

destroyed by outside forces has also mobilized the ruling elite to focus on economic 

development.  The  following  part  will  show  how  the  government  was  able  to 

successfully  develop  the  Singapore  economy  and  what  consequences  this 

developmentalist strategy had on the regime and its challengers. 
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5.1.2 Economic Modernization

There is no doubt that Singapore is one of the greatest economic success stories in the 

developing world. Lee Kuan Yew has indicated in the title of one of his books that 

Singapore has developed “from third world to first” and while this may not be the 

case in regard to the society, it certainly characterizes the economic transformation of 

the city-state. Singapore's development is only matched by the Four Tiger States, the 

other newly industrializing economies in Asia, South Korea, Taiwan, and the other 

case  in  this  study,  Hong  Kong.  High  growth  rates  were  accompanied  by  a  high 

savings  rate  in  the  public  and private  sector  and a  low inflation  rate.  Singapore's 

economy was transformed in the last 50 years from a trading center with a very small 

manufacturing sector to a business and financial service hub. Singapore is ranked 25th 

in the Human Development Index (HDI), just three places behind Hong Kong (22nd). 

The beginning of the economic strategy can be traced to the creation of the 

Economic Development Board (EDB) in 1961, which had the goal of conceiving a 

developmental  strategy.  The  economic  development  in  Singapore  was  greatly 

influenced by historical circumstances and the determination of the leadership. Most 

significantly, it was the loss of the hinterland due to the independence of Singapore in 

1965  that  increased  the  urgency  of  the  political  leadership  to  focus  on  a 

developmentist strategy. The fact that Singapore lacked a powerful class of landlords, 

an  entrenched  aristocratic  class,  or  a  military  gave  the  rulers  the  extraordinary 

opportunity to focus on its developmental plans without any serious opposition (Lim, 

et.al., 1993). During the short stint as part of Malaysia, Singapore had focused on an 

import-substitution strategy, which had sought to strengthen the local industry. After 

separation, largely because of Singapore's small size, the government saw the need to 

change  gear  and  emphasize  export  substitution.  Singapore's  economy  and  market 

were just too small to offer any other alternatives (Ibid., 1993). 

Singapore's industrialization started in the late 1950s and early 1960s, ten years 

later than Hong Kong’s. The reasons for this were the political differences between 

the two trading colonies. In Hong Kong, World War I and II had increased the need to 
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focus on industrialization and the rapid population growth due to political upheaval in 

China, which had created a relatively cheap work force. In Singapore, the 1960s were 

the onset of the industrialization, triggered by the ruling party's fears of Singapore's 

vulnerability (Chiu et.al., 1995). Despite the success of the industrialization strategy, 

Singapore's annual value of commerce always exceeded the combined incomes of the 

city-state's inhabitants. Trade therefore continued to be the engine that drove growth 

(Huff, 1994). 

Singapore's developmental strategy was and still is based on a combination of 

government-linked  corporations  and  multinational  corporations.  After  1960, 

Singapore's impressive growth was mainly based on these two types of corporations 

(Huff, 1994). This naturally meant that local businesses were largely neglected. Small 

and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) lost in significance and due to their limited 

influence  were  unable  to  oppose  the  government's  strategies  (Chalmers,  1992). 

Furthermore, it has been noted that there is a general mistrust between the government 

and SMEs. “[T]he EDB appears generally to have had a distinctly cooler relationship 

with local Singaporean business than with multinationals” (Huff, 1999, p. 225). This 

development can be seen as a consequence of the power struggle between the English 

educated elite and the Chinese educated.  Since most local entrepreneurs had been 

Chinese  and  China-oriented  during  colonial  times,  the  new  elite  was  intent  on 

weakening this connection (Huff, 1994).

Singapore,  like no other country,  has emphasized the importance of foreign 

investments. In 1980, for instance, 80 percent of the total investment originated from 

abroad  (Bellows,  1985)  and  between  1960  and  1994  Singapore  had  the  highest 

investment  ratio  (Huff,  1999).  Furthermore,  in  the  1990s,  70  percent  of  all 

manufacturing output came from foreign firms (Haas, 1999, p. 44). Since the early 

days, the PAP leadership was convinced that “foreign capital was vital to the stability 

and prosperity of the small nation – indeed to its very survival” (Lim, et.al., 1993, p. 

103).  The  strategy  was  to  attract  companies  that  were  considered  to  fit  with  the 

existing  developmental  goals  and  therefore  initial  foreign  investment  was  often 
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subsidized  by  the  government.  Furthermore,  the  Economic  Development  Board 

(EDB) maintained close personal contacts with foreign companies. Thus Singapore 

offers multinational corporations very good conditions. Lack of corruption, political 

and financial stability, no restrictions on trade, a business friendly government,  an 

efficient bureaucracy and legal system, a well-developed infrastructure, the lack of an 

independent labor movement, low taxes and a government that is known to adhere to 

its commitments are strong incentives for foreign companies to locate subsidiaries to 

Singapore (Huff, 1999). 

Aside of foreign owned corporations the government maintains control over 

large government-linked and even owned corporations. From the development of the 

Jurong Industrial Estate, it was the government's firm conviction that it was necessary 

not  only  to  develop  the  infrastructure  for  industrialization  but  also  to  participate 

directly in industry.  Singapore maintains investment corporations such as Temasek 

Holding, which is used by the government to invest both in Singapore and abroad, and 

the  Government  of  Singapore  Investment  Corporation,  which  manages  foreign 

investments.  Through  Temasek,  the  Singapore  government  maintains  controlling 

shares in many large corporations,  many of which are closely linked to the ruling 

elite. For instance, Temasek, the largest investment company, is headed by Ho Ching, 

the  wife  of  Prime  Minister  Lee  Hsien  Loong.  Others  are  closely  associated  with 

prominent PAP politicians, who often hold directorships in multiple corporations at 

the same time.  

By 1983 the ruling elite in Singapore had developed, according to Linda Lim, 

into a “separate 'class' with motivations and interests independent of, and more than 

simply  intermediary  between,  those  of  capital  and  labor”  (Lim,  1983,  p.  761). 

Furthermore, she claims that the rewards of this new class stem from the share of 

profits of the state. She writes that “it comes from the power of control over the vast 

assets of the state itself,  and indirectly of the private sector as well,  and from the 

reflected glory of the very success the state has created in the economy” (Lim. 1983, 

p. 762).
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Even though the oil  crisis of 1973 slowed Singapore's  growth,  compared to 

other countries during this period, Singapore's growth rate continued at an impressive 

8.7 percent (LePoer, 1989). Furthermore, during the Asian financial crisis of 1997, 

Singapore fared much better than other countries in the region (Ngiam, 2000). Today, 

Singapore's  economy  is  still  performing  very  well,  especially  in  comparative 

perspective. An unemployment rate of 3.4 percent (2005), an annual growth at 7.6 

percent (2006), an annual inflation rate of one percent (2006) and an impressive third 

place  in  the  World  Competitiveness  Scoreboard 2006 (behind  the  U.S.  and  Hong 

Kong) are just a few indicators of Singapore's continuing economic viability. 

While Singapore’s success goes virtually unabated, economic slowdowns and 

perceived  short-comings  of  the  elite  have  created  opportunities  for  oppositional 

groups to challenge the ruling elite. This will be the focus of the next section.

5.1.3 The Significance of J.B. Jeyaretnam’s Victory in 1981

In the 1970s many observers were of the opinion that the one-party dominance of the 

PAP  was  unbreakable.  Socio-economic  changes,  higher  education,  the  growing 

complexity  of  the  society  among  other  factors,  however,  increasingly  posed  a 

challenge to the ruling party. The PAP was well aware of the rising pressure in the 

1970s and considered renewing the leadership as a way to incorporate the younger 

generation. Older members of the PAP were urged to retire, while many of the newer 

members  were  in  their  mid-thirties,  spoke  two  or  more  languages,  tended  to  be 

professionals  and  were  recruited  from  outside  of  the  party  (Shee,  1978).  These 

changes,  however,  were  not  enough  for  the  new  Middle  Class  that  had  become 

increasingly sophisticated and was now demanding an opposition as a check against 

the ruling party  (Chan, 1976).  The PAP monopoly in  parliament  was  shattered in 

1981, when the charismatic leader of the Workers' Party, J.B. Jeyaretnam, was elected 

to parliament in the Anson by-election. The election victory can be seen as the turning 

point  in  the  development  of  opposition  in  Singapore  because  it  proved  that  the 
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dominance of the ruling party could be broken. It was “a threshold in the political 

development of Singapore” (Mutalib, 2004, p. 137).

Even  though  this  victory  was  the  first  visible  sign  of  the  opposition’s 

success, this preceded the development of organized opposition in the 1970s. In June 

1971 the WP was completely reorganized and a new executive body was elected (The 

Workers’ Party  of  Singapore,  1971).  Joshua Benjamin Jeyaratnem, or  J.B.J.  as  he 

became popularly known, was made the Workers’ Party new Secretary General, which 

allowed “an aspiring politician little more than a convenient means of avoiding the 

bureaucratic hurdles of registering a new party” (Barr, 2003, p. 306). The manifesto of 

the  party  was  still  very  short  and  focused  overwhelmingly  on  the  economy  and 

national interests, issues that were at the core of the PAP’s agenda as well. This focus 

is evident from the beginning: “The Party intends to examine and assess the whole 

economic structure and in the light of this will institute a plan to further expand the 

programme of industrialization” (The Workers’ Party of Singapore, 1971). A small 

paragraph was, however, devoted to the lack of civil rights in Singapore:

The Party is aware that today in Singapore the individual enjoys none of the 
fundamental  freedoms  whatsoever  under  the  law.  We  are  committed  to 
restoring to the individual what have been termed his inalienable rights, the 
freedom to speak his mind and the freedom of association, to exercise such 
rights within the framework of the law, as opposed to the present dictatorial 
and  arbitrary  policies  of  the  present  Government.  We  do  not  think  it  is 
necessary  to  curtail  these  freedoms in  the  supposed interests  of  the  State 
(Ibid, 1971).

It becomes clear that the Workers' Party agreed with the goals of the ruling party but 

distanced itself from the means with which these goals were achieved. A problem 

with this approach was, however, that the WP now needed to convince the people that 

their  method would lead to  the same success.  Interestingly,  WP opposition to  the 

draconian policies is only seen in relation to the national interest, an argument that 

had been repeatedly made by the PAP.

The  WP,  therefore,  soon  changed  its  tactics.  For  instance,  the  1976  party 

manifesto  revealed  a  significant  shift  in  regard  to  civil  liberties.  The  party  now 

emphasized that the lack of civil  liberties was a question of the quality of life of 
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Singaporeans,  an  important  argument  for  the  younger  generation.  The  Manifesto 

states:  “We reiterate  our  belief  in  the concept  of  equality  before the law and the 

freedom of every individual to exercise the rights with which he is endowed because 

he is  a human being” (The Workers’ Party of Singapore,  1976).  Furthermore,  the 

Workers’ Party  made  it  clear  that  the  civil  liberties  are  part  of  the  Singaporean 

constitution and need to be restored. However, the party still did not state that the 

restoration of the “inalienable rights” would be in the interest of the country thereby 

establishing an alternative for the country. Overall, the manifesto presents the reader 

with many sensible reform proposals aimed at greater social equitability and social 

justice. The call for greater democracy is made not simply in legal terms but also with 

a  quote  from  Abraham  Lincoln:  “We  believe  that  Government  must  be  made 

accountable to the people and that the phrase "Government of the people,  for the 

people and by the people" is not mere cliché but a necessity” (Ibid.). While the new 

manifesto and a new slogan, “Towards a Caring Society”, increased interest in the 

opposition, the Workers’ Party and other parties did not succeed in the 1976 General 

Election or the 1977 and 1979 by-elections. It, though, was the strongest opposition 

party with 11.3 percent of the total votes (Mutalib, 2004, p. 134). 

Jeyeratnam’s slim by-election victory in 1981 came as a surprise to the ruling 

elite, which scrambled for reasons for the lost seat (Mutalib, 2004, p. 137).  There 

were  many  reasons  for  the  shift  of  the  oppositions'  fortunes  after  1981.  Most 

ostensibly,  the  prominent  Devan  Nair  had  resigned  from  the  seat  in  the  Anson 

constituency and the PAP had decided to nominate a relatively unknown “rich man’s 

son,” Pang Kim Hin (Mutalib, 2004, p. 136). Because of the growing dependence of 

the  population  on  the  state  for  services,  the  state's  performance  became the  most 

important source of legitimacy.  The Straits Times, for instance, considered housing 

issues  the  key  factor  (Straits  Times,  October  28,  1981).  The  official  opinion  also 

connected  the  victory  with  the  eviction  of  a  thousand  Anson  residents  and 

overcrowding of the poorest electorate. Barr, however, thinks that the deeper reason 

for the victory of Jeyeratnam was the disenchantment of the population (Barr, 2003, p. 
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307).  While the oil crisis of 1973 had only led to a mild recession, the government 

decided to introduce a modest wage policy, a decision that was reversed only in 1979. 

As long as the government was able to enhance economic and social development, it 

gained in support but when the economy suffered, a growing number of Singaporeans 

withdrew their support (Lim et.al., 1993). 

While the PAP attempted to regain its monopoly in parliament, the opposition 

continued to increase its influence. Lee Kuan Yew’s 1983 proposal for a “Graduate 

Mother  Scheme,” which sought  to  promote an increase in  the marriage and child 

bearing of higher educated women in order to stem the declining birth rate, was an 

important reason for the victory of three additional opposition candidates in the 1984 

election.  This  scheme  had  created  widespread  disapproval  of  the  government 

especially among the middle class. At the same time, the popular vote of the PAP 

declined until 1991, when only 61 percent of Singapore’s population voted for the 

PAP. 

Table 4: PAP Election Results and Elected Members of the Opposition in 
General Elections

Election Year 195
9

196
3

196
8

197
2

197
6

198
0

198
4

198
8

199
1

199
7

200
1

2006

Vote for PAP (%) 54.1 46.6 84.4 69.2 72.4 75.6 62.9 61.8 61.0 65.0 75.3 66.6
No.  of  elected 
opposition members

7 14 0 0 0 0 3 1 4 2 2 2

Source: www.singapore-elections.com (Information access: 07/15/06)

This decline motivated the government to introduce a ‘civic society’ in the 

early 1990s (Brown and Jones, 1995). The government wanted to reduce the need for 

increasing opposition representation as well as stimulate community participation for 

important social goals. In his famous 1991 speech, Minister for Trade and Industry 

Brigadier General George Yeo compared the state to a banyan tree, which had left no 

space for other independent groups. Yeo argued that the tree had to be pruned in order 

to  allow independent  groups  to  develop.  George Yeo added that  the  goal  of  civil 

society was the development of a Singapore identity:
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To create a sense of Singaporean-ness, citizens must do more things for them-
selves and be less reliant on the state. Selectively, the state has to withdraw, so 
that more space between the family and the state can be freed up for civil soci-
ety to grow and for intermediate organizations to develop. This is what we are 
trying to do now (Yeo, 2001). 

However, the minister also made it clear that giving greater independence to social 

groups had to be done selectively. These groups should limit themselves to civic con-

cerns and not lead to the development of interest groups, which might pressure the 

government for their own particularistic goals. Nevertheless, this change in govern-

ment  policy provided  new oppositional  groups  a  very narrow opening,  which  de-

veloped into a political opportunity for the opposition. The effects of this shift in gov-

ernment policy will be discussed more in detail in Chapter 9.

In conclusion, it  is important to note that the loss of the ruling party can be 

attributed to perceived short-comings of the regime. At first, economic problems were 

the greatest concern but later government elitism and a lack of willingness to allow 

alternative viewpoints provided political opportunities for the opposition. At the same 

time, the opposition has remained very weak. This is largely due to the institutions 

that  allow  Singapore's  leaders  to  maintain  their  hegemony  and  that  restrict 

oppositional groups which aim to remain within these institutional barriers.

5.2 The Institutional Structure

An institutional analysis of modern Singapore shares a great deal with that of Hong 

Kong in the late 1960s and 70s. The institutions are primarily geared so that the ruling 

party can stay in power. Furthermore, they also place restrictions on what kind of 

goals and strategies of oppositional groups are legitimate. The ruling elite groups in 

Singapore have been able to institutionalize an intricate mix of control and incentives, 

which have significantly weakened potential challengers. In the following sections, 

these institutions will be examined in detail. 

First,  researchers  have  suggested  that  Singapore’s  political  system can  be 
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characterized  as  a  bureaucratic  regime.  The regime maintains  rigid  developmental 

goals, which it tries to meet with the help of highly educated people. At the same 

time,  the  ruling  party  maintains  a  close  fusion  with  the  state,  which  can  best  be 

described as corporatist. This means that the recruiting of new decision makers occurs 

along lines of certain common beliefs,  something which will  also be explained in 

Chapter 7. It is important to understand that Singapore is a heavily regulated state 

with many rules and regulations that restrict oppositional groups from participating in 

the political process. When it comes to limits on oppositional behavior, the judiciary 

has played a particular role in Singapore. The repeated use of defamation law suits 

with the goal of bankrupting opposition politicians has placed the specter of the state's 

use of the judicial system for the maintenance of the authoritarian state. The judiciary, 

however, is also an important part of the legitimation strategy of the ruling elite as are 

elections.  In  Singapore,  elections  are  free  but  heavily  skewed  in  favor  of  the 

incumbent. 

5.2.1 Singapore’s Bureaucratic Regime

Similar  to  Hong  Kong,  Singapore's  political  system  can  be  characterized  as  a 

bureaucratic regime, because the “meaningful political arena is shifting, or has shifted 

to the bureaucracy” (Chan, 1975). In such a regime political decisions are made by a 

skilled,  efficient  bureaucracy  with  an  emphasis  on  scientific  management.  At  the 

same  time,  the  society  is  systematically  depoliticized.  Furthermore,  in  order  to 

achieve efficiency, the legislature is regarded as subservient to the executive (Thio, 

1999).  Bellows  (1985,  p.  56)  has  noted  that  “(u)nquestionably,  Singapore  is  an 

administrative state.” However,  he also notes that  despite  the superior  role  of the 

bureaucracy, the ministers still prevail. Decisions are made by a very small highly 

educated leadership.

Since independence the bureaucracy in Singapore has become the tool of the 

ruling party.  “PAP Government found that the public bureaucracy it  inherited was 

deficient  on  two  counts:  the  civil  servants  had  a  colonial  mentality  and  were 
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insensitive to the population at large; and they were hostile towards and afraid of the 

PAP” (Quah, 1975, p. 325). The goal of the PAP in the initial years was to create a 

bureaucracy that was ideologically conform with its own ideas and goals. Therefore 

the bureaucracy was “fully socialized in the developmentalist values” (Koh, 1997, p. 

120). From the beginning, the relationship between the PAP and the bureaucracy was 

very  close.  The  political  leadership  sought  to  engender  the  support  of  the 

administrators by a close working relationship, which included attempts to change the 

values of the bureaucrats and a recruitment policy that sought to include Chinese-

educated intellectuals. This then formed the basis for the close cooperation between 

the political leadership and the bureaucracy (Chan, 1976, p. 21). The government was 

able to successfully engender a shared identity of purpose with the ruling party, which 

sought to motivate the bureaucracy to become efficient (Koh, 1997).

Natasha  Hamilton-Hart  argues  that  the  bureaucracy  in  Singapore  has  only 

limited cohesion and is subordinate to the political elite. In her opinion, the state is 

less autonomous from the business sector as there is an informal network that links 

governmental actors and members of the business elite to form the governing elite. 

The real power, therefore, rests with the ministers who have been capable of averting 

any political pressure that has come from the bureaucracy (Hamilton-Hart, 2000, p. 

198). Oftentimes, members of the private and the public sector in top positions tend to 

move  from one  institution  to  the  other  without  little  difficulty.  Furthermore,  the 

government  intends  to  incorporate  members  of  the  private  sector  through 

directorships  on  government-linked  corporations  or  as  directors  of  public  sector 

boards.  She  concludes  that  “the  Singapore  governing  elite  spans  both  public  and 

private spheres,  with the two sectors linked by shared interests,  personal  ties  and 

overlapping career paths” (Hamilton-Hart, 2000, p. 201).

These close ties seem to invite corruption and massive rent seeking, which leads 

Hamilton-Hart  to  the  conundrum of  how the  government  has  continued  to  work 

efficiently and effectively. She argues that good government, in this context, is only 

maintained  through  a  system  of  informal  norms  that  emphasize  performance, 
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efficiency and effectiveness, which are sustained by a network of trusted individuals 

who place great emphasis on success as the basis for the incorporation of individuals 

into  the  political  elite.  It  is  true  that  the  governing  elite,  which  is  hierarchically 

organized, has been able to shape the various political institutions, be they formal 

such  as  the  bureaucracy  or  informal.  The  lack  of  transparency23 in  Singapore, 

however, eschews the ability of the observer to know whether the system is always 

following pragmatic rules or whether it can be changed in any direction. Even the 

general perception that Singapore is corruption free could be questioned on the basis 

that in an environment in which there is little knowledge of what is really going on 

within the elite, corruption remains just as intangible as almost anything else about 

the true workings of the Singapore government. The good government phenomenon, 

furthermore, has to be analyzed more in detail because it strongly depends on the 

government’s definition of good government and the perception of the government’s 

performance by other actors24. What is important for the strength of the ruling elite 

groups is the maintenance of the perception of good government.

In recent years, the image of the bureaucratic state has changed. Since the 

1990s there has been a growing demand within the bureaucracy to augment the top-

down approach to also allow for wider participation from lower ranks. Furthermore, 

bureaucrats  increasingly  consider  themselves  nonpartisan,  which  they  considered 

important in light of the existence of elected opposition members in parliament (Koh, 

1997). Koh argues that in recent years there has been a “managerialist revolution” 

within the administrative state. Whether this development poses a true challenge to 

the leaders remains to be seen. The fact that the PAP continues to threaten residents 

with the possibility of not upgrading their public housing estates if they vote for the 

opposition suggests that the bureaucracy still  adheres to the ideology of the ruling 

party (see 7.4.2). 

Furthermore, some have argued that in recent years Singapore's regime has 

23  For example there is little official information on the role of the government-linked organizations 
in the economy (Peebles and Wilson, 2002, p. 12).

24  This will be part of Chapters 7 and 9, which deal with ruling elite groups and oppositional groups 
respectively.
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become a military-administrative state. For example, Huxley argues: “By the 1990s, 

however,  Singapore  was  not  only  an  'administrative  state':  it  was  also  an 

administrative state in which senior active and reservist SAF officers came to fill key 

bureaucratic and political positions (Huxley, 2000). It is indeed noteworthy that there 

are  an  increasing  number  of  military  officials  in  politics  and  the  close  linkage 

between the political and the military sphere. Nevertheless, the military has remained 

subject to its civilian rulers even if the two sometimes overlap, which is similar to the 

relationship between the economic and the bureaucratic. However, the military fulfills 

the  role  of  training  young  men  to  be  obedient.  In  this  sense,  it  functions  as  an 

important tool of socialization and inculcation of the state's ideology. It is therefore 

not  surprising to see the high degree of prestige the military enjoys in  Singapore 

today. The National Day Parade is mainly a military parade and during the National 

Day festivities the military is proud to display its latest gadgets. 

5.2.2 State Corporatism in Singapore

While  most  researchers  have  understood  Singapore  as  a  prime  example  of  a 

bureaucratic state, the city-state has recently also been characterized as a corporatist 

state (Chalmers, 1992; Brown, 1993; Wiarda, 1996).  Brown (1993, p. 16) has noted 

that “Singapore can no longer be adequately comprehended in terms of the vocabulary 

of  the  administrative,  bureaucratic,  meritocratic  or  paternalist  state,  but  must  be 

conceived as shifting toward a form of consultative participatory politics which may 

best  be  denoted  by  the  concept  of  corporatism.”  During  the  1980s  corporatism 

became an increasingly important method for Singapore’s ruling party to counter the 

growing  challenges  from  oppositional  groups.  In  this  context,  corporatism  is 

understood as 

a  particular  set  of  policies  and  institutional  arrangements  for  structuring 
interest representation. Where such arrangements predominate, the state often 
charters or even creates interest groups, attempts to regulate their number, and 
give them the  appearance of  a  quasi-representational  monopoly  along with 
special prerogatives (Stepan, 1978, p. 46).
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Corporatism,  therefore,  is  an ideology that  places  the greatest  emphasis  on social 

unity, political order and economic development (Chalmers, 1992, p. 61). For this the 

state attempts to “harness and control the new social and political forces to which 

modernization  and  industrialization  give  rise:  emerging  labor  organizations,  new 

businessmen,  professionals  and  their  associations,  university  students,  and  former 

peasants who have flocked to the cities in search for jobs” (Wiarda, 1996, p. 84). 

Since  its  ascent  to  power,  the  ruling  party  in  Singapore  has  sought  to 

incorporate different interests into the state apparatus. Perhaps the best example for 

this is the attempt to incorporate business and labor interests into a tripartite alliance. 

Barr (2000, p. 480) noted that by the early 1980s the relationship between the state 

and the labor movement was marked by “modest, but nevertheless real elements of 

inclusion.”  The tripartite  alliance between the state,  the labor  unions  and industry 

therefore provide a good example for Singapore’s ‘hierarchical’ corporatism. The PAP 

and the labor union head organization, the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC), 

form an especially close relationship. It is not uncommon that the head of the union is 

also the chairman of the party. Furthermore, the union advertises the “benefits” of 

NTUC’s  symbiotic relationship on its website, which for instance is an absence of 

strikes (see illustration 2).
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Illustration 2: Strikes in Singapore

Source: Ministry of Manpower website, 2006 (Used with permission)

The goal of the labor  union is  not primarily  to bargain for workers’ rights  but to 

support the development project, which makes it “proud that the workers, as much as 

employers,  have  contributed  to  the  stability  and prosperity  of  Singapore”  (NTUC 

website, 2007). The labor movement, therefore, represents an important part in the 

corporate structure of the bureaucratic state and contributes to the depoliticization of 

the  society.  This  close  relationship,  furthermore,  eliminates  an  especially  potent 

candidate for a successful opposition movement. This has to be seen in contrast to 

Hong Kong, where the Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union (HKPTU) was one 

of the most active groups in the 1970s.

An  important  element  of  Singapore’s  form  of  corporatism  is  the  close 

connection between the state and the ruling People's Action Party, which has led to a 

synthesis  between  state  and party.  The  party  has  been  able  to  form such  a  close 

relationship with the various organs of the state because it dominated parliament ever 

since it was first elected in 1959. The PAP dominates parliament and can thus enact 

any rule changes that it considers necessary. For this reason, Singapore has even been 

compared to the Communist regimes in the former East Bloc, in which the political is 
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more important than the economic (Huntington,  1993). However,  in Singapore the 

ideology of the ruling elite is not Communism but pragmatism and developmentalism, 

which stresses the primary emphasis on the economy and technical leadership and 

denies  the  existence  of  politics  and  conflicts  of  interest.  This  has  allowed  the 

government  to  focus  entirely  on  the  economic  development  of  the  city-state.  The 

economist Huff (1999) has therefore concluded that  Singapore is a corporate state 

mainly run by technocrats, which has led to the designation “Singapore Inc.”

Finally, the most important aspect of the corporatist strategy is the co-option 

of the growing middle class into the political system. Modernization had created a 

greater demand for political  representation,  which led to a number of institutional 

innovations. While some of them have tried to skew the electoral process in favor of 

the  ruling  elite,  others  have  tried  to  establish  alternative  feedback  channels.  The 

former will be discussed briefly in the section on elections in Singapore. The latter is 

founded  on  the  need  of  an  authoritarian  regime  to  understand  the  wishes  of  the 

population and reducing potential  challenges to the ruling elite groups. The ruling 

elite  groups  have  tried  to  inculcate  in  the  population  the  idea  that  a  form  of 

communitarianism was preferable to liberal democracy. This was meant to stem the 

rising  demands  for  a  more  vocal  opposition and checks  and balances.  The  White  

Paper  on  Shared  Values from  1991  tried  to  institutionalize  authoritarian  “Asian 

values” that were meant to supersede supposedly negative Western values. In order to 

give these shared values the veneer of consultation,  the government consulted the 

Feedback Unit and the Institute of Policy Studies to gauge the “public” view (Mauzy 

and Milne, 2002). Despite the fact that the shared values continue until today, they 

seem to have failed to  create  a  greater  sense of  identification with the Singapore 

nation. 

From  the  perspective  of  the  Singaporean  leadership,  the  return  of  the 

opposition in  the 1980s was in part  regarded as a sign that the existing feedback 

channels,  the  Citizens  Consultative  Committees  (CCCs),  the  Community  Center 

Management Committees (CCMCs), Residents' Committees (RCs), Meet-the-People 
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sessions  and  the  option  for  normal  Singaporeans  to  become  a  representative  of 

Parliamentary Select Committees, were inadequate (Quah and Quah, 1989, p. 119). 

Thus  the  Feedback  Unit  was  set  up  in  1985  under  the  aegis  of  the  Ministry  of 

Community  Development,  Youth  and  Sports  to  allow  individual  Singaporeans  to 

voice their  opinion on policies and their  implementation.  The primary goal of the 

Feedback  Unit  is  the  attempt  to  channel  dissent  and  dissatisfaction  through 

institutions that the ruling elite controls (Rodan, 1996). Another function of the Unit, 

which  has  raised  skepticism  about  the  government’s  true  intentions,  is  the  unit’s 

emphasis  on  explaining  public  policy  (Chua,  1995,  p.  660).  This  created  the 

impression that the government was less interested in the views of the public and 

more in creating acceptance for its policies. 

Other institutions that were meant to identify the public will were created in 

1986  with  the  Town  Councils,  in  1987  with  the  Government  Parliamentary 

Committees (GPCs), and in 1988 with the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS). These 

institutions had one thing in common: they were organized from the top and allowed 

average Singaporeans very little influence over government decisions. For example, 

the IPS was established as a government think tank to analyze policies and conduct 

discussions.  The  Institute’s  primary  focus  was  and  still  is  the  multidisciplinary 

academic assessment of Singapore’s problems and opportunities.  The IPS is  not a 

populist institution and its goal is the achievement of long-term strategic targets. A 

member of the IPS, researcher Tan Khee Giap, wrote in 2007 that in order to solve 

Singapore’s present problems “the Government would have to undertake sound but 

unpopular policies. Ultimately, it is better to do things right than merely to be seen 

doing the right thing as the public perceives it.” The role of feedback in Singapore is 

not to influence policy but rather to test the impact that unpopular measures might 

have on the population. The IPS in particular serves as a safety valve for a regime that 

is afraid of losing the support of the people. 

Despite  numerous  attempts  to  understand  the  demands  of  the  Singaporean 

public,  the  government  still  seems not  to  have  fulfilled  its  goal.  Quah and Quah 
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(1989, p. 119) write that “there is a major flaw in the operation (of the Feedback Unit) 

as, although people may make their views known through official channels, the final 

policy decisions rest with the government.” This shortcoming is evident in most if not 

all of these institutions. For example, the creation of a Speakers’ Corner at Hong Lim 

Park, established on September 1, 2000, created the impression that Singapore was 

following the British example, but the government soon made it clear that there had to 

be rules attached to the use of the place. 

It is not possible to do away with regulations at Speakers' Corner as experience 
has shown outdoor talks can be used to incite large crowds to demonstrate or 
riot,  resulting in  loss  of  lives and property.  The regulation simply requires 
speakers to register to ensure accountability for their views (Keong, 2004).

The government, therefore, developed a short but pregnant list of restrictions on the 

use of the location. It was proclaimed that any speaker must be a Singapore citizen, 

must register her intention to speak before she makes her speech, refrain from using a 

microphone and not speak about sensitive topics such as religion or race (Singapore 

Government,  2000).  As  a  consequence,  the  significance  of  the  Speakers’ Corner 

quickly declined. Originally 400 people had signed up to speak in 2000, in 2004 there 

were only 89 speeches by 29 people (Huang, 2006). This rapid decline in the interest 

shows that the government’s restrictions and the potential threats associated with them 

have deterred most people from making use of this place.

While previous attempts to incorporate the public into these state sponsored 

institutions have not been very successful, the government continues to improve these 

venues. For instance, in 2006 the Feedback Unit was renamed “Reach,” which stands 

for Reaching Everyone for Active Citizenry @ Home. The PAP has stated that the 

new institution “is going beyond gathering public feedback, to raising the level of 

public engagement and promoting active citizenry” (PAP, 2006). This latest attempt to 

improve  communication  between  the  people  and  the  government  goes  beyond 

conducting dialog and tea sessions and the traditional media “to convey key issues”, 

to include modern technology such as SMS and Internet blogs to be able to receive 

information from the increasing number of Internet users in the country (Singapore 
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Government,  2006).  This  may be a difficult  goal  because the growing number of 

Internet authors value their independence from the government and therefore are not 

likely to be enticed to instead join a government controlled platform. The government, 

furthermore,  continues  to  believe  that  it  can  co-opt  members  of  the  middle  class 

without  significantly  relaxing  the  rules,  which  it  believes  are  necessary  for  the 

continuing stability of the city-state.

5.2.3 Laws and Regulations – Singapore as a “fine city”

The co-optation of the rising middle class has not been sufficient to maintain the 

hegemony of the ruling elite. In order to control oppositional activity, the rulers have 

frequently made use of draconian legislation aimed mostly at potential challengers. 

There  were  many  restrictive  laws  when  Singapore  was  controlled  by  the  British 

Empire. While in opposition, the People's Action Party had called for an end to laws 

such as the Emergency Regulations, which allowed for arrest without warrant. Once 

elected,  the  PAP retained  these  laws,  amended  them and  introduced  similar  new 

legislation. This was a crucial aspect in the party's strategy of achieving its dominant 

position in Singapore.

Today,  Singapore  is  a  country  in  which  nearly  every  aspect  of  societal, 

political, and cultural life is controlled by laws and regulations. This is well expressed 

in the common statement “Singapore is a 'fine' city,” meaning that there is a fine for 

nearly everything, even for not flushing a toilet. This sentence is so famous that it has 

become part  of Singapore culture  and is  printed on T-shirts,  cups,  etc.  When you 

travel with the subway, the MRT, you will have to notice the large prohibition signs, 

which in contrast to many other places in the world are already marked with the fine 

you will have to pay if you do not comply with the regulation. The sign displays the 

fine for smoking,  which is  S$1000, eating and drinking,  which is  S$500, and the 

possession of flammable goods, which is S$5000. Strangely, the last item on the sign, 

the possession of Durians, does not carry a price tag. Symbolically, this may indicate 
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an element of arbitrariness that persists in the Singapore legal system, which is most 

evident in  political  trials,  which lead to verdicts  that  are  disproportionate to other 

misdemeanors. 

Since the need for economic growth has played a superior role, regulations have 

often served to enhance the economic position of Singapore. While social values are 

considered important,  they are  regarded as  only  secondary to  the demands  of  the 

tourist industry. For example, while Singapore is a very conservative society and even 

the possession of pornographic material is forbidden, institutionalized prostitution has 

been officially sanctioned by the government, presumably to cater to the stream of 

tourists passing through Singapore. Similarly, despite considerable opposition from 

average Singaporeans the government has decided to attract casinos to Singapore. In 

order to “protect” society, the government has implemented control mechanisms. The 

sex trade is limited to the Geylang district,  which potentially creates problems for 

married men who get caught there. Furthermore, in recent years the government has 

decided  to  install  closed-circuit  television  cameras  in  the  area.  The  government's 

decision  to  allow  casinos  in  Singapore  is  similarly  accompanied  by  a  control 

mechanism. Singaporeans unlike foreign tourists planning to gamble in these casinos 

will have to pay an entrance fee. 

In the political arena, laws have sought to depoliticize the process as much as 

possible without losing the veneer of a parliamentary democracy. The following is a 

non-exhaustive list of rules and regulations directly or indirectly regulating the ability 

of political actors or groups. Many of these regulations exist in other states and are 

comparable to Hong Kong's laws discussed in the previous chapter.  
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Table 5: Selected Laws Restricting Oppositional Activity

Law Introduced Major aspects

Films Act 1981 requires  a  license  for  importing,  making, 
distributing or exhibiting films

Internal Security Act (ISA) 1960 arrest  without  warrant  and  detention 
without trial

Law of Defamation 1871 anything that could possibly be interpreted 
as defamatory is covered by this law

Miscellaneous  Offences 
(Public  Order  And 
Nuisance) Act

1906 requires  a  license  of  any  assembly  or 
procession in a public space

Newspaper  and  Printing 
Presses Act (NPPA)

1974 requires a license for owning and using a 
printing press

Parliamentary Elections Act 1954 regulates  the  process  of  an  election,  for 
example  sets  rules  about  election 
advertisements,  forbids  exit  polls  and 
election surveys during election time

Public  Entertainments  and 
Meetings Act

1973 any public entertainment must be licensed 
by the government

Public  Order (Preservation) 
Act

1958 allows for the declaration of any area to be 
in a state of danger to public order

Sedition Act 1948 any  publication  or  words  that  “bring  into 
hatred or contempt or to excite disaffection 
against the Government” 

Societies Act 1967 organizations of 10 people or more must be 
registered;  groups  not  registered  as 
politically  organizations  may  not  act  in  a 
political manner

Undesirable  Publications 
Act

1967 against  publications  that  depict  sex, 
violence  or  that  are  negative  against 
religion or racist 

Important restrictions on oppositional activity can be categorized into two types: the 

first restricts the organizational base of the group and the second is targeted at the 

ability of groups to pursue their goals and strategies. In the first category, the Societies 

Act requires that organizations of ten or more people must be registered as a society. 

It has been used to prohibit groups that are deemed contrary to the national interest. 

The  government  has  made  use  of  the  law  to  ban  religious  organizations  such  as 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Unification Church, and the Divine Light Mission (Mauzy, 
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2006). It has also been applied to ban the gay rights group People Like Us (see Ch. 7). 

Its  major  impact  on  oppositional  behavior,  however,  stems  from  a  more  recent 

innovation: groups registered under the Societies Act may only pursue political targets 

if the group is explicitly registered as a political group. This happened to two groups, 

the Open Singapore Centre and Think Centre. This requirement restricted the groups’ 

ability  to  receive  funding  because  it  disallowed  financial  support  from  foreign 

sources.  It  thus  acts  similar  to  the  Parliamentary  Elections  Act,  which  limits 

fundraising of political parties.

Secondly, the ability of groups to pursue their goals and strategies is hampered 

by  a  number  of  informal  rules  and  laws.  As  a  first  indication  that  groups  or 

individuals have transgressed the limits of the system, the government provides out-

of-bounds  markers  (OB  markers).  James  Gomez  (2000,  p.  71)  writes  that  “by 

subscribing to the idea of OB markers, people abandon their constitutional rights or 

risk having such rights abused.” Laws that regulate expression include the Law of 

Defamation,  the  Undesirable  Publications Act,  Films Act,  Newspaper and Printing 

Presses Act (NPPA), Public Entertainments and Meetings Act and the Sedition Act. 

These laws make it possible that any content may be censored by the authorities. They 

motivate individuals to employ self-censorship in regard to sensitive topics. In case 

people transgress, it is possible that they will pay severe fines or even are imprisoned. 

Especially,  political expression has been heavily controlled. For example, while the 

arts have experienced increasing liberalization in recent years, political content is still 

largely avoided. A recent documentary film on Dr. Chee Soon Juan was banned from 

a local film contest because it was considered a “party political film.” Furthermore, 

the Law of Defamation has been used against opposition politicians, who were forced 

into bankruptcy due to the severe fines awarded to the plaintiffs. Since bankrupts are 

not allowed to contest elections this has also effectively weakened the organization of 

these groups.

On the one hand these regulations have severely weakened the organizational 

base and placed great limits on the goals and tactics of oppositional groups. On the 
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other, however, the government has not resorted to a violent crackdown of dissidents. 

Mauzy has asserted that “(d)espite these draconian laws, the Singaporean government 

has not committed any serious violations of individual civil rights” (Mauzy, 2006, p. 

56). While it may be debatable what is considered a serious violation of civil rights, 

Singapore has carefully avoided a potential human rights fiasco that could have led to 

international  condemnation.  Other  cases  suggest  that  aggressive  repression  of  the 

opposition can increase its strength because it eventually leads to the cooperation of 

very  diverse  interests  groups,  who  only  share  their  opposition  to  the  regime.  An 

example of this can be found in Taiwan's Tangwai movement of the mid-1970s and 

early 1980s. The members of this movement shared the memory of the so-called 228 

incident of 1948, in which thousands of Taiwanese civilians had been massacred. 

5.2.4 An Independent Judiciary?

The PAP leaders consider  an independent  judiciary crucial  for economic progress. 

They  want  Singapore  to  be  regarded  in  contrast  to  arbitrary  rule  in  neighboring 

countries.  An independent  judiciary  is  important  for  attracting  foreign  investment 

because  it  guarantees  security  for  investments.  For  example,  the  Singapore 

government guarantees that intellectual property rights are not violated, an especially 

important  concern of the entertainment  or the software industry.  This has become 

increasingly important as the country has moved from mass production to attracting 

high-tech companies. Furthermore, the lack of favoritism of local industry in court 

decisions is an important reason for foreign companies to locate regional headquarters 

to Singapore. A biased judicial system, therefore, would have greatly undermined the 

developmental plans of the government.

The  government  has  been  successful  in  promoting  the  image  of  an 

independent and impartial judiciary.  For example,  the  Heritage Foundation,  which 

constantly rates Singapore as the second freest  economy in the world (after  Hong 

Kong), commented on Singapore's legal system:
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Singapore's  investment  laws  are  clear  and  fair.  Foreign  and  domestic 
businesses  are  treated  equally,  there  are  no  production  or  local  content 
requirements,  and  nearly  all  sectors  are  open  to  100  percent  foreign 
ownership.
(...)
The  court  system is  very  efficient  and  strongly  protects  private  property 
(Kane, et.al., 2007, p. 334).

Another example of this perception is reflected in the 1993 World Competitiveness 

Report, conducted by the World Economic Forum, which rated Singapore first place 

for confidence in the judicial system (ST, September 26, 1993). Mauzy (2006, p. 56) 

has,  furthermore,  noted  that  “Singapore's  judicial  system has  received  some high 

international praise.” The praise for Singapore’s judicial system, such as in the case of 

the World Economic Forum, comes from opinion surveys conducted among business 

people (Seow, 1997). The government has also been successful in making Singapore 

largely free of corruption, which is reflected in the annual corruption perception index 

conducted  by  Transparency  International.  Therefore  many  argue  that  government 

officials, which include judges, know their limits and accept them (Mauzy and Milne, 

2002).  Furthermore,  it  has  been  argued  that  in  comparison  to  Malaysia’s  judicial 

system, Singapore’s is comparatively more independent because the courts’ have been 

able to state their constitutional goals more clearly (Seu, 1992). Finally, the judiciary 

also considers itself to be a fair and just arbiter of justice. The new chief justice, Chan 

Sek Keong, promised in his welcome address to be determined “to uphold the rule of 

law and respect for the integrity of the law and a fair judicial process are also well 

known to the legal community” (Chan, 2006; Chao, 2007).

The  regime  has  been  intent  on  protecting  the  perception  that  Singapore’s 

judiciary is independent. Even when someone merely suggests that the judiciary could 

be biased, the rulers are bent on destroying the critic. The American economist Dr. 

Christopher  Lingle,  who was  on  a  scholarly  visit  in  Singapore,  had  to  make this 

experience  when  he  wrote  in  an  article  in  the  International  Herald  Tribune on 

October  7,  1994  that  some  unnamed  “intolerant  regime”  in  Asia  relied “upon  a 

compliant judiciary to bankrupt opposition politicians.” The Singapore government 
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sued the Tribune and Dr. Lingle and during legal proceedings attempted to prove that 

the economist could only have had Singapore in mind. The message was clear: the 

ruling elite would not accept assertions that Singapore's judiciary could be biased in 

favor of the regime.

There have, however, been critics of the judiciary, who have largely focused 

on two areas: judicial appointments and the allegation that judges are compliant in 

regard to the law of defamation (Mauzy and Milne, 2002). As Eugene Kheng-Boon 

Tan makes clear Singapore’s judicial system is marked by a dichotomy in which two 

different  law  systems  can  be  discerned.  Universalism,  he  argues,  is  an  important 

feature of commercial law while cultural relativism is applied to civil rights or the 

civil society. 

Characterised by universal applicability and conformity to international norms 
'universalism' distinguishes the legal regime governing economic activity in 
Singapore. On the other hand, cultural relativism and a communitarian-based 
understanding of rights and obligations are features of the approach towards 
law relating to the rights of the individual (Tan, 2000, p. 91-92).

This entailed the formation of an indigenous, or autochthonous, legal system. With a 

two thirds majority in parliament the PAP was able to quickly introduce changes to 

Singapore’s legal system. In 1969, the jury system was abolished and cases are now 

heard by a single judge and in 1994 the ability to appeal to the Privy Council was also 

rescinded. 

Therefore, criticism about the use of defamation lawsuits against members 

of the opposition and the changes in the legal system, which gave power to a very 

small number of people, has led defendants of Singapore's regime to the claim that 

this  is  a  feature  of  a  particularly  Singaporean  judicial  system.  While  it  became 

expedient  for  business  reasons  to  maintain  the  British  system,  the  authoritarian 

elements of Singapore’s political system required greater flexibility in dealing with 

rising oppositional pressure. Constitutional lawyer Kevin Tan notes: 

What human rights groups and international non-governmental organisations 
criticise is our public law record, meaning things such as constitutional law, 
criminal law, anything involving the state. They are not concerned with the 
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commercial areas, as our record is very good for dealing with these matters. 
(Straits Times, Oct 25, 1997)

Jayasuriya (1996, p. 377) describes the legal system in East Asian countries, of which 

he considers Singapore to be a part, as a “managerial and technocratic device for the 

effective organization of the market and the state.” The law is used to accomplish the 

developmental goals of the state. This type of judicial system is described as “rule 

through law rather than the rule of law” (Ibid, p. 379). Dr. Chee (2007) agrees with 

Jayasuriya's description of Singapore's legal system when he states that there is “rule 

by law instead of rule of law.” 

Worthington’s research, furthermore, found that the judiciary sees its own role 

in relation to the executive. He writes that “the judicial system has been hegemonized 

by a number of political and bureaucratic strategies, and interprets its role in terms of 

the overall goals of the political executive” (Worthington, 2001, p. 133). Thio has also 

noted that “There is an explicit deference to executive concerns pertaining to public 

order  and  national  development  policy”  (Thio,  1999,  p.  204).  The  judiciary  is, 

however, not an institution that is controlled by the government but a compromise 

between the need to have an esteemed judicial system and the goal of controlling a 

rising  opposition.  Worthington,  therefore,  sees  the  independence  of  the  judiciary 

contingent on its willingness to follow the wishes of the executive in political cases 

(Ibid.). 

A major problem of this two pronged legal approach is that human rights 

cases could influence the image of the legal system as a whole. A recent case between 

a  Canadian  company  and  a  Singapore  company  shows  that  the  perception  of 

Singapore's  judiciary as being compliant  in  political  cases  has  potential  economic 

consequences. The Canadian natural oil company EnerNorth alleges that it should not 

have to pay the $5.4 million it was required to pay to a Singapore company called 

Oakwell Engineering after losing a trial in Singapore. While EnerNorth lost its case 

after appealing to the Canadian Supreme Court, the spotlight on the short-comings of 

Singapore's  judicial  system  created  negative  media  coverage,  which  may  have 
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influenced some foreign investors.

In  the  meantime,  opposition  member  Dr.  Chee  Soon  Juan  and  the  Far 

Eastern  Economic  Review are  still  the  object  of  what  appear  to  be  politically 

motivated  court  cases.  The  Singapore  Democratic  Party  has  documented  on  its 

website how the legal system is used against members of the opposition. The party, 

for  instance,  alleges  that  important  cases  are  decided with summary judgments  in 

order to avoid a lengthy trial, that the prosecution commits serious mistakes without 

consequences  and  that  judges  and  prosecutors  often  exchange  positions  creating 

potential conflicts of interest. 

The lawyer representing Lee Kuan Yew alleged that an article in FEER had 

claimed  that  the  Singaporean  government  had  used  defamation  lawsuits  to  hide 

corruption. To this the magazine responded:

Mr. Lee certainly has an impressive record of suing his critics, as do other 
Singaporean officials,  but since we don’t  believe he is  corrupt,  we could 
hardly have meant that these lawsuits were intended to conceal corruption. 
Rather  we  asked  the  question,  one  that  is  legitimate  and  in  the  public 
interest, whether Singaporean officials have used libel lawsuits as a tool to 
suppress legitimate criticism.

In the opinion of the Singapore government, however, criticism of the judicial system 

is not legitimate. The use of libel is justified by the need to maintain the dignity of the 

leaders, who need to concentrate on delivering economic progress and social stability.

5.2.5 Elections and Opposition in a Singaporean Democracy

Democratic elections, which are largely free and secret, have played a pivotal role in 

contributing significantly to the legitimacy of the ruling elite. After elections, the PAP 

is able to assert that it has the mandate of the people, as did Prime Minister Lee Hsien 

Loong after his first election victory in 2006: “We thank all of you for supporting me 

and my colleagues on my PAP team for electing me with a strong mandate, selecting 

us with a strong mandate” (qt. in: CNA, May 7, 2006). 

Elections  in  Singapore  allow the  government  to  maintain its  claim that  it  is 

140



ruling in the interest of the people. A mandate is important to any kind of regime, as 

Reinhard Bendix (1978, p. 4) explains: 

In our time, not only democracies but military regimes, dictatorships, and even 
constitutional monarchies are legitimized by claims of popular mandate. Indeed, 
other ways of justifying authority have become inconceivable.

Since the popular  mandate  in  Singapore is  achieved through periodic  elections,  it 

serves as an important mechanism of social control, including the possibility to co-opt 

potential opposition. 

Elections in Singapore are skewed heavily in favor of the ruling party, virtually 

guaranteeing the reelection of the ruling party. Aside from the normal incumbency 

effect,  the  ruling  party  has  resorted  to  a  number  of  tactics  to  ensure  its  election 

victory. For instance, in recent elections the government has announced the election 

date  only  nine  days  ahead,  which  has  limited  the  ability  of  opposition  parties  to 

campaign.  The plurality  voting system, furthermore,  has placed constraints  on the 

chances of opposition candidates of being elected. Additionally the government has 

frequently used the tactic of gerrymandering to increase support for members of the 

ruling party. Moreover the introduction of group representative constituencies (GRCs) 

with  an  amendment  to  the  Parliamentary  Elections  Act  in  1988,  purportedly  to 

guarantee  an  ethnic  balance  in  parliament,  has  raised  the  bar  for  challengers  to 

compete  in  elections  because  it  requires  a  team of  candidates  to  contest  a  single 

district. Despite the enormous challenges to opposition resources, a number of GRCs 

have been contested but the Opposition has never been able to secure a seat in these 

districts.  GRCs originally were designed for three candidates but have progressively 

been  enlarged  in  subsequent  elections.  Today,  most  of  the  seats  in  parliament  are 

elected in multi member districts with five or six candidates.  Last but not least, the 

government has been willing to employ nearly any method from cash handouts to 

threats to convince the electorate. This will, however, be explained more in detail in 

Chapter 7.

In addition to attempts to manipulate the electoral process in order to ensure 

election victories for the ruling elite, there have also been a number of measures that 
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sought to reduce the need to elect opposition members to parliament. First of all, in 

order to stem the increasing numbers of opposition politicians in parliament during 

the  1980s,  the  Non-Constituency  Member  of  Parliament (NCMP)  scheme  was 

introduced in 1984. It was initially designed to give the top opposition losers a seat if 

less than three opposition members had won. This scheme not only intended to fulfill 

the wishes of the people for opposition members in parliament but also to weaken 

“the sentiment for  electing more opposition members” (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 

144). An NCMP could vote on all bills except on funding bills, vote of no confidence, 

and constitutional amendments. The Opposition parties initially opposed the scheme 

because  they  felt  that  NCMPs  members  might  feel  indebted  to  the  government 

because they were selected by the government  and secondly that  the scheme was 

meant to weaken the opposition and thus maintain the status quo (Mutalib, 2004, p. 

327).  Additionally,  in 1990 the government introduced the Nominated Member of 

Parliament (NMP) scheme, which was yet another attempt to respond to the demand 

for alternative voices in parliament. Initially there were up to six NMPs, which were 

to be nominated for two years after which they could be reappointed. In 1997, the 

government increased the number of NMPs to nine. 

Finally, the introduction of the elected presidency in 1993 appeared at first to 

be  a  step  toward  greater  democratization.  The  office  was  meant  to  check  on  the 

government and allow the people a greater voice in parliament. In reality, however, 

the PAP's goal was also to retain some power in case an election might eventually lead 

to a victory of the opposition. In terms of legitimacy, the office had very little impact 

because the criteria for running for president were set very high. As a result  only 

established candidates are selected for the office. So it came as no surprise that in 

1993 interest for the new office was very limited. Hussin Mutalib described the goal 

of the elected presidency as “one of many institutions and policies which have been 

introduced to contain and channel a better educated and more demanding electorate 

from pressuring the government to purchase political goodwill by dipping into the 

financial reserves” (Mutalib, 1997, p. 169). 
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For the ruling elite, elections also serve as a reassertion to the political elite 

that they are performing well. The fear of losing any popular support has, therefore, 

resulted in a strong response from the ruling party against any kind of opposition. 

This was most evident in the 1980s, when the government increasingly resorted to 

repression  against  opposition  politicians,  the  foreign  press,  and  other  critical 

commentary. 

The existence of elections has an additional function: They at least theoretically 

allow for a choice between a number of different candidates. In reality, this has meant 

that are a number of oppositional parties regularly contest elections. The two most 

prominent  are  the  Workers’ Party  and the  Singapore  Democratic  Party,  while  the 

former is the most organized party with the greatest success so far. Presently there is 

one elected member of the Workers’ Party in Parliament and one Nominated Member 

of Parliament, while the former SDP politician Chiam See Tong, now a member of his 

newly founded Singapore People’s Party, is the only other elected opposition member 

in parliament. Elections thus provide an opportunity for oppositional groups to take 

part in Singapore politics.

5.3 Explaining Political Stability

The degree of stability in Singapore exceeds that of Hong Kong in the 1970s to the 

extent  that  nothing in  Singapore  ever  appears  to  happen by accident  (Vennewald, 

1994a, p. 32). This is the case even though there are many factors which potentially 

could  create  a  very  unstable  situation,  such  as  a  multi-ethnic  and  multi-religious 

society, lack of a liberal democratic system, and a very competitive economic system 

with an increasing divide between super-rich and poor (Burton, 2006). Many writers 

have  confronted  the  question  of  why  Singapore’s  political  regime  has  remained 

exceedingly  stable  despite  the  pressures  of  modernization.  These  reasons  can  be 

grouped  into  five categories:  cultural  characteristics,  geopolitical  aspects,  class 

structures, ruling elite effectiveness and opposition weakness.

The first line of argumentation attributes the stability of the Singapore regime 
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to cultural reasons. On the one hand, there is the suggestion of cultural relativism, 

which suggests that,  Singapore,  as part  of an ancient Asian cultural  region,  is  not 

suitable for democracy. This is mostly advanced by the ruling elite, which claims that 

so-called “Asian values” are essentially the root cause of stability. Singaporeans, it is 

argued,  are  genetically  inclined  to  strive  for  a  society  based  on  consensus  and 

cooperation. Conflict in this context is an aberration borne out of unstable times. One 

of  the  first  proponents  of  the  Asian  values  discourse  was  Lee  Kuan  Yew,  who 

considered Confucian ethics as part of Singapore's economic success and the reason 

for why Singaporeans reject notions of so-called “Western” democracy. Michael D. 

Barr has argued that “Asian values,” like his earlier idea of socialism, were for Lee 

Kuan Yew only a means to an end, namely creating prosperity and a social consensus 

(Barr, 1998). Others have argued that Asian values accompany the state's attempt to 

co-opt  the  rising  middle  class  and  to  avoid  democratization  because  of  cultural 

differences  (Thompson,  2001).  Elsewhere  Thompson  (2004)  also  argues  that  in 

Singapore, “Asian values” were only used to to justify authoritarianism after the city-

state had become a developed country, which shows that these ideological claims do 

not provide legitimacy to the regime.

Furthermore,  there  is  the  argument  that  stability  is  caused  by  the  political 

culture of Singapore. Similar to Hong Kong, it  is suggested that the population is 

apathetic and entirely depoliticized, pursuing material benefits for themselves. When 

visiting  Singapore  it  also  becomes  evident  that  many  people,  especially  native 

Singaporeans, would prefer to avoid the topic of politics. However, it should be noted 

that political culture is rooted within a system and is influenced by the ruling elite. 

Vennewald (1994a), therefore, has argued that the reason for this is the centralization 

of power in the state, which causes individual citizens to resign from politics.

A second reason relates to Singapore’s geography, which is often neglected in 

studies on Singapore. The argument considers Singapore's size and its  geopolitical 

situation as a trading partner an important factor for regime stability (Mauzy, 2006). 

For instance, there is very little pressure for democratization from outside sources. In 
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some cases, foreign countries have even supported Singapore's authoritarian regime. 

Only  recently,  the  George  W.  Bush  administration  has  lauded  Singapore  as  an 

example for the rest of Asia (Taipei Times, Nov. 17, 2006). Even if this strengthens the 

ruling elite group, it  does not entirely explain the level of political activity as the 

present  comparative  study  shows.  Despite  very  little  pressure  from  outside, 

oppositional groups in Hong Kong increasingly challenged the government during the 

1970s.

A third argument suggests that Singapore's authoritarian regime remains stable 

because it has the support of the middle class. Modernization theory suggests that 

economic development produces a middle class, whose interests are the establishment 

of a democracy (see Chapter 2). Rodan suggests that the middle class in Singapore 

has sought autonomy from the state but has found this in the shopping malls and not 

in parliament. Furthermore, the moderate demands of the rising middle class to the 

state are due to “Singapore state's ability to heavily condition the avenues of effective 

capital accumulation” (Rodan, 1996, p. 39). Elsewhere, Rodan (1992) also argues that 

the middle class has been a major  beneficiary of PAP policies.  The government’s 

intervention in the economy, the size of government linked corporations GLCs, and 

the official ideology of paternalism have enabled the ruling elite groups to maintain 

control over the demands from professional activists. The class based approach is able 

to trace the structural conditions that maintain the regime’s status quo.

Fourthly, scholars have suggested that the strength and cohesion of the ruling 

elite groups is responsible for the stability of the regime. This augments the class 

based approach because it highlights the importance of leadership and organizational 

structures. The effective strategies of the regime to deal with social and economic 

problems as well as the ability to deliver the economic goals can be attributed to the 

goals and tactics of the ruling elite groups (Mutalib, 1997). According to this opinion, 

the  outcome  has  been  that  people  are  content  with  the  success  of  the  PAP.  The 

economic performance and the efficiency of the government  guarantee continuing 

support  (Neher,  1999).  There is  no doubt  that  economic success and performance 
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contribute  to  the  legitimacy  of  the  regime.  The  opposite,  namely  the  lack  of 

performance in the form of economic problems has created the opportunity for the 

return  of  the  opposition.  Despite  many  problems  the  government  has  firmly 

maintained power, which was achieved by combining co-option with severe coercion 

and the threat thereof. Furthermore, from the viewpoint of the ruling elite groups, 

continuing PAP domination of politics is essential for the survival of the nation. In 

their opinion, the ability to confront the ‘national threat’ was proven in the struggle 

against Communism as well as communalism (Quah and Quah, 1989). Chan Heng 

Chee has already made this clear in 1971 (p. 11): 

The survival of the political system will depend on the ability of the leadership 
to handle both the economic and political  problems so that the established 
political will be accepted as effective and legitimate and a change of system 
will be unnecessary.

Some  have  argued  that  the  survivalist  claims  no  longer  serve  as  a  possible 

legitimation for the political system with its focus on developmentalist goals (Koh, 

1997). However, the PAP still portrays various problems, such as the Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) crisis of 2003 or the water dispute with Malaysia, as 

national  crises,  which  threaten  the  survival  of  Singapore.  This  suggests  that  to  a 

certain degree the ideology of survivalism still legitimizes the ruling elite’s hold of 

power, at least in their own perception (Ortmann, 2004).

Finally,  from  the  viewpoint  of  oppositional  groups,  the  legitimacy  of  the 

system and the ideology of the ruling elite create a submissive opposition that has 

largely accepted the institutional structure that cripples it. The opposition is very weak 

and therefore there is a lack of a credible alternative. On the one hand, the weakness 

of the opposition can be attributed to the effective control of the ruling elite groups. 

This  goes  beyond what  William Case  (2005)  has  called  “artful  manipulations” to 

selective  repression  of  oppositional  behavior,  which  serves  as  a  warning  against 

anyone wanting to get involved in politics. On the other hand, the ability of the one-

party state to effectively plan for the long-term future has created a sense that the 

government can do everything. In such a system, it is difficult for the opposition to 
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promote a credible alternative. 

A complete explanation for Singapore’s stability needs to combine structural 

factors with an analysis of the behavior of ruling elite groups and oppositional groups. 

Table 6 displays the perceptions and policy dispositions of the two groups as well as 

the  resulting  goals  and  tactics.  On  the  one  hand,  oppositional  groups  are  weak, 

marked by a  sense of  powerlessness  and fear  and  due to  their  tendency to  avoid 

conflict  pursue  mostly  reform-oriented  goals  and  institutionalized  tactics.  This 

behavioral  pattern  is  reflected  in  the  ideal-typical  “imperial  image”.  On the  other 

hand, the ruling elite groups are cohesive and consider themselves superior, which has 

led  to  paternalist  dispositions.  The  emphasis  on  developmentalism  has,  at  times, 

required coercion against potential challengers, whenever co-option was not feasible. 

This  can best  be  described in  terms of  the  perceptional  category  of  the  “colonial 

image”. These prevailing perceptions contribute to our understanding of why there 

has been very little contentious politics in Singapore.

Table 6: Political Images in Singapore

Group 
strength

Emotions and policy 
disposition

Goals and tactic

Strong Imperial Image 

(Oppositional groups)

split, 
weak

desire  for  stability, 
fear,  avoid  conflict, 
submission

reform  goals  and 
institutionalized  tactics 
dominate

Strong Colonial Image

(Governing groups)

cohesive, 
strong

sense  of  superiority, 
paternalistic 
dispositions,  sense 
of legitimacy

Developmentalist  goals 
and a mix of co-option and 
overt coercion

5.4 Summary and Outlook

In  summary,  this  chapter  has  shown  that  the  political  opportunity  structure  in 

Singapore  slowly  shifted  in  favor  of  the  opposition.  The  government’s  successful 

economic policies and the capacity of the government to resort to a high degree of 

social control have, however, limited the ability of oppositional groups to engage the 

state.  The  developments  have  created  a  situation  in  which  a  strong and powerful 
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group of elites dominates a state where social movements can hardly bloom. The laws 

and regulations and the judiciary are skewed against any kind of political activism and 

protest. Furthermore, the existence of democratic elections and the use of feedback 

institutions have strengthened the ruling elite groups because they have increased the 

regime’s legitimacy. 

In the next chapter, Hong Kong's ruling elite groups will be analyzed. Similar 

to the Singaporean elite, which is the focus of Chapter 7, the Hong Kong elite was 

strong and cohesive.  However,  unlike in  Singapore,  there  was a  division between 

expatriate  administrators  and the local  Chinese businessmen.  Common values  and 

goals, however, created enough common ground within the ruling elite. While this 

allowed the government to introduce massive social programs to fulfill the demands 

of an increasingly assertive population, the lack of unity created serious problems for 

the efficiency of these programs. The latter can to a large extent be blamed for the 

increase of political contention during this era.
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Chapter 6

The Behavior of Ruling Elite Groups in Hong Kong

This chapter will first introduce the ruling elite groups. Then there will be an analysis 

of the members of the local ruling elite groups, namely the government and business 

groups, as well as others that collaborated with the government. The leaders of these 

groups  are  more  difficult  to  assess  because  except  for  the  governor  and  leading 

administrators, the local leaders left public affairs to the government and the decisions 

were made behind closed doors. We can notice, however, that there was a difference 

between those that advocated greater involvement in the society and those that were 

opposed to restricting Hong Kong's free market. Because the governor, who was an 

advocate of the former, depended on the support of the business leaders, he had to 

balance between interventionism and laissez-faire.  The incentives for the group to 

continue this precarious relationship were mostly the need for stability and the ability 

to maintain the status quo. The internal communication within the ruling elite groups 

was often marked by a gap between different groups. Furthermore, the government 

was unable to monopolize external communication. 

In the third part of this chapter, it  will be shown that the perceptions of the 

ruling  elite  groups  closely  mirrored  that  of  the  “colonial  image”.  A  sense  of 

superiority was wide-spread, especially among expatriates, which led to paternalistic 

dispositions. The overall success of the government, furthermore, added to a sense of 

legitimacy. Finally, in the last part of this chapter, we will turn our attention to the 

goals and tactics of the power-holders. The government emphasized social progress 

and used coercion sparingly and outside of the public eye. Instead, the government 

sought to co-opt members of the opposition into various government institutions. In 

times of intense conflict, the government also showed a willingness to compromise.  
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6.1 Ruling Elite Groups in Hong Kong

On the  one hand there  was  the  colonial  administration,  which  was dominated  by 

expatriates  but  increasingly  became  localized.  It  has  been  argued  that  the  civil 

servants, which were organized hierarchically with a small leadership, developed into 

the ruling elite (Huque et.al., 1998). On the other hand, these administrators had to 

seek the support of the pro-British business elite, which saw in the continuation of 

authoritarian rule their best chance of making profit. They were mostly represented in 

the Legislative and Executive Councils of the city-state. Joseph S.Y. Cheng argues 

that  power  was  concentrated  in  the  colonial  government  and  that  the  business 

community  acted  as  the  checks  and  balances  (Cheng,  1999,  p.  9).  While,  unlike 

Singapore there was an unmistakable separation between politics and economics, the 

government  and  the  business  groups  shared  the  same  goal,  political  stability  and 

economic success.  In  spite  of  the disunity,  the overall  success  of the Hong Kong 

Government in achieving this goal contributes to the considerable cohesiveness and 

strength within the ruling elite groups.

Aside of these two local groups, there were, however, two external groups that 

also played an important role in Hong Kong domestic politics. On the one hand there 

was  the  British  government,  which  was  interested  in  political  stability  and  the 

economic prosperity  of its  possession.  It  saw Hong Kong mainly as a window to 

China.  On the other  hand, the Chinese government  also played an important  role 

because the city-state provided an important economic resource for its rulers. It also 

had a nationalistic interest in the British colony because it considered the Unequal 

Treaties, which were negotiated during the Opium Wars, as an invasion into Chinese 

sovereignty. China’s interest therefore was an economically powerful and politically 

stable city that would eventually be reunited with the motherland. This was an even 

more important aspect to the Chinese regime after the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, 

when Deng Xiaoping promoted economic reforms. 

These two “external” groups rarely played a direct role in Hong Kong politics. 

They were, however, sometimes the target of political groups in Hong Kong, who felt 
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they could not achieve their goals directly. The British government, for example, was 

democratically elected and therefore also the target of various attempts to lobby it in 

the interest of further democratization of the colony. Some Hong Kong groups went to 

London to appeal to politicians who were sympathetic of their course. But by and 

large, the local ruling elite groups, the government and the business elite, were able to 

rule  the  colony  with  significant  autonomy  and  reject  any  pressures  for 

democratization until the 1980s. 

6.2 Organizational Strength

Hong Kong's ruling elite groups can be regarded as relatively cohesive even though 

they can be divided into the ruling bureaucrats and influential businesspeople as well 

as ethnic Chinese and expatriates.  An analysis of the members shows that while there 

was  a  continuous  increase  in  the  number  of  government  employees,  the  ethnic 

divisions were slowly disappearing. The hierarchical organization of the government, 

furthermore, ensured stability. The section on the leaders of the ruling elite shows that 

within the government there were mainly two types: strong advocates of laissez-faire 

and social  activists.  The two,  however,  agreed on the  need  for  economic growth. 

Thirdly, the fact that members of the elite benefited from the regime created strong 

incentives  for  maintaining  group  cohesion.  Finally,  the  lack  of  effective 

communication within the elite and from the elite to other groups did not have a 

strong adverse impact on group cohesion. It, however, increased the willingness of 

outside actors to challenger the regime.

6.2.1 Members

The members  of  the ruling  elite  groups  were to  a  large  extent  bureaucrats  in  the 

administrative state and also (influential) businessmen. At the beginning of the 1970s, 

the  elite  was  still  largely  separated  along  ethnic  lines  into  an  expatriate  (mostly) 
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British elite and a Chinese elite. The British were mostly in charge of the government, 

while  the  Chinese  were  responsible  for  public  peace.  The  latter  group  often  led 

community  organizations  such  as  Kaifong  associations,  which  were  mutual  aid 

organizations that were set up in 1949 with the help of the Secretariat of Chinese 

Affairs.  However  once the colonial  government  initiated  a  process  of  localization 

after  the  Second  World  War  and  an  increasing  number  of  Chinese  entered 

government, the old division started to erode. Even though they at first were only able 

to enter at the lower end of the hierarchy, they soon occupied important decision-

making  positions.  Especially  in  the  Legislative  Council,  the  ethnic  Chinese  were 

increasingly having an impact. 

Table 7: Increase of Civil Service and Localization

Local Expatriates % Local % Expatriates
January 1962 48,277 1,625 96.7 3.3
January 1968 71,057 1,879 97.4 2.6
January 1973 88,121 1,905 97.9 2.1
April 1977 105,769 2,616 97.6 2.4
April 1978 112,700 2,971 97.4 2.6
January 1980 124,950 3,064 97.6 2.4
April 1981 136,262 2,990 97.9 2.1

Source: Annual Reports on the Public Service and Civil Service and information from the Civil 

Service Branch (adapted from N.J. Miners, 1981, p. 205).

The localization had the effect that the civil servants, except for those at the very top, 

were already “localized” in the 1970s. Table 7 shows the overall increase of the civil 

service and the degree of localization, which indicates that the 1970s were an era of 

continuously increasing government involvement in the society. Government planning 

and execution and an increasingly complex bureaucracy required a growing number 

of  government  employees.  Consequently,  the  government  also  became the  largest 

employer in Hong Kong (Harris, 1982, p. 184). 

The members of the civil service, furthermore, significantly contributed to the 

successful implementation of government policies. In practice, most bureaucrats were 

assigned to one ministry and became specialists in a particular field (Miners, 1981, p. 
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102). Since the heads of government departments were able to act with considerable 

discretion, they could effectively guide their subordinates. This also meant that they 

were able to recruit lower level public employees without the need to refer them to 

consideration by the Public  Services  Commission (Ibid.,  p.  103).  Members  of the 

bureaucracy were also not supposed to act independently but were trained to comply 

with the policy directives of their superiors. The hierarchical structure, thus, ensured 

that government decisions could be efficiently implemented. 

6.2.2 Leaders

The  leaders  of  the  local  ruling  elite  were  mainly  the  heads  of  departments,  of 

commissions,  namely  the  senior  civil  servants,  and  leading  members  of  the 

Legislative and Executive Councils. In terms of administration and governance, the 

administrative part of the government dominated. As Paul Wilding writes: “Until the 

1980s political power in Hong Kong was the unchallenged preserve of the Governor 

and a small group of key civil servants” (Wilding, 1997, p. 247). The other actors 

rarely directly involved themselves in the politics of the city-state. 

The leaders of the ruling elite were overwhelmingly expatriate, which is not 

surprising because Hong Kong was still a colony. The localization of the government 

during the 1970s was much less recognizable in the top level positions. It was often 

argued that there simply were not enough qualified Chinese to fill these positions. 

Moreover,  for  the  business  dominated  Chinese  elite,  an  expatriate  dominated 

bureaucracy had the advantage that it appeared as if the government was not biased in 

favor of any local group (Huque et.al., 1998, p. 131).

The leadership of the 1970s can be divided into two groups: on the one hand 

there were the activists, who were interested in introducing changes to social policy. 

The best example for this is the Governor, who often pushed for greater involvement 

of the government in social affairs. On the other hand, there were the conservatives, 

who considered small government as the only choice for the city-state. Due to Hong 
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Kong’s  focus  on  the  economy,  they  had  considerable  influence.  The  Financial 

Minister can be seen as a representative of this approach because he was someone 

who was traditionally a strong advocate of “laissez-faire”. 

Arguably  the  most  powerful  figure  within  the  ruling  elite  groups  was  the 

Governor,  who  through  appointments  could  influence  every  area  of  Hong  Kong 

politics.  For most  of the 1970s,  the charismatic Sir  Murray MacLehose,  who was 

appointed to Hong Kong in 1971, filled this position. He was of Scottish origin and 

spoke Mandarin. Upon arriving in Hong Kong, he first visited the slum areas of the 

city and was appalled by the living conditions of the people there. Under his rule, the 

government shifted toward greater social commitments. His priorities were housing, 

education,  and  social  welfare,  and  after  demands  from  pressure  groups,  he  also 

became  a  strong  advocate  of  the  fight  against  corruption.  He  established  the 

Independent  Commission  Against  Corruption  (ICAC)  in  1974.  Nevertheless,  as  a 

pragmatist and realist, he insisted on Hong Kong's commitment to a free economy and 

rejected demands for greater democratization. 

MacLehose was a very popular governor. In the eyes of many Hong Kongers he 

was seen as the representative of the city-state and not as the envoy of the British 

government. So when he met with Deng Xiaoping in 1979 and afterwards told the 

people of Hong Kong to “put your hearts at ease,“ there was real confidence in the 

government. It is not surprising, then, that the Hong Kong Standard had nothing but 

praise for the Governor, one year before his retirement in 1982: 

Sir  Murray is  a  popular  Governor  who graces  many newspaper  articles  and 
much television news footage as he ambles here and attends special occasions 
there (Hong Kong Standard, Dec. 23, 1981).

Even many critics of the government respected and even admired MacLehose. The 

Governor's  visionary  emphasis  on  public  housing  contributed  greatly  to  political 

stability in the 1970s (Wilding, 1997, p. 251). The impression that the government 

was interested in the concerns of the average citizen reduced the potential for conflict. 

Finally,  an  ownership  scheme in  public  housing,  which  is  the  core  of  the  public 

housing  program in  Singapore,  was  also  introduced in  Hong Kong in  1976.  This 
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allowed Hong Kong citizens to have a stake in the country, which consequently tied 

the new middle class to the state (Ibid., p. 250-1).

Next  to  the governor,  the Financial  Secretary was probably the second most 

powerful person in the city-state, even more than the Chief Secretary (Wilding, 1997). 

This was due to the fact that the economy was the most important concern of the 

administration. From 1971 until 1981, Sir Phillip Haddon-Cave filled this position. As 

an advocate of a free market, he is well-known for coining the phrase “positive non-

interventionism,” which meant that the government would only get involved in the 

economy  if  market  forces  failed.  He  was  strongly  criticized  by  members  of  the 

opposition,  because he was considered to  be controlled  by business  interests.  For 

instance, Brook Bernacchi of the Reform Club said in 1979:

Land prices are going up and up and Philip Haddon-Cave is just rubbing his 
hands together and saying: 'Ha! Ha! More revenue' (...) He cuts down on the 
already overdue housing programme that the Governor announced nearly 10 
years ago, so that people on the waiting list for housing, small families, working 
families,  middle  class  families,  do  not  have  a  hope  of  getting  into  public 
housing in the foreseeable future (qt. in: SCMP, Nov. 14, 1979).

Bernacchi juxtaposes and contrasts MacLehose and Haddon-Cave to show his support 

for  social  reforms.  The  failure  of  the  government  to  fulfill  its  promise  on  public 

housing was one of the most important reason for contention during the late 1970s 

and early 80s.

Despite the differences between the two leadership styles, there was, however, 

enough common ground. The leaders agreed that the priority of the colony should be 

stability and prosperity. Economic growth, which was closely tied to a free market 

economy, was regarded as the most important method for achieving this goal.

6.2.3 Incentives: Reasons for Group Cohesion

The  most  important  incentives  for  individual  members  of  the  government  were 

prestige  and  power,  which,  due  to  the  colonial  nature  of  the  government,  were 

structured  along  a  rigid  hierarchy.  Because  officials  were  appointed,  government 
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officials and especially the higher ranking secretaries, judges, etc. were dependent on 

the grace of the Governor. They, therefore, tried to fulfill their duties as officers of the 

British Crown and not as representatives of the people. Furthermore, within the ruling 

elite there was a common interest of maintaining the present economic and political 

system, from which everyone benefited. This included a special emphasis on stability. 

The power of the government was not based on “tame or even bullied unofficials 

though certainly the unofficials and government share more or less the same political 

assumptions” (Lowe, 1980, p. 68).  

The internal cohesion of the bureaucracy can, furthermore, be attributed to a 

set of values. Lui Ting Terry (1988) has identified three commonly accepted values 

within  the  administration:  efficiency,  neutrality  and  hierarchical  loyalty.  She 

considered  the  first,  efficiency,  to  be  “of  overriding  importance  to  government 

officials in Hong Kong” (Ibid., p. 137). This had the result that the government paid 

most of its attention to the financial aspects of any program and also strove to be as 

economical as possible. As a consequence, the outcome of government policies was 

often neglected. Secondly, neutrality meant that members of the civil service were not 

allowed to participate in politics. Civil Service Regulation 523 disallowed bureaucrats 

from participating in public meetings, lobbying the government in their interest or 

distributing  political  publications.  They could,  however,  participate  in  government 

unions.  Finally,  the  acceptance  of  the  hierarchical  structure  with  strict  rules  and 

regulations  created  an  environment  that  discouraged  criticism  from  within  the 

bureaucracy.

There were, however, also problems within the bureaucracy. For example, the 

government continuously faced a shortfall of qualified workers because salaries were 

much below that of the private sector. The dire situation resulted in frequent labor 

union demands for higher wages. For example, in 1975 the Government Clerical Staff 

Association put up posters which urged government employees to fight for higher 

salaries  (HK  Standard,  July  4,  1975).  As  a  response  to  the  labor  shortage,  the 

government attracted expatriates to work in these positions. While they received the 
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same salary as their Chinese counterparts, they also received money for additional 

expenses, such as a housing allowance. This distinction between local employees and 

expatriates  created  considerable  discontent,  which,  however,  did  not  create  any 

serious fissures partly due to the common values (Lui, 1988).

For  the  business  elite,  the  major  incentive  was  Hong  Kong's  very  few 

restrictions on business. This created an environment that secured the support of the 

industrialists for the government. Eric Towner, paraphrasing the Deputy Director of 

Commerce Jim McGregor in 1973, writes: 

Hongkong has a government that is not ashamed of the profit motive as the 
mainspring for economic advancement; it also believes that businessmen know 
better than bureaucrats how to run business (Towner, 1973).

To show its support to business, the government did not impose tariffs on the export 

or import of products. Furthermore, in order to attract overseas investment, ownership 

by foreign companies was not restricted and these companies were protected under 

the Hong Kong legal system as if they were local enterprises. While the government 

did not offer incentives to foreign companies, low tax rates were considered important 

in attracting capital. 

6.2.4 Communication Network

During the early days of the colony, communication between the members of the rul-

ing elite was based mainly on interpersonal relationships. The growing complexity of 

the administrative state after World War II therefore resulted in serious problems of 

communication  within  the  government,  which  impaired  the  ability  of  the  govern-

ment's policy-making process. For example, the Hong Kong government refused to 

publicize any economic statistics until the early 1970s. In the opinion of the govern-

ment, statistics would only cost money, were impossible to produce accurate results, 

and  were contrary to the interests of the business community. Furthermore, “(s)tatist-

ics were seen as threatening [the Hong Kong Government's] freedom from London’s 

control and its ability to limit political debate locally” (Goodstadt, 2006, p. 1). It was 

in 1961 that the Hong Kong Government started to estimate the annual GDP and more 
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than ten years later, in 1973, it finally released these numbers to the public (Ibid.). 

This change of policy reflected the general trend toward greater planning, which re-

quired the existence of sound economic data. 

In the early 1970s, communication within the government was still very rudi-

mentary.  Goodstadt (1971) demonstrates the difficulties of inner-bureaucratic com-

munication, by showing that various government officials did not receive the correct 

information, which they needed to work effectively. For example, the director of the 

Government  Information  Service  (GIS),  Nigel  Watt  was  not  sufficiently  informed 

about his own government when he claimed that there had not been a census for 40 

years, while there had been one in 1961 and a sample census in 1966. 

Communication improved in the mid 1970s,  when the government increas-

ingly emphasized social policy to improve the living conditions of the population and 

to maintain social stability. Following the McKinsey Report of 1973, the government 

attempted to streamline communication within the growing administration in order to 

remain effective in implementing policy outputs. The successes of the Hong Kong 

government can in part be attributed to these changes.

Aside of the internal communication, it is also important to note the way in-

formation and demands were challenged between the government and the business 

elite  and  especially  the  Chinese  elite.  Lau Siu-kai  claims that  the communication 

channels  between  the  bureaucratic  polity  and  the  Chinese  elites  were  weak.  The 

Chinese elite, however, played an important role in government sponsored intermedi-

ate organizations (for example UMELCO) and their opinion was sought in the various 

feedback mechanisms. Lau criticizes the inefficiency of the communication links “in 

bringing the opinion and desires of the bulk of the Chinese population to bear upon 

the decision makers in the bureaucracy” (Lau, 1982, p. 122). This argument is based 

on a dichotomy of an expatriate government and a homogeneous Chinese society. 

However, in reality, the Chinese society was stratified into leaders, who were not only 

the recipients of government communication but who also actively supported the re-

gime, and the broad Chinese masses (the lower classes), which were, like in other so-

158



cieties, largely excluded from the decision making process. The Chinese elite agreed 

with the British business elite that government intervention in the economy should be 

kept to a minimum. A new law, according to the Legislative Councilor K.S. Lo, “gen-

erally represents a compromise between the government’s and the unofficial (mem-

bers’)  views.  This  activity  behind  the  scenes  is  generally  not  known  to  the 

public” (quoted in: Goodstadt, 1971).

In order to secure communicational links with the business class, the govern-

ment asked important entrepreneurs for detailed reports on how a policy change will 

affect a respective business. Furthermore, through a network of advisory committees 

(which were consultative bodies attached to the civil service) and the Executive and 

Legislative Councils, the business community was able to influence the government. 

For this reason, the government considered it unnecessary to collect information about 

companies residing in Hong Kong. The influence of the business class on the policy 

making process, therefore, is reflected not in any visible results but rather in what the 

government did not do (Miners, 1996). 

The ruling elite  groups,  however,  were  less  effective in  communicating  its 

message to outside groups. They did only have limited control over newspapers, radio 

and television. The owners of most media companies were members of the business 

class, so that they rarely published articles that were adverse to business. The govern-

ment, on the other hand, was not considered a sacred cow as the newspapers, radio 

and television increasingly reported on the flaws in government during the 1970s. 

Therefore the senior bureaucrats preferred to allow the official Government Informa-

tion Service (GIS) to speak for the administration (Harris, 1982, p. 189). This lack of 

control weakened the government's ability to dominate the public discourse. The relat-

ive openness of the media also increased the ability of the opposition to influence the 

government. The sometimes effective use of the media to achieve the goals of opposi-

tional groups will be the focus of Chapter 8.
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6.3 Cognitive Perceptions and Legitimacy

The slowly progressing decolonization process during the 1970s and 1980s influenced 

the  perceptions  of  the  administrators  as  well  as  the  business  elite.  Despite  the 

localization of the government, colonial thinking continued to affect the ruling elite 

groups' leadership. Many in the expatriate class still perceived Western and especially 

the British tradition and culture as superior to the Chinese. The reluctance to allow 

Chinese to become the official language of the bureaucracy, the Urban Council and 

especially the legal system, clearly reflects this sentiment. In the early 1970s it was 

still required to pass an English test to stand for Urban Council elections. In 1975 

Chinese finally  received equal  status  to  English and only in 1989 legislation was 

enacted  in  both  languages,  still  leaving  many  older  laws  untranslated.  The  two 

languages have, furthermore, led to elitist structures in which those fluent in English 

had a better chance of being successful in a highly competitive economy. 

The  leaders  of  the  ethnic  Chinese  majority  not  only  grudgingly  accepted 

British rule, they actively supported it because they were also large benefactors of the 

government’s  economic  policies.  The  ruling  elite  groups,  therefore,  shared  the 

perception of a sense of superiority versus the excluded members of the society, who 

were largely the lower classes but also the increasingly vocal middle class. This had 

the result that the government was frequently willing to act as a paternal guardian of 

the lower echelons of society, a role that is often attributed to the Confucian ideal of 

ruling by good example. The sense of superiority and the need to act as a father figure 

for the masses had its origins in a peculiar form of government legitimacy, which 

depended  both  on  positive  non-interventionism  in  the  economy  and  on  the 

government's increasing focus on social programs, which were meant to maintain the 

stability of the colony.  
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6.3.1 A Sense of Superiority and Self-Confidence

The Hong Kong government considered itself superior to other actors in the political 

system. Bureaucrats regarded themselves as members of an expert bureaucracy, which 

ruled in a paternalistic and hierarchical manner over an inferior population. The Le-

gislative  Council,  furthermore,  perceived  itself  as  the  “Good,  the  Wise  and  the 

Rich” (Harris, 1982, p. 186). In contrast to Singapore, Hong Kong completely lacked 

political actors comparable to the ministers of Singapore, to which the bureaucracy 

was accountable. The Legislative Council lacked significant control over the activities 

of the bureaucracy. Furthermore, in most cases the government did not allow chal-

lenges from other societal actors because it did not regard their participation as neces-

sary. Changes to the administrative structure, furthermore, were only considered when 

they were absolutely necessary. The picture of the Hong Kong bureaucrat was that of 

a technocrat who was apolitical, introverted and amoral (Lui, 1988).

While the expatriates shared a sense of superiority in regard to the Chinese, 

which were seen as inferior and therefore were only insofar important for the policy 

making of the government as there was a need to maintain stability. As I have argued 

in Chapter 4, the government became increasingly localized and the interests of the 

Chinese majority increasingly became an integral part of policy making. At the same 

time,  the  government  also  increasingly  sought  the  opinion  of  these  people  even 

though  it  was  reluctant  to  introduce  democracy,  which  was  among  other  things 

considered alien to the Chinese. The lack of participation in Urban Council elections 

was seen as an indication for this. 

Instead  the  government  considered  the  use  of  consultation  as  the  best 

alternative to democracy. The preference for a system of consultation was voiced by 

the incoming Governor Murray MacLehose in his first speech before the Legislative 

Council on December 1, 1971:

It is a feature of Government in Hong Kong that it works through a series of 
advisory,  consultative  and  constitutional  bodies.  Many  of  these  do  vital 
work, but it seems to me that the major burden falls on the Members of the 
Executive  and  Legislative  Councils.  Membership  of  UMELCO,  Finance 
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Committee,  the  Public  Works  Sub-Committee,  the  Establishment  Sub-
Committee all amount to a very great deal of work, much time in committee 
and perhaps even more in field work and preparation.

Emphasizing institutions such as the Legislative Council and UMELCO, MacLehose 

clearly  shows  his  preference  for  government  by  consultation  instead  of  greater 

participation. This is reinforced by the fact that in this speech he neglects to mention 

the only partially democratic institution, the Urban Council. 

The  ruling  elite's  perception  of  the  role  of  opposition  in  the  governing 

process  was  cogently  presented  in  the  eight  principles  of  the  debate  on  the 

presentation of the 1974-75 Estimates of Revenue and Expenditure, which Financial 

Secretary Philip Haddon-Cave proposed to the Legislative Council in 1974. It is of 

interest to analyze these principles in a chronological order to fully understand the 

“imperial image” of the ruling elite groups in Hong Kong.

The first principle deals with the way government should deal with its own 

history.  While  there  should  be  a  learning  process,  arguments  about  past  mistakes 

should not be made. Haddon-Cave states: “I do not think it is very profitable to argue 

about  alleged sins of past  omission” (Hong Kong Hansard,  1974, p.  724).  In this 

opinion oppositional groups should be aware that the government does not consider 

the past as a viable argument. 

His  second  principle  echoes  MacLehose's  argument  of  a  government  by 

consultation  and  consent.  He  makes  it  clear  that  this  process  “must  be  directed 

towards firm decisions and the formulation of explicit policies” (Ibid., p. 724). While 

the government  is  interested in  public opinion,  it  must not be obstructed from its 

ability to make policy.

The third principle is especially interesting because it deals directly with the 

involvement of oppositional groups or, in Haddon-Cave's words, sectional groups. He 

considers it important that these groups be allowed to express their opinion and that 

the  government  listens  to  their  concerns.  This  process  should  of  course  also  be 

conducted  through  consultation.  The  Financial  Secretary,  however,  restricts  the 

influence of pressure groups in the following way:
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But,  equally,  the  Government  has  an obligation to  define and pursue the 
broad public interest and in a consistent way. That is to say, an obligation to 
listen does not necessarily carry an obligation to change our minds or modify 
our proposals, though we should always of course admit mistakes. We have 
such an obligation only if a sectional group can argue its case persuasively 
and demonstrate an identity of interest with the broad public interest (or, at 
least, an absence of conflict with the broad public interest) (Ibid., p. 724).

This  argument  severely  restricts  the  potential  influence  oppositional  groups  are 

allowed to have on government policies. The government, in fact, defines the realm in 

which opposing groups can press for their concerns, and only if there is agreement 

between the government and pressure groups will there be a change in government 

policy. This shows that the process of consultation is not a bidirectional process but 

rather one in which the government dominates and defines the parameters. Many of 

the  critics  of  the  government  have,  therefore,  concluded  that  it  was  not  really 

interested in listening to the people. The Hong Kong Observers, for example, wrote: 

“The  Government  cannot  stand  its  critics.  That  much  has  been  known for  some 

time” (Hong Kong Observers, 1983, p. 117).

The  fourth  principle  warns  against  subjective  judgments  in  financial  and 

economic matters, which suggests that the government can find an objective solution 

to the city-state’s challenges. While Haddon-Cave does not elaborate this principle, it 

could also suggest that any criticism of the proposals need to be based on factual data. 

The  assumption  that  an  objective  solution  can  be  found  rejects  the  notion  of 

conflicting partisan interests. This has to be seen as an attempt to depoliticize the 

potentially very controversial debate on the budget.

The  fifth  principle  deals  with  the  limits  in  which  the  debate  should  be 

conducted.  He reminds  the  audience  that  Hong Kong's  economy is  dependent  on 

external  trade.  The  city-state  should  remain  a  viable  economic  port  and  focus  its 

economic  polices  on  export.  Different  from Singapore,  Haddon-Cave  advocates  a 

government that should limit its control over the economy:

(I)n the  sphere  of  economic  policy  the  acid  test  of  good Government  in 
certain  circumstances  is  a  willingness  to  run  the  gamut  of  short  term 
criticism and decide not to do something. All in all, I find it rather strange 
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that there should be this concern that I am wrongly prescribing for the Hong 
Kong economy considering that I earned many rebukes in this Chamber, and 
outside it, in 1973 for being a doctrinaire exponent of so-called laissez-faire. 
The fact is that the right economic and fiscal policies for Hong Kong are 
almost entirely dictated by our circumstances and we should face up to that 
fact—and be thankful too (Hong Kong Hansard, 1974, p. 726) 

This admission seems to run counter to his seventh principle (the sixth merely states 

that there is a link between economic growth and social development), with which he 

asserts  that  the  increasing  complexities  due  to  economic  growth  require  greater 

involvement  of  the  government  in  the  economy.  Haddon-Cave,  however,  did  not 

suggest limits or controls on the economy but rather business friendly measures. He 

states that 

there is a need for the Government to ensure first that the private and public 
sectors  are  in  harmony and secondly  that  there  are  no  constraints  on,  or 
imperfections  in,  the  operation  of  the  system  which  are  detrimental  to 
economic efficiency or to the legitimate interests of the individual (Ibid., p. 
726).

The government is seen as a negotiator between the public and the private and as an 

institution that removes potential obstacles for the operation of business. At the same 

time, however, the economy should remain free. 

The idea that the best economic polices were no policies at all was echoed by 

many in the business community. For example, J.H. Bremridge, managing director of 

John Swire and Sons (HK) Ltd. and an Unofficial in the Legislative Council stated in 

1975: 

I for one believe that the commercial success of Hongkong for many years 
has been materially helped by, if it is not only due to, the pragmatic realism 
of the Hongkong Government, and its declared intention not to interfere with 
commercial practices, nor especially with innovation, unless it is clearly right 
to do so (Bremridge, 1975).

Bremridge’s concurrence with the principle of “positive non-interventionism” has to 

be seen as a consensus among the business and political elites.

The eighth and last principle deals directly with social measures. Haddon-

Cave warns against creating programs that cannot be financed because “(o)therwise, 

social planning and aspirations could start running ahead of fiscal possibilities and the 
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capacity  of  particular  sectors  of  the  economy,  with  attendant  dangers  for  the 

continuing stability and growth of the economy as a whole” (Hong Kong Hansard, 

1974, p. 726). The danger to the stability of Hong Kong was a common theme of the 

government and it also significantly influenced the perceptions of oppositional groups 

as  will  be  shown in  Chapter  8.  Social  programs,  due  to  the  financial  restrictions 

resulting from a laissez-faire attitude, were severely circumscribed.

 The ruling elite saw itself more as administrators than as policy makers. Since 

most of the decision makers were also bureaucrats, technical and pragmatic thinking 

tended to dominate. Furthermore, as bureaucrats, they tended to be conservative and 

careful about their actions (Wilding, 1997). This, combined with Haddon-Cave's prin-

ciples, shaped a government that was convinced of the rightfulness of its actions on 

the one hand and a “touch of arrogance” on the other (Ibid., 1997, p. 246). The dis-

crepancy between the government’s self-perception and the actual outcome resulted in 

the perception of bureaucrats as complacent, formalistic, legalistic and inflexible. 

6.3.2 Proxy Paternalism and Small Government

The resistance to substantive democratic reforms reveals the governments' belief that 

the people need the paternalistic  guidance of  a  “good” government.  The claim of 

acting in the best interest of the people provided the primary basis on which the rulers 

could  justify  the  continuation  of  authoritarian  rule.  The  task  of  the  elite  was  to 

imagine what the people wanted and needed and develop suggestions based on that 

information.  According  to  Governor  Sir  Murray  MacLehose,  who  spoke  to  the 

members of the Legislative Council in 1975: 

Lacking, as is unavoidable, any electoral mandate, Members are required to 
try to think and plan and speak for the interests of the community as a whole 
as they see it, and not, as would be so much easier, for the narrow interests of a 
party, a group, a profession, an area or a class. But I believe it assists this 
general requirement if members are able to speak from as wide a spread as 
possible not only of professional experience, but also of social  background 
(Hong Kong Hansard, October 8, 1975, p. 45).

The Governor expected from the members of the Legislative Council to act in a non-
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partisan  way and in  the  interest  of  the  people.  He tried  to  rectify  the  lack  of  an 

electoral mandate with the selection of individuals from different backgrounds, which 

could create a representative institution. This reveals a certain level of idealism, which 

assumes that people from different groups can act as representatives of these groups 

merely  because  of  their  membership.  Furthermore,  MacLehose  seems  to  ignore 

another  important  aspect  of  elections,  namely  that  they  serve  as  a  check  on  the 

government.  In  this  conception  of  a  representative  government,  politicians  are 

supposed to act in the interest of the people and not represent any constituency or 

special  interest.  The  lack  of  electoral  representation,  therefore,  resulted  in  a 

paternalistic self-conception of the government. 

The  self-proclaimed  paternalistic  role  of  the  government  was  organized 

through community leaders as proxies or through the Department of Home Affairs. 

Governor MacLehose explained this in 1974:

The  Government  is  not  usually  able  to  deal  with  the  people  directly,  the 
contacts  are  usually  made  through  the  community  leaders.  Organized 
campaigns by the Government must have their assistance, and other matters 
such as site clearance by the Housing Department are often handled through 
the Department of Home Affairs in order to explain the situation to the people 
(qt. in: SCMP, March 5, 1974)

The use of intermediate organizations shows that the government was mostly unwill-

ing to directly involve itself in the society and rather set basic guidelines that were to 

be executed by grassroots organizations.

There were, however, public relations campaigns with which the government 

sought to actively influence the behavior of the people and inculcate certain values in 

the population. There were campaigns, which focused on topics as diverse as the en-

vironment and violent crime, on an increase of the number of recruits in the police or 

registered voters for Urban Council elections. The significance of these campaigns 

was noted by Harris (1982, p. 187), who wrote that “(a) series of campaigns exhort 

citizens to good deeds and actions. In 1981, a campaign to remove litter from the 

streets had a decidedly Orwellian look.”  In contrast to Singapore, these campaigns, 

however, were notoriously underfunded. 
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The government’s activist rhetoric coupled with a lack of sufficient resources 

is best illustrated with one of the most important campaigns of the Hong Kong Gov-

ernment in the 1970s: The Keep Hong Kong Clean Campaign. Officially launched in 

1970, this campaign was one of the first in the city-state.25 The campaign was able to 

attract 20,000 people as junior members after December 1972. In 1975, the govern-

ment rated the campaign as “99 percent successful,” which meant that 99 percent of 

the population knew about the campaign. According to the government in 1975, a 

total of HK$9 million was spent on the campaign, of which HK$3 million was used 

for direct advertisements. Assistant Director of Publicity G.S. Blundell praised the ef-

fort: 

In real terms I don’t think it would be unfair to say that the equivalent amount 
of money that we spent is at least equal to Cathy Pacific or the Hongkong 
Tourist Association expenditure but all of it is spent in Hongkong for the bene-
fit of the public (qt. in: South China Morning Post, June 26, 1975). 

This statement reveals two facets of the government’s intention: it attempted to work 

for the people (the paternalistic notion) and the government had been very generous 

(the financial notion). This latter aspect was, however, seriously undermined when, in 

the following year, the head of the campaign, Dr. Denny Huang (1976), resigned cit-

ing increasing Government reluctance to provide financial support:

The Government has changed from giving full  support  in the beginning to 
standing aside, watching with hands in the pockets. From 1975 on the Govern-
ment no longer provided money for project under the campaign in the New 
Territories

The government’s willingness to spend money on societal projects such as publicity 

campaigns or public housing has to be seen in context of the overall strategy to main-

tain a small government. The government’s ambitions, therefore, often exceeded its 

own financial abilities. This can be likened to a father who wants to give everything to 

his children but often does not have enough money to expend. 

6.3.3 Performance Legitimacy between Success and Failure

The Hong Kong government’s perception of its legitimacy was largely based on the 

25  A Clean Hong Kong campaign had been introduced for one year in 1948 (Director of Audit, 2005).
167



performance of the administrators. The largely successful ability to provide stability 

and prosperity bestowed upon the civil service the right to rule the city-state. After 

World War II, the idea that the Hong Kong Government was politically neutral, i.e. 

did not side with the Nationalists, while at the same time maintaining a clear distance 

from the Communists, strengthened government legitimacy. The sense of superiority 

and  the  need  for  paternalism  provided  sufficient  justification  for  a  class  of 

administrators,  who believed in  efficiency and neutrality.  This  was  not  negatively 

influenced by the fact  that  the  government  was  a  colonial  regime,  despite  all  the 

attendant  legitimation  problems.  This  perception  influenced  both  the  goals  and 

strategies of the government as it transformed its role from a focus on public safety to 

activist intervention in the social sphere.

The  government's  legitimacy  was,  however,  contingent  on  a  number  of 

factors.  It  depended  to  a  large  degree  on  the  laissez-faire  mentality  with  little 

restrictions on business. This was premised on the idea that businessmen knew better 

how to run a business than the government. A very good example of this can be found 

in a speech from 1973 by Sir Yuet-Keung Kan, the chairman of the Hong Kong Trade 

Development Council, and a member of the business elite:

Hongkong’s  governmental  system and  indeed  the  Government’s  policies, 
have evolved naturally over the years in response to changing needs.  But 
there have been no basic or drastic changes for the past 130 years and there is 
no pressure for changes in the future. (Kan, 1973)

The government's legitimacy, therefore, rested on adjusting to the demands from the 

business  elite.  In  this  opinion,  drastic  changes  would  have  seriously  undermined 

government legitimacy. The significant role of the government was to be supportive 

of businesses:

The Government, for instance, itself provides or stimulates private enterprise 
to produce the services and infrastructure that  all  businesses and industry 
needs, to the great profit in the past of competitive British enterprise both 
from overseas and on the spot. It provides the assistance and encouragement 
necessary for successful economic and industrial development. It works hard 
and  effectively  in  those  sectors  which,  by  their  nature,  must  be  its  own 
preserve (Ibid.).

In the opinion of this tycoon, the government's role is solely that of a provider of 
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infrastructure and services for businesses. Kan does not request financial assistance in 

the  form  of  subsidies  or  tax  relief  for  selected  enterprises,  which  might  give 

advantages to some businesses in favor of others. 

Secondly, legitimacy was also the outcome of the government's increasing 

involvement  in  the  society.  This  started  with  the  housing  program  in  1953  and 

increasingly  also  expanded  to  education  and  health.  The  housing  program,  for 

instance, not only helped many Hongkongers to improve their housing conditions, but 

also found the support  of the business elite,  because public housing improved the 

living conditions of Hong Kong's workers, which enhanced the quality of work and 

also  reduced  the  need  to  increase  wages  (Ho,  1986,  p.  332).  The  change  of  the 

government's focus initially occurred merely as a reaction to deteriorating conditions, 

which seriously threatened the social peace of the colony. It was only in the 1970s, 

when the government started to shift toward long-term planning. The government's 

inability to fulfill its goals, however, caused serious legitimacy deficits. 

Finally, since the colony lacked democratic representation, repression against 

oppositional groups was widely perceived to be illegitimate. The government could 

not  openly  arrest  members  of  the  opposition  without  serious  repercussions.  The 

revelation in 1980 of the existence of a secret committee against the opposition was 

widely perceived as entirely illegitimate. While the government initially justified its 

decision, it had to concede with the abolition of the committee in 1983. Therefore, 

repression was only used very sparingly.

6.4 Goals

6.4.1. Progressive Goals: From Status-Quo to Improving the Society 

In the following, there will be an analysis of the slow transformation of Hong Kong 

politics from complete laissez-faire to some form of government intervention.  The 

employment of the management consultants McKinsey and Company in 1972 was 
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perhaps  the most  important  milestone in  this  transition.  It  also signified  a  crucial 

development from colonial rule to one based on good government. The goal of the 

consultants  was to probe the processes within the administration and to determine 

ways  to  deal  with  an  increasingly  complex  government  with  an  ever-decreasing 

number of experienced officials. The Colonial Secretary, Sir Hugh Norman-Walker, 

stated the purpose of the McKinsey inquiry in 1972:

The  overall  objective  was  to  diagnose  the  problems,  to  determine  how 
Government's current management methods affected performance, and to see 
what could be done to change and improve them. Above all, the Consultants 
were seeking the most effective way of ensuring that our scant resources of 
particularly  experienced  manpower  and  skills  were  deployed  to  the  best 
advantage (Hong Kong Hansard, 1973, p. 807).

The  emphasis  was  placed  on  government  efficiency,  which  meant  “a  smaller  but 

highly powered central machine” with greater ability to plan the future development 

of the city-state's administration. Instead of the prevalent laissez-faire idea during the 

time,  the  government  was  moving  into  a  direction  of  greater  involvement  in  the 

overall development of the society. This was seen in the government’s “positive role 

for the initiation and formulation of policies and programs, and for the monitoring, 

control and co-ordination of their implementation” (Hong Kong Hansard, 1973, p. 

808).

The  focus  on  more  effective  government  led  to  the  conclusion  that  better 

government could only be achieved by the involvement of experts in the governing 

process. In a sense it was a move toward greater technocratic rule, which was seen as 

superior because it was closely linked to efficiency. Due to the limited number of 

experts in the governing process, it was argued that an efficient bureaucratic regime 

depended largely on a centralized implementation process. 

(A)n essential  corollary  of  these proposals  is  to  reaffirm and strengthen the 
authority  and responsibility  of  Heads  of  Departments  for  the  executive  and 
effective  operation  of  their  departments,  and  for  the  formulation  and 
implementation of departmental policies. At the same time, the departments will 
continue  to  contribute  expert  opinions  and  ideas  to  the  process  of  policy 
formulation, amendment and revision at the Government level” (Ibid., 1973, p. 
808).

The highly centralized system was supposed to remove delays because in the past 
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everything had to be channeled through the Colonial Secretary. The centralization of 

the  process  was  also  accompanied  by  greater  standardization  of  processes  (which 

involved the use of computers) and the delegation of powers to the high level posts 

directly under the Colonial Secretary and the Financial Secretary  (Miners, 1981, p. 

94). Another idea that was promoted was the recruitment of outside consultants on a 

permanent basis. (SCMP, Feb 11, 1973)

The most important implication of the McKinsey report was the realization that 

the  government  needed to  place a  high  priority  on long-term planning.  The  most 

important reason behind the introduction of social programs was the need to minimize 

the  negative  impact  from  bad  living  conditions.  MacLehose,  speaking  about  the 

housing situation, already noted in 1972 that:

The present housing inadequacies are a constant source of friction between the 
Government and the people, offending Hong Kong’s humanity, civic pride, and 
political good sense (Hong Kong Government, 1973, p. 98).

This statement is significant because it reveals two aspects of the government's goals. 

On the one hand the government tried to eliminate the potential for social conflicts, 

either organized in social groups or disorganized in the form of riots. On the other 

hand, the Governor stresses the need for more involvement in the society in order to 

improve the life of the people. MacLehose considers public housing as a moral issue, 

which needs pragmatic decisions in the form of “political  good sense.” The quote 

shows that  an important goal of the ruling elite groups was improving the society, 

because it minimized the potential for contentious politics.

It has been argued that the “development in social policy had two problematic 

effects on political and social stability” (Wilding, 1997, p. 251). According to Wilding 

this  contributed  toward  the  undermining  of  the  authoritarian  regime  because  it 

stimulated social mobilization, and secondly it not only generated satisfaction with the 

government  but  also  increased  demands  and consequently  discontent.  The  former 

argument is problematic because the introduction of these government policies seems 

to  have  preempted  calls  for  fundamental  change,  as  will  be  shown in  chapter  8. 

Secondly, the discontent occurred in response to the government's inability to fulfill 
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its  promises.  In contrast  to Singapore,  Hong Kong's  social  programs often missed 

their goals. This was mostly due to the prevailing emphasis on a small government. 

Most of the social conflicts in the 1970s and afterwards can therefore be attributed to 

the  ideology  of  laissez-faire  and  not  to  the  focus  on  social  policy.  The  lack  of 

government involvement  often led to the strongest criticism from social activists.

6.4.2 Conservative Goals: Maintaining the Status Quo

For  the  rulers  of  Hong  Kong,  it  was  not  really  a  question  of  strengthening  and 

retaining power but rather of maintaining the impression that the government was 

working in the interest of the people and not just the business elite. The implicit goal 

of the Hong Kong Government thus became maintaining democratic elements while 

refusing  to  give  in  to  demands  for  greater  representation.  While  this  also  meant 

control over the agenda, this required a greater balancing act for the ruling elite than 

in Singapore. This proved to be a very difficult task because the media, albeit very 

conservative,  did  report  on  shortcomings  of  the  government.  At  the  same  time, 

pressure groups were increasingly empowered to address these same issues, which 

caused a great deal of unease within the ruling elite. The worst-case scenario for the 

ruling elite was to create a negative impression on the distant British rulers in London, 

who might be provoked into involving themselves in the internal affairs of the colony. 

It  was  a  struggle  to  maintain  or  even  increase  the  autonomy of  the  Hong  Kong 

government, which had striven for this goal ever since World War II.

The rejection of democracy had many reasons. In Chapter 4 it was mentioned 

that  the  lack  of  participation  in  Urban  Council  elections  was  one  reason.  The 

government,  furthermore,  advanced other  reasons for its  rejection to extend direct 

representation.  First  of  all,  the  colonial  government  voiced  the  concern  that 

democracy was foreign to Chinese culture. In the opinion of the government, this was 

seen as the major reason for the lack of turnout in Urban Council elections and not the 

institutional  restrictions,  such  as  the  limited  jurisdiction  of  the  council.  A second 
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argument was that democracy would “throw politics into Hong Kong’s very grubby 

market place” (Harris, 1982, p. 188). The British government was also opposed to 

greater democracy because of the opposition to it from China. Judith Hart, the British 

minister responsible for Hong Kong, told the House of Commons in 1967:

Hong Kong is in a completely different position from any other of our colonies. 
For international reasons alone,  there  are problems in planning for the usual 
orderly progress towards self-government. Because of Hong Kong's particular 
relationship with China, it would not be possible to think of the normal self-
government  and  not  possible,  therefore,  to  consider  an  elected  Legislative 
Council. (qt. in: Welsh, 1997, p. 465) 

Furthermore, while the British were uncertain of the political sympathies of the locals, 

the Chinese government in Beijing feared that the people of Hong Kong could devel-

op a demand for independence. It was the identity of interests between the British and 

the Chinese governments which made inaction the easiest option. 

Before the 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration, the Hong Kong government’s 

goal was to increase the efficiency of the administration while maintaining the system 

of consultation in favor of representation. The Green Paper on District Administration 

in June 1980 asserted that 

there is much scope for the inhabitants of individual Districts to have more say 
over the impact, adequacy and effects of (…) services and policies, and to 
have better and more uniform channels for bringing their views to bear on the 
Government (qt. in: Anonymous, 1980, p. 86).

Furthermore, the government promised to enlarge the franchise in the New Territories 

to anyone over the age of 21 with at least three years of residence in Hong Kong 

(Ibid.). In 1981, the government published the White Paper on District Administration 

which focused on the goal of creating a more efficient administration. This was to be 

accomplished  through  District  Management  Committees  (DMCs)  in  which  senior 

departmental officers would meet to ensure responsive and coordinated administration 

at  the  grass-roots  level  following regionalization  of  the  civil  service.  Secondly,  it 

called  for  the  creation  of  District  Boards  (DBs)  in  which  officials  and  appointed 

unofficials  would  together  with  directly  elected  district  representatives  advise  and 

scrutinize  local  services.  These  proposals  raised  the  hope  among  elected  Urban 

Councilors that the government was willing to increase the electoral representation of 
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Hong Kong citizens.

The  changes,  however,  also  meant  that  the  Urban  Council  was  now 

effectively restricted to the urban part of Hong Kong. While the ratio of elected versus 

nominated members remained unchanged in the Urban Council, in the new district 

administration the elected members were outnumbered by official  members. There 

was great disappointment from elected Urban Councilors. Since they had previously 

regarded themselves as the only elected institution of Hong Kong, they considered the 

plan to implement the District  Administration Scheme as a reduction of their  own 

powers. Furthermore, the curtailing of the influence of elected members in the whole 

colony prompted  the  popular  Urban Councilor  Elsie  Elliot  (1981)  to  claim:  “The 

White Paper means that the Government will continue to tell the people what to do.” 

The government was thus intent on maintaining the status quo as much as possible. 

6.5 Tactics

6.5.1 Moderate Tactics: Co-option of Opposition and Willingness to Compromise

What distinguishes Hong Kong’s moderate tactics the most from Singapore’s was the 

government’s  willingness  to  compromise  with  oppositional  groups  over  policy 

proposals,  when  they  were  considered  appropriate.  The  government  frequently 

asserted that  the goal  of understanding the opinion of the people was not  merely 

meant  to  reveal  the  feasibility  of  government  policies  but  was  also  marked by  a 

genuine wish to improve policy. In some cases, group pressure did indeed result in 

policy changes.  The government simply did not claim that it  was most capable to 

make  all  decisions.  Therefore  constructive  opposition  was  not  just  tolerated  but 

welcomed. There are quite a few examples for government concessions in response to 

pressure group demands during the 1970s. 

Perhaps the best example of this practice is the long, public campaign against 

corruption, which culminated in the return and subsequent arrest of a corrupt police 

chief  superintendent  named  Peter  Godber.  In  response  to  increasing  pressure, 
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Governor  Murray  MacLehose  established  the  Independent  Commission  Against 

Corruption (ICAC) on February 15, 1974. 

In the past, corruption was considered a widespread problem in Hong Kong, the 

“fix-it” city, as it was commonly known. L.F. Goodstadt wrote in 1970 (p. 21): “The 

people know a steady stream of cash flows into business and government circles to 

win  friends  and influence  policies.”  In  the  same  article,  the  writer  noted  a  small 

change in the perception of corruption in the city-state. While Goodstadt asserts that 

this was the result of illegal immigrants from Communist China whose officials were 

traditionally incorruptible, in hindsight it is probably more likely that the rising socio-

economic  conditions  created  an  environment  in  which  an  increasing  number  of 

people,  especially  the  more  educated,  became  strong  opponents  of  corruption.  In 

1970, however, Goodstadt still  had to conclude that “(t)he minority disgusted with 

their corrupt society get little general support” (Ibid., p. 21). 

Still in 1973, the government considered corruption less important than violent 

crime and the police was convinced that its own Anti-Corruption Office was able to 

deal  with  the  problem satisfactorily.  The  South  China Morning Post wrote:  “The 

feeling in Government is believed to be that while a great deal of minor, low-level 

corruption exists in Hongkong there is none of the major corruption that is found in 

some Asian societies where the highest officials take bribes” (Feb. 2, 1973). This did 

not mean, however, that the government was totally unconcerned with the situation. 

Denys Roberts, outgoing Attorney General and head of the Anti-Corruption Target 

Committee, again raised the issue in 1973 when he was appointed Colonial Secretary. 

He said: “I find it quite distasteful that there is as much corruption in Hongkong as 

there is” (SCMP, March 30, 1973).

On June 8, however, the issue of corruption would take another turn as Police 

Chief Superintendent Peter Fitzroy Godber, who was accused of corruption, was able 

to flee to Britain via Singapore. When news of his escape was confirmed on June 11, 

it was met with strong criticism. The South China Morning Post called for an official 

commission  of  inquiry,  which  the  government  accepted  when  it  announced  the 
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appointment  of  the  Alastair  Blair-Kerr  Commission  on  June  14.  The  issue  of 

corruption subsequently mobilized large sections of the society, which had already 

been very disenchanted with the government's attempts of fighting corruption. There 

were student groups and community activists who united with leftist groups to call for 

the return of Godber.  A radical worker activist,  Leung Chung-kwong of the  Daily  

Fighting Press, told demonstrators: “We strongly believe that only with action will the 

Government bow to our legitimate demand of extraditing Godber” (SCMP, Aug. 13, 

1973).  On September  2,  1973,  about  2,000 people  protested for  the  return  of  the 

corrupt police official. The police ordered the demonstrators to disperse but they were 

met by angry protesters who yelled insults at the police. Finally, the police arrested a 

number of protesters and threatened them with prosecution.

The police was strongly opposed to the creation of an independent institution. 

Charles Sutcliffe, who was known for his reform of the police force, was a strong 

opponent  of  outside investigators  of  the police force.  The demand of  many,  even 

prestigious groups such as the Hong Kong Bar Association, was, however a new anti-

corruption department that ideally would be totally independent from the Hong Kong 

government. The Police Commissioner claimed that the Anti-Corruption Branch was 

already best equipped and that individuals would not want to work all their life in a 

department that fights against corruption:

The investigation of corruption is not a pleasant job. (…) none of my officers 
relish being posted to the Anti-Corruption Bureau. It’s a job they have to do and 
they do it to the best of their ability and it all adds to their good training (SCMP, 
March 19, 1973). 

This  article  shows  that  Sutcliffe  is  unable  to  provide  a  good  reason  against  the 

creation of an independent monitoring institution. However, more likely, the police 

commissioner  was  interested in  maintaining power because the introduction of an 

independent agency would infringe upon the influence of the police force.

Despite opposition from the police force, the Blair-Kerr commission “exposed 

the sort of decay that is unusual even by Asian standards and intolerable for a British 

colony” (Mangold, 1975, p. 66). As a response the government, and most importantly 
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the Governor, established the ICAC. While this new commission did not satisfy all of 

the government's critics (the head was still nominated by the Governor and many of 

the officers were former policemen from the Anti-Corruption Branch), it proved to be 

a very important asset for regime legitimacy because it enhanced the credibility of the 

government. When we see it in the historical context, the ICAC represented radical 

reform toward  a  more  modern  society.  Most  importantly  in  terms  of  tactics,  the 

willingness to address the people’s demands neutralized some of the criticism against 

the government.  The protests  against  corruption had demonstrated the potential  of 

cooperation between oppositional groups from all walks of life, which had been a 

serious challenge to the ruling elite. 

While  the  Hong Kong government  readiness  to  compromise  strengthened its 

rule,  it  also  increased  the  willingness  of  oppositional  groups  to  challenge  the 

government. The ICAC was very successful in fighting corruption and received praise 

from  many  groups  in  Hong  Kong.  However,  the  aggressiveness  with  which  the 

commission  investigated  corruption  soon  led  to  a  significant  decrease  of  morale 

within the police force. Complaints against police misconduct drastically increased. 

Mass  arrests  of  rank-and-file  policemen  in  1977  increased  the  suspicion  among 

average policemen that they were singled out to be punished while higher ranking 

officers were spared. In October of the same year,  a group of discontented police 

officers  petitioned  the  Commissioner  of  the  Police,  Brian  Slevin,  and  collected 

signatures to put an end to the tactics of the ICAC. One of the policemen at an early 

meeting voiced his anger: “They (ICAC officers) should conduct their inquiries in a 

lawful  and  justifiable  manner  and  not  use  oppressive  tactics  against  police 

officers” (qt. in: SCMP, Oct. 27, 1977). Some police officers even suggested a strike 

but this was quickly rejected by the majority of police officers.

The protests against the ICAC came to a climax on October 28, when 4,000 

police officers staged a sit-in and some 120 officers attempted to storm the ICAC 

office. Despite the attempt of protest organizers to conduct a peaceful rally, a group of 

eight to ten officers and former officers started to riot inside the ICAC office. As a 
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result, five ICAC officers were injured and a glass door was smashed. The actions of 

these renegade police officers were quickly condemned by the protest organizers but 

the police commissioner was so concerned that he banned mass meetings of police 

officers on November 3. In a turnaround, the Governor announced on November 5, 

1977, a partial amnesty of all police officers for alleged corruption prior to January 1, 

1977, except  for those who were already under  investigation.  Murray MacLehose 

argued: 

We felt that such an announcement would greatly relieve the public service. We 
had envisaged doing this next spring. However, in view of recent events, and for 
all the difference a few months would make, I think it would be helpful if this 
was done immediately” (qt. in: HK Standard, Nov. 6, 1977). 

The  action  was  essentially  meant  to  restore  the  morale  of  the  police.  Again,  the 

government was willing to partially accede to the demands of the protesters.

This  government  compromise,  however,  also  angered  many who saw it  as  a 

failure  to  fulfill  its  promise  of  fighting  corruption.  For  example,  elected  Urban 

Councilor Elsie Elliot charged that the amnesty should not have been given to all 

police officers. She instead argued that it  should only have been granted to junior 

police  officials:  “I  think  the  Government  should  treat  corrupt  senior  officials  as 

criminals  for  they  use  their  junior  officers  to  do  the  dirty  work  in  collecting 

bribes” (qt. in: HK Standard, Nov. 6, 1977). While most police officers applauded the 

government's action, a number of them continued to campaign for an unconditional 

amnesty  and  even  a  complete  break-up  of  the  ICAC  (Miners,  1982,  p.  112).  In 

response, in an emergency session on November 7, the Legislative Council passed an 

amendment to the Police Force Ordinance, which allowed the dismissal of any police 

officer  who  refused  to  obey  orders.  MacLehose  realized  that  the  government's 

compromise had to be limited:

The idea that pressure can achieve further concessions of this sort would result 
from  a  complete  misconception  of  the  mood  of  the  Government  and  the 
community. It would also ignore the true interests of at least 99 per cent of the 
Police Force itself. Needless to say it totally ignores the true interests of Hong 
Kong  where  the  enforcement  of  law  and  order  and  the  achievement  of 
acceptable  standards  of  honesty  have  made  such  strides  in  recent  years. 
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Concession  to  such  demands  under  pressure  would  invite  pressure  on  other 
issues (Hong Kong Hansard, 1977, p. 158).

It is obvious that there is a contradiction between the willingness to accede to the 

demands from various groups and the ability of the government to maintain stability. 

This is especially difficult for an unelected governor, who purports to speak in the 

public  interest.  For  the  government,  there  was  a  constant  attempt  to  balance  the 

interests of oppositional groups with that of the people of Hong Kong. The increasing 

challenges and the lack of democratic legitimation, therefore, forced the government 

to resort to more extreme tactics, such as coercion, in order to silence the empowered 

challengers.

6.5.2 Extreme Tactics: Secretive Control of Dissent

Allegations of secret attempts to control and, if possible, coerce dissent date back to at 

least  the  beginning  of  the  1970s.  In  1970,  for  example,  the  Hong  Kong  Bar 

Association focused public attention on the fact that the Governor was able to allow 

any  public  official  the  right  to  intercept  telephone calls  and  telegrams.  “There  is 

evidence that the powers are used frequently without reference to the governor or 

attorney-general  and  one  wonders  who  decides  when  "public  interest"  is 

involved” (qt. in: Baird, 1970, p. 8). One person who claimed openly that she was 

monitored during the 1970s was activist and elected Urban Councilor Elsie Elliot. 

Rumors  of  various  repressive  tactics  against  potential  dissent  were  voiced 

sporadically during the 1970s. An example for these kind of tactic is the following 

letter to the editor of the South China Morning Post:

In my own experience, when registering to vote a year ago, I was frankly and 
actively discouraged from doing so by the official who handled my case – a 
European,  therefore  presumably  of  some  importance,  who  dismissed  my 
attempts at democracy in Hongkong as a farce. 
Secondly, a few days before the election was held I was the recipient of what I 
can only call a hate letter - directed not at me but at the whole idea of the Urban 
Council and urging me and other potential voters not to vote (Elias, 1973).

The author of this letter to the editor asserts that government officials actively sought 
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to  undermine  the  only  partially  democratic  institution,  the  Urban  Council.  Even 

though this is the only such claim, the author still raises the issue of suppressing the 

development of democracy. While other reasons probably hurt participation more, the 

author’s concerns raise the possibility that there were other ways of keeping turnout 

low. 

However, it can be safe to assume that control of dissent was not a top priority 

for the government until well into the second half of the 1970s. The rising opposition 

from increasingly assertive pressure groups increased the government’s willingness to 

control this activity. First of all, in 1979 there were a number of arrests of peaceful 

protesters that raised serious concerns of human rights in Hong Kong. Secondly, the 

revelation  in  the  early  1980s  of  a  secret  committee  that  was  used  to  spy  on  and 

possibly  even  undermine  certain  pressure  groups  shows that  the  government  was 

willing to use repression against dissent.

On January 7, 1979, 78 boat people and social workers were arrested while in 

coaches on their way to the Governor’s residence. They were charged with breaking 

the Public Order Ordinance for unlawful assembly and were all released on bail of 

HK$200. The issue, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, raised the 

issue  of  government  repression  against  oppositional  groups.  While  many  social 

activists  protested  what  they  perceived  to  be  a  violation  of  human  rights,  pro-

government  voices  considered  the  government’s  actions  as  a  necessary  tactic  for 

guaranteeing the stability of the city-state. For example, the  South China Morning 

Post wrote in its editorial:

(I)f society is to run smoothly and efficiently and in a way that permits the 
majority  to  go  about  their  daily  tasks,  a  degree  of  regulation  and  law  is 
essential.  (...) In short, most would probably agree that the Government errs 
on the side of caution in imposing existing laws, rather than that it is over-rigid 
(SCMP, Feb. 28, 1979).

It was well known that the editors of the leading newspapers, and especially the South 

China Morning Post, were pro-government in their coverage and in their editorials. In 

this  particular  editorial,  the  paper  justifies  the  government’s  use  of  arrest  of 
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government critics in the interest of the people. If it would be in the interest of the 

“well-being and convenience of the majority” then the government could say “No” to 

oppositional activity. 

In 1978, the government decided to increase its control over the ever increasing 

challenges from oppositional groups when it set up the secret Standing Committee on 

Pressure  Groups  (SCOPG),  supposedly  to  monitor  the  activities  of  the  pressure 

groups. Only two years later,  the British journalist  Duncan Campbell  revealed the 

existence of the committee in the British magazine The New Statesman on December 

12, 1980. Campbell asserted that any political group in Hong Kong had been subject 

to secret surveillance. He wrote that the committee:

has  the  job  of  coordinating  government  surveillance  of  any  protest  or 
campaigning group and of mounting counter-attacks. Specifically, SCOPG aims 
to undermine, co-opt or coerce any of eleven target groups, and other (Campbell, 
1980, p. 8).

The reason for the committee, so Campbell, was the threat that these groups posed to 

government credibility. The fact that some oppositional groups had lobbied British 

MPs was highlighted. When the report was released, the government only admitted 

the existence of the committee but rejected the claim that it had any sinister motives. 

The  real  reason  for  the  committee,  according  to  government  statements,  was  the 

ability  to  better  listen  to  the  demands  of  the  pressure  groups.  Furthermore,  the 

government attacked the New Statesman for inaccuracies and lies in the report, but it 

did not sue the magazine for slander,  as the Singapore government has repeatedly 

done against its critics. 

Despite  strong  denials  by  government  officials,  Campbell's  report  was 

subsequently substantiated. Even though most of the SCOPG report was destroyed 

during the 1980s for “record management purposes” (Hong Kong Hansard, 1995, p. 

3595), Legislative Councilor Anna Wu was able to quote a short excerpt from the 

report in 1995: 

Special Branch confirmed that while some pressure groups may be motivated 
more  by  self-interest  than  ultraism,  their  activities  have  not  generally  been 
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subversive  and  they  do  not  seem  to  have  had  the  effect  of  subverting  the 
population so far.  But SCOPG has been tasked with examining the pressure 
groups  more  critically  and  does  not  feel  able  to  see  the  groups  in  such  a 
favourable light. It is the potential of pressure groups which is disturbing the 
possibility of their developing into something more sinister or unleashing forces 
damaging  to  the  whole  community.  The  activities  of  pressure  groups  can 
encourage a widespread critical and argumentative attitude when knocking the 
Government  is  fashionable.  In  itself  not  a  phenomenon  to  be  afraid  of,  it 
nonetheless  provides  an  ideal  breeding  ground  for  discontent  and  trouble-
makers while there is always the danger that any group, no matter how innocent 
and well meaning initially, can be taken over by more unscrupulous elements. 
Whilst at present the conclusion must be that pressure groups are generally not 
subversive,  the  potential  for  subversion  always  exists.  So  far  there  is  no 
evidence that any of the pressure groups has been taken over by undesirable 
political factions from either outside or inside Hong Kong but the possibility of 
such a development cannot be ruled out (Ibid., p. 3596).

The report  asserts  that  pressure groups have the potential  to  not  only destroy the 

reputation of the government and thus foster a more critical population, which was 

considered  to  be  the  basis  of  social  instability,  but  also  to  become  the  front  for 

“sinister” groups. This excerpt does not give any indication of the consequences the 

government should draw from these findings but it is obvious that probably closer 

monitoring of oppositional groups was recommended. The SCOPG suggested that the 

mere existence of dissent warranted greater surveillance of pressure groups. 

On January 28, 1981, after it had obtained eleven confidential reports, the Hong 

Kong Standard reported about a 'Red List,' which listed groups that were supposedly 

threatened by Communist infiltration. The three groups mentioned in the article were 

the Hong Kong Professional Teachers' Union (HKPTU), the Hong Kong Federation of 

Students  (HKFS)  and  the  Government  School  Non-Graduate  Teachers  Union 

(GSNTU). Again, the government was forced to justify the content of the reports. It 

claimed that  those reports  did not  contain the official  opinion of the government. 

Another important reason was voiced by Denis Bray in an interview with Lo Hsiu-

hing:

Our aim was to achieve stability. There was no guarantee for a revolution [in 
Hong Kong]. We had the stability that commanded the general support, not the 
stability  of  the  police  state  (Denis  Bray in  an  interview with Lo Hsiu-hing, 
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2001, p. 36).
This  denial  illustrates  that  the  government  aimed  to  maintain  stability  without 

recourse  to  coercive  tactics.  However,  it  felt  insecure  if  this  stability  could  be 

maintained  without  greater  control  of  the  rising  oppositional  movement.  The 

administrators were unsure of the direction of oppositional activism, which suggests 

uncertainty  on  behalf  of  the  authoritarian  ruler  of  the  rightfulness  of  his  rule.  In 

conclusion, it is obvious that secretive coercion was counterproductive to the colonial 

regime when it was revealed. This tactic was used very sparingly in the 1970s and 

decreased  even  further  in  the  1980s.  With  the  gradual  introduction  of  greater 

democratization from the mid-1980s to the 1990s, the government almost completely 

abandoned repression and became more consultative as well as participatory.

6.6 Conclusion and Outlook

This chapter has demonstrated the role of the ruling elite groups in Hong Kong during 

the 1970s. While their members were diverse, communication not always successful, 

and their leaders differed on the role of the state, the ruling elite formed a relatively 

cohesive and stable group because they shared the same goals. They valued mostly 

prosperity and stability, which according to the conservatives could only be achieved 

through laissez-faire and according to the progressives through an emphasis on social 

policy. The government, therefore, focused on social programs which found support 

from both groups. At the same time, the government relied mostly on co-opting its 

challengers into the political system to reduce political contention. This included a 

propensity to compromise in the interest  of stability,  which, however, often led to 

greater challenges from oppositional groups. In contrast, the next chapter will show 

that Singapore's  ruling elite has hardly ever been willing to compromise with any 

challengers. This means that the Singaporean rulers have been more inclined to use 

repression of oppositional groups in addition to co-option from the beginning. 

Hong Kong's rulers shared with its Singaporean counterparts the perception 

that they were the most qualified to govern the city-state. This resulted in a general 
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understanding that the role of the government was that of a paternalistic guardian. 

This may have been influenced by the rulers'  understanding of traditional Chinese 

culture but it was mostly the outcome of colonial rule, which places the government 

in a position of absolute power. Notions of superiority and the ability to govern in the 

interest  of  the  population  gave  the  rulers  a  tremendous  sense  of  legitimacy.  The 

Singapore  case  will  show that  this  “colonial  image”  is  even  more  evident  in  the 

independent  city-state.  It  is  perhaps  ironic  that  Singapore's  rulers  were  able  to 

maintain many of the colonial structures and incorporate them into a modern nation-

state. The fact that the Singapore government is elected by the people has given it 

greater legitimacy. Unlike in Hong Kong, the Singapore government has tried to rely 

on democratic elections to claim a mandate to rule over the city-state.
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Chapter 7

The Behavior of Ruling Elite Groups in Singapore

This chapter analyzes the ruling elite groups according to the same pattern as the 

previous chapter. It will be shown that Singapore's elite is much more homogeneous, 

internally  cohesive,  and  more  effective  in  executing  its  plans  than  Hong  Kong's. 

Singapore's  state  is  particularly  strong,  which  enables  the  government  to  resist 

pressure  from  opposition  groups.  It  therefore  enables  the  ruling  elite  groups  to 

implement unpopular measures that they deem important for the long term future of 

Singapore.  According to Worthington,  the Westminster political system in place in 

Singapore  allows  for  very  strong  governments  in  between  elections.  Ideally,  the 

system is based on the mutual trust between different political parties and between the 

government  and  the  electorate  (Worthington,  2003).  In  the  case  of  Singapore, 

however, the highly centralized institutional network has enabled the government to 

monopolize power in a very small group of people, which can be considered the core 

of  the  ruling  elite  groups.  This  chapter  will  demonstrate  how  Singapore's  elite 

maintains cohesion and what tactics and goals it pursues in order to maintain its rule 

over the small city-state. 

7.1 Ruling Elite Groups in Singapore

The  ruling  elite  groups  in  Singapore  include  the  ministers,  the  ruling  party,  the 

bureaucracy  and  government-linked-corporations.  Writing  in  1978,  Peter  Chen 

considers Singapore’s power structure to be “formed by a cohesive power elite which 

is  made  up  of  the  political  elite,  the  bureaucrats  and  the  select  professional 

elite” (Chen, 1978, p. 9). The latter group only includes those professionals that share 

the ideologies, objectives and interests of the political elite. There is no doubt that co-

optation plays an important role in integrating the various interests. Chan Heng Chee 
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offers a different reason for the unity within the elite: “The amazing elite cohesion of 

the present PAP leadership, must to a great extent be attributed to their experience in 

fighting and maneuvering against common enemies, first the colonial authorities, but 

more so in the intra-party struggle” (Chan, 1975, p. 301). A technocratic ideology, in 

part as a reaction against threats from external and internal enemies, therefore, has 

strengthened the cohesiveness of the political elite and avoided political cleavages.

Overall  the Singapore elite  groups  are  very hierarchically  organized groups. 

Every group within the elite manifests its own hierarchy and each is tightly organized. 

At the top there is the leadership, which Russ Worthington has labeled the power elite. 

The lower echelons of the Singapore elite are, however, also significant because their 

existence and choices, their tactics and goals guarantee the survival of the system. To 

a  large  degree,  the  leaders  of  the  elite  groups  have  been  able  to  organize  their 

members using a discourse of meritocracy and certain shared values that are aimed at 

creating the impression that everyone is capable of becoming a member of the inner 

circle. 

Since  Singapore  closely  resembles  an  administrative  state,  the  bureaucracy 

constitutes  the  basis  of  Singapore's  political  regime.  The  various  government 

departments are organized according to modern management practices. In his unique 

study  of  the  Economic  Development  Board  (EDB),  Edgar  H.  Schein  (1996) 

concluded that the organization was a “close-knit community” in which most of the 

officers are able to get to know each other through team work in projects, committee 

meetings, etc. For Schein, it was a mystery how an organization, which promoted the 

achievements  of  individuals  could  at  the  same  time  promote  teamwork  in  an 

environment  that  was  seemingly  free  of  boundaries.  His  conclusion  was  that 

Singapore had developed a particular Singaporean management culture that is neither 

Asian nor Western. This, however, fails to solve this “mystery” satisfactorily. Group 

behavior should not be understood as necessarily synonymous with conformity. An 

environment  that  promotes  individual  achievements  has  the  potential  to  motivate 

group members because they all stand in competition with each other. At the same 
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time, the members of the group need the help of each other to achieve their goals. 

This is rooted in the EDB’s culture of a high-morale organization with a shared vision 

of a successful economy. Informal rituals, awards to stipulate performance, and the 

high  regard  to  private  matters  (such  as  friendship  and  weddings)  support  the 

organization (Ibid.). While Schein’s analysis focused on the EDB, it can be assumed 

that similar aspects also play a role in other departments and in Government-linked 

corporations. 

Another important constituent element of the regime is the ruling political party, 

the People’s Action Party. The party itself is a representation of the elite as a whole. 

Organized  as  a  cadre  party  with  four  types  of  cadres,  it  is  dominated  by  an 

autonomous and autocratic Central  Election Committee (CEC).  This and the strict 

hierarchical organization has earned it the classification of a Leninist party (Peebles 

and Wilson, 2002, p. 30). The rest of the party machine has very little influence over 

the decisions that are made by the CEC. Compared to other one-party dominant states, 

the party has a relatively small bureaucracy. According to Mauzy and Milne (2002, p. 

42) this is due to Singapore's size and the ruling elite's belief that participation should 

be channeled through parapolitical grassroots organizations.

Ever since the People’s Action Party (PAP) was elected to office in 1959, the 

English-educated elite has tried to monopolize power in Singapore (Chua, 1995). Lee 

Kuan Yew and his lieutenants profited greatly from their education in Great Britain, 

where they had been influenced by the Labor Party and the Fabian socialist thought 

that  permeated the party  at  the time. These early  leaders were convinced that  the 

government should play an active role in the economy and provide public housing and 

medical  care  (Peebles  and Wilson,  2002,  p.  30).  Most  significantly,  in  contrast  to 

Hong Kong, we can notice a tight integration of the greatest part of the business elite 

into the ruling elite through networks of government-linked corporations.

7.2 Organizational Strength
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Singapore's  ruling  elite  groups  are  very  cohesive.  This  is  surprising  because 

Singapore's increasingly complex bureaucracy has in recent years experienced a rapid 

increase in members. Remarkably, most of these members of the ruling elite closely 

follow the wishes of the leaders. In the leadership, which is dominated by technocrats, 

there  has  been  a  great  monopolization  of  power  in  the  hand  of  very  few. 

Consequently,  there  are  no known factions  within  the  government  today.  A small 

number of leaders have successfully dominated government-linked corporations, the 

military,  and  the  labor  movement.  The  incentives  for  the  members  lie  with  the 

managerialist organization of the bureaucracy and the prestige awarded to members of 

the  ruling  party.  Finally,  perhaps  the  greatest  strength  comes  from  the  ability  to 

monopolize the means of communication. The ruling elite groups not only control its 

internal communication but also the media. This has only been challenged recently 

with the proliferation of the Internet.

7.2.1 Members

The members of the ruling elite groups can largely be categorized into members of the 

ruling People’s Action Party, employees within government agencies26, supporters of 

the regime,  and to a certain  degree employees  in government-linked corporations. 

This list of members shows that in Singapore a large part of the population is directly 

linked to the government. For the leaders of the ruling elite this has meant that they 

can rely on a large section of the people to follow and implement decisions rather than 

participating in active politics. 

As  Chapter  5  has  shown,  Singapore  has  many  features  of  a  bureaucratic 

regime. It is therefore not surprising that during the 1990s, a time of very high budget 

surpluses, the number of government employees has steadily risen. As in Hong Kong, 

these government employees are not allowed to take part in politics. In contrast to 

Hong Kong, however, Singapore government employees are even forbidden to form 

26  This includes the military, the police force, and any other part of the government.
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or join a union (Working Party of Senior Budget Officials, 2006). This, of course, 

reduces the potential of organized dissent, which, for example occurred in Hong Kong 

during the 1970s when policemen protested against the overly harsh treatment due to 

anti-corruption  measures  (see  Chapter  6).  The  statistics  for  the  various  ministries 

shows  that  the  greatest  number  of  government  employees,  almost  half  of  all 

employees (49 percent or 55,747 employees) work for the Ministry  of Education. 

Second is the Ministry of Home Affairs with 20 percent of the employees (22,613 

employees) and third the Ministry of National Development with seven percent or 

7,494. 

Illustration  3:  Increase  of  Government  Employees  in  Singapore 
between 1997 and 2006

 Source: Adapted from Statistics of the Singapore Government

These numbers show that Singapore’s ruling elite is serious about education, national 

defense,  and economic survival.  Education is  particularly important because it  not 

only  supports  economic  development  but  also  enables  the  rulers  to  influence  the 

people at a young age. National defense also serves the goals of the rulers because 

through  national  service  and  various  other  activities  the  rulers  are  able  to 

communicate their values and goals. It intends to unite the people behind the goal of 
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national and economic survival.

Besides  the  bureaucracy,  there  is  also the  ruling party,  the  People's  Action 

Party  (PAP). It  boasts  a  membership  of  15,000,  which  is  large  in  comparison  to 

Singapore’s  other  political  parties.  While  the  number  of  cadres  is  considered 

“privileged information,” the party revealed in 1998 that there were more than 1,000 

cadre members (Koh, 1998). It has a youth wing, called Young PAP, which was set up 

in 1986, and a women's wing, set up in 1989. For every election the PAP selects 

around 20 new members to run for political office. 

It is important to note that the PAP is not a party with mass membership or 

complex  party  structure  (Mauzy  and  Milne,  2002). It  serves  more  as  a  cohesive 

support organization for the party leadership, which reigns supreme. The elite have 

tried to maintain the cohesiveness of the party by constantly urging its members to 

remain  united  behind  the  party’s  pragmatic  ideology  of  national  survival.  In  an 

interpretation of the speech of Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew on the PAP’s twenty-

fifth  anniversary,  Chan Heng Chee (1989,  p.  74)  considers the party’s strategy to 

“(g)ive clear signals: don’t confuse the people” and to be “(a) reminder to the party 

not to form cliques and indulge in factionalism.”

Despite the party's election victories, the lack of a credible alternative makes it 

difficult to assess the support for the ruling party. In recent elections, the PAP has 

increasingly become concerned with younger voters, which suggests a generational 

shift.  The typical PAP supporter, therefore, is on average probably older and more 

conservative  than  opposition  supporters.  This  is  due  to  the  fact  that  the  younger 

population has not experienced the rapid changes during the 1960s and is accustomed 

to political stability. The older generation, but especially regime supporters, continue 

to emphasize the numerous national threats that Singapore supposedly continues to 

face. Major Chow Soo Shee, a member of the Singapore navy, explained his support 

for the ruling party as follows:

I am not a PAP member and I may not agree with every policy made by the 
Government but I appreciate what it has provided for me, my family and my 
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fellow Singaporeans. It is this gratitude and confidence in its track record that 
make me vote for it. We want to hear views, not just from an opposition out to 
get  political  mileage,  but  also  from  people  who  genuinely  care  and  have 
suggestions to improve the quality of life of the people and whose actions will 
ensure Singapore's survival and future. I hope the younger generation will learn 
to appreciate what MM Lee has done over the last 50 years and still continues to 
do even though he is way past retirement age. It is not about power, not about 
wealth but about your future and mine (ST, April 18, 2006).

Regime supporters,  like  Major  Chow,  base  their  support  on  the  party’s  economic 

achievements  over  the  past  50  years.  Many  regime  supporters  point  out  that 

Singapore’s leaders have committed themselves to the future of Singapore because 

they  act  in  the interest  of  the nation.  For  these people,  their  support  is  based on 

performance, achievements and lack of corruption. 

7.2.2 Leaders

The leaders of the ruling elite groups are mostly the ministers of parliament (which 

are the equivalent to the heads of departments in Hong Kong) as well as members of 

the PAP Central Election Committee. In this system, the ministers are the top power 

holders with the Prime Minister holding the highest position. This is notable for the 

lack of a powerful independent business elite. The dominance of government-linked 

corporations  and  multi-national  corporations  has  restricted  the  development  of  a 

business class with divergent interests.

In the past, Lee Kuan Yew and his closest advisers have monopolized power, 

which has enabled them to successfully deal with the problems of the 1960s and 70s 

(Regnier,  1987,  p.  233).  This  changed with  the  slow transfer  of  power  to  a  new 

generation of leaders. Bellows argues that the younger leaders are no longer able to 

monopolize power as much as the older could (Bellows, 1985, p. 55). While there has 

been some decentralization in the system, the government’s ability to change course 

fairly rapidly suggests that power still remains in the hands of very few.

The smoothness of the power transfer, furthermore, has to be seen within this 
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context where younger leaders are allowed to take a leading role in politics, while 

guaranteeing continuing influence for the elders. There are still questions as to how 

much influence former Prime Minister  Lee Kuan Yew still  wields in  government. 

Since  he has  vacated his  position as  Prime Minister,  he  has  changed his  position 

twice,  first  to  Senior  Minister  and  presently  to  Minister  Mentor.  Both  of  these 

positions were newly created to allow for a power transfer to a younger generation 

without the need for the older prime ministers to retire. When former Prime Minister 

Goh Chok Tong relinquished his seat to the son of Lee Kuan Yew, he also became a 

Senior Minister. 

Since 1959, when the PAP was elected to power, an overwhelming majority of 

the leaders have been highly educated. The leadership favors a modern technological 

state and focuses on economic development. This has also influenced the recruitment 

of new leaders as Chan Heng Chee makes clear:

In Singapore, the consequence of coming to power of intellectual politicians in 
1959 is the tendency to favor well-educated and highly trained men especially 
since the emphasis in recent years has been economic development and the 
establishment of a modern technological state after the model of a Western 
state (Chan, 2000, p. 122).

The leaders of the first generation were able to enshrine this emphasis on academic 

excellence in the present political system. An appraisal of the current ministers of 

parliament shows that they are all highly educated and all but one hold degrees from 

overseas universities. 

Furthermore, the age of the current political leadership reveals the influences 

of developmentalism on the ideology of the ruling elite. The youngest minister, Dr. 

Vivian  Balakrishnan,  was  born  in  1961  and  the  majority  of  ministers  were  born 

between 1954 and 1959. The oldest is Lee Kuan Yew, who was born in 1923 and 

another member of the old guard is Prof. S. Jayakumar, born in 1939. All ministers 

were born before Singapore became independent, which is significant because all of 

them have experienced the tremendous changes of the 1960s and 70s. 

Another significant  characteristic of the leaders is  that  five of the eighteen 
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ministers have had a career in the military. The close connection between the military 

and the Singapore government is also evident in the city-state’s budget. Nearly half 

(49 percent) of the total budgeted government expenditures for 2006 are allocated for 

security and external relations, of which 81 percent is for defense, which is also the 

single largest item in the budget (Singapore Government, 2006. p. 27). The present 

prime minister, furthermore, is a very good example of this relationship. Lee Hsien 

Loong’s military career started in 1971, when he joined the Singapore Armed Forces 

(SAF). He managed to become the first Director of the Joint Operations and Plans 

Directorate.  When he  left  the SAF to  enter  politics  in  1984 he was the youngest 

Brigadier-General. 

Aside of the government-military relationship, the Singapore core elite is also 

closely linked to the economy. Most notably, Lee Hsien Loong’s wife Ho Ching is 

chief executive of Singapore's state investment holding company, Temasek, which not 

only has large stakes in Singapore’s government-linked corporations but also has been 

credited  as  one  of  the  city-state’s  major  economic  drivers.  The  minister  without 

portfolio, Lim Boon Heng, who is chairman of the People’s Action Party and was at 

the same time until the end of 2006 Secretary-General of the National Trades Union 

Congress (NTUC), represents another very important link between the economy and 

the government.  The close link between the PAP and the labor unions allows the 

government to exert control on the relationship between employees and employers. In 

effect this has resulted in a lack of strikes since 1986, when there was a minor strike 

(see illustration 2 in Chapter 5). This close relationship has to a certain degree enabled 

the  leadership  to  steer  the  economy.  With  the  labor  movement  tamed,  unpopular 

measures such as wage cuts or reductions in employers’ contributions to the Central 

Provident Fund (CPF) could easily be achieved when they were considered necessary 

for economic success.

7.2.3. Incentives: Reasons for Group Cohesion

The ruling elite is marked by an extraordinary group cohesiveness. While there have 
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been individuals who were forced to rescind power, today there are no known factions 

within  the  government  (Chan,  1989).  Due  to  the  opaqueness  of  the  Singapore 

government,  it  is  not  possible  to  provide  a  comprehensive  explanation  for  the 

incentives for individual members. There are a number of indicators, however, which 

help us better understand some of the factors that contribute to this cohesion. 

First of all, Singapore's rulers are the world's best paid leaders, even compared 

to much larger countries such as the United States of America or Australia. While in 

2000 the Singapore Prime Minister earned S$1,958,000 (US$1,100,000) a year, the 

US president only earned US$200,000 and the Australian Prime Minister only US

$137,06027.  Even after  perks  and other  allowances  (which  the  Singaporean  Prime 

Minister  does  not  get),  other  government  leaders  earn  much  less  than  their 

Singaporean  counterpart.  Table  8  shows  the  monthly  and  annual  salaries  of  top 

government officials and their ranking in comparison to the private sector.

Table 8: Ranking of Ministers' Pay Among Top Private Sector Earners (1992 
figures)

Appointment Monthly Salary (S
$)*

Annual Salary (S
$)*

Ranking

Prime Minister 60,500 1,148,000 32

Minister II + 12% 35,500 776,000 113

Minister I 26,800 587,000 244

Superscale B 19,300 422,000 576

Superscale C 16,100 350,000 910

* After Jan. 1, 1994 revision

adapted from: Competitive Salaries for Competent and Honest Government, 1994

The government has justified these salaries by claiming that they prevent corruption 

and that they provide enough incentives for highly qualified members. The White 

Paper  propagating benchmarks for ministers  and senior public officials  stated that 

public  officials  have  to  make  many  sacrifices.  “But  the  financial  sacrifice  is  the 

simplest  to  minimize,  by  paying  realistic  salaries  comparable  to  what  potential 

27 http://www.singaporedemocrat.org/ministers'%20pay.html
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Ministers can earn in the private sector” (Singapore Government, 1994, p. 2). Other 

members of the Civil Service also earn salaries that are comparable to the private 

sector.

Financial incentives can, however, not fully explain the cohesion of the ruling 

elite. The achievements of the government fill the members, who have been selected 

according to meritocratic principles with pride. In this context, it should be noted that 

reputation  plays  an  important  role  for  individual  members  of  the  Singapore 

government  (Huff,  1999).  This  has  contributed  significantly  to  an  elite 

consensus,which is based on the idea of good and the effective implementation of 

government  policies.  The  negative  side  of  this  tendency  has,  however,  been  the 

development  of  extreme  elitism,  which  has  meant  an  unwillingness  to  expose 

potential weaknesses. Schein notes that the EDB tries to maintain a perfect image of 

the organization and does not easily accept criticism.  Since this plays a central focus 

in the perception of the elite, it will be discussed in detail in a later section. 

While Singapore's ruling elite considers itself a special class at the apex of a 

meritocratic society, the incentives of joining the People's Action Party, need to be 

analyzed. At least officially, membership in the party, unlike in Communist regimes, 

cannot guarantee better  employment perspectives.  Furthermore,  party members are 

unpaid volunteers28, who cannot expect to be rewarded with a candidacy (Mauzy and 

Milne,  2002).  So what are the reasons for joining the party? One long-time party 

member, Mah Guan Lin, the assistant director of the PAP headquarters in New Upper 

Changi Road, said in 1998: “We join because we know this is a good system that we 

want to protect. Through our dialogue with MPs, we understand things better and get 

a chance to find out more, that's the only advantage” (qt. in: Koh, 1998). For some 

members the reason for joining the party, however, has some prestige. Once members 

have become cadre members  of  the party  they get  the right  to  vote  for the party 

leadership every two years, which means they have really become a member of the 

28  Grassroots leaders receive some benefits, such as priority placements in housing and education 
(Koh, 1998).
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elite (Ibid.).  

In order to understand the kind of prestige that party membership provides, it is 

important to consider the party's rigid imagery. With a particular style of clothing, 

songs, and other rituals the party tries to create the impression that it is a distinguished 

group of people, who solely act in the interest of the nation. The party members are 

motivated to propagate the party’s vision, which is manifested in their pledge. The 

text is similar to that of the national pledge, which was written by S Rajaratnam in 

1966 and polished by Lee Kuan Yew:

We, the members of the PAP,

pledge ourselves to build a strong united Party,

to create a vibrant, just and equal society,

through achieving excellence by all,

so that every citizen,

regardless of race, language or religion,

can enjoy a full and happy life.

We, the citizens of Singapore,

pledge ourselves as one united people,

regardless of race, language or religion,

to build a democratic society

based on justice and equality

so as to achieve happiness, prosperity and

progress for our nation.

The similarity  intends  to  create  the effect  that  the PAP is  a  national  party,  which 

always acts in the interest of the nation. While the nation is supposed to stand united, 

the People’s Action Party similarly needs to maintain unity. In the PAP pledge, the 

term united is equated with strength, which is needed to build a “vibrant, just and 

equal  society”.  While  the  Singapore  pledge  emphasizes  democracy,  justice  and 

equality, the party’s pledge extols the merits of meritocracy. It is unclear, however, 

what  is  meant  by  the  term “all”  in  the  PAP pledge.  The  term could  refer  to  the 

“society” or every individual “citizen”. The pledge finally establishes the importance 

of the PAP as the gatekeeper of Singapore's success.

During  election  campaigns,  the  National  Day  Parade  and  at  other  festive 

events,  members  of  the  party  wear  a  white  uniform,  which  stands  for  purity  and 

integrity.  In  the  1990s,  members  of  the  PAP debated  continuing  the  use  of  the 

uniform. Dr. Lee Boon Yang, Minister for Information, Communications and the Arts, 

decided the dispute:
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If some young Singaporeans are not willing to join the party and serve the 
nation because of the old fashioned uniform, would getting these same young 
fashion-conscious men and women into the party help?
What if they are then asked to support and explain a party policy which is 
neither fashionable nor popular with the electorate? (PAP website, 2006)

In Lee's words, the uniform becomes a symbol of the PAP ideology. People, who 

want to join the party, need to follow the principles of the party, which are mainly a 

mix of  pragmatism and a long term vision.  The PAP prides itself  of not  being a 

populist party but acting in the interest of the people. Furthermore, the decision to 

join  the  PAP is  equated  with  the  willingness  to  serve  the  nation,  a  claim  that 

permeates much of the PAP’s official propaganda. This raises the party beyond the 

role  of  a  partisan  arbiter  of  particularistic  goals  to  a  national  institution,  whose 

primary interests are the representation of the people. 

7.2.4 Communication Network

In order to enhance the sense of community within the government, the role of both 

internal and external communication is of central  importance.  The example of the 

EDB,  which  can  be  seen  as  representative  for  the  Singapore  government,  also 

provides ample evidence for this. A crucial element of the communication strategy is 

the use of corporate forms of communication. For instance, the EDB has an in-house 

publication which publicizes the achievements of special employees and marriages 

between  employees.  Publications  like  these  create  a  sense  of  belonging  to  the 

institution and enhance its ability to increase output because important achievements 

are highlighted.

Since  1954 the ruling People’s  Action  Party has  also maintained its  own 

party  publication,  Petir.  The magazine is  published regularly,  features commercial 

advertisements and is available on the Internet since September 2004. The publication 

not only aims to rally party members behind the leadership and maintain cohesion but 

also attempts to communicate the party platform to the media (Gomez, 2001). The 

majority of the magazine's articles are in English, while some are also in Chinese, 
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Malay and Tamil. In 2006, the party added a “"PAP Policy Forum", to provide new 

platforms for everyone to voice their views and concerns” (Gan, 2006). This suggests 

that the party wants to increase the ability of party members to comment on party 

issues. Prior to this change, articles reflected mostly the views of the inner circle of 

the PAP and ordinary members were rarely able  to contribute to its  content.  This 

change will, however, mean very little as long as editorial selection continues to be 

controlled by the Publicity and Publications Committee. 

Finally, unlike Hong Kong, Singapore's ruling elite control nearly all of the 

major external means of communication. The leading English-language newspaper, 

the pro-government Straits Times, is owned by the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH), 

which is closely linked to the government. The major media company, MediaCorp, a 

government-linked  corporation,  has  a  monopoly  over  freely  available  terrestrial 

television  and  owns  the  only  freely  distributed  daily  tabloid,  Today.  There  are 

virtually no alternative voices in Singapore’s media landscape, which means that the 

government  possesses  a  strong  ability  to  control  the  masses.  Prominent  party 

members  have,  furthermore,  published  autobiographies,  monographs  and  other 

commemorative  books,  which  are  widely  available  in  Singapore  bookstores.  This 

stands  in  contrast  to  the  opposition,  which  has  difficulty  getting  its  books  and 

magazines  published.  The  PAP has  also  used  the  mainstream media  to  broadcast 

documentaries, which are biased in favor of the ruling elite. 

7.3 Cognitive Attribution and Perceptions: The “Colonial Image”

The following will discuss three different aspects of the cognitive perceptions and the 

resulting behavior patterns of the members of the ruling elite groups. The historical 

developments and the institutions, summarized in Chapter 5, provide the basis for 

how Singapore's elite sees the world around it. People who succeed during their life 

often feel pride for their accomplishments. In a group setting this often translates to 

collective pride, especially when there is a strong sense of belonging to the group. 
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These sentiments consequently become part of the values and norms of the group and 

are enshrined in the inner group culture.

In  terms  of  self-perception,  the  successful  economic  and  social 

transformation of Singapore has therefore initially generated a great sense of self-

confidence within the ruling elite groups. After some time, this has transformed into a 

self-perception of superiority, which is reflected in the elitism of the ruling class. The 

feeling that one is the best to rule the country leads to the idea that one should guide 

the  people  for  their  own  better  good.  This  will  be  described  as  the  paternalist 

dispositions of the government. Finally, the impression that one is especially qualified 

to improve the lives of others has generated a great sense of legitimacy. While this 

legitimacy draws its  major resource from the impression that the ruling elite have 

successfully managed the economy and averted a number of national crises, it also 

needs to be sustained during periodic elections. 

7.3.1 A Sense of Superiority 

Over  the  years,  Singapore's  leaders  have  developed a  strong sense  of  superiority. 

While members of the ruling elite often mention the fear of national destruction, they 

also  consider  themselves  capable  of  protecting  the  nation  against  all  threats.  The 

successful  implementation  of  government  programs  has  led  to  elitism  within  the 

ruling elite groups because it proved to them that only they, the most capable, were 

qualified to lead well (Schein, 1996; Mauzy and Milne, 2002). Regnier writes: “The 

PAP has identified itself as the guarantor of stability and prosperity” (Regnier, 1987, 

p. 233). The extraordinary emphasis  on excellence and efficiency has developed a 

sense within the ruling elite, which denies itself the possibility to make mistakes. This 

has also led to a great aversion against criticism, which is often framed in terms of 

personal attacks against the leadership (Schein, 1996). 

The ruling elite considers meritocracy as an important characteristic of the 

Singapore state. The emphasis on a meritocratic society exemplifies the conviction 
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that  only  a  few people  are  truly  capable  of  leading.  This  has  developed into  the 

conception of Singapore as a technocracy in which decisions are based on scientific 

answers (Vennewald,  1994).  The Singapore leadership has become convinced that 

technology and natural science provide the best answers for societal ills (Mauzy and 

Milne,  2002,  p.  53). Some in  the  leadership,  most  notably  Lee  Kuan Yew,  have, 

furthermore, become convinced of the idea that intelligence is 80 percent inherited, 

which has led to a failed attempt to institutionalize eugenics in the proposed Graduate 

Mother  Scheme  in  1983.  (It  failed  because  it  was  opposed  by  a  majority  of 

Singaporeans).  For  this  reason,  the  Singapore  educational  system  places  a  great 

emphasis on “hard” science in favor of “soft” social science. Leadership renewal is to 

a large part based on exams, foreign experience, etc. The apparent success of this 

approach has even spurred Singapore's leaders into declaring the city-state as a model 

for other countries and as an alternative to liberal democracy.

Many  of  the  government  programs  reveal  this  sense  of  superiority.  The 

Central Provident Fund (CPF), for example, allows the government to control to a 

certain degree the savings and investment of the population. The principle behind the 

scheme  is  that  “government  knows  best  –  and  knows  better  than  the  people 

themselves how they should spend their money” (Lim et.al., 1993, p. 120). Members 

of the Singapore elite tend to believe that the ruling party’s solutions are the best for 

Singapore. They tend to believe that since they have reached their present position, 

they must be of superior quality. This perception was best expressed in 1971 by Lee 

Kuan Yew: 

The  main  burden  of  present  planning  and  implementation  rests  on  the 
shoulders of some 300 key persons. They include key men in the PAP, MPs, 
cadres who mobilise mass support  and explain the need for policies even 
when  they  are  temporarily  inconvenient  or  against  sectional  interests. 
Outstanding men in civil service, the police, the armed forces, chairmen of 
statutory boards and their top administrators – they have worked the details 
of policies set by the government and seen to their implementation. These 
people come from poor and middle-class homes. They come from different 
language schools. Singapore is a meritocracy. Together they are a close knit 
and coordinated hard core. If all the 300 were to crash in one Jumbo jet, then 
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Singapore will disintegrate (qt. in: Han et.al., 1998, p. 315).
As a consequence, the leaders of the old guard and Lee Kuan Yew in particular, have 

been unwilling to reduce their  influence.  As Minister  Mentor,  Lee Kuan Yew still 

wields considerable power today. Political scientist  Hussin Mutalib suggests that the 

tasks of the Minister Mentor are to maintain continuity and stability: “(T)he idea of 

having a Minister Mentor in the form of SM Lee in the cabinet is to try to give a 

guiding hand, overall, in its holistic perspective, in all and every important aspect of 

governance in  Singapore” (qt.  in:  Yip,  2004).  Lee Kuan Yew, therefore,  is  hardly 

willing to concede all of his power to the younger generation. The core of the ruling 

elite group believes that Singapore would collapse if they were to disappear. 

This self-perception of the ruling elite groups as particularly qualified to rule 

the country in the interest of the people consequently also excludes the possibility of 

contestation  from  other  political  groups,  which  are  necessarily  inferior  and  thus 

potentially  a  threat  to  the  very  survival  of  the  Singapore  state.  This  sense  of 

superiority  is  especially  apparent  when  it  is  challenged,  because  criticizing 

government  decisions  is  problematic,  especially  if  those  who  dare  to  oppose  a 

decision appear less qualified.  Recently,  a column by the popular Internet blogger 

mrbrown (Lee Kin Mun) in the newspaper Today was canceled after he had written a 

satire of the ruling party’s practice of revealing problems, such as price increases, 

after an election and giving cash benefits before. The press secretary to the Minister 

for Information, Communications and the Arts, Krishnasamy Bhavani (2006) wrote a 

scathing reply in the same paper:

mr  brown's  views  on  all  these  issues  distort  the  truth.  They  are  polemics 
dressed up as analysis, blaming the Government for all that  he is unhappy 
with.  He  offers  no  alternatives  or  solutions.  His  piece  is  calculated  to 
encourage cynicism and despondency, which can only make things worse, not 
better, for those he professes to sympathise with.

Bhavani attempts to place mrbrown in a bad light when he alleges that the “analysis” 

of the author cannot be trusted. In reality, the article in question was not an analysis 

but it was rather a cleverly worded satire. Furthermore, Bhavani seems to either not 

know or ignore the fact that the true identity of the author is well known in Singapore. 
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This letter demonstrates three main government responses to criticism. First of 

all, Bhavani asserts that the author of the original article is misrepresenting the truth. 

To make her point, she asserts that Singaporeans should have been aware of the price 

increases prior to the election. What mrbrown had asserted, however, was not the fact 

that the news was known, i.e., published a year before but that during the election 

campaign these facts were not mentioned. The “truth” that Bhavani tries to assert is 

that the PAP is not political. The timing of the news has therefore nothing to do with 

the election. With this reasoning, she can discard all of mrbrown’s criticism as mere 

polemics. 

The  second  assertion  refers  to  the  author’s  lack  of  an  alternative,  which 

suggests  that  any  criticism  must  be  accompanied  by  policy  alternatives.  When, 

however,  oppositional  members  propose  alternatives,  they  are  usually  publicly 

rejected by the government. Criticism that does not come from within the ruling elite 

groups is generally dismissed as unproductive.

Finally, Bhavani tries to discredit the writer of the column. She asserts that the 

article should meet “higher standards” and should not be written under a pseudonym. 

Furthermore, she writes: 

If a columnist presents himself as a non-political observer, while exploiting his 
access  to  the  mass  media  to  undermine the  Government's  standing with  the 
electorate, then he is no longer a constructive critic, but a partisan player in 
politics (Ibid.).

This  statement  alleges  that  mrbrown  is  biased  and  does  not  offer  constructive 

criticism. Bhavani not only disparages the columnist but also alleges that partisanship 

is destructive to Singapore.

This has led some to assert that the PAP style of governance is arrogant. For 

example, opposition leader Chiam See Tong of the Singapore Democratic Alliance 

said  in  response  to  PAP criticism  of  the  Workers’ Party  manifesto:  “The  PAP's 

arrogant behaviour is like that of a school master rebuking a primary school pupil. It 

is surely not for the PAP to say that it is right and that the WP is wrong” (SDA, 2006). 
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The opinion of a PAP Member of Parliament, Wee Siew Kim, who replied to criticism 

of his daughter’s comments on her blog, can be seen as representative for this attitude, 

which is rarely voiced this openly: 

I think if you cut through the insensitivity of her language, her basic point is 
reasonable, that is, that a well educated university graduate who works for a 
multinational company should not be bemoaning about the Government and 
get on with the challenges in life (Wee, 2006).

This attitude has been widely criticized in chat rooms, Internet forums, and blogs. 

Many were angry about the lack of compassion and understanding for the concerns of 

ordinary  Singaporeans.  These  arguments  create  the  impression  among  many 

Singaporeans  that  the government  does  not  care  about  ordinary  problems such as 

joblessness or the increasing divide between rich and poor. 

7.3.2 Paternalistic dispositions

The  ruling  elite  groups  have  also  been  convinced  that  the  population  needs  a 

benevolent leader similar to what Confucius propagated in his teachings. Since the 

government sees itself as a role model for the rest of Singapore, it  often speaks in a 

high moral tone to the people telling them how to behave (Mauzy and Milne, 2002). 

The ruling elite groups in Singapore are convinced that, because of the inferiority of 

the rest of the population, the government should be for the people and not by the 

people. As Jose and Doran (1997, p. 477) have noted: “Central to the PAP strategy of 

governance has been its deliberate posture of a liberating “father” of the previously 

immature “child” of colonial domination.” Lee Hsien Loong emphasized this point in 

his Mandarin version of the 2006 National Day Rally Speech:

We are part of the Singapore family, and must support one another to achieve 
our goals. For its part, the Government will do its best to look after every 
Singaporean, and ensure that everyone can share in the nation’s prosperity 
(Lee, 2006a).

In this  speech,  the Prime Minister  consciously evokes the Confucian emphasis  on 

family values. This statement entails that the government and the people have distinct 

roles. The former is responsible for policy making and the later for working hard so 
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that Singapore's future will be bright.

The government seems convinced that a top down process is the solution for 

all problems. In 2002, the government has, for instance, called on the people to be 

more creative (Tan, 2002). This goal was supposed to be achieved without significant 

reduction of social control in Singapore. However, many Singaporeans found out that 

this call for creativity had significant limits. Political, social, and racial topics were 

considered taboo and often were stopped by the censors from the Media Development 

Authority  (MDA).  A similar  approach  has  been  used  to  strengthen  the  national 

identity  of  Singaporeans.  The  government  commissioned two reports,  which  were 

aimed at understanding the reasons for the apparent lack of national identity. In the 

end, the Singapore government considered exhortations as the best way of achieving 

its goal. 

Whenever  there  are  social  problems,  the  government  actively  urges  the 

population to improve its behavior. When there was a tremendous increase in the size 

of the population, the government called on the people to have fewer babies. The 

government  attempted  to  achieve  its  goal  with  financial  disincentives.  When  the 

situation  changed and  projections  showed that  Singaporeans  were  not  procreating 

enough to replenish the population, the government did an about face and promoted 

procreation. Initially, Lee Kuan Yew, who believes in eugenics, also thought that it 

would be preferable to only promote childrearing among the higher educated. This 

was,  however,  strongly  rejected  by  Singaporeans  and  the  proposal  was  soon 

withdrawn  (Lee,  2000).  Furthermore,  the  government  has  not  been  successful  in 

convincing  increasingly  higher  educated  women to  have  children.  The  population 

trend, which is comparable to other advanced countries, has continued unabated.  

Despite lack of success in some of its programs, the government constantly 

devises  new ways of improving the behavior  of  the Singaporean population.  This 

becomes most evident in the annual campaigns, which are targeted at the perceived 

shortcomings  of  Singaporeans.  For  instance,  the  government  started  a “Keep 

Singapore Clean and Green” campaign in 1968 in order to convince Singaporeans of 
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protecting the environment. Only recently, Peh Shing Huei (2006) wrote in the Straits  

Times that the campaign was “a social-engineering attempt to turn Singaporeans from 

unwashed descendants of migrant stock to clean, civilised urban citizens.” This shows 

that Singaporeans are well aware of the paternalistic character of the government and 

many criticize the government for that. In the same article, Peh also makes it clear 

that the campaign has not been successful. He attributes Singapore’s cleanliness to 

efficient street cleaners and heavy fines and not to environmental understanding. 

According to Chua (1995, p. 67), paternalism has two consequences: When 

the subordinate behaves well it is rewarded and when it misbehaves it is punished. 

The latter, furthermore, suggests that there is mistrust in the obedience of the subject 

once the ruler is no longer present.  In Singapore,  these two modes have played a 

crucial  role  in  the decision making process.  An example for this  can be found in 

another  public  relations  campaign called the  Total  Defense Campaign,  which  was 

been  introduced  in  1984  and  has  been  practiced  on  a  yearly  basis  since.  The 

campaign,  which is also the city-state’s official  defense plan,  was modeled on the 

experiences of Switzerland and Sweden. Furthermore, it also incorporates ideas from 

the “Asian values” discourse (Jones, 1997). The official website states the goals of the 

campaign as follows:

There are two reasons why we adopted it. First, as a young nation with a small 
population,  we cannot afford to maintain a regular armed forces.  Thus, we 
need to involve every Singaporean to multiply our defence capability. Second, 
the nature of modern warfare has changed. Wars are no longer limited to the 
battlefield.  Instead,  potential  aggressors  can  strike  in  less  obvious,  non-
military ways (Total Defence website, 2007). 

The aim of introducing this concept was, however, not the rescission of the military 

service, which requires every young man to serve for two years in the military, but 

rather the mistrust of the rulers that Singapore was vulnerable in other areas. It is, 

therefore, not a coincidence that the concept was introduced in a year in which the 

opposition was able to secure three seats and the ruling party had the greatest slide in 

electoral support in its history. 
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The concept not only comprises military defense and civil defense but also 

concepts such as “economic defense”, “social defense” and “psychological defense”. 

Economic defense is an attempt to strengthen the economic system instituted by the 

elite which emphasizes flexibility for employers and rejects labor activism. The goal 

of ethnic and religious harmony, also known as multiracialism and multireligiosity is 

behind the concept of social defense. The concept of psychological defense refers to 

the attempt to build a national identity, which is an ongoing project of the Singapore 

government. It is an effort to develop “the collective will of Singaporeans” (Jones, 

1997, p. 293). As a whole, these three concepts serve to strengthen the ideological 

control of the ruling elite groups and aim to institutionalize them. 

The number of campaigns in Singapore’s history has made many insensitive to 

the  exhortations  of  the  government.  Therefore,  campaigns  have  become  more 

sophisticated. Today, they make use of computer games, fictional characters, famous 

singers, etc. to attract the young, entertainment conscious part of the population. For 

the Total Defence Campaign of 2005, the government developed a game with five 

fictional online pets called Berryl, Ms. Enxor Tyndall, Horag, Ms. Kellin and Rorie in 

which players could earn points by solving puzzles related to the campaign (ST, Feb. 

4, 2005).

7.3.3 A sense of legitimacy -- The fear of survival

The sense of legitimacy of the ruling elite groups strengthens their resolve to govern 

and to control other groups. In Singapore, this legitimacy is borne out of the need to 

have rational, pragmatic leaders in the face of numerous potential national crises. The 

ruling PAP sees itself as the only party capable of protecting Singapore from the abyss 

and this strengthens the legitimacy of the ruling party. While there is no doubt that the 

threat is used as a political weapon against the regime’s opposition, there are clear 

indications that this fear is real. It is an important aspect of the perceptions of the 

ruling regime and its environment. 
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Since the turbulent years between World War II and the 1960s nearly every 

problem has been framed as a potential crisis to the Singaporean state: Communism, 

oppositional politics, race relations, scarce resources, etc. While some have argued 

that the national threat no longer plays an important role, the government continues to 

emphasize the need for unity in the face of serious threats.

Emphasizing  a  crisis  alone,  however,  does  not  contribute  to  legitimacy. 

Moreover, crises could potentially threaten the survival of the regime. The legitimacy 

is  the  outcome  of  the  successful  management  of  the  myriad  challenges  that  the 

country  faces  (Ortmann,  2004).  Similar  to  Hong  Kong,  the  Singaporean  state's 

legitimacy  is  primarily  based  on  performance.  The  extraordinary  ability  of  the 

government to provide housing, eliminate crime and corruption, promote economic 

growth, create stability, etc.  gives it the right to rule. In all these areas, Singapore has 

succeeded better than most countries. 

Since performance cannot be guaranteed, the ruling PAP has tried to enhance 

its legitimacy. The claim to rule in the interest of the people requires the existence of 

free elections, which are designed to give the PAP a democratic mandate. Election 

victories in the 1960s and 70s were successful in this regard but once the opposition 

returned  to  parliament,  the  PAP saw  this  as  more  than  merely  a  problem,  they 

considered it a legitimacy crisis. In order to regain an electoral monopoly, the party 

has  continuously  fought  to  eliminate  the  opposition.  It  has  not  shied  away  from 

introducing  measures  which  threaten  to  undermine  the  fairness  of  the  elections. 

Furthermore, it has even violated the principle of merit of the bureaucratic regime by 

threatening the population to either vote for the PAP or face the possibility that they 

would not receive housing upgrades. This presented a significant shift for a political 

regime  that  emphasized  technocratic  decision  making.  Another  example  for  the 

increasing politicization during election campaigns is the vilification of opposition 

members. During the 2006 election, for instance, the PAP's campaign focused mainly 

on  the  failure  of  one  opposition  member  to  submit  a  form (see  below:  Extreme 

Tactics).  While  the  regime  still  enjoys  significant  support,  tactics  such  as  these 
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threaten to undermine its legitimacy.

Finally,  the government has repeatedly stressed in public that  its  political 

system is accepted by the majority of Singaporeans. This was explicitly directed at 

foreign critics, who have pointed at the shortcomings in terms of civil liberties. For 

instance, in a reply to Liberal International's condemnation of the arrest of Dr. Chee 

Soon Juan, the government stated:

Ultimately,  whether or not Singapore laws have been applied fairly to Dr 
Chee,  and  what  is  legitimate  or  otherwise,  should  be  judged  by 
Singaporeans,  not  by foreigners  who have no stake in  our future or  who 
disagree  with  us  simply  because  we do  not  subscribe  to  their  notions  of 
justice and democracy (Yap, 2006).

The Singaporean leadership's conception of its legitimacy is, therefore, also based on 

the notion that Singapore has a unique Asian or Singaporean identity that is distinct 

from  other  countries.  This  nationalist  argumentation  considers  the  lack  of  public 

protest and election victories as clear signs of public support, which the government 

has earned due to its superior economic performance.

7.4 Goals

7.4.1 Progressive goals: It's the Economy, Stupid

The most important goal for the Singaporean leaders since independence has been the 

development  of the city-state  into a prosperous nation in  order to  secure national 

survival. All other goals have to be seen in the context of this grand strategy. Since 

Singapore has limited space and a small population, the leaders were convinced that 

economic growth depended on its only resource, the population. A meritocracy, which 

would  give  equal  chances  to  everyone,  was  therefore  seen  as  the  best  option  to 

achieve this  goal.  Another  aspect  of this  approach is  the Singaporean leadership’s 

insistence on the pragmatic,  supposedly nonpolitical  nature of their  policy-making 

decisions  even  if  this  sometimes  involves  unpopular  choices.  An  example  of  an 

unpopular choice, which was made in order to ensure economic growth, is the 2005 
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decision to attract casino operators to build euphemistically called Integrated Resorts 

(IRs).  Religious  groups  and  social  activists  have  warned  of  the  negative  social 

consequences and the possibility that these casinos would attract money laundering 

and organized crime. However, the government's need to support economic growth 

has outweighed public opposition and even opposition from within the ranks of the 

ruling elite groups29.  Lim Hng Kiang, Minister for Trade and Industry,  articulated the 

government's reasoning in 2005:

Tourism has always been an important sector for the Singapore economy and 
not simply for the tourism receipts that visitors generate. The more attractive 
we  are  as  a  tourism  destination,  the  easier  it  is  for  us  to  develop  our 
convention and exhibition industry, and grow as an aviation hub. 
However,  our  tourism  sector  has  faced  major  challenges  over  the  past 
decade. 
(...)
Opportunity  is  knocking on our door.  We can take full  advantage of this 
opportunity, but only if we are prepared to act boldly. It is in this context that 
the Government decided to proceed with the two IRs (Singapore Hansard, 
April 18, 2005).

The government promises itself an “incremental” annual GDP which is estimated to 

exceed  $1.5  billion  and  a  total  “incremental”  employment  of  about  35,000  jobs. 

Members of the opposition have charged that this will likely be mostly low paying 

service jobs and that many may also go to foreigners.

The ruling elite's goal to deliver economic growth is also reflected in the 

attempt to display a perfect image of Singapore. For example, to accomplish this the 

media has corrected previously published online articles without comment, a practice 

which is reminiscent of the Department of Truth in the fictional world of 1984. In an 

online Channel NewsAsia report on January 11, 2007 about the results of the Institute  

of  Policy Studies'  annual  conference,  the first  version reported that  “123,000 jobs 

were created last year and economists estimate some 70 percent of these jobs went to 

foreigners.” This report was later changed to read: “Manpower Ministry data shows 

that  124,000  jobs  were  created  last  year  and  45  percent  of  these  jobs  went  to 

29  To minimize opposition from conservatives, the government decided to introduce measures that 
would require Singapore citizens among other things to pay an entrance fee of S$100 for every 
entry or S$2000 a year.
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foreigners” (Forss, 2007). According to Jeffrey Yen, a blogger, the journalist said that 

the first number was the estimate of the IPS, but that these were not exact numbers 

(Yen, 2007). Regardless of the facts, this example shows that the government is intent 

on  maintaining  the  image  of  positive  economic  developments,  which  is  its  most 

important goal. 

A second  goal  was  and  still  is  social  development,  which  is  considered 

supportive of the first goal, economic development. The first step was the elimination 

of the miserable living conditions of many Singaporeans, which was achieved through 

a successful public housing program, which also allowed many Singaporeans to buy 

their own home so that today Singapore is the largest home owning country in the 

world. Furthermore, the elimination of racist behavior in the form of communalism, 

which has led to major race riots in the 1950 and 60s, was also a priority for the 

government.

The return of the opposition has motivated the government to try to instill its 

own values into the population. This was a result of the “Asian values” discourse, 

which  attributed  to  'Asians'  certain  unique  cultural  values  such  as  filial  piety, 

harmony, group behavior etc. They were unmistakably influenced by the scholarship 

on  Confucianism,  which  was  supposedly  innate  in  Singapore’s  ethnic  Chinese 

majority.  The  government  argued that  the  Confucian  ethics  were  similar  to  other 

Asian moral ethics and that they stood in clear contrast to the Western system, which 

was  seen  as  based  on  decadence,  violence,  social  decay,  etc.  In  the  dichotomy 

between the West and the East, the ruling elite in Singapore were clearly influenced 

by their perception of the United States as the paradigmatic model of the West. 

At  first,  the  government  introduced  a  Religious  Knowledge  Program  in 

school. The goal of this program was inculcation of these values in the young, which 

in the opinion of the ruling elite had increasingly become westernized. Of course, the 

westernization reflected the process of modernization and potentially posed serious 

challenges to the elite. The plan to introduce religious education was, however, soon 

abandoned because the interest in Confucianism was low and because it threatened 
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the concept of multiracialism. 

This  made the  government  rethink  its  strategy and it  decided  to  develop 

national values that could be accepted across all religions. So, in 1988 the government 

conceived of so-called “Shared Values,” which were formulated in cooperation with 

the Feedback Unit to legitimate these values as consensual. These values as published 

in the White Paper on Shared Values in 1991 are:

3. Nation before community and society before self
4. Family as the basic unit of society
5. Community support and respect for the individual
6. Consensus, not conflict
7. Racial and religious harmony

These five values represent the societal goals of the ruling elite groups. Each value 

stresses the need of the community over the individual.  Individual rights  thus are 

placed below the needs of the society. The original formulation of the fourth value: 

“Consensus,  not  contention”  makes  it  clear  that  the  government’s  goal  is  the 

elimination of political contention. The decisions on the future of Singapore are better 

left in the hands of the ruling elite. This shows that the progressive goals in Singapore 

closely overlap  with the  conservative goals,  which  are  discussed in  the  following 

section.

7.4.2 Conservative goals: Maintaining power

The goal of the ruling elite of economic success and social development in the eyes of 

the rulers is closely related to the near monopoly of power in the hand of the PAP 

government. Power and good government in Singapore are closely related and the 

leadership has therefore made regime survival a national goal. Since the leaders are 

the most educated and sophisticated, there is no one who could possibly challenge the 

power of the regime. It is, therefore, not power per se what Singaporean leaders strive 

for, it is rather the ability to help the people provide the best solutions for the future. 

Maintaining  power  has  therefore  become  a  priority  for  the  ruling  elite.  The 

argumentation behind this will be analyzed more closely in this section.
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The ruling party,  the PAP, has  gone to  great  lengths  to create  a  negative 

impression  of  the  opposition.  Some  in  the  ruling  elite  have  merely  described 

opposition members as 'troublemakers',  trivializing their  potential  importance.  The 

majority, however, has seen them as yet another threat to the survival of the nation. 

The opposition parties are characterized as unqualified, irresponsible and unsuitable 

for the survival of a strong Singapore. For example, before the 2006 election, Prime 

Minister  Lee  Hsien  Loong  suggested  that  more  members  of  the  opposition  in 

parliament would be a waste of resources:

What is  the opposition's  job? It's  not to help the PAP do a  better  job ... 
because if they help the PAP do a better job, you're going to vote for me 
again and they're going to be out of a job for a long time. So their job is to 
make life miserable for me.
Right now we have Low Thia Khiang, Chiam See Tong, Steve Chia. We can 
deal  with  them.  Suppose  you  had  10,  15,  20  opposition  members  in 
Parliament. Instead of spending my time thinking what is the right policy for 
Singapore, I'm going to spend all my time thinking what's the right way to 
fix them, to buy my supporters votes, how can I solve this week's problem 
and forget about next year's challenges? (qt. in: Tong and Ramesh, 2006)

The disadvantage of a plural system, according to Lee, is that the government's efforts 

would be targeted at the challengers instead of focusing on the development of wise 

policy.  A checks-and-balances  system is  rejected as  unnecessary because the right 

decisions are already being made by the government. 

The opposition has, for instance, been accused of being a threat to potential 

investors, who value Singapore's political stability. This sentiment was expressed a 

few days before the 2006 election by Christopher de Souza, who was elected as a 

member of parliament for Holland-Bukit Timah GRC in a walkover: 

We need to have political stability and incorruptibility in governance in order 
to have a strong and competitive economy. Two purposes can be achieved by 
your one vote. One, give PM Lee Hsien Loong a strong mandate so the PAP 
government will be in a good position to launch Singapore into the future. 
Two, give yourself a good local representative who will be able to voice your 
concerns  and  those  of  your  constituency  in  a  constructive  manner  in 
Parliament (qt. in Ng, 2006).

A similar argument was made by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong before the 1996 

election. He even suggested that it is the government's task not to allow a member of 
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the opposition to win the election: “Our job is to ensure that the wrong people don't 

get into Parliament. So don't just think that you feel sorry for this fellow and vote him 

in.” (qt. in: Straits Times, December 21, 1996). 

Finally, proposals to introduce further restrictions on Singapore's democracy 

are often made with impunity. Sensing the increasing divide between younger and 

older voters, Lee Kuan Yew once proposed once that older Singaporeans between 30 

and 60 should get two votes, one more than those below 30 (Tor, 2006). He said:

In Singapore, the British gave us their form of parliamentary government. 
Our  problem  has  been  to  maintain  stability  in  spite  of  the  destabilising 
tendencies of one-man one-vote in a new society divided by race, language, 
and religion. We have had to put political stability as the first priority. As we 
have progressed to higher educational and economic levels, we have widened 
participation in decision-making. But no Singaporean leader can afford to put 
political theory above the practical need of stability and orderly progress (qt. 
in: Kwang et.al., 1998, p. 147).

This  statement  shows  that  Lee  is  not  convinced  of  the  political  system and  that 

fundamental changes are possible if it serves the country's interests. However, even in 

Singapore, these suggestions have not been implementing fearing a major backlash 

similar to the Graduate Mother Scheme.

7.5 Tactics

7.5.1 Moderate tactics: developmentalism and co-option

The Singapore government has been careful that their progressive goals of economic 

growth and social stability have been thoroughly implemented. This appears logical 

but in many countries the government promises something but fails  to achieve its 

goals. Singapore's leaders, on the other hand, have been largely successful or at least 

have appeared successful. The economic progress and the extraordinary stability are a 

fact  of  life  in  Singapore.  Furthermore,  Singapore's  leaders  have  never  promised 

something  they  could  not  achieve,  which  has  been  expressed  in  the  realism  and 

pragmatism of   government  officials.  Even  more,  the  idea  of  populism has  been 

rejected as potentially  dangerous  to  the survival  of the city-state.  While  the rapid 
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economic development has already been the focus of Chapter 5, the achievement of 

social peace will be the focus of this section. This has not merely been accomplished 

through the use of repression of dissent, which will be part of the next section, but has 

been  the  outcome  of  the  implementation  of  successful  social  programs,  such  as 

housing and education. Furthermore, it is also the result of the successful co-option of 

potential critics into the political system. 

The moderate tactics can best be exemplified with Singapore’s public housing 

program, which has been one of the world’s most successful. As has already been 

noted,  its  success  has  given  the  government  significant  legitimacy.  The  housing 

program is especially significant because of its transformative character and its ability 

to  enhance  social  peace.  Only  one  year  after  the  PAP was  elected  to  office,  the 

Housing and Development Act of 1960, which created the Housing and Development 

Board  (HDB),  was  passed.  Its  first  target  was  the  colonial  era  slums  and  ethnic 

enclaves.  In less than three years 21,000 flats  were built  and by 1965 there were 

54,000 apartments, exceeding its target of its First Five-Year Building Program by 

4,000 units. As of 2006, around 84 percent of the population lives in HDB estates 

(HDB website,  2006).  Moreover  in  1990,  the  government  introduced  a  so-called 

“upgrading” program for public housing, which allowed the occupants to improve 

their apartments at an affordable price and on a cost sharing basis.

The Singapore government started the housing program with an aggressive land 

acquisition in the name of 'national  development.'  The leaders of the ruling elites 

claimed that the acquisition of land well below the market value was important for 

improving  the  material  conditions  of  the  population  (Chua,  1997).  Before  public 

housing  was  introduced,  the  city  was  overcrowded  with  many  people  living  in 

substandard  conditions  and  the  construction  of  the  new  housing  estates  was 

welcomed by the population. Even today, no one in Singapore would criticize the 

government for this decision. Most of the apartments in public housing are, unlike in 

Hong Kong, leased to the occupants for 99 years. Public housing should, however, 

not be understood as a lifetime commitment as residents are permitted to sell their 
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apartment and move to better housing estates (resale policy).

Since  then  the  HDB has  not  only been  credited  with  the  eradication  of  the 

dismal living condition of pre-Independence times but also with achieving the highest 

homeownership  in  the  world.  A record  92 percent  of  the  total  population  (which 

includes  those in  private  estates)  own their  own abode (Singapore Department  of 

Statistics, 2005). This has been in part accomplished through a government sponsored 

home ownership scheme, which enables prospective buyers to get an apartment at an 

affordable  price.  93  percent  of  those  living  in  public  housing  have  purchased  an 

apartment (Ibid., 2005).  The public housing program has, furthermore, enabled the 

government  to  use  social  engineering.  Ethnic  quotas  were  established  for  each 

housing estate in order to eliminate the concentration of ethnic groups in a particular 

area.  Furthermore,  the  government  made  it  easier  for  families  instead  of  single 

households to get public housing, which was an attempt to foster the development of 

ordinary families. 

The  successful  implementation  of  public  housing  has  also  enhanced  the 

legitimacy  of  the  ruling  elite  groups.  Chua Beng Huat  notes  that  “(f)or  the  PAP 

government, continuing support for public housing is, like economic development, 

one plank of its legitimacy to rule” (Chua, 1997, p. 125). The HDB, therefore, has 

indirectly  contributed  to  stability,  has  created  employment  possibilities  for  the 

building sector, integrated the various ethnic groups, and helped with nation-building 

because it raised awareness of Singapore in other countries in Asia and Africa (Quah, 

1980). It should also be pointed out that the HDB ownership scheme has given those 

Singaporeans  who are  homeowners  a  material  stake  in  the  country.  This  had  the 

consequence  that  “(o)pportunities  for  home  ownership  and  financial  gain  have 

engendered  a  strong ideological  consensus  between  the  PAP government  and  the 

electorate” (Chua, 1997, p. 132). 

Furthermore,  the  program also  reduced class  conflict  because  it  avoided the 

development of ghetto districts. Except for a wealthy minority, most Singaporeans 

live  in  HDB estates  which  has  the  consequence  that  most  Singaporeans  share  a 
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similar living standard. 

The  success  of  the  HDB  and  other  similar  government  institutions  can  be 

attributed  to  four  factors.  First  of  all,  Singapore's  small  size  has  helped  the 

government to be able to control and monitor the development of public housing. The 

political leadership has shown determination for supporting public housing and has 

been willing to spend money and get involved in the market. In the case of the HDB, 

the government expropriated land for the project, which can be seen as an intrusion 

into  the  property  market.  Thirdly,  the  HDB  has  been  designed  as  an  effective 

organization, similar to the EDB discussed earlier. Last but not least, the population 

has largely endorsed and supported these projects. Public housing as well as many 

other aspects of Singapore life such as meritocracy, multiracialism, or the CPF system 

have  been  widely  credited  for  Singapore's  successful  transformation.  Since  these 

measures  are  considered  achievements  of  the  ruling  PAP government,  they  have 

contributed to the legitimacy of the ruling elite groups.

The  government  has,  furthermore,  tried  to  draw  comparisons  with  other 

countries  to  emphasize  its  success.  For  this  purpose,  the  media  often  broadcasts 

Singapore’s excellent performance in surveys such as Transparency International’s. In 

regard to the housing program, Goh Chok Tong remarked this:

Compare yourself with your counterparts in other countries and see how well 
you have  done.  If  you are  a  technician  or  a  teacher,  compare  yourself  with 
technicians or teachers elsewhere.  If you are a taxi driver,  compare yourself 
with taxi drivers in Thailand, Taiwan, London, or anywhere else in the world. 
How many own their homes? How many of them own shares? You are ahead of 
them (Goh, 1994). 

The Prime Minister stresses the difference of the homeownership rates in Singapore 

with other countries. In this opinion, the success of the program relies upon the ruling 

party's  rigorous  planning.  Implied in  this  statement  is  also that  liberal  democratic 

countries such as Great Britain or Taiwan cannot perform as well as Singapore. 

Housing, of course, also has the function of co-opting potential critics. The 

government’s strategy has been to co-opt almost all of its critics into the state and 

state sponsored organizations. This has been a very successful strategy,  which has 
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effectively depoliticized the population and has significantly weakened the opposition 

(Chua,  1997).  This  includes  community  leaders,  the  Feedback  Unit,  nominated 

members to parliament, the Institute of Policy Studies and many other institutions. 

The effects of this tactic on the opposition will be explained in detail in Chapter 9. 

Despite its success,   the government also had to resort to more extreme tactics to 

strengthen its power as the next section will show.

 

7.5.2 Extreme tactics: selective repression of dissent

Singapore’s political system is often characterized as soft-authoritarian which means 

that the ruling party uses persuasion instead of coercion (Roy, 1994; Neher, 1999). 

This  impression  comes  from  a  comparison  with  other  “strong”  authoritarian  and 

totalitarian regimes. In Singapore, the rulers have not resorted to violence against their 

critics  as  other  authoritarian and totalitarian regimes have.  In  Singapore there has 

never been anything comparable to the Kwangju massacre in South Korea, the so-

called 228 Incident in Taiwan, or the Tiananmen massacre in China. However,  it is 

also wrong to assume that the regime has used only persuasion to co-opt its critics. 

From the  beginning,  the  rulers  of  Singapore  have  wisely  used  the  laws  and  the 

judiciary to eliminate dissent. The repression in Singapore was just more sophisticated 

and better planned than in other authoritarian regimes. It has, however, been equally 

successful  in  instilling  fear  in  the  population,  because  the  Singaporean  system 

“requires judicious doses of fear and incoherence to achieve a government determined 

rational consensus” (Jones, 1997). 

This section will highlight four different areas in which the government has 

resorted  to  extreme  tactics  as  defined  in  Chapter  3.  First,  the  government  has 

threatened voters with the risk of losing their right to upgrade their housing estate if 

they voted for the opposition. Secondly, the government has threatened legal residents 

and other foreigners with expulsion or has denied their visas. Thirdly, the government 

maintains a law that allows it to arrest anyone without a warrant or trial. Lastly, the 

government has effectively used defamation lawsuits to silence and destroy members 
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of the opposition.

Starting in the 1997 election, the government has threatened to neglect public 

housing  estates  in  opposition  ruled  districts.  Increasing  its  support  in  the  1997 

election, the ruling party considered the linking of housing upgrades with the vote a 

crucial success factor: “By linking the priority of upgrading to electoral support, we 

focus  the  minds  of  voters  on  the  link  between  upgrading  and  the  people  whose 

policies make it possible. This has the desired result” (qt. in Pang, 1998). The linking 

of repairs of public housing (known as 'upgrading') with votes has been justified on 

the basis of the need to provide services initially for the constituents of the ruling 

party. In Singapore, where the ruling elite groups have rejected “vote buying” and 

have emphasized a merit  based system, such favoritism seems oddly out of place. 

Furthermore,  considering  that  only  two  districts  are  governed  by  opposition 

politicians,  which at  least  provide a veneer of democracy,  such behavior could be 

interpreted  as  undermining  the  political  system.  For  the  PAP,  however,  only  a 

complete victory provides it with the justification and legitimacy that it needs because 

anything less could not justify continuation of single-party rule. It is not a coincidence 

that  the  government  also  provides  cash  handouts  during  election  times. 

Euphemistically called “progress package” in 2006, this kind of measure is widely 

perceived  by  the  English  speaking  public  to  be  an  attempt  at  buying  votes. 

Singapore's  leaders,  however,  reject  to  draw this  conclusion  and  suggest  that  the 

timing is merely coincidental. However, it can be assumed that so far the government 

has been successful in “convincing” the majority of the population to vote for the 

ruling PAP.

For  nearly  20  percent  of  Singapore's  population,  who are  not  Singaporean 

citizens, the government has, furthermore, used the threat of expulsion to restrict their 

ability to get involved in politics. Legal residents risk having their resident status or 

visa revoked. For instance, a pilot of Malaysian nationality by the name of Ryan Goh 

was accused of instigating union action when pilots were retrenched or had to accept 

pay  cuts  even  though  Singapore  Airlines  (SIA)  had  announced  a  healthy  profit 
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margin. The members of the Airline Pilots Association had sacked its leadership for 

their inaction. The government, which considers labor peace of greatest importance, 

regarded this act of defiance as a threat to the interests of Singapore. Home Affairs 

Minister Wong Kan Seng thus publicly called Goh an “undesirable immigrant,” and 

consequently had the pilot’s permanent resident status revoked (Wong, 2005). 

A similar tactic has also been employed to keep undesired individuals from 

entering  the  country.  This  drew  international  attention  before  the  World  Bank  – 

International  Monetary  Fund conference  in  2006 when the  Singapore  government 

refused a large number of civil society activists from entering the country. This was 

the first time in the history of these meetings that there were not any demonstrations 

near the conference. The government claimed it was trying to avoid violence during 

the  meeting  but  it  even  denied  entry  to  those  activists  that  the  World  Bank  had 

cleared. After a strongly worded censure from the World Bank, the government finally 

allowed 22  of  the  activists  to  enter.  From the  point  of  view of  the  World  Bank, 

Singapore’s  refusal  to  allow accredited activists  enter  the country broke a  mutual 

agreement  (BBC,  Sep.  14,  2006).  The  actions  of  the  Singapore  government  also 

resulted in negative media coverage. The reason for the government’s refusal of the 

foreign activists, therefore, must have been the local audience. Singaporeans should 

not  see  that  others  could  freely  demonstrate,  while  they  could  not.  Ironically,  a 

handful  of  Singaporean activists  used the conference to  stage their  protest,  which 

resulted in more negative publicity.

The  most  infamous  law  used  against  political  opposition,  however,  is  the 

Internal Security Act (ISA) because it allows for arrest without warrant and denies 

judicial review. In an earlier form it was enacted as Emergency Regulations during 

colonial times in 1948 and it became law in 1960. It has been officially justified in the 

fight  against  Communists  and  more  recently  against  terrorists.  It  has  been  used 

against left-wing political opposition in the Operation Cold Store in February 1963 

and in 1987 during the so-called “Marxist Conspiracy” against Catholic activists and 

members of the Workers’ Party. The most infamous section of the law provides for 
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“preventive detention” in the interest of national security or for the maintenance of 

public  order.  It  also  gives  the  government  extensive  control  over  all  political 

organizations,  publications,  exhibitions  and  public  entertainment.  Furthermore,  it 

enables  the  government  to  close  schools,  a  clear  reference  to  the  Communist 

strongholds during the colonial era. Finally, the act gives the executive absolute power 

because the possibility of judicial review is denied (Tan, 2000, p. 104). Even though 

today the ISA is rarely used, its existence, however, opens the possibility that it might 

be used again in the future. This possibility functions as a psychological restraint on 

potential individuals willing to voice their opinion in public or even join opposition 

parties.  Michael  D.  Barr  has  described  the  effectiveness  of  the  Internal  Security 

Department (ISD), which was created under the ISA, when he was watched by a well-

dressed  man he considered  an agent  of  the  ISD:  “It  struck me how effective  the 

government has been in inculcating a culture of fear without having to engage in 

outright oppression, and that consequently the PAP was not in much danger from an 

opposition that is afraid of its own shadow” (Barr, 2003, p. 300). These plain clothed 

officials  were  also  reportedly  seen  near  the  2006  Empower  Singaporeans protest 

during the World Trade Organization (WTO) and International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

conference (SDP website, 2006).

The most aggressive tactic against dissent, however, has been the use of de-

famation lawsuits against both internal and external critics. Repeatedly, members of 

the ruling elite have sued opposition members for slander and consequently exacted 

exorbitant sums from them after court proceedings. This has raised serious concerns 

with human rights organizations. In some cases, the ruling elite have even bankrupted 

especially vocal opposition members. The government’s use of the media and defama-

tion suits has created a sense of fear within the opposition. While this tactic has signi-

ficantly impacted the credibility of the media and raised questions about the independ-

ence of the judiciary, the government has been careful to constantly legitimize its ac-

tions. For this reason, it has, for example, pointed to so-called “Asian values,” institu-

tionalized as  Shared  Values,  which are  opposed to  the  individualism of  the West. 
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While Asians value stability and community, Westerners supposedly live in a danger-

ous world of liberty, crime, and individualism. 

Perhaps the most notorious case of the use of defamation lawsuits against the 

opposition  occurred during the 1997 election.   Leading members  of  the  PAP had 

called opposition candidate Tang Liang Hong an anti-Christian, Chinese chauvinist. 

The reason for this accusation was a speech in 1994 in which Tang had asserted that 

the Cabinet was dominated by Christians and English-educated members. However, 

considering that Tang’s daughter is a Christian, the ruling elite’s attack appears some-

what exaggerated (Straits Times, Dec. 27, 1996). To Tang Liang Hong it was a person-

al attack on his character. So, when Tang filed a police report in which he alleged the 

PAP leaders of criminal conspiracy and lying, he was sued by the PAP leadership for 

defamation. Some time later J.B. Jeyaretnam was sued for a few words at the end of 

an election rally: “And finally, Mr. Tang Liang Hong has just placed before me two 

reports he has made to the police against, you know, Mr. Goh Chok Tong and his 

people” (qt. in: Straits Times, Sep. 30, 1997). This was interpreted as defamatory be-

cause, in the opinion of the government, it suggested that Prime Minister Goh Chok 

Tong had done something wrong. The Prime Minister, Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew, 

and nine other ruling party politicians demanded S$200,000 for what they claimed to 

have been serious injuries to their “reputation, moral authority and leadership standing 

both locally and internationally” (qt. in:  Hong Kong Standard, Aug. 22, 1997). The 

government even publicized the report and then alleged that the damages from this re-

publication should also be part of the fine against Tang Liang Hong. This argument 

was, however, rejected by the court (ST, Nov. 13, 1997).

As a result of the affair,  Tang Liang Hong had to flee to Australia and the 

judge awarded the Prime Minister and his colleagues S$7.175 million in damages for 

defamation,  which was later  reduced to S$3.63 million (ST,  November 13, 1997). 

Tang was declared a bankrupt in 1998 and charged with 33 counts of tax evasion, and 

there is an outstanding warrant for his arrest. Jeyeratnam, who has alleged that the tri-

al was an attempt to destroy him, was fined S$20,000 and after an appeal his damages 
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were increased to S$100,000. He was declared bankrupt in 2001 and consequently 

had to vacate his NCMP seat in parliament. He also resigned from his post as chair-

man of the Workers’ Party. 

The consequence of this tactic has been a significantly weakened opposition. 

During the 2006 election, the government again singled out a candidate, which it tried 

to ostracize. Reminiscent of the Tang Liang Hong saga, James Gomez was also ac-

cused of being a liar after he had mistakenly forgotten to submit a form and then 

claimed that he had done so. The government’s aggressive attempt at character assas-

sination dominated the 2006 election media coverage. Gomez, however, apologized 

for his mistake and the government only chided him for misconduct. 

The government has also tried to silence critics from abroad. It has made it 

clear that foreign newspapers and magazines should not get involved in the internal 

politics  of  Singapore.  In  response  to  some  articles  newspapers  such  as  the 

International Herald Tribune and the  Far Eastern Economic Review have had their 

circulation numbers reduced (a practice called gazetting). Lawsuits have also been 

filed against individual articles. This has also resulted in exorbitant fines or at least 

apologies from the publishers and payment of a certain amount of money. Especially 

articles that have suggested some form of nepotism in Singapore have come under 

attack. A 2006 article in the Far Eastern Economic Review about opposition politician 

Dr. Chee Soon Juan titled “Singapore’s ‘Martyr’” has again resulted in a defamation 

lawsuit and tighter control on the foreign press. The Review, which is headquartered 

in Hong Kong, has refused to bow to the Singapore government’s demands, which has 

required four foreign publications to place bonds of  S$200,000 in Singapore. As a 

consequence of failing to fulfil these demands, the magazine has been banned by the 

government30.

30  The Far Eastern Economic Review has placed its legal conversation and the relevant article on its 
website: http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/sing_banning/free/index.html
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7.6 Conclusion and Outlook

The focus of this chapter has been the organizational strength, the perceptions and the 

goals and tactics of the ruling elite groups in Singapore. Most studies have focused on 

the ruling elite and not without reason. The ruling elite groups form a very cohesive 

group, whose core leadership has been able to monopolize power. The lack of factions 

(not to speak of splits), strong incentives ranging from high salaries to honor,  and 

effective  communication  within  the  elite  and  to  the  population  through  the 

monopolization of the media have contributed to the overall strength of the ruling 

elite. In light of the economic successes, it is perhaps not surprising that they consider 

themselves superior toward other political actors and the population. The result of this 

sense  of  superiority  has  been  elitism  and  strong  paternalist  dispositions.  The 

government considers its role as the guardian of a helpless population. Finally, the 

government's performance has led to a considerable degree of legitimacy.

The goals and tactics of the ruling elite reveal that their primary objective is the 

improvement of the country. Much of the government's efforts have been based on its 

most important goal, economic growth. However, due to shortcomings in the strategy, 

there was a resurgence of the opposition. For a regime that considers only itself as 

capable of solving the country's problems, this was a very unwelcome development. 

Since the country needed the PAP in power, the leaders have to conceive of ways to 

maintain power. They cleverly balanced co-option of moderate opposition members 

into the political system with coercion of more radical members. This tactic has been 

very successful as Chapter 9 will show.

Before we turn to the opposition, however, we need to learn more about Hong 

Kong's  opposition.  They have been able  to  increasingly challenge the regime and 

consequently  to  improve  their  ability  to  influence  government  policies.  While  the 

Hong  Kong  government  also  applied  co-option  and  coercion,  the  opposition 

increasingly  considered  it  their  duty  to  check  on  an  undemocratic  government. 

Finally, developments after the 1984 Sino-British Agreement on the future of Hong 

Kong  suggest  that  a  legitimacy  crisis  increases  the  strength  of  the  opposition. 
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Eventually,  a  large  number  of  Hong  Kongers  demanded  the  introduction  of 

democratization in the city-state.
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Chapter 8

The Political Behavior of Oppositional Groups in Hong Kong

This chapter will discuss the composition of oppositional groups in Hong Kong of the 

1970s, their social identity image, and their goals and tactics. It will show that the 

perceptions of the oppositional groups were such that they considered the government 

to be detached from their concerns and rarely willing to listen to public opinion. A 

prevailing sense of political powerlessness crippled any attempt of launching a pro-

democracy  movement  before  1984  (Sing,  1999,  p.  79).  Many  groups  demanded 

comprehensive reforms but they did not challenge the political system. While some 

outspoken Singaporeans have advocated revolutionary goals, Hong Kong's opposition 

tended to be very modest in its goals, which ranged from merely reforms of existing 

policies to increasing electoral representation in the Urban and Legislative Council. 

However  similar  to  recent  developments  in  Singapore,  Hong Kong’s  oppositional 

groups were increasingly willing to go beyond institutionalized tactics. There was an 

increasing number of people willing to publicly demonstrate for change and toward 

the end of the 1970s there were protesters, who were even willing to break the law to 

get their message out. 

Finally a history of successful protests, the loss of legitimacy of the government 

and the introduction of limited representation after 1984 enabled these groups to gain 

in  strength  and  the  result  was  an  increasing  number  of  social  protests.  “The 

conclusion of the Sino-British Declaration in 1984 was therefore a great boost to the 

morale  of  those  who  supported  political  reform  and  democracy  in  Hong 

Kong” (Cheng, 1999, p. 10). The idea was that democracy would guarantee autonomy 

and the status quo. 
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8.1 Oppositional Groups in Hong Kong

In Hong Kong in the 1970s, the mushrooming opposition movement was oriented 

against  a  colonial  regime,  whose  bureaucracy  was  increasingly  localized  but  still 

dominated by English career bureaucrats. The opposition movement, which used to be 

separated along ethnic lines, gradually lost that distinction during this time. While the 

Reform Club of Hong Kong, a political quasi-party, was founded as two ethnic groups 

in  1949,  in  the  1970s  there  was  only  one  Reform Club.  In  1952,  elections  were 

introduced and three years later another group, the Civic Association, was founded. 

Since  these groups vied  for  electoral  office,  they  can be  regarded as  rudimentary 

political parties. David Baird, for example, wrote in 1970 that “(t)he Reform Club and 

the Civic Association are the nearest thing to an opposition Hongkong’s anachronistic 

system of government can lay claim to” (Baird, 1970). However, since they were only 

able to contest Urban Council elections, they were very limited in scope. In 1977, a 

survey conducted by the Reform Club found that a mere 60 percent of the respondents 

had ever heard of the Reform Club and even fewer, namely 47 percent, knew of the 

Civic Association.

The 1970s also saw the rise of pressure groups, which increasingly became 

active in the oppositional movement. For a long time, political groups in Hong Kong 

had mirrored the different political factions on the mainland. The labor movement, for 

example, was split into a pro-Nationalist and pro-Communist faction. These groups 

tended to spend very little time on oppositional politics because they did not consider 

it necessary to introduce any reforms to the colonial government. They were largely 

anti-colonial and nationalist. While at the onset of the 1970s, nationalism for example 

still  played  an  important  role  in  the  student  movement,  an  increasing  number  of 

political groups became interested in political reforms of the Hong Kong government. 

This  was  accompanied  by  the  development  of  a  unique  Hong  Kong  identity, 

especially in the new middle class, which was the origin for most of the pressure 

group activity (Thomas, 1999).
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The  rising  oppositional  movement,  however,  failed  to  generate  a  strong 

demand for greater democratization. Joseph Y.S. Cheng summarizes some of the most 

important  arguments,  when  he  writes  that  “spectacular  economic  growth  and  the 

development of social services offered by the public sector severely weakened the 

community’s demand for political awareness and participation; and the government’s 

aggressive “administrative absorption” and expansion of the consultative network also 

soften  such  demands  from  activists”  (Cheng,  1999,  p.  9).  The  government’s 

successful  management  of  the  demands  and  problems  that  developed  during  the 

1970s,  therefore,  contributes  significantly  to  an  explanation  of  the  weakness  of 

oppositional  groups.  The  government's  failure  to  fulfill  all  its  promises  and  its 

aloofness,  however,  created opportunities  for  oppositional  groups  to  challenge the 

regime.
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Table 9: Selected prominent oppositional groups

Name Founded Members 
(Year)

Description

Hong  Kong  Federation  of 
Trade Unions (FTU) 
香港工會聯合會

1948 145,500 (1974) pro-Communist 
labor federation

Reform Club of Hong Kong

香港革新會

1949 30,400 (1975) Quasi  political 
party, moderate

Hong Kong Civic Association 

香港公民協會

1954 10,000 (1975) Quasi  political 
party, conservative

Hong  Kong  Christian 
Industrial Committee

香港基督教工業委員會

1966 unknown labor  group, 
moderate

Conservancy Association

長春社

1968 400  (1973), 
500 (1976)

nature group

Society  for  Community 
Organization (SoCO) 

社區組織協會

1971 9  hardcore 
(1974)

social group

Education Action Group 
教育行動組

1972 60 (1976) educational group

Hong  Kong  Professional 
Teachers’ Union 

香港教育專業人員協會

1973 See  Illustration 
4

labor  union, 
progressive

Hong Kong Observers Ltd. 

香港觀察社有限公司

1975 ca. 50 discussion  group, 
moderate

Heritage Society 1977 unknown heritage 
preservation group, 
dissolved 1983

Hong  Kong  Belongers 
Association Ltd. 

香港協進會有限公司

1978 unknown represention of 
Hong Kong people

Sources: Various newspaper articles between 1970 and 1982, Interview with Joseph S.Y. Cheng

8.2 Organizational strength

In the 1970s, Hong Kong's oppositional movement greatly increased its organizational 

strength. There was a significant growth of the membership and a greater willingness 

to participate in collective action. Initially, oppositional groups were very fragmented 

but  during  the  1970s there  was  an increasing  willingness  to  cooperate  on certain 

issues,  which  also  increased  their  strength.  This  section  will  describe  who  the 
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members of oppositional groups were, who lead them, what reasons there were for 

joining an pressure group or other political group and how communication worked 

within this group and with the population at large. 

8.2.1 Members

The 1970s proved to be not only a period of rapid increasing pressure group activity 

but also an era in which the number of people who became members of political 

groups dramatically increased. The growth occurred primarily within the new rising 

middle class, which was increasingly demanding political changes. Furthermore,  it 

extended to the labor movement, which experienced tremendous growth rates in terms 

of members in the period between 1968 and 1978. While in 1968, only 13.5 percent of 

the population were members of a trade union, this number had risen to 25 percent by 

1976. Most of the new unions during this era were founded by employees in the civil 

and community services field (Levin and Jao, 1988). The most impressive example of 

this  is the Hong Kong Professional Teachers Union (HKPTU), which was able to 

more than double its members between its founding in 1973 and 1980 (see Illustration 

4). 
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The large membership numbers, however, did not necessarily translate into greater 

group strength.  The labor  movement,  for  instance,  was  split  into  three conflicting 

factions: the Nationalists (close to the Kuomintang), the Communists and the newly 

developing,  largely  independent  unions  of  professionals.  The  growth  rates  in 

membership were the largest in the latter group and among the Communists, while the 

membership of the Nationalists stagnated. The student movement, furthermore, was 

also  split  between  Nationalists  and  Reformists.  When  the  Nationalists  lost  their 

interest in China and the Reformists had become part of the rising social movements, 

the student movement lost its strength.

While  ethnic  cleavages  slowly  disappeared  during  this  time,  some groups 

were  still  mainly  dominated  by  either  the  Chinese  or  the  expatriate  British.  For 

example, during the 1970s the Conservancy Association was dominated by expatriates 

as two thirds of its members were foreign born. The environmental group only had 

400 members in 1973 and 500 in 1976. Other reasons for the groups' relatively small 

size may have been the low priority of environmental issues during this period and the 

fact that most members were rich individuals or powerful corporations31. As a result, 

the  group  often  appeared  biased  in  favor  of  large  corporations  and  economic 

concerns. 

 Oppositional  groups  were  often  internally  heterogeneous  and  unable  to 

formulate common objectives. Even worse, the lack of a common basis also led to 

disagreements and infighting within some of these groups. For instance, in 1974 the 

Reform Club experienced a number of high profile resignations. Dr. P.C. Wong, stated 

his  reasons  for  resigning:  “We  wanted  to  resign  because  we  felt  that  we  were 

redundant in the Club. Our existence seemed to have been neglected – we were not 

even notified of its executive meeting.” (qt. in: SCMP, March 20, 1974). In response, 

the Reform Club demanded that those who had resigned should also vacate their seats 

31  The group leaders, however, rejected this assertion: “The Conservancy Association is in no way 
tied to the commercial firms (including the oil companies) which support it, nor does it feel obliged 
to look after the interests of the wealthy members of the population (from which most of its 
members come) to the detriment of the rest” (Ding and Webster, 1973).
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on the Urban Council. A spokesman for the party said: “It is the general ruling of any 

political  party  that  it  is  the  duty  and  obligation  of  a  member  to  vacate  his 

councillorship when he wishes to resign from the party” (qt. in:  SCMP, March 28, 

1974). Despite the large membership base of the Reform Club, the group seemed to 

have been unable to maintain group cohesion. 

Finally, even though oppositional groups in the 1970s already united for single 

issue causes, these coalitions usually broke apart once the issue was resolved. Because 

oppositional groups had a shared experience of being rejected, they could easily form 

alliances  (Lui,  1999).  These  ad-hoc  associations  proved  successful  in  campaigns 

against  rent  hikes,  public  transportation  fare  increases,  etc.  and  posed  a  greater 

challenge  to  the  government  because  it  proved that  pressure groups and residents 

associations could unite to press for certain issues. However, only after 1984, was 

there a significant consolidation between individual groups, some of which became 

political parties. 

Overall it  can be said that the increasing membership base during the 1970s 

provided the organizational potential for the development of protest movements in 

Hong Kong after 1984. The era can therefore be seen as an educational basis, which 

allowed  oppositional  groups  to  organize  a  more  sophisticated  challenge  to  the 

government once political opportunities developed.

8.2.2 Leaders

Since there were so many groups in Hong Kong in the 1970s, it is impossible to even 

dare  to  generalize  about  their  leaders.  However,  among  the  leading  groups,  it  is 

perhaps most intriguing, that at least two of their leaders were accused of a dictatorial 

style. A reason for this may have been the lack of a representative government, which 

forced  groups  to  act  uniformly  against  an  overbearing  government.  Oppositional 

groups, which were often internally split, wanted to speak with one voice and there 

was therefore a tendency for them to become merely a political vehicle for very active 
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individuals. 

One leader, who was accused of being a dictator and “running a one-man club,” 

was Brook Bernacchi, the head of the Reform Club. This criticism was voiced by Ma 

Man-fai, a co-founder of the Reform Club, in the context of the resignations described 

in the previous section. Bernacchi denied the allegation and blamed the government 

for the difficulties of his political group: 

The Government  has done all  it  can to discourage the formation of political 
parties. Consequently, members of the public – including Mr. Tsin and Dr. Wong 
– do not understand things like party loyalty (SCMP, March 20, 1974).

It is interesting to note that Bernacchi considered the Reform Club to be a political 

party. The chairman of this group, who from 1952 until 1981 served as an elected 

member of the Urban Council,  demanded partisanship from other members but he 

was unable to maintain anything close to party unity. 

The fact that only half of the members of the Urban Council were elected placed 

the elected half in a precarious situation. By default they were unable to capture a 

majority and thus there were often demands for a coalition of the elected members. 

Brook  Bernacchi  was  once  asked  why  the  two  major  political  groups  contesting 

Urban Council elections did not form a coalition. He replied: “At the present stage in 

Hongkong I think the public wants two parties to choose from” (qt. in: Baird, 1970).

Another leading figure of the oppositional movement of the 1970s was Szeto 

Wah, chairman of the Hong Kong Professional Teachers Union from 1974 until 1990. 

Like Bernacchi, he was also described as a strongman by one of his associates: 

A dictatorial  leader,  (…) In most meetings  he monopolises  the talking,  with 
detail  of  his  plan,  strategies  well-sorted  out  before  his  colleagues  start  to 
comprehend the basic outline (quoted in: do Rosario, 1981).

Szeto  Wah rejected  participating  in  Urban Council  elections  and instead  chose  to 

criticize the government strongly. “He is a man with strong political convictions but 

he makes no noise nor clamour for idealistic goals” (do Rosario, 1981). According to 

do  Rosario  he  even  became  one  of  “the  most  influential  persons  in  Hongkong’s 

political scene since mid-70s” (do Rosario, 1981). He was certainly able to motivate 
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the base of his group as the increasing membership numbers shows. 

Other prominent leaders of opposition groups of the 1970s were Dr. L.K. Ding 

of the Christian Industrial Committee, Hilton Cheong-leen of the Civic Association, 

David  Russell  of  the  Heritage  Society,  and  Judy  Butler  of  the  Education  Action 

Group. There were also leaders who frequently changed political groups, such as Tsin 

Sai-nin or were opposed to belonging to any group, such as Elsie Elliot. They were 

leaders because they were able to get elected to the Urban Council and/or get their 

views published in the newspapers. However, the personalization of politics during 

the 1970s can also be attributed to a lack of cohesion within the opposition. 

8.2.3 Incentives: Why do members join?

There  were  many  incentives  for  joining  an  oppositional  group  in  the  1970s.  For 

example,  nearly  all  political  groups  in  Hong  Kong  offered  their  members  social 

services and other activities. Most importantly, these clubs, unions and associations 

provided their members with an important network in a city in which social services 

from the government were still in their early stages. Brook Bernacchi, chairman of the 

Reform Club, for example said in 1988: 

I should be the last one to pretend that all individual members have joined 
purely because they are interested in politics. People join for many reasons. 
For instance, an unlicensed hawker may join the club in the hope that he may 
get  some  sort  of  protection  from it.  I  hope  some  of  them believe  in  the 
objectives of the club (qt. in Lau, 1988).

One of the major assets  for members of the Reform Club were its  legal services. 

Members with legal problems could get free advice from lawyers and other experts, 

who were not necessarily members of the club. This played an important role because 

in the early 1970s the judicial system was still only in English, which many people 

did not understand. The Reform Club also provided other services such as welfare and 

health care at significantly reduced rates. In 1988, the club even became involved in 

an illegal gambling scandal at one of its branch offices32. These activities, however, 
32  Brook Bernacchi denied any connection to the scandal and the club launched an investigation into 

the allegations. Apparently some members had used a branch office and an apartment for the 
purpose of illegal gambling (Wai, 1988).
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also reveal that of the club’s 30,400 members in 1975, only a small minority took part 

in politics and there is no way to ascertain how many people actually believed in the 

objectives of the club. 

Membership in the traditional unions was also to a large part motivated by the 

fact that these groups delivered services for the needs outside of the workplace such 

as caring for the welfare of its members. This included many recreational activities, 

which effectively attracted new members (Levin and Jao, 1988). According to Turner 

et al. (1980) labor unions during this time were acting as “friendly societies,” which 

only under pressure of its members would pursue trade union functions. In this regard, 

the  traditional  trade  unions  resembled  the  Kaifong  organizations,  which  were 

neighborhood organizations that looked after the people within a certain territory. 

The newer labor unions, in contrast, resembled Western labor unions, which 

were primarily interested in protecting workers' rights. However, as the Hong Kong 

Professional  Teachers’  Association  (HKPTA)  shows,  these  newer  unions  also 

provided many essential social services for its members. The group offered interest 

groups and courses, a kindergarten group, insurances, full pay for maternity leave, 

paid sick leave, book sales, library services for primary students, dental care and so 

on.  This  is  a  very  broad specter  of  services  that  targeted  a  large  segment  of  the 

population. It, furthermore, suggests that a group like the HKPTA was able to raise 

significant financial resources. 

Despite large membership numbers, pressure groups were mostly fragmented. 

Since the incentives for joining a group were largely nonpolitical, group leaders could 

not  necessarily  rely  on  their  membership  base  for  political  causes.  Consequently, 

oppositional groups could only be mobilized for truly salient issues.

8.2.4 Communication network

Oppositional  groups  in  Hong  Kong  were  able  to  rely  on  a  number  of  means  to 

communicate their opinion. First of all, they were free to print and distribute their own 
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publications without restrictions from the government. Secondly, they had access to a 

relatively free press. While there were allegations of bias in the media, the press was 

frequently willing to give considerable space to the opposition. Sometimes, the media 

even considered itself to be part of the opposition.

Most  pressure  groups  usually  maintained  their  own  papers,  magazines,  or 

newsletters with which they targeted the members of their group and sometimes tried 

to reach out to the public. For example in 1984, the Hong Kong Professional Teachers 

Union had  ten  different  publications:  PTU News (bi-weekly),  School  and Family 

(monthly),  The  Young  (monthly),  Infant  Education  (quarterly),  Mathematics 

(quarterly), Pulse (monthly), Sales News (twice or thrice a year), Travel News (twice 

or thrice a year), Summer Vacation Programmes (once a year) and PTU News Extract 

(bi-weekly for English speaking members). These publications were mainly targeted 

at  the membership base and ensured group cohesion.  Their  topics,  however,  were 

rarely of a political nature. 

It  was  more  difficult  for  opposition  groups  to  make  use  of  newspapers  and 

television, which were alleged to have been biased in favor of big business and the 

government. There were allegations that Hong Kong journalists heavily self-censor 

their  own  reporting.  In  1979,  the  chairperson  of  the  Hong  Kong  Journalists’ 

Association (HKJA), Vickie Barrett, accused the conservative publishers of the city-

state’s newspapers for “what is wrong with Hongkong’s Press” (Barrett, 1979). She 

claimed that the publishers were conspiring together with the government and the 

business owners against the interests of the people:

Would  it  be  too  cynical  to  suggest  that  there  is  a  collusion  between  the 
Government, business and the newspaper owners? – three categories that often 
overlap. Would it be too cynical to suggest that in Hongkong, freedom of the 
Press means “freedom to suppress”? (Ibid.)

In her speech, which was supposed to be delivered before the Rotary Club of Hong 

Kong  but  was  instead  printed  in  the  Hong  Kong  Standard,  she  used  words  like 

“smug,”  “self-serving”  and  “docile”  to  describe  her  perception  of  the  press.  She 

claimed that oftentimes there was very little critical reporting in the press. The reasons 

for this misery, she asserted, can be mainly found in the lack of training of prospective 
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journalists and the very low salary that they earn. 

Despite this  bias in the press, newspapers frequently printed the opinions of 

members  of  the opposition.  For  instance the Hong Kong Observers  had a  regular 

column in the South China Morning Post and Elsie Elliot published her often critical 

comments  in  all  major  English  language  newspapers.  These  articles  were  highly 

valued by the newspapers, which were desperate for content. Even though many of 

these articles were very critical  of the government,  there appears to be very little 

direct  censorship.  The  heterogeneous  nature  of  the  media,  furthermore,  made  it 

impossible  for  anyone to  dominate  the political  discourse.  The generally  accepted 

value of freedom of the press and speech allowed oppositional groups to communicate 

efficiently with each other and with outside sympathizers.

Many of the campaigns against the government were specifically designed to 

achieve  significant  coverage  in  the  press.  Oppositional  groups  often  held  news 

conference  and  released  press  statements  to  get  their  views  heard,  which  were 

subsequently  published  in  many  of  Hong  Kong's  newspapers.  Furthermore,  the 

willingness to use demonstrations, which will be discussed later, were in part used to 

garner  attention  from the  press.  If  the  press  had  failed  to  report  on  these  evens, 

oppositional groups would have probably been much less effective.

Finally,  it  is  noteworthy that Hong Kong's  press also considered itself  as an 

“oppositional  group”.  For instance,  the chairperson of  the Hong Kong Journalists' 

Association (HKJA), Vickie Barrett (1979), considered the press an important part of 

Hong Kong politics despite its bias: “I am not here to tell you that the local media are 

totally  corrupt  and  emasculated.”  She  singles  the  Hong  Kong  Standard out  for 

particular  praise,  which  she  thinks  is  a  “tough  campaigner.”  This  shows  that 

newspapers were not simply a source of information but played a part in oppositional 

politics.  Furthermore,  in  the opinion of the HKJA the lack of formalized political 

opposition endows the press  with the role  of providing an opposition.  Emily Lau 

(1986, p. 422), therefore, writes: “Since the colony does not have formalized political 

opposition  to  the  government,  the  news  media  have  sometimes  acted  as  a  quasi-
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opposition.” 

8.3 The “Imperial Image” and Conflicts in Hong Kong

Oppositional groups in Hong Kong valued stability and economic prosperity as much 

as their Singaporean counterparts. This desire for stability and prosperity of the rising 

middle class superseded all other aspirations. In this context, the demand for greater 

democratization hinged on the question of whether the increase of elected members or 

institutions would enhance the stability of the city-state. The inability of oppositional 

groups to participate in the political system, however, also fostered a deep sense of 

powerlessness.

What  distinguished  Hong  Kong's  oppositional  groups  from  those  in 

Singapore was the widespread perception that the government was not fulfilling its 

promises  or  was  often  even  acting  against  the  interests  of  society,  possibly  even 

conspiring with the business elite. This perception led to a deep-seated anger within 

the aggrieved groups that was often voiced in public. Many individuals were willing 

to join demonstrations and sit-ins, sign signature campaigns or other public protest. 

Some were even willing to break the law to advocate their  concerns. While these 

protesters were often called 'trouble-makers', oppositional activity did not recede. On 

the contrary,  by the end of the 1970s,  people were more willing to participate  in 

activity that was directed against the government.

It should be noted that members of the opposition considered their tactics 

necessary to guarantee stability and prosperity in the future. Control in the hand of a 

few administrators was seen as a threat to this goal. Opposition members, therefore, 

justified their tactics, even if they were non-institutionalized, with reference to the 

future stability of the city-state. 
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8.3.1 Desire for Stability and Prosperity and a Sense of Powerlessness

For  most  oppositional  groups  economic  stability  and  increasing  prosperity  were 

considered the most pressing issues. The political groups and many pressure groups 

saw it as their goal to function as a counterweight to the government. For example, 

the press releases of the Reform Club during the year 1974 place an emphasis on 

stabilizing inflation. In February, the group wrote: “The Reform Club is astonished 

that the Financial Secretary, Mr. Haddon-Cave, has not suggested any measures to 

tackle  the  current  serious  inflation  in  Hong  Kong”  (Reform  Club,  1975).  The 

HKPTU, which was one of the most active groups in the 1970s, also stated as its main 

goal the development of a stable and wealthy society. In 1984, Szeto Wah wrote to his 

members and to prospective new members: 

At the eve of this history-making change, it is more important than ever that we 
should strive to strengthen and expand our unity and solidarity so that we may 
continue  to  protect  the  labour  rights  of  our  members,  promote  the  healthy 
development of education, and, in co-operation with all members of the public 
who are well-intentioned about the future of Hong Kong, contribute towards its 
prosperity, and stability (emphasis added, HKPTU Flyer, 1984).

Democratic rights, such as labor rights and the promotion of education are framed in 

the context of stability and prosperity. The basis for these rights is a stable society but 

these rights are also needed to maintain stability. 

Some have linked this preference for stability to the refugee mentality of Hong 

Kongers who had escaped the mainland for a better  place to live (Miners,  1981). 

Another  factor  is  the  dependency  of  the  middle  class  on  the  continuation  of  the 

independent status of the city-state, which was contingent on the continuing support 

of the British government. For this reason, social activists in the 1970s repeatedly 

went  to  London  to  petition  the  British  government.  However,  the  attitude  of  the 

relatively autonomous government in Hong Kong determined the pace of political 

change. Last but not least, some have asserted that the desire for stability is part of 

Chinese culture. The culturalist argument, however, assumes that a desire for stability 

is peculiar to the Chinese, while during different periods of history, humans in general 

have valued stability more or less. Stability is a universal desire but its significance is 
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heavily dependent on the historical and social circumstances in which this need arises. 

While the opposition felt  the need for stability, there was also a widespread 

sense of  powerlessness.  For  instance,  in  1972 a  group of  young activists  tried to 

register a pig for Urban Council elections to protest the lack of influence of elected 

Councilors in  a  satirical  way (SCMP,  Dec.  12,  1972).  When the government  was 

unable to fulfill its goals, members of the opposition knew that they could achieve 

very  little  without  significant  pressure.  In  cases  in  which  there  was  widespread 

discontent, opposition members considered it necessary to employ as many methods 

as possible. 

8.3.2 A Sense of Discontent

The  increasing  number  of  protests  in  the  1970s  reveal  a  deep-seated  sense  of 

discontent, which was often, but certainly not always, targeted at the government. The 

government's failure to fulfill its promises and the resulting inadequacies of public 

services fueled the dissatisfaction of the activists. Many of the disputes that started as 

small  grievances escalated when members  of oppositional  groups thought that  the 

government  had  become involved  on  the  wrong side.  From the  viewpoint  of  the 

pressure groups, it was their task to alert the government to become aware of these 

deficiencies and pressure it to act in favor of the people of Hong Kong. The perceived 

inertia of the government and the lack of transparency in the decision making process, 

however, often led to disappointment and anger. 

Oppositional  groups called for  greater  involvement  of  the government  in  the 

economy and the  society.  Whether  it  was  helping  industry,  fighting  pornography, 

eliminating  corruption,  or  improving  public  housing  and  education,  oppositional 

groups felt that the government could do more about these issues. History shows that 

the  government  often  felt  the  need  to  respond  to  public  pressure.  While  the 

government increasingly became involved in the economy and the society, in some 

cases  it  was  also  seen  to  intervene  on  the  “wrong”  side.  The  government  was 
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obviously not able  to  satisfy all  the needs  of the different  groups.  The increasing 

complexity of the political system and the rising social problems therefore produced 

an increasingly aggressive opposition movement. This stands in contrast to Singapore, 

where the government has always considered control of the economy and the society 

an important priority. 

In the following, a number of exemplary cases will be discussed that vividly 

demonstrate  the  importance  of  this  emotional  response  to  government  action  or 

inaction. The government's plan to provide adequate housing for the city's residents 

(outlined in Chapter 6.3.1) was one of the most important reasons for the outbreak of 

group conflict. In 1977, 40 percent of Hong Kong residents lived in public housing 

administered by the Housing Authority. Criticism, however, was targeted at the living 

conditions in public housing, the inability of the government to meet public housing 

targets,  and  the  occasional  rent  increases.  For  example,  the  residents  of  the 

Shekkipmei housing estate were told in March of 1977 that they would have to accept 

a rent increase between HK$8 and HK$25 of what were considered to be already 

expensive apartments. They charged that this was an attempt to get more money from 

the  working  class  for  new  public  housing.  The  rent  increase  finally  caused  600 

residents to threaten not to pay the next month’s rent. Shekkipmei Housing Estate 

Residents Committee chairman Li Yue-man accused the government of neglecting the 

estate: “We are very angry that the government had the heart to increase rent despite 

the deplorable conditions our converted flats are in” (qt. in: HK Standard, 1977). In an 

article in the  Hong Kong Standard  (Sep. 14, 1977), the Tenants' Committee of the 

Shekkipmei Redeveloped Blocks, furthermore, asserted that “(t)his [rental] policy will 

create  unstability  and  all  sorts  of  negative  and  sad  consequences.”  The  residents 

charged that it was the political system that kept them poor, so that the rich could 

continue  to  live  a  comfortable  life.  Public  housing,  the  tenants  asserted,  was  the 

responsibility of the government. 

Discontent,  furthermore,  was  not  merely  limited  to  people  in  these  public 

housing estates. The residents could find support from popular Urban Councilors such 

240



as Elsie Elliot and Tsin Sai-nin, who demanded that the government should listen to 

the residents' demands and lower the rents. Furthermore, groups such as the Education 

Action  Group  also  got  involved  in  the  dispute  over  rent  increases  when  it  was 

announced that schools and kindergartens would also have to pay significantly higher 

rents, forcing some of these school to close.

Another area of discontent was the government’s inability to provide adequate 

education for the rapidly increasing population. The Precious Blood Golden Jubilee 

School incident of 1978/79, in which a great number of teachers and students had 

accused  the  school  administration  of  financial  improprieties  but  the  Education 

Department  had  supported  the  school  leadership,  may  be  the  most  prominent 

example.  The government was unable to resolve this crisis and thus decided to close 

the school.  Szeto Wah,  chairman of the Hong Kong Professional  Teachers'  Union 

voiced  his  anger  when  he  raised  the  potential  of  repression  in  response  to  the 

government’s closure of the school. The South China Morning Post reported:

Union chief claims ‘repression’ ahead
The closure of Precious Blood Golden Jubilee Secondary School heralds a wave 
of  “fascist”  policies,  claims  the  chairman  of  the  Hongkong  Professional 
Teachers Union Mr Szeto Wah.
And if people will not stand up against it the crackdown will continue, he said 
(SCMP, May 19, 1978).

While the paper did not quote Szeto’s speech at any length, it is clear that the union 

leader was feeling strong anger, which was directed at the government's inaction. The 

use of strong, emotional terms such as “fascist” and “repression” merely hint at the 

extent of the union leader’s sentiment. 

Anger was also the result when the government acted without informing the 

public about impending changes. For example, a group of angry parents and students 

protested against the planned destruction of Shatin Lutheran Primary School without 

providing an adequate replacement. The parents petitioned the government including 

Governor Murray MacLehose, who was in London at the time, and acting governor 

Denys Roberts. The government promised to provide answers to the parents’ demands 

but nothing happened. The parents even blocked Assistant Director of Education A.G. 
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Reeve to leave a meeting until he had signed a pledge that he would give them a reply 

by July 13. The Education Department, however, refused to reply saying that since the 

protesters had petitioned the governor, they could not make a decision. Discontent 

turned into anger, when 200 to 230 parents and students stormed the Government 

Secretariat on July 14 brining in banners. A representative for the parents, Ng Chan 

Sin-fong,  showed his  disapproval  of  the  government’s  behavior:  “We feel  we are 

being cheated because the Education Department still has not answered our demands” 

(qt. in: Li, 1978). The government finally caved in to the parents’ demands on July 25 

and  promised  to  leave  the  school  open  until  February  and  find  an  adequate 

replacement for the school by that time. This event shows that there was a lot of anger 

at the government when it did not act in the interest of some wronged segment of the 

population. The fact that the government gave in to the demands of the protesters, 

furthermore, legitimized future protests against the government.

8.3.3 The Duty to Confront the Government

The right and even duty of oppositional groups to oppose the government came from 

their self-anointed role as protector of the society. The government's apparent failure 

to address many of the most pressing issues served as motivation to many of the 

activists.  Even  though  most  of  the  challenges  against  the  government  during  the 

1970s came from pressure groups,  these groups did not  understand themselves  as 

“interest  groups,” or groups biased in  favor of a  single  constituency.  Instead they 

maintained that they constituted an important part of the society because their task 

was to pressure the government in the interest of the people. The lack of democracy 

and the inability of the government to always work in the best interest of the people 

legitimated the use of pressure against the government. The Hong Kong Observers 

made this clear in their mission statement:

(W)e came to the conclusion that it  was important for people in Hongkong, 
which has an unelected, unrepresentative Government, to voice their feelings 
over issues, to condemn the many injustices in our midst, to criticise policies 
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that  are  perceived  to  be  wrong  and,  wherever  possible,  to  offer  alternative 
courses of action.  In short,  we decided to be a  pressure group (Hong Kong 
Observers, 1983, p. 1).

Because Hong Kong lacked democracy, the Observers considered it their duty to act 

as a watchdog over the government. One problem of this approach was the fact that 

the  Observers  were  also  not  elected  to  their  role  and  could  therefore  not  really 

represent the opinion of the people.  This conception of the role of pressure groups 

was, however, echoed by many other pressure groups. For example, the chairman of 

the  Education  Action  Group  (EAG),  Han  Men-ho,  thought  that  the  purpose  of 

pressure groups was to “help voice the grievances of the common citizens, reflect 

their views, influence the government, and bring about policy changes” (qt. in Hong 

Kong Standard, 1982). 

The  role  of  pressure  groups  in  Hong  Kong  became  an  important  issue 

immediately  after  the  revelation  of  the  Secret  Committee  on  Pressure  Groups 

(SCOPG) in 1980. The Community Development Division of the Hong Kong Council 

of Social Service, a council coordinating NGO activities in Hong Kong, which was 

also named in the report, stated:

We believe pressure group activities are both inevitable and functional in any 
society,  for  such  activities  advocate  the  rights  of  democratic  participation 
among different sectors of society (HK Standard, Dec. 22, 1980).

It is interesting to note that while the Hong Kong Council of Social Services defended 

the existence of pressure groups, it also tried to distinguish itself from these groups: 

We, the community development agencies, do not regard ourselves as pressure 
groups. As organizations involved in community development activities, we 
aim  to  improve  the  quality  of  life  of  communities  through  encouraging 
residents’ collective participation to identify,  to  express and to  act  on their 
needs (Ibid.).

This  suggests  that  the term 'pressure group'  seemed to  have a  somewhat  negative 

connotation. Most oppositional groups during the 1970s, however, would be similar to 

these community development agencies.  They did not merely consider  themselves 

representatives of a particularistic interest.

The elected members of the only partially democratic institution, the Urban 
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Council, also considered it their duty to check on the government. For instance, the 

chairman of the Reform Club, Brook Bernacchi, said in 1973:

The duty of the Opposition is to oppose. The Reform Club strongly supports the 
wishes, the wants and needs of Hongkong citizens. The Civic Association is 
already responsible for cutting the power of the Council to discuss motions that 
affects the lives of the people. Not only is the Reform Club pledged to alter the 
Urban Council Ordinance by removing the restrictions on only English speaking 
Urban Councillors but it is also pledged to rescind the restrictions on the powers 
of debate (SCMP, Feb. 16, 1973).

Bernacchi demanded the right to act as if he was a member of the opposition in Hong 

Kong's political system. He was, however, merely a member of the Urban Council 

and could not even hope to participate in either the legislature or the executive. The 

fact that he was elected by a portion of the Hong Kong population (even if it was a 

minuscule minority), however, bestowed him, in his opinion, with the right and even 

the  duty  to  oppose  government  legislation  that  he  considered  unjust.  Since  the 

government not always succeeded in fulfilling the demands of the population, groups 

such as residents’ associations, nature groups, labor groups, etc. considered it their 

right and even duty to fight for the interests of their members as if it was also in the 

interest of society. 

8.4 Goals

8.4.1 Reform is Necessary and Sufficient

The goals of oppositional groups in the 1970s were moderate and tended to be reform-

oriented.  Lam  Wai-man  argues  that  activists  were  “ready  to  make  fundamental 

demands  of  the  government”  (2004,  p.  182),  but  they  hardly  ever  demanded 

fundamental change that questioned the political regime. Especially when they asked 

for greater participation, these groups were willing to negotiate. They largely accepted 

their  inferior  position  because  they  were  often  successful  in  pressuring  the 

government to accept their demands.

The oldest institution in Hong Kong from which demands for political reforms 
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were  expressed  was  the  Urban  Council.  Since  the  council's  jurisdiction  was  very 

limited,  the  parties  and  individual  candidates  contesting  Urban  Council  elections 

tended to promote issues directly dealing with the administration of urban affairs. The 

Reform  Club  manifesto  from  1970,  for  example,  focused  its  campaign  on  the 

following five main issues:

2. Rent control
3. Better social welfare
4. Urbco control of medical services
5. Compulsory primary education 
6. Concentration of all housing matters in one department (Baird, 1970) 

Four of the Reform Club’s proposals deal with changes to present policies, while only 

one deals with institutional changes. Faced with a significant housing crisis, the last 

demand  is  actually  a  proposal  to  the  colonial  government  to  create  a  housing 

department, which was realized in 1973 with the creation of the Hong Kong Housing 

Authority.

The  Reform  Club,  which  was  the  earliest  group  to  demand  greater 

democratization  and  constantly  pursued  this  goal,  did  not  demand  revolutionary 

change. In its 1975 platform, the Reform Club stated its demand for constitutional 

reform in the following way:

a. The Legislative Council must be reformed so that people from all walks of 
lives will have at least some form of representation in the law making body. The 
Reform Club suggests the creation of at least two seats in the said Council. 
b. However, if for reasons which the Government of Hong Kong has no control 
over, elected representation to the Legislative Council is at present not possible, 
than the Urban Council must be reformed (...).

The  phrasing  of  the  Reform  Club  reveals  an  important  aspect  of  the  goals  of 

oppositional  groups.  Due  to  the  powerlessness  of  the  Reform  Club,  it  has  to 

moderately  argue  for  some  constitutional  change.  It  also  signals  a  willingness  to 

compromise to some degree on issues that may appear fundamental to the influence of 

the  group.  The  Reform Club recognizes  the  widespread  perception  that  the  Hong 

Kong government is  dependent on external factors.  A common argument was that 

further democratization was rejected by the British administration on the grounds that 
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the Chinese government would oppose such a move.

Other  Urban Councilors  also demanded only  basic  reforms to  the political 

system. For example, in an open letter to the British Foreign Secretary, Dr. David 

Owen, a number of Urban Councilors wrote: “On June 24, 1978, the undersigned, 

being  elected  independent  Urban  Councillors  in  Hongkong  holding  the  highest 

proportion in votes in elections, wrote to Lord Gorowny-Roberts, pointing out the 

undemocratic  system  of  government  in  Hongkong,  and  requesting  certain 

reforms” (Elliot, Huang and Tsin, 1978).

We have some simple proposals, and even those are adjustable. They are:
2. A Legislature of which one third is directly elected, one third appointed, and 

one  third  indirectly  elected  by  professionals,  as  in  our  neighbouring 
Portuguese Colony, Macau.

3. A gradual phasing out of appointed members on the Urban Council at this 
rate of four every two years

4. An expanded franchise to include all long-term adult residents of Hongkong.
5. Expansion  of  Urban  Council  jurisdiction  to  include  housing,  education, 

social welfare, town planning, etc…. (Ibid.)
This  letter  represented  perhaps  the  strongest  demand  for  greater  democratization 

during the 1970s. The independent councilors,  who wrote this letter,  considered it 

important  that  democratic  reforms  were  necessary  but  needed  to  be  introduced 

progressively. While the Reform Club had demanded at least two elected members to 

the Legislative Council in 1975, these Urban Councilors asked for one third directly 

elected members in the LegCo. It is noteworthy that they considered the option of 

letting professionals elect one third of this institution, which would have shifted some 

power to the technocrats. Similar to the Reform Club proposal, this open letter clearly 

states that their proposals were flexible and open to negotiation. 

While constitutional reform was on the agenda of many political groups, most 

pressure groups that arose in the 1970s were more interested in influencing specific 

government policy. They did not advocate fundamental changes to the political order. 

A good example for this are the Hong Kong Observers Ltd., which were founded in 

1975 by a group of young liberal professionals. The Hong Kong Observers considered 

246



themselves a pressure group because they were interested in influencing government 

decisions.  In  1976,  the  group  declared  that  its  objective  was  to  “work  for  the 

betterment of Hongkong’s political and social atmosphere“ (Hong Kong Observers, 

1976). The group's goals were:

(a)  To  promote  and  organise  interest  and  activities  to  particiapte  in  the 
governance of Hongkong
(b) To press and solicit the Government of Hongkong to be responsive to the 
needs of the people of Hongkong.
(c) To organise research of issues of public interest affecting Hongkong.
(d) To promote community welfare (Hong Kong Observers, 1983, p. 1).

The group's goals reveal a certain degree of elitism because there is an intention to 

educate the public and the government of the public will. They considered it their role 

to be a negotiator between these two groups. Their articles feature well researched 

rebuttals of government policies. The Observers'  articles tend to be very long and 

detailed, which obviously limited their influence to an educated elite.

The articles of the Hong Kong Observers did not challenge the political system 

but rather identified specific problems and shortcomings, which required changes in 

policies. Derek Davies criticized the group in 1983:

There  is  no  express  theoretical  or  ideological  position.  That  is  there  is  no 
political position. (…) If this is the basis of, even the first glimmerings of Hong 
Kong party  politics,  as  yet  it  shows  a  failure  to  grasp  that  the  essential  of 
politics is systematic partisanship (Davies, 1983, p. 106).

The Hong Kong Observers resembled many of the opposition parties in Singapore, 

whose goals are also the idealistic improvement of the society. Partisanship is rejected 

because it cannot promote the welfare of the people as a whole. Due to the elitist 

orientation of the group as educator and as provider of constructive criticism, the 

group's influence remained very limited. The demise of the Hong Kong Observers 

after  the  introduction  of  democratic  reforms  in  the  1980s  occurred  because  those 

members who were interested in politics either joined political parties or focused their 

interests on their careers (Interview with Joseph S.Y. Cheng, 2006).
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8.4.2 The Lack of a Revolutionary Vision

Oppositional groups in Hong Kong lacked a truly revolutionary vision. One reason for 

this was the consensus that the highest priority was stability and prosperity, which has 

already been discussed.  The government’s arguments in favor of the status quo in 

terms of political change (which is explained in detail in Chapter 6) were firstly an 

emphasis on stability, which was contrasted to the perils of democracy; secondly the 

argument that China would be opposed to democratization and finally that Chinese 

culture  did  not  favor  democracy.  While  most  members  in  the  opposition  did  not 

necessarily accept these arguments, the need for stability was an important argument 

for those favoring democratization. 

As a revolutionary goal, the demand for greater participation was frequently 

raised during the 1970s. Democracy, however, was not regarded as an institutional 

framework for representing as many individuals as possible, but rather as a panacea 

against all social ills. In 1975 an anonymous writer used the example of Great Britain 

to explain why the government should not worry about instability in Hong Kong. The 

author, moreover, considered democracy as a guarantee for the continuation of the 

city-state's stability:

A fundamental principle of government is that it will govern as effectively as 
it is answerable to the people. If there is no orderly means available whereby 
the people can throw the undesirable people out, there is no way of ensuring 
that government will seriously tackle problems of corruption and the like. To 
entrust oneself to government is naiveté (A Concerned Resident, 1975). 

The “concerned citizen” considered representative government as a solution to all the 

problems of authoritarian rule of the colonial regime. 

There were, however, also groups and individuals who frequently called for 

greater representation that ranged from increasing the franchise to the Urban Council 

to  an  elected  Legislative  Council.  The  goal  of  many  in  the  opposition  was  the 

improvement  of  their  ability  to  communicate  with  the  government.  While  the 

government repeatedly bemoaned that there was a lack of communication between 

the people and the government,  opposition groups were equally convinced of this 
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problem. David Russell, president of the Hong Kong Heritage Society, agreed with 

this viewpoint when he announced that his group would take part in the 1979 Urban 

Council elections

From  our  past  experience,  we  find  a  communication  gap  between  the 
Government and the people.  (…) We hope to bridge this  gap by sponsoring 
candidates in Urban Council elections” (qt. in: The Star, 1978)

The impression that the problem of Hong Kong’s political system was due to a lack of 

communication between the government and the people was widespread.  

The introduction of greater democracy in the colony was often driven by the 

desire to create a more stable society. Many of these government critics assumed that 

greater  representation  of  the  public  would  lead  to  a  more  stable  and  prosperous 

society. These groups regarded the West as a model of political development because 

democratization had led to extremely stable countries. For example an anonymous 

writer with the pseudonym Honi Soit, wrote in the Hong Kong Standard in 1979 in 

response to the arrest of unlawful protesters:

Why is  the question of public  assembly and peaceful  petition for  redress of 
grievances such a threatening issue for administrations everywhere, and that in 
Hongkong in particular?
The answer is fairly obvious. In a modern world in which there is an increasing 
desire for popular involvement in government; in a world where the only stable 
and progressive administrations are those that permit the people to elect their 
representatives  to  govern  them,  the  Hongkong  Government  has  adamantly 
refused to move with the times – has defied the people’s right to have any say in 
the way they are governed (Honi Soit, 1979).

The  government  should  introduce  elections  in  order  to  increase  social  stability. 

Democracy in this letter is the only option for a stable modern society. By aligning 

modernity  and  stability  with  democratic  rights,  these  oppositional  groups  and 

individuals tried to use the prevalent discourse on stability and prosperity to propagate 

their goal. 

8.5 Tactics

The oppositional groups in the 1970s were largely excluded from the policy making 
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process. As a consequence, they were forced to rely on mostly non-institutionalized 

tactics to achieve their goals. There were numerous protests, sit-ins, poster campaigns 

etc.  to press  for the issues of  a particular  group. Institutional  tactics  were largely 

limited to the filing of petitions and the possibility of getting elected to the Urban 

Council  or  nominated  to  another  government  institution.  The  latter  tactic  was, 

however,  open  to  only  very  few  in  the  opposition.  The  use  of  newspapers, 

furthermore,  can  be  considered  a  quasi-institutionalized  tactic,  because  it  was 

welcomed by the government. 

Despite  the  emphasis  on  non-institutional  tactics,  the  late  1970s  and early 

1980s already showed a trend toward increasing institutionalization of oppositional 

politics.  Table 10 compares the use of non-institutional and institutional means with 

regard to mobilization in the area of housing. While in the 1970s, demonstrations, sit-

ins and similar activities dominated, the use of participation in institutional politics 

became more common after the institutional reforms of the early 1980s.
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Table 10: Changes in the use of Institutionalized vs. Non-institutionalized tactics 
in Neighborhood Mobilization, 1966-1985

Year Institutional Means Non-institutional Means
1966 2 7
1967 - 1
1968 - 6
1969 12 6
1970 9 10
1971 5 6
1972 14 4
1973 13 9
1974 10 23
1975 9 15
1976 24 27
1977 30 19
1978 25 39
1979 24 29
1980 35 45
1981 31 164*
1982 24 13
1983 42 24
1984 58 26
1985 77 100**

Note : * This figure is so large because of the prolonged pavement sleep-in organized 
by the Machaihang Fire victims.
** This figure is biased by the neighbourhood mobilizations against the Green Paper 
on public housing subsidy.

Source: enumeration based on Wah Kiu Yat Pao, compiled by Ma Fook-Tong.(1986)

8.5.1 Institutionalized Tactics 

For oppositional groups institutionalized tactics were the election or nomination of 

leading  members  to  government  bodies,  the  use  of  petitions  and  newspapers  to 

enhance  the  interests  of  the  group.  The  government  encouraged  these  attempts 

because it considered this a way to understand public opinion. 

After elected members were introduced to the Urban Council, members of the 

opposition considered this municipal institution an important asset in their effort of 

influencing the government. Despite the tremendous shortcomings of the institution, it 

provided prospective candidates with a channel to communicate their grievances with 

the government. The council's influence was limited to urban affairs but until 1972, 
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the Urban Council also provided a platform for criticism of the government. Aside of 

issues relating to the jurisdiction of the Council, members often spoke about issues 

with a much broader scope. While the government may have considered the Urban 

Council as meddling in its affairs, the introduction of limits on the content of the 

debates  in  1972  forced  criticism  to  other  venues.  There  were  of  course  election 

campaigns but the lack of influence of councilors once they were elected, let many of 

the  promises  sound  hollow.  Therefore,  Urban  Councilors  such  as  Elsie  Elliot 

continued to voice their criticism in the newspapers. 

In 1973, the government tried to satisfy its  critics  by nominating an elected 

member of the Urban Council  to the Legislative Council.  Hilton Cheong-leen,  the 

chairman of the Civic  Association and Vice Chairman of the Urban Council,  was 

selected for this  appointment.  Cheong-leen was a  relatively moderate critic of the 

government,  who,  however,  considered  it  his  task  to  repeatedly  question  the 

government while he was part of the Legislative Council. He asked questions about 

government proposals or voiced his own opinion on important issues in nearly every 

session. Quite often he also asked follow-up questions if he was not satisfied with the 

answer.  

Urban  Councilors  considered  the  appointment  of  one  of  their  own  as  great 

progress. In 1976, the government decided to enlarge the Legislative Council, which 

was to  increase the chances of an elected Urban Councilor  becoming part  of this 

esteemed institution. So all, except one Urban Councilor (who was not in Hong Kong 

at the time), signed two letters asking the Governor to appoint more of the elected 

councilors to serve on the Legislative Council. The letter shows that the councilors 

considered becoming part of this institution an opportunity to increase their influence, 

despite the fact that a single member could achieve very little. The fact that there were 

two separate letters, furthermore, shows that the elected half of the Urban Council 

was split  into the more progressive Reform Club and Independents,  and the more 

conservative members of the Civic Association. When Henry Hu, Vice Chairman of 

the Reform Club, was appointed to the LegCo on September 1 of the same year, it 
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became clear that the Governor had granted the wish of the councilors. This time the 

Governor had carefully chosen someone from the liberal camp while avoiding one of 

the more outspoken personalities such as Brook Bernacchi or Elsie Elliot. 

The lack of influence of the oppositional groups resulted in frustration among 

the  more  active  members.  The  limited  franchise  and  the  unwillingness  of  the 

government to increase the number of elected offices motivated the Reform Club in 

1979 to threaten a boycott of the Urban Council elections. In 1981 they followed up 

on their threat and refused to contest the elections. The prominent leader of the party, 

Brook Bernacchi, vacated his seat, saying: “How can one purport to represent nearly 

six  million  people  in  Hongkong  when  you  have  been  elected  by  only  6,000 

voters?” (Chan, 1981). This decision marked a temporary repudiation of the Reform 

Club’s use of institutionalized tactics. In the following election, the party returned to 

institutional politics but slowly lost in political significance afterwards.

Members of pressure groups also tried to get involved in institutional politics, 

for  instance  through  Urban  Council  elections.  In  1978,  a  British  Member  of 

Parliament  advised  the  Heritage  Society  to  enter  institutional  politics  and  contest 

Urban  Council  elections,  in  order  to  preserve  the  old  Kowloon  Canton  railway 

terminal. The MP was of the opinion that this tactic would be more effective. But 

before the elections in 1979, the government had already demolished the old train 

station,  leaving  only  the  clock  tower  behind.  This  example  shows  that 

institutionalized tactics were not very effective in the 1970s. In the 1980s pressure 

groups  started  to  adopt  more  institutional  forms  of  mobilization  because  the 

government introduced significant institutional changes, which allowed these groups 

to have greater influence over government policies (Castells et.al., 1990, p. 143). 

Secondly, oppositional groups often made use of petitions, which in most cases 

were the first attempt to attract the attention of the government. In many cases, these 

petitions made the headlines of the newspapers and therefore had some impact on the 

decision making process. The fact  that  in many cases,  non-institutionalized tactics 

followed these petitions shows that they were considered only one part of an overall 

253



strategy. 

Finally, the use of newspapers to promote the goals of a group was an important 

asset because without press coverage, oppositional groups could not have effectively 

challenged the government. Among the English language newspapers, the Hong Kong 

Standard was considered to be more sympathetic to oppositional groups, while the 

South China Morning Post was much more conservative in its outlook. Furthermore, 

the first tabloid newspaper in Hong Kong, The Star, also often sided with protesters. It 

was also one of the most  critical  papers at  the time.  Overall,  the coverage in  the 

newspapers was less favorable if oppositional groups resorted to non-institutionalized 

tactics.

Since the press considered itself an oppositional group in its own right, it also 

made use of its power when it felt threatened. In 1975, the government had proposed 

legislation whose original goal was to target pornography but the law was opposed by 

the Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) because it was seen as a threat against 

their right of free speech. In its resolution, the HKJA stated that the bill was

so generally framed that it will hinder the operations of the serious media in 
Hongkong. In the absence of political  democracy in  Hongkong, the HKJA 
believes it is particularly important that  the media here always feel  able to 
question Government policies without fear of repression (The Star, July 26, 
1975).

This  statement  makes  it  clear  that  the media considered itself  crucial  in  the non-

democratic regime of Hong Kong. The HKJA is of the opinion that the newspapers 

have the task of checking the government. Using the term political democracy, the 

journalists assert that their role is to be a democratic watchdog, allowing it to speak 

for the majority of the Hong Kong people.  

An editorial  cartoon in the tabloid newspaper  The Star shows Elsie Elliot,  a 

journalist and a policeman. This caricature is an example for an attempt by newspaper 

editors to influence the policy making process: 
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An Editor could be prosecuted under the Provisions of Objectionable Publications Bill, if 

Legco passes it into law, for publishing a letter from Mrs. Elliot with her photograph if 

the letter criticized our Police, the Attorney General, or the Judiciary (The Star, July 10, 

1975).

Mrs. Elliot is used as the representative of the opposition because she is the most 

beloved and also most reasonable critic of the government. The attempt to avert this 

legislation, however, failed. While the law did not silence critics like Elsie Elliot, it 

proved to be problematic for more radical groups such as the Revolutionary Marxist 

League. In 1975, when the bill was passed, the group found it difficult to find a new 

printer because many were afraid to be prosecuted under the new law (SCMP, July 17, 

1975). 

8.5.2 Non-institutionalized tactics

While the government successfully co-opted groups like the Reform Club or the Civic 

Association,  “most  of  the  pressure  groups  were  active  mainly  outside  formal 

institutional politics” (Lui, 1999, p. 152). Agreeing with Lui,  Ma Fook-tong (1986), 

who  analyzed  mobilization  in  public  housing,  claims  that  non-institutional  forms 

dominated for most of the years during the late 1960s and 1970s. Because of the 
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1966/67 riots, non-institutionalized tactics were generally considered disruptive to the 

social  stability of Hong Kong. The 1970s,  however,  saw a continuous increase in 

street  demonstrations  (both  registered  and unregistered),  sit-ins,  boycotts,  and  the 

public burning of signatures. What distinguished these events from the riots of the 

1960s was the fact that  these protests  were peaceful, organized and in most cases 

permitted or at least tolerated by the government. The political groups were able to 

increase their influence by continuously pushing the envelope of what was legally 

possible or even what was tolerated. These groups were also more organized during 

this period and tended to cooperate with each other more than in earlier times. Most 

confrontations  between  the  government  and  opposition  groups  included  signature 

campaigns,  demonstrations  and  other  public  attempts  to  influence  the  authorities. 

Even though the government initially did not always play a role in these protests, in 

the end it almost always became the target. The 1970s were an era in which, as Lam 

Wai-man (2004, p. 183) observes, oppositional groups increasingly used overt tactics. 

These tactics would give them the necessary press coverage, which had the potential 

of influencing the government. The following examples of campaigns in which non-

institutionalized tactics dominated will demonstrate how the oppositional movement 

was able to increase its influence over the government during the 1970s.

Even in the early 1970s, a number of activists were willing to break the law to 

promote their cause. The most common law that was broken was the requirement to 

register a demonstration. In 1972, the Urban Council refused to permit a nationalist 

demonstration in a park in the Central District.  The students were informed of the 

council's decision just one day before the protest was to be held. The students were 

split over whether to go ahead or not. While the Hong Kong Student Union refused to 

participate,  the  Hong  Kong  Defend  the  Diaoyutai  Action  Committee  decided  to 

conduct the rally.  Consequently,  6,000 students went ahead with their protest.  The 

government decided to crack down on the protesters, beating and arresting 25 of them 

(Lam, 2004, p. 150-151). The students felt it was their right to demonstrate as the 

student leader of the Diaoyutai United Front made clear: “We are trying to show that 
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the  law  is  wrong  and  should  be  changed  to  allow  people  to  demonstrate  in 

Central” (qt. in:  SCMP, May 24, 1972). The strong response from the government, 

however, led to public pressure so that the government decided not to prosecute those 

arrested.  While  the  public  sympathized  with  the  protesters  because  of  the  harsh 

reaction, many also condemned the use of illegal tactics. 

The modernization of the economy and the society increased demands on the 

government. While the economy thrived, unfair salaries became an important aspect 

of  contention  in  the  thriving  city  port.  Increasing  wealth  brought  about  greater 

demands for higher or merely reasonable salaries. In 1970 female nurses protested for 

equal pay for men and women. They conducted meetings, put up posters, petitioned 

the Legislative Council, the Executive Council and the British parliament. On October 

6, 1971, three hundred off-duty nurses marched to the government house to make 

their demands known. Aided by positive coverage in the newspapers, the government 

caved  in  to  the  protesters'  demands  on  October  11.  This  protest  was  significant 

because it was the first labor demonstration from civil  servants in any part of the 

government and thus proved to be an example for future cases.

 The territory-wide strike of certificated teachers over a 15 percent cut in their 

salary on April 4, 1973, also led to a change of tactics. While the protesting nurses 

had been off-duty, the teachers decided to conduct strikes. The sit-in strike, which was 

timed  to  coincide  with  important  examinations,  was  staunchly  opposed  by  the 

government because the teachers disrupted the educational system. A day after the 

strike, the Deputy Director of Education, Charles Lowe, declared that the teachers had 

miscalculated “if  they imagined that the tactics employed against  pupils yesterday 

could cause the Government to reconsider its stand” (qt. in SCMP, April 5, 1973). The 

government accused the teachers of using the students for their own purposes and 

claimed that some of the striking teachers had threatened the students so that they 

would not come to school. In response, the teachers asserted that some principals had 

forced students to attend class or face automatic disqualification. The strike led to the 

formation  of  the  most  powerful  union  in  Hong  Kong  history,  the  Hong  Kong 
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Professional Teachers' Union, by Szeto Wah, one of the strike leaders. At the time, 

Wah  was  accused  by  the  conservative  South  China  Morning  Post of  being  a 

Communist sympathizer. The paper wrote “in one dramatic move (familiar to those 

versed in united front activities of the communists), a massive rally of teachers was 

held and at this meeting Mr. Szeto Wah emerged as the overall leader” (qt. in: SCMP, 

April 5, 1973). 

Despite  the  initial  refusal  by  the  Education  Department  and  negative  press 

reports in the mainstream media, the government appointed a commission headed by 

Legislative Councilor T.K. Ann that looked into the Education Department's handling 

of the case. Finally in 1975, the commission's report sharply criticized the government 

and  placed  the  greatest  blame on a  failure  of  communication.  In  the  eyes  of  the 

activists and especially the students, this event demonstrated that overt protest and 

other non-institutionalized tactics can be successful against unfair practices. 

The  willingness  to  confront  the  government  directly  was  repeated  in  the 

1977/78 campaign against corruption within the administration of the Precious Blood 

Golden Jubilee school. The activities of the school board led to a student sit-in, a 

massive protest with 4,000 people participating and a hunger strike of 52 individuals 

for  48 hours.  Because  of  its  support  for  the  school  administration,  the  Education 

Department  also  became  a  target  of  this  dispute.  After  a  long  battle  between 

dissenting  teachers  and  the  school  administration,  the  government  relented  and 

created two schools, one of which continued to employ the dissenting teachers. The 

government,  however,  refused to accept full  responsibility and rather blamed both 

parties for the dispute. 

There was also a readiness to use non-institutionalized tactics to protest price 

increases of public services such as housing or telephone services. The activists were 

willing to threaten with a collective refusal to pay unless the government retracted the 

price increases.  While public housing price increases were always controversial,  a 

1975 decision to grant the Hong Kong Telephone Company a 30 percent increase of 

the phone rates was met with significant opposition. The government’s decision had 
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been motivated by significant  losses of  the company,  which were supposed to  be 

reversed with this price increase. In this case, respected Urban Councilor and long 

time critic of the government, Elsie Elliot, called for a boycott of the telephone rate 

increase: 

We must refuse to pay the 30 per cent increase, and demand the nationalization 
of public enterprises. Why has the Telephone Advisory Committee not spoken to 
the public, and why does the Telephone Company refuse to reveal its accounts to 
the public? Surely there must be inefficiency and dubious things in the company 
(qt. in: HK Standard, Jan. 27, 1975).

Elliot’s  accusation  focuses  on  the  lack  of  transparency  and  inefficiency  in  the 

telephone company. She is of the opinion that nationalization is the best solution to 

the problem. Nationalization was, however, very unlikely because it would have been 

a radical departure for a government that insisted on a free market.

The  rate  increase  resulted  in  numerous  colony  wide  protests  that  drew the 

support of a large segment of the population and even many conservative groups. On 

January 26, 1975, 2,000 people, including students, Urban Councilors, and workers 

staged an orderly rally against the phone rate increases. The protests were supported 

by many groups including  the Hong Kong Professional  Teachers'  Union.  Dr.  L.K 

Ding,  director  of  the  Christian  Industrial  Committee  (CIC)  declared:  “If  the 

Government succeeds in getting the 30 per cent passed in Legco, I suggest that all 

Unofficial  Members  should  resign  to  apologise  for  failing  to  stop  the 

Government” (qt. in: HK Standard, January 27, 1975). The labor activist expected the 

members of the Legislative Council to act in the interest of the people even though 

they were nominated by the Governor.

During the campaign against  the telephone rate  increase,  students  also used 

another  tactic  that  was  meant  to  display  the  lack  of  public  support  for  the 

government's  decision.  After  a  sit-in  of  100  students  in  front  of  the  Colonial 

Secretariat on February 5, 1975, the group decided to burn 60,000 signatures they had 

collected in opposition to the rate increase. They did this to show to the government 

that it had ignored public opinion (SCMP, Feb. 6, 1975). Because the government 

considered this public pressure a failure of its communication strategy, it attempted to 

259



find a compromise that could satisfy both sides.

At the end of the 1970s, protests became an accepted part of Hong Kong politics. 

Since  1977  boat  people  who  lived  in  the  Yaumati  typhoon  shelter  in  squalid 

conditions33, conducted nine public processions and six public meetings, which were 

all unlicensed under the Public Order Ordinance. On January 7, 1979, 67 boat people 

and eleven activists (one Italian parish priest, four students, five social workers and a 

doctor) were arrested while they were traveling in coaches on their way to protest in 

front of the Governor’s residence. Subsequently, they were charged with breaking the 

Public  Order  Ordinance  for  “unlawful  assembly.”  While  the  magistrate  judge 

absolutely discharged the boat people, the social activists were all placed on good 

behavior bonds of $300 for 18 months and thus received a record of conviction. The 

arrests  led  to  calls  for  more  civil  liberties  and  the  abolition  of  the  Public  Order 

Ordinance. On February 12, about 250 students protested against the arrest and two 

more students were arrested, when they refused to put down a banner supporting the 

Yaumati boat people. 

In response to these arrests, around one hundred people demonstrated on April 

27,  1979 against  what  they perceived to  be the end of democracy.  The protesters 

handed out pamphlets arguing against the Public Order Ordinance and shouted “We 

have to unite to fight for human rights” When they arrived in front of the court house, 

in which the social activists were sentenced, they placed a wreath at the front door, 

which read: “Democracy is dead!” The protesters never questioned whether there had 

ever been  democracy in Hong Kong.

Despite the increased acceptance of protests as a means of affecting political 

change, there continued to be a conflict over whether activists had the right to use 

illegal tactics, such as unregistered protests. This was a much discussed topic in the 

newspapers. Two anonymous social workers in letters to the editor of the Hong Kong 

Standard held different viewpoints  on the tactics of the protesters.  The first  letter 

33 In 1972, the Yaumati boat people had been given the choice to either move into public housing or to 
continue to be boat people permanently. 355 families had accepted the offer, while 413 had rejected 
it, in part because they did not want to move far away from the coast.
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came from a social worker, who was opposed to the protests:

I fully sympathise with the situation of the Yaumati boat people and I would 
very much like  to  see the  Housing Department  explain  why they cannot  be 
resettled  earlier.  But  at  the  same  time,  I  think  the  social  workers  in  both 
demonstrations have done wrong. They only make their case more sensational, 
but by doing so they not really help the people they set out to help (A Concerned 
Social Worker, 1979).

This  author  asserts  that  his  fellow social  workers  were  wrong in  challenging  the 

authorities. The use of unregistered protests is merely sensational and does not solve 

the problem. This neglects the fact that many of the changes in Hong Kong politics 

during the 1970s had been achieved through creating enough public awareness in the 

press. The need to arouse media attention, obviously, had driven the protesters to use 

more extreme tactics to achieve their goal.

In  reply  to  this  letter,  a  “group of  concerned and involved social  workers” 

rejected the argument of the “concerned social worker” by pointing out that unfair 

laws have to be broken. Non-institutionalized tactics, in this viewpoint, are necessary 

when laws prohibiting such behavior are fundamentally wrong:

Social  Workers  should  aim  at  the  redistribution  of  resources,  redressing 
imbalance  opportunity  between  the  poor  and  rich  community.  They  cannot 
accept an unjust social service system that promotes the dominance of one group 
over the other. (...)
A social worker should act within the legal framework; this does not mean that 
he has to turn a blind eye to an outdated, repressive law” (A group of concerned 
and involved social workers, 1979)

This group of activists also stresses the importance of the law but they suggest that 

certain  laws  can  become  outdated  and  therefore  can  and  should  be  broken.  The 

present  political  system,  in  their  viewpoint,  is  unjust  and  therefore  the  social 

imbalances need to be addressed. While they obviously have a revolutionary vision, it 

does not become clear what the alternative to the present system of Hong Kong at the 

time should be. It is obvious, however, that their revolutionary ambitions fuel their 

need to change unfair laws and practices. 

The perceived lack of civil liberties due to the arrests of the boat people also 

received the attention of a large number of political groups and individuals in Hong 
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Kong. People like Elsie Elliot had strongly worded critiques of the government action. 

The pressure again became very strong so that the government finally accepted the 

demand to  resettle  the  boat  people.  The  government  also promised  to  review the 

Public  Order  Ordinance,  which  was  eventually  amended in  1980.  Under  the  new 

legislation social, recreational, cultural, academic, educational, religious, charitable, 

professional,  business  or  commercial  activities  no  longer  required  registering  and 

meetings of less than 20 people would be exempted from the notice requirement.

Why  did  Hong  Kong's  oppositional  groups  increasingly  resort  to  non-

institutionalized  tactics?  It  was  certainly  important  that  there  was  a  lack  of 

institutionalization of opposition.  But more importantly,  the ability  of oppositional 

groups to make use of a free press enabled them to influence government policies and 

consequently increase their  power.  While  these tactics  were sometimes successful, 

especially when there was large support for an objective, it, however, also increased 

the  likeliness  of  repression  against  the  groups.  At  the  end  of  the  1970s,  social 

movements and pressure groups were an accepted feature of the Hong Kong political 

scene. The attempt to control this rising movement, for example through the Standing 

Committee on Pressure Groups (SCOPG), failed because there was a “consolidation 

of social protest through pressure group politics” (Liu, 1999, p. 152).

While  pressure  group  politics  had  become  a  central  feature  of  the  political 

system, democratization had not occurred. This lack of democratization was not only 

due to the reluctance of the ruling elite groups to increase representation, but also due 

to a lack of pressure from below. Oppositional groups were more interested in narrow 

and short-term goals.  The occasional call  for greater  democratization was open to 

negotiation. If there was one thing all oppositional groups could unite for, it would 

have  been  the  stability  and  continuing  prosperity  of  the  city-state.  And  the 

government was more than capable of guaranteeing this.
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8.6 Changes after 1984

In the following section, I will summarize some crucial events after 1984 and how 

these affected the behavior of the opposition. The era after the 1984 Joint Declaration 

to hand over Hong Kong to the Chinese government by 1997 was a time of great 

changes. The decision to hand over power created first and foremost a “lame duck” 

administration  for  thirteen  years.  This  represented  to  a  certain  degree  a  loss  of 

legitimacy  for  the  government  and  had  a  significant  impact  on  the  relationship 

between ruling elite and oppositional groups. Middle class intellectuals had become 

disenchanted  with  the  government  because  they  had  not  been  consulted  on  the 

negotiations between the PRC and Great Britain over the future of the colony. These 

intellectuals had developed a strong affinity to the city-state, which found expression 

in the so-called “Hong Kong Man” (Lo, 1997, p. 105). Some have even argued that 

what had happened in the 1970s was the development of a national identity.  This 

group felt that the British government should not have made the concessions that it 

did in the Sino-British Agreement. At the same time, this period has to be seen as the 

conclusion of the transition from colonial rule to self-government, without, however, 

resulting in independence. 

These  political  developments  had  a  great  influence  on  the  behavior  of 

oppositional groups in Hong Kong. This was expressed by Legislative Councilor Rita 

Fan, who said in 1985: “Hongkong is entering a new era. We Hongkong people will 

take up the responsibility of administration while other people only play a secondary 

role” (qt. in: Leung, 1985). It was, therefore, a moment which was seen by the people 

of Hong Kong as an opportunity to become more involved in the way the city-state 

would be governed. The rise of public protests (see Table 11) and the increase of 

social conflict  (Table 12) after 1984 clearly shows this shift in the mindset of the 

people.  The  new  found  opportunities  provided  a  welcome  basis  for  oppositional 

behavior.  
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Table 11: Public Protests after 1984

1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989
No. of applications 69 191 251 264 375 497
Disallowed 7.2% 1.6% 2% 1.9% 2.1% 1%

Source: Wong, 1990.

Table 12: Number of Social Conflicts Per Year, 1984-1989

Year 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989
# of conflicts 70 80 136 300 322 525

Sources: Cheung and Louie, 1991:10; Lau and Wan, 1997:7

This had the result that some pronounced apathy a “myth of the past” (Choi, 1985), 

but  the  1985 elections  still  only  motivated  half  a  million,  or  37.5  percent  of  the 

population, to cast their vote, which was even less than in the 1982 District Board 

election (Staff reporters, 1985). The result can in part be blamed on the confusion of 

the  true  influence  of  the  District  Boards  in  policy  making.  There  were  still  few 

guidelines on how the process of consultation was going to be institutionalized. Ten 

members were elected to serve on the Legislative Council,  which meant that  they 

could exert some influence but remained in the minority. Despite these shortcomings, 

the government considered the voter turnout a victory.  “It has often been said in the 

past that Hongkong could not introduce democracy because its people were not ready: 

obviously this axiom is no longer true” (Yang, 1985).

Another event that proved significant for the behavior of oppositional groups 

was  the  1989  Tiananmen  Incident.  According  to  the  New  York  Times,  tens  of 

thousands  of  people  protested  against  the  Beijing  government  for  its  violent 

crackdown of  student  protesters  (Bernstein,  1989).  This  event  also altered  British 

policy toward Hong Kong (Lo, 1997, p. 109). In the years between 1989 and 1997, 

the  colonial  government  pushed  more  aggressively  for  greater  democratization. 

Immediately  after  1989,  many  in  Hong  Kong  supported  the  British  colonial 

government in its belated push for greater democratization. The people favored the 

drafting of a Bill of Rights for Hong Kong and demanded to be allowed to emigrate to 
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Britain if they so chose. For instance, the “Hong Kong people saving Hong Kong 

Campaign”  united  a  great  number  of  prominent  politicians  immediately  after  the 

incident.  Consequently  the  Hong  Kong  government  introduced  quite  a  few 

institutional  changes  after  1989.  For  example,  the  first  direct  elections  of  the 

Legislative Council took place in 1991.

However, demands for stability and prosperity continued to play a central 

role in the political discourse. They were seen as key factors for the vitality of the 

territory. They formed the basic principles of the Basic Law, which became the new 

de  facto  constitution  of  the  future  Special  Administrative  Region  (SAR). 

Democratization was seen as a guarantor of this stability. Greater democracy could 

guarantee  continuing  autonomy,  which  in  light  of  the  potential  dangers  from 

Communism, was considered crucial in maintaining prosperity. On the other hand, the 

emphasis on stability and prosperity continued to obstruct political activism. The post-

colonial  government  has  so  far  successfully  curtailed  the  introduction  of  greater 

democratization  in  Hong  Kong.  At  the  same  time,  Hong  Kongers  are  still  easily 

mobilized for political campaigns when there are salient issues. There is, however, 

potential for a renewed depoliticization of the society should the government appear 

successful in the management of the society and the economy and/or increasingly use 

co-optation or repression against its critics.

8.7 Conclusion and Outlook

This chapter has introduced oppositional groups in Hong Kong during the 1970s and 

given  an  overview  of  events  after  1984.  The  focus  on  the  1970s  was  important 

because it directly relates to the opposition in Singapore detailed in the next chapter. 

Oppositional groups were largely divided, had diverse members and strong leaders. 

They were able to only form weak, issue oriented alliances. The incentives for joining 

oppositional  groups  were  largely  social  but  in  some  cases  groups  were  able  to 

improve the lives of their members. Thus membership sometimes did have material 
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benefits. These groups were very active in using multiple forms of communication to 

achieve their goals. This is one of the most important aspects that distinguishes the 

movement from Singapore's.

Most members of the opposition considered stability and prosperity as the most 

important aspect. The fact that they had very little influence, furthermore, created a 

widespread sense of powerlessness. However, the government's failure to fulfill  its 

promises often resulted in discontent that led to a foray of activism targeted at the 

government.  It  also spurred the development of oppositional groups.  The goals of 

Hong  Kong's  oppositional  groups  were  very  moderate  and  merely  interested  in 

reforms. The lack of institutionalization of opposition, however, forced most of the 

activists  to  pursue  non-institutionalized  tactics  such  as  sit-ins,  boycotts,  or  public 

protests.
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Chapter 9

The Political Behavior of Oppositional Groups in Singapore

In this chapter, we turn turn our attention to oppositional groups in Singapore, which 

share with Hong Kong's opposition the desire for stability and prosperity but which in 

contrast have largely been unable and sometimes even unwilling to directly challenge 

the regime. Moreover, due to a lack of confrontation and contentious politics, there 

has  not  been  any  significant  pressure  for  further  democratization  of  the  political 

system.

Singapore is not known for its lively politics; on the contrary a single-party 

ruling elite has dominated much of modern Singaporean history. As Chapter 5 has 

demonstrated,  the  government  has  successfully  depoliticized  Singapore  society. 

However,  since  the  1980s  with  the  first  election  of  an  opposition  politician, 

Singaporean  politics  has  experienced  the  return  of  a  small  and  disunited,  yet 

sometimes  quite  combative  oppositional  movement.  Contrary  to  Huff’s  (1999) 

opinion, there has been significant political change in Singapore even if the city-state 

has  not  developed  toward  greater  democratization.  This  chapter  will  explore  the 

organization of the opposition, how its perceptions of the government and the society 

in which they live shape its behavior and what goals and tactics the opposition has 

used to influence the political system. This will show that the government has been 

successful in defining the dominant discourse in which the opposition has to act. The 

prevailing fear of the government and the emphasis on stability have weakened the 

opposition. Without a truly revolutionary goal, the opposition has largely propagated 

idealistic values such as democracy and freedom. The movement has been further 

weakened by the fact that different oppositional groups have chosen divergent tactics. 

These disagreements have seriously fragmented the opposition.
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9.1 Oppositional Groups in Singapore

Oppositional groups in Singapore are opposition parties, which participate in elections 

and have a small number of elected representatives in parliament, and  independent 

civil society groups, which in the present form only exist since the early 1990s. There 

are more than 20 opposition parties but only very few of them participate in elections 

(see Table 13). It is even more difficult to establish an authoritative list of civil society 

groups because in the Singaporean context it is almost impossible to assess the degree 

of independence of self-described civil society groups. In this paper their ability and 

willingness to challenge the government will be considered a key criterion of their 

independence. Table 14 lists a selected number of civil society groups of which only 

the first four have played some role in recent Singapore politics. 

There are even some unregistered oppositional groups in Singapore. It should 

be noted that the government controls the registration of civil society groups through 

the Societies Act, which states that all groups need to be registered with the Registrar 

of  Societies.  In  the  case  of  the  homosexual  advocacy  group  People  Like  Us,  the 

government has made use of this power when it rejected its application as a society in 

1997 and again in 2004. The government even failed to provide the reasons for the 

rejection in 1997. In 2004, the government asserted that the application was rejected 

because of the conservative moral values of the majority of Singaporeans (People 

Like Us, 2005). 
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Table 13: Important Opposition Parties in Singapore (2006)

Party Founded Members in parliament
Workers' Party of Singapore (WP) 1957 Low Thia Khiang (elected)

Sylvia Lim (nominated)
Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) 1980 -
National Solidarity Party (NSP) 1987 -
Singapore Democratic Alliance 
(SDA)

1. Singapore People's Party 
(SPP)

2. Pertubuhan Kebangsaan 
Melayu Singapura (Singapore 
Malay National Organisation)

3. Singapore Justice Party (SJP)

2001

1994

1965

Chiam See Tong (elected,  member 
of Singapore People’s Party)

Table 14: Selected civil society groups in Singapore

Group Founded Goal Members
Nature Society of 
Singapore (NSS)

1992 Environmental issues 1,500

Association of Women for 
Action & Research 
(AWARE)

1984 Gender issues 400

Think Centre 1999  (as 
business)

2001

Political 20 (~8 active)

Association of Muslim 
Professionals (AMP)

1991 Ethnic (Malay) unknown

Singapore National Front 1991 Ethnic (Malay) unknown
Eurasian Association 
Singapore

1919 Ethnic (Eurasian) 2,952

9.2 Organizational Strength

The strength of the opposition in Singapore is hard to assess. It receives little support 

from major business groups and therefore has limited financial resources. However, 

its members and leaders have shown a determination that is remarkable. This section 

will  describe  who  the  members  are,  who  leads  them,  what  reasons  there  are  for 

joining an opposition party  or civil  society group and how communication works 
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within this group and with the population at large. 

9.2.1 Members

The members of Singapore's opposition are on average much younger than those of 

the ruling party. Moreover, most of them are members of the new middle class. As a 

whole, only very few opposition members reveal themselves publicly in this role. In 

Singapore’s  sensitive  environment,  it  is  difficult  to  assess  the  support  opposition 

parties have within the public at large. As Chua (1995, p. 660) has pointed out “being 

in the opposition can be a perilous activity in this small city-state where the state is 

pervasive in every sphere of social life.” People may attend opposition rallies during 

election  periods  because  they  can  remain  anonymous,  but  they  may  not  become 

involved in oppositional politics when their personal well-being is at stake. 

There  is  a  difference  between  groups  who  are  trying  to  challenge  the 

government on a specific issue, such as the Nature Society of Singapore, and those 

that have a much broader agenda, as opposition parties or political pressure groups, 

such as the Think Centre. The latter tend to keep their number of formal membership 

secret or very vague. The Workers’ Party states on its website that the party has “a few 

hundred  active  members  and  the  WP Youth  Wing  has  about  100 members.”  The 

reason for the secrecy is obvious: the number of members would indicate strength or 

weakness. Since becoming a formal member of an opposition party in Singapore is 

perceived as a personal risk, few are willing to join publicly.

Because membership in opposition parties is risky and in civil society groups 

largely useless, Singaporeans have become apathetic. The lack of influence in politics 

has translated into a desire to solely focus on one’s private life, which has led to the 

criticism that  Singapore  society  is  very  materialistic.  The  lack  of  participation  in 

politics is to the chagrin of the few politically active, as Melvin Tan (2002) of the 

Workers’ Party makes clear:
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Building a strong opposition or rather, stronger political parties, in Singapore, 
cannot  be  left  to  a  few Singaporeans  in  the  current  alternative  groups.  If 
Singaporeans do not want to join or assist them, they should at least vote some 
of them into one or two GRCs.

Because the author assumes Singapore needs opposition parties and Singaporeans fail 

to support these parties, he blames the people for the failure of the opposition. He 

attributes to Singaporeans a “not-in-my-backyard” attitude when they are too afraid to 

vote  for  the  opposition  in  light  of  the  threats  from the  ruling  party.  The  article, 

therefore, paints an essentially pessimistic vision for the future of opposition parties 

unless Singaporeans become less egoistical. 

9.2.2 Leaders

The  leaders  of  Singapore’s  oppositional  groups  today  are  highly  educated 

professionals of the rising middle class. The candidates of the Workers’ Party for the 

2006  election,  for  example,  were  mainly  lawyers,  teachers  and  business  people. 

Furthermore, on average opposition leaders are younger than those of the ruling party. 

The youngest candidate, Abdul Salim bin Harun, a Malay, was just 25 years old when 

he contested the Ang Mo Kio GRC in 2006. The chairman of the Workers’ Party, 

Sylvia Lim, born in 1965, is nearly twenty years younger than the chairman of the 

People’s Action Party, Lim Boon Heng, who was born in 1946. 

The leaders of the oppositional groups are well aware of their limited ability to 

influence the government. For example, the president of the Association of Women 

for Action and Research (AWARE), Tan Joo Hymn, said in 2006: 

We have sent well-researched position papers to various ministers or MPs over 
the years, but there has not been much interest on their part to dialogue with us 
about  our  findings.  There  is  a  lack  of  an  established  tradition  -  unlike,  for 
example, in the United States or even Britain - of politicians having dialogues 
with  established  non-governmental  organisations.  Changing  the  minds  of 
Parliamentarians here is incredibly difficult.

The  frustration  is  understandable  because  the  organization  has  accomplished  very 

little since its founding in 1985 despite adhering to the government’s demand for well 

researched claims. 
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The disappointment  of members  in oppositional  groups of  not  being able  to 

influence  the  political  system is  partially  the  reason for  the  development  of  very 

different leadership choices among the active opposition parties. While the majority 

of opposition leaders favor moderate tactics, a few prominent figures in the movement 

have  propagated  a  more  aggressive  approach  to  the  ruling  elite’s  domination  in 

parliament  and  in  society.  The  differences  between  the  Workers’ Party  and  the 

Singapore Democratic Party reveal this divide between the different leadership styles, 

which have come about face since the reemergence of the opposition.

At first the leadership of the Workers’ Party under J.B. Jeyaretnam, discussed in 

Chapter 5, was the most aggressive in pushing for political change. Perhaps as an 

answer to this leadership style, Chiam See Tong founded the SDP in 1980 with the 

goal of being a constructive opposition in a democratic system. The major ideological 

claim of the party was that an opposition was needed (Mutalib, 2004, p. 168-9). In 

1993, Chiam’s moderate leadership style was challenged, when a new member of the 

party,  Dr.  Chee  Soon Juan,  was  ousted  from his  university  position  for  allegedly 

mishandling university funds and went on a hunger strike. Chiam was very displeased 

with Chee’s tactics but he was challenged from within his own party and eventually 

had to concede the leadership to Chee. Chiam left the SDP and founded his own party, 

the Singapore People’s Party (SPP). Today, the government’s actions against the SDP 

have caused more disunity within the party, leaving Dr. Chee almost isolated with his 

aggressive style pushing for democratization. Despite reported threats to his position 

within the party, he still remains Secretary-General. The Workers’ Party became more 

moderate over the years after J.B. Jeyaretnam was increasingly isolated within his 

own party,  which was influenced by numerous lawsuits  from the government.  He 

resigned  in  2001  because  he  was  unable  to  maintain  his  NCMP.  The  relatively 

moderate Low Thia Khiang, who holds one of two elected seats in parliament, took 

over the position of Secretary-General.

The divergent leadership styles are, however, also the result of the ruling party’s 

selective attacks on members of the opposition. Dr. Chee Soon Juan is a case in point: 
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When he joined the opposition he could not have expected to lose everything. Being a 

neurologist with ambitions in the scientific field, his intentions were most likely to 

remain part of the academic community. When he was sacked from his university post 

almost  immediately  after  he  had  joined  the  Singapore  Democratic  Party,  he  felt 

victimized for his joining the party not least because the head of his department was a 

member of the ruling party. There are other examples of this tactic, which has left the 

opposition in disarray: While J.B. Jeyaretnam became the target for getting elected, 

Tang Liang Hong and James Gomez seem to have been targets of choice. The PAP 

selected them for what they perceived to be a weakness. Comments from the past 

sufficed  to  brand  Tang  a  racist  and  Gomez  fell  victim to  a  small  error  that  was 

trumped up on national television.

9.2.3 Incentives: Why do members join?

There are no material benefits from joining an opposition party in Singapore. On the 

contrary,  there  are  many disincentives:  joining the opposition means risking one’s 

livelihood, which is closely tied to the state and being monitored by the government 

(Chua, 1995). Who would want to trade a good material life for becoming part of the 

opposition? Oppositional groups such as the Workers' Party conduct welfare activities 

and social events such as cycling trips, bowling sessions or casual meetings. However, 

the  potential  risks  of  joining  an  opposition  party  are  much  greater  than  any 

advantages. To explore the reasons for joining an opposition party,  it  is helpful to 

review the important role of religion in Singapore. The city-state is known to be a 

society that is driven by material benefits and shopping is considered to be one of 

Singaporeans major pastimes.

In order  to understand the incentives for  joining an opposition party,  it  is 

helpful to shortly digress with a short analysis of religion in this highly developed 

city-state.  Despite  Singapore’s  rapid  modernization  religion  still  plays  a  very 

important  role  in  the  life  of  Singaporeans.  Pereira  explains  Singapore’s  lack  of 
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secularization, which would be expected during economic modernization, with three 

reasons. Firstly, religion is a deeply ingrained part of Singaporean society; secondly 

the government has promoted and supported religion and last but not least a process 

of religious rationalization has taken place, which means that younger Singaporeans 

choose  their  own  religion  on  a  ‘rational’ basis  (Pereira,  2005).  Pereira,  however, 

ignores one of the most important functions of religion,  namely that it  provides a 

community as well as a purpose in life for its members. Religion, furthermore, can 

also be seen as a form of group participation that is not mandated by the state. It is 

especially noteworthy to see that increasingly Singaporeans (mostly of ethnic Chinese 

origin)  choose  Protestant  Christianity,  a  religion  that  provides  a  stronger  group 

consciousness  than  for  example  Taoism,  but  also a  religion  that  is  far  from their 

traditional ‘Asian’ roots. In some cases, the Singapore government has also become 

concerned  with  the  ‘new’ religions,  especially  when  their  leaders  have  become 

involved in politics. An important consequence of this has been that priests are not 

allowed to discuss politics in church. In some cases, the government has even made 

use  of  repression  against  this  new  threat.  For  example,  in  the  1987  ‘Marxist 

conspiracy,’ a number of the arrested social activists, were Catholic social workers. 

Furthermore,  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  and  the  Unification  Church  are  illegal  in 

Singapore34.

In Singapore, it is not a very long distance from religion to opposition parties. 

Opposition parties provide members with an idealized vision of a perfect future and 

the faithful  members of  these groups hope to  achieve a perfect  society.  For  most 

members  of  the  registered  opposition  parties,  the  reasons  for  joining  are  mostly 

idealistic. They tend to emphasize the need to increase democracy and improve the 

society. For example, Arthero Lim of the Singapore Democratic Alliance mentions his 

reason  for  joining  an  opposition  party:  “My  political  beliefs  have  always  been 

‘serving for the larger good and social justice’” (E-mail from Arthero Lim, 2006). 

34 The Jehovah's Witnesses were banned in in 1972 because they refused military service and the 
Unification Church was banned in 1982 because the government considered it a dangerous sect 
(International Coalition for Religious Freedom, 2004).
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Most members of the opposition join opposition parties because they want to 

make a difference. The PAP has become too paternalistic and arrogant for many of 

these younger activists. The ruling elite's elitism and the large divide between rich and 

poor are  issues that  move these members.  They join the opposition because these 

parties  offer  an  alternative  vision.  For  example,  Goh  Meng  Seng,  a  37-year-old 

businessman and Workers’ Party candidate for the Aljunied GRC in 2006, told  The 

Void Deck:

It was in 2001, on the run up to polling day, one PAP veteran in one heated 
argument over internet forums (soc.culture.singapore) has questioned me why I 
want to support the opposition parties that have no working faculties at all? This 
made me think hard and I come to the conclusion that I either shut up, pack up 
and emigrate or I join one credible alternative political party, contribute, make a 
difference and make it work.35 

The lack of power of these opposition parties apparently does not discourage young, 

idealistic members to join. While many of the younger generation, especially those 

that are interested in public affairs, tend to emigrate, for the young idealistic, writer 

leaving Singapore is not a realistic choice because he wants to make a difference.

9.2.4 Communication network

Oppositional groups in Singapore are faced with a great number of restrictions on 

their ability to communicate with the masses and even with their own members. This 

affects both pressure groups and political parties alike, even though groups with a 

specifically  political  goal  have  faced  the  greatest  difficulty.  When  members  of 

political parties want to hold a rally or give a speech, the government often refuses to 

grant  a  permit.  An example  for  this  occurred in  1999,  when moderate  opposition 

member Chiam See Tong wanted to give a political speech at a party anniversary 

dinner but was denied to do so (Gomez, 2006). 

The newspapers in an “administrative state”, Chan Heng Chee argues, allow the 

articulation of alternative viewpoints  in the media because opposition there is  not 

organized. The political development in Singapore shows that this is not entirely the 

35  http://singaporealternatives.blogspot.com/2005/04/void-deck-interview.html
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case. In 1994 Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong responded to a critical letter-to-the-

editor from Catherine Lim with the introduction of an out-of-bounds (OB) marker, 

which served as a warning to the writer. For this reason, many have argued that the 

government  does  not  set  clear  guidelines  what  constitutes  activity  that  is  not 

permitted.  Furthermore,  the development of the Singapore media has been one of 

centralization and monopolization. As we have seen in Chapter 7, the Singaporean 

government is closely linked to all major publishing companies. It is therefore not 

surprising that the reporting is heavily pro-government. The Singapore government 

has,  furthermore,  silenced  the  foreign  media.  It  has  made  it  clear  that  non-

Singaporean media may not get involved in politics and if they do, are fined or even 

banned. The most recent case is the banning of the  Far Eastern Economic Review 

after it had published an interview with the opposition politician Dr. Chee Soon Juan.

The restrictions on opposition parties to communicate with the public and its 

members even extend to their own publications. The Workers’ Party, for example, has 

complained that it is always a challenge to get their party newspaper,  The Hammer, 

published because it needs to pass the censors (Interview with Sylvia Lim). A paper, 

however, is one of the best methods to reach a large number of Singaporeans and also 

the most important avenue with which the opposition parties can raise money (see 

Workers’ Party website). The Workers’ Party paper, for example, costs S$2 (~US$ 

1.30). The most obvious element of the paper is that it is multi-lingual with English 

on  the  front  cover  and  Simplified  Chinese  on  the  back.  The  other  two  official 

languages,  Malay and Tamil,  are also used for articles but  their  proportion of the 

overall newspaper is much smaller than English or Chinese. This corresponds to the 

ethnic proportion of the city-state. The articles in the various languages are, moreover, 

not translations but are targeted specifically at the four different official ethnic groups. 

This shows that the Workers’ Party, like all other opposition parties, has accepted the 

multi-ethnic structure of the Singaporean society and that it tries to reach out to all 

literate members of the society.

More recently, the communication network among members of the Singaporean 
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opposition but also among people who are sympathetic  toward the opposition has 

grown  substantially  due  to  the  growth  of  the  Internet.  Early  attempts  of  the 

government  to  control  online  content  have  failed  to  stem  the  rising  amount  of 

criticism on the Internet. The major opposition parties have quite extensive websites 

with which they try to reach one of the most connected societies in the world (Rahim, 

2006a).  The Singapore Democratic Party publishes updates on activities around the 

party and criticism of the government nearly every day. The website also contains 

pictures that attempt to show its appeal to the public in the top banner and criticism of 

the  government  on  the  left.  In  fall  of  2006,  the  party,  for  example,  compared  a 

statement of Lee Kuan Yew with the Cuban dictator Fidel Castro. This shows that 

both leaders claim that their respective countries are free and fair democracies. 

The Workers’ Party banner is a large group photo of 24 senior members of the 

party in their official party dress. In the center, one member holds a small baby. This 

picture not only wants to give the impression of strength but also shows that the party 

is a family. In the center of the web page, there is the national pledge (and not a 

Workers’ Party version as in the case of the PAP, see Chapter 7). The site contains a 

large number of speeches and party news (including its newspaper). The site also has 

a  lot  of  historical  documents  such  as  all  its  previous  manifestos.  The  National 

Solidarity  Party,  which  was  the  first  party  to  post  content  on  the  Internet,  has  a 

professionally designed website but much less content than the other two websites. Its 

index page only contains news and speeches but no pictures. The Singapore People’s 

Party website, on the other hand, only contains pictures on the main page, none of 

which are about the party. Even less well developed is the website of the Singapore 

Malay National Organisation, which is even hosted at a free Internet provider. The 

Singapore Democratic Alliance, which includes the two latter parties, does not have 

an online presence36.

Recently  there has been a boom of regime critical  websites,  including many 

36  This analysis was done in the fall of 2006. Websites tend to change fairly rapidly, which risks that 
this analysis will be outdated before this book comes to print.
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Internet  diaries,  so-called  blogs,  with  which  individuals  voice  their  own  political 

viewpoints. While some of them are anonymous, a considerable number of people 

also  write  under  their  own name.  Some of  these  are  also  members  of  opposition 

parties. Due to Singapore’s size, any information that is spread through the Internet 

usually reaches a relatively large number of people in a short period of time. The 

government has also been alerted by this development and is reportedly monitoring 

the use of the web. The Straits Times reported on February 7, 2007 that the PAP had 

created  a  ‘new  media  capabilities  group,’ which  consists  of  PAP members,  who 

anonymously rebut criticism online (Li, 2007). 

As long as political opinion on the Internet remains disorganized and does not 

translate into a political movement outside of the Internet, the government has so far 

decided to tolerate this kind of activity. Unlike the People's Republic of China, not 

many websites are blocked, and none of these are political37. The government has, 

however, send warnings to the Internet community. For instance, Prime Minister Lee 

Hsien Loong said in his 2006 National Day Message:

Singaporeans should express themselves freely but responsibly. We need to help 
solve problems and build our nation, not chip away at the pillars of our society. 
We will  not  always agree with one another,  but  we must  stay cohesive and 
united in our common vision for Singapore (Lee, 2006b).

From the viewpoint of the ruling elite groups, the Internet poses a serious risk to its 

monopoly  on  power.  The  government  is  therefore  closely  monitoring  the  Internet 

(Rahim, 2006a).

9.3 The “Imperial Image” in Singapore: Inability to Imagine Change 

This section deals with the socially constructed emotions and behavioral patterns that 

are associated with a stable “imperial image”, as suggested in Chapter 5. First of all, 

there  is  a  desire  for stability,  which as in  Hong Kong,  motivates members of the 

opposition. This is also coupled with a sense of powerlessness.

37  The Censorship Survey 2003 conducted by the Ministry for Information, Communication, and the 
Arts stated that there are 100 banned websites in Singapore, mostly with sexual content.
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Secondly, many members of the fledgling opposition have spoken of a culture 

of  fear,  which  is  prevalent  in  the  city-state.  The  government's  repeated  use  of 

repression  against  the  opposition  and the  threat  of  future  actions  has  discouraged 

some  people  from  participating  in  politics.  This  shows  that  the  use  of  selective 

repression can be very effective.

Thirdly, it will be shown that perceptions of inferiority have led to a tendency 

to  avoid  conflict.  While  the  government  has  been  able  to  perform  very  well, 

oppositional groups in Singapore have largely accepted or resigned to their inferior 

position in the political system. Most Singaporeans have, furthermore, largely avoided 

participating in politics.  

Finally, this has led to the submission of oppositional goals to that of the ruling 

elite groups. They have repeatedly conceded their interests in favor of the so-called 

“national interest,” which has been successfully defined by the government. This has 

therefore largely served to debilitate these groups.

9.3.1 The Desire for Stability and a Sense of Powerlessness

Similar as in Hong Kong, Singaporeans and members of oppositional groups place a 

great  emphasis  on the  stability  and prosperity  of  the  city-state.  It  is  not  easy  for 

oppositional groups to not recognize the contributions of the ruling party and disagree 

with  the PAP's  motivations  when they  are  economic  growth,  social  harmony,  and 

political stability. Dr. Chee Soon Juan, arguably the most vocal dissident, has like 

most  in  the  Singaporean  opposition  been  an  admirer  of  the  modernization  of 

Singapore:

(U)nder the rule of the PAP, Singapore developed quickly. Its economy grew 
from strength to strength and became the envy of countries near and far (Chee, 
1994, p. 3).
There are many compliments that  could be paid to Singapore, that it  has an 
ultra-modern airport, pristinely kept gardens and parks, and even a competent 
civil service (Chee, 2001, p. 72).

These two statements show that even a strong opponent of the Singaporean regime 
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has to acknowledge the city-state's advanced economy. As will be shown in the next 

section, Dr. Chee today however rejects the claim that Singapore's government has 

been instrumental in bringing this wealth about.

Economic  growth  has  often  played  a  crucial  role  in  the  writings  of  the 

opposition.  The  Workers'  Party,  for  example,  considers  the  goal  of  economic 

development to be most important:

We recognise the absolute importance of maintaining and increasing Singapore's 
economic prosperity. In our considered view our policies will bring economic 
growth, growth that will be meaningful to all our citizens. (1988, 1994).

At the same time, the Workers' Party has also accepted some of the same practices as 

the ruling party. For instance, it agrees with the PAP that Singapore's economy should 

be open: 

We must maintain an open free trade economy which is not over-regulated and 
in which resources are allocated by the market place. We must build on the solid 
base of our entrepot trade and strive to achieve and maintain a competitive edge 
in manufacturing and services (1988, 1994).

This focus on economic stability has motivated many activists in the opposition to 

link democracy with stability. The 1988 Workers' Party manifesto stated:

The  Party  is  committed  to  the  political  stability  necessary  for  a  confident 
investment  climate.  However,  the  Party  believes  that  true  political  stability 
exists only where a country has developed strong democratic institutions which 
ensure full accountability of government to people and allow peaceful changes 
of  government.  A government  built  on  fear  can  never  be  stable.  Foreign 
investors are aware of this fact. 

The  Workers'  Party  makes  it  clear  that  it  shares  the  desire  for  political  stability. 

However, the party asserts that a system in which there is fear (as discussed in the 

following  section)  cannot  really  be  stable.  As  a  solution,  the  WP  advocates  a 

democratic system, which would guarantee the desired stability. The SDP repeats this 

argument in its 2006 manifesto:

Democracy remains the surest way forward for nations yearning for progress 
and stability. Singapore is not exempted. To achieve this, major political reform 
cannot be avoided (Singapore Democratic Party, 2006b).

The Singapore Democratic Party has, therefore, linked the Singapore government's 
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strict controls and lack of transparency to the possibility that Singapore's stability is a 

only a mirage:

The  stability  achieved  by  manipulating  public  opinion  through  a  controlled 
press  is  illusory.  When economic uncertainty appears,  much of  this  stability 
evaporates (Singapore Democratic Party, 2006c).

The SDP thus tries to convince the Singapore electorate that the present stability could 

easily  disappear  in  an  economic  crisis.  The  lack  of  democracy  in  Singapore  has, 

however, neither led to instability nor has it led to economic problems. An average 

Singaporean  may therefore  conclude  that  there  is  no  need  for  democracy  nor  for 

opposition parties. 

On  the  contrary,  in  Singapore,  the  ruling  PAP  is  often  associated  with 

“economic  growth  and  stability,”  which  makes  it  difficult  for  the  opposition  to 

articulate an alternative. This becomes evident in this quote from the news section of 

the Workers' Party website, which reports on party leader Sylvia Lim's Dialogue with 

Youths at the National University of Singapore Political Association Forum on March 

30, 2005:

One participant asked where Workers' Party stood, since the ruling PAP stood 
for "economic growth and stability". Ms Lim observed that the GDP growth 
figures should be looked at more closely due to comparisons with years of low 
growth and due to concerns  about the uneven distribution of growth among 
Singaporeans.  One  of  Workers'  Party's  concern  is  that  while  it  can  see  the 
rationale for being pro-business, this was carried very far, even at the expense 
of  workers,  as  seen  by  the  recent  amendments  to  the  Employment  Act  to 
remove certain rights of low wage-earners to being paid for extra work.

This shows that Sylvia Lim was not really able to provide an effective answer to the 

participants'  question.  It  is  difficult  for  the Workers'  Party leader  to  state  that  the 

Workers' Party is a better guarantor of stability than the PAP. Instead she argues that 

not all Singaporeans have profited equally from economic growth.

Opposition members recently have also become convinced that the desire for 

stability is obstructing the development of a political opposition. Explaining the lack 

of mass support to Dr. Chee's protest during the 2006 IMF and World Bank meeting in 

Singapore, WP candidate Goh Meng Seng stated:
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It is not "fear" alone that prevented a mass support of Chee's protest moves. If 
Fear is that pervasive, there would not be tens of thousands of Singaporeans 
attending WP's political  rallies in the last  elections.  The culture of "Fear" is 
definitely wading off but the fundamental desire of stability is still very much 
intact (E-mail from Goh Meng Seng).

The desire of stability in Singapore is, similar to Hong Kong, coupled with a strong 

sense of powerlessness. Since the state is stable, the opposition cannot realistically 

argue that it  will provide more stability when it gets into power.  The lack of real 

power, has created a sense that since you cannot achieve something, it  is better to 

reason with the ruling elite groups. For this reason, the opposition frequently argues 

that liberal democracy would not harm stability. 

An interview with the Chairman of Workers’ Party, Sylvia Lim, after the 2006 

election reveals this sense of powerlessness:

Q:  Did  you  feel  that  you were  given  justified  media  coverage  during  the 
elections?
A:  I  think  this  round,  generally,  the  English  and  Chinese  papers  did  not 
represent the Workers' Party in a bad light. And because of this, it  affected 
voters'  perception of us as well.  So people started to think, "Hey, Workers' 
Party is not crazy." But then, we could have had more coverage vis-à-vis PAP, 
but that’s the way things are.
Q: "The way things are." Is that a resigned statement or ...?
A: It's born out of a sense of realism and also from having worked with people 
who have been in opposition politics longer (Lim, 2006).

The inability of the opposition to succeed in an election, despite the rise in popularity 

of  the  Workers’ Party,  is  evident  in  this  interchange.  The  opposition  leader  has 

accepted the idea of gradual change but she also acknowledges the need not to submit: 

“I find sometimes also that because people are too resigned to the fact that the status 

quo will remain, that there's no inclination for change, and that's wrong” (Lim, 2006). 

This sentiment is echoed by Dr. Chee Soon Juan who writes that “the first step of 

liberating ourselves from PAP oppression is to recognise that we are not powerless 

(Chee, 2005, p. 8). The sense of powerlessness prevalent in Singapore is “crippling” 

the attempts of achieving democracy in Singapore. Dr. Chee’s latest book, The Power 

of  Courage,  is  attempting  to  convince  Singaporeans  to  empower  themselves  and 

challenge the authorities: “What we in Singapore must resist is the dogma that all 
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laws  passed  by  the  PAP  government  are  good  and  must  be  obeyed  without 

question” (Chee, 2005, p. 17).

The desire for stability and the sense of powerlessness cannot be regarded in 

isolation from the culture of fear. On the contrary,  the fear of a common national 

threat has been the rallying tool of the ruling elite for the last fifty years. Singaporeans 

have thus decided that playing safe is the best alternative. For this reason, we need to 

analyze how fear impacts oppositional groups.

9.3.2 The “Fear Factor”

The  greatest  problem  in  determining  the  psychological  conditions  underlying  the 

oppositional movement in Singapore is the lack of representative opinion surveys. 

However, members of the opposition have often reiterated that there is a kind of fear 

permeating oppositional politics. Most Singaporeans, they charge, do not dare to get 

involved in politics because they are afraid to participate in order to avoid government 

retributions. First of all it is important to understand what is meant by fear: This is not 

the fear we associate with crime, it more closely resembles a sense of anxiety of what 

the  consequences  might  be  for  those  who  get  too  involved  in  politics.  In  the 

following,  it  will  be  shown that  opposition politicians  and others  have repeatedly 

declared that there is “fear” in Singapore. 

In an emotional speech in parliament, J.B. Jeyeratnam saw fear as an inherent 

part of Singapore society:

A government that rules by fear is a Mafia government. Mr. Speaker, I know a 
number of Members will rise and say I am talking nonsense. But I have found 
in this country a fear that grips our people. (Jeyeratnam, 2000, p.4)

Jeyeratnam suggested that Singapore’s government is a Mafia government because it 

rules by fear. In his opinion, this fear is a symbol of the backwardness of Singapore. 

He asserts that “a world-class country with its citizens living in fear” cannot be a sign 

of progress and that “Singaporeans (…) are still living in the 18th century in human 

development” (Jeyerantam, 2005, p.  2).  Jeyeratnam agrees with the importance of 
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progress for the future of  Singapore,  but differs  as to  the means for  achieving it. 

Arguments  like  these,  however,  proved  to  be  problematic  for  the  charismatic 

opposition leader as he was bankrupted in court and is therefore unable to play any 

significant role in Singaporean politics.

Another forceful opposition politician, Dr. Chee Soon Juan, has also pointed to 

the fear that is part of Singaporean society. In 2001 he wrote: “Fear remains a firm 

feature of the national psyche” (Chee,  2001, p.  34).  In his  book  Your Future, My 

Faith,  Our  Freedom:  A Democratic  Blueprint  for  Singapore he  substantiates  his 

argument  with  a  survey  that  was  conducted  by  the  Singapore  Press  Holdings'  

Marketing,  Planning  and  Development  (Research)  Department in  2000  (Leong, 

2000). The survey showed that 93 percent are afraid to speak up against government 

policies that they oppose. At the same time 62 percent prefer to complain to their 

friends and family about political issues. 

In order to understand the role of fear in Singapore, it important to take a look at 

the three opinions that were published with the article that announced these survey 

results.  Professor  Eddie  Kuo,  Dean  of  the  School  of  Communications  Studies, 

Nanyang Technological University, shares Dr. Chee’s interpretation of the numbers:

Many are still afraid to disagree with the Government in public, due partly to 
the  different  signals  the  Government  has  sent  in  the  past  on how far  they 
would tolerate them. This is not a desirable situation and the Government also 
knows that. More channels for people to air their views are expected to come 
(qt. in: Leong, 2000). 

While Kuo agrees with Dr. Chee about the unwillingness of the people to voice their 

opinion,  he  is  also  supportive  of  the  government  because  he  is  optimistic  about 

change. Dr. Chee provides the reasons for this fear in his book. The most important 

reason is the government’s ability to arbitrarily arrest anyone without a warrant.

Even if there had been no ISA arrests (since 1987), such terror tactics need not 
be applied on a frequent basis. A single episode can have enough impact to re-
instill  the  dread  that  a  citizen  may  be  hauled  away  at  the  whim  of  the 
government and find no recourse in the justice system. (Chee, p. 36)

While the ability to arrest people is the strongest possible reaction, more likely the 

government  will  use  tactics  such  as  suing  the  opposition  or  threatening  the 
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individual’s job prospects, Dr. Chee argues. He uses himself as an example to prove 

his case: after he had become a member of the Singapore Democratic Party he was 

sacked from his  university  position  as  a  neuropsychologist  for  allegedly misusing 

little over S$200. He was sued and lost  the case in  which the judge awarded the 

plaintiffs S$450,000. Dr. Chee had to sell his house and other possessions. The fear of 

finding  a  job,  therefore,  discourages  many  from  entering  politics  and  it  is  not 

surprising that many are afraid of becoming an opposition candidate (p. 37).

The 1997 election introduced new elements that were supposed to increase the 

vote of the ruling PAP, but which, in the opinion of J.B. Jeyeratnam, increased the 

“mechanisms of fear”. Not only was the 1997 election infamous for the government 

attacks on one member of the opposition, Tang Liang Hong, who later fled to exile in 

Australia, but it  was also a year in which Prime Minister Goh announced that the 

ruling party could determine the voting pattern at precinct level. Since that year, the 

PAP has linked upgrading (i.e. improvements and renovations) of public housing to 

election results. The ruling party declared that opposition wards would have to wait 

longer  for  assistance  to  housing  and  other  amenities,  such  as  better  public 

transportation links (Ng, 1997).

The  government  has  denied  the  allegation  that  there  fear  plays  a  role  in 

Singapore politics. The arguments against fear are, however very weak as the Straits 

Times article demonstrates. The other two opinions provided by the newspaper are 

interesting insofar as they are telling of the government’s attempt to downplay the 

results of the survey. A former MP, Professor Augustine Tan seems to misinterpret the 

survey when he claims: “I think there are no real burning issues that affect people's 

livelihood  so  terribly  that  they  want  to  speak  up”  (qt.  in:  Leong,  2000).  This 

assumption can only be based on the self-perception of the elite as superior (discussed 

in  Chapter  7).  The final  reason comes from Dr.  Tan Ern Ser,  a sociologist  at  the 

National University of Singapore, who claims that 

While people want to influence policies by speaking up, they may not want to 
commit the time to do so. Many also feel that the Government is doing a good 
job and there is no need for their views. Statistically, while 7 per cent in the 
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survey who voiced their opinions in public may be a small figure, it may be 
quite a substantial group in absolute numbers. In a country of three million 
people,  it  represents  more  than  200,000  people  who  speak  up  publicly 
whenever they disagree with the Government (qt. in: Leong, 2000).

Dr. Tan also seems to be unaware of the survey because the assumption that being 

“afraid to speak up” could be interpreted as “having no time” seems out of place. The 

second argument also reflects Tan’s superiority assumption of the government and 

neglects the fact that 63 percent of the people had indicated they were complaining 

about  the  government  to  their  friends  and  family.  Finally  Dr.  Tan’s  misleading 

negation of the statistics is highly problematic because it suggests that it is enough if 

just seven percent of the population dare to voice their opinion on an issue. 

The  alternative  viewpoints  accompanying  the  article  seek  to  relativize  the 

survey results because the most apparent finding, that Singaporeans are too afraid to 

speak up, is viewed as problematic for the achievement of the government’s vision for 

the future. The weakness of the alternative arguments, however, only strengthens the 

argument that Singaporeans are afraid of speaking their mind on political issues.

 While fear plays an important role, it needs to be acknowledged that it alone 

does not suffice as an explanation for the behavior of the opposition. Despite threats 

against  inhabitants  of  opposition  wards  during  the  2006  general  election, 

Singaporeans  still  voted  for  the  opposition  in  those  wards  which  were  already 

represented by opposition members. This shows that fear alone cannot explain the 

PAP’s continuing success at the polls. Possible explanations for this are the ability of 

the PAP to guarantee stability, the incumbency factor and the greater costs for the elite 

to punish a district in which a large majority votes for an opposition candidate. 

There are others who are also seeing a shift  in the behavior of oppositional 

groups. One of them is Dr. Geh Min, of the Nature Society (Singapore), who said in 

2004 as she became a nominated member of parliament:

A couple of decades ago, fear prevented people from speaking up. Then later, it 
was apathy. But we are in a very interesting time now, because PM Lee seems to 
want to be even more open and consultative in his style of government.
So I would say that we are now moving to a more optimistic, even participatory 
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mode. Look at the number of people who submitted their names for the NMP 
exercise.  That's  a  sign people feel  it's  worth making an effort,  that  they can 
contribute (quoted in: ST, Dec. 3, 2004).

The  environmental  activist  sees  a  change  from  fear  to  apathy  and  now  to  a 

participatory  culture.  In  reality,  however,  the  inability  to  truly  influence  the 

government has always been one reason for apathy in Singapore. At the same time 

fear  of  participation  will  continue  to  play  a  role  as  long as  the  government  uses 

repressive tactics against its critics, because “the Singapore polity resonates with a 

climate of fear, which gives rise to the prevalent practice of self-censorship, to the 

extent that many avoid or even vilify participation in activities that are held in the 

public sphere” (Lee, 2002, p. 103). Fear, furthermore, is closely linked to a behavior 

pattern that avoids conflict and eventually leads to submission, as will be shown in the 

next two sections.

9.3.3 An Opposition that Avoids Conflict

This  fear or apprehension of becoming involved in politics  coupled with a strong 

sense  of  powerlessness  is  closely  linked  to  the  preference  for  avoiding  conflict. 

Oppositional  groups  tend to  go out  of  their  way to  refrain from antagonizing the 

ruling elite. This, of course, has been the result of the government’s use of lawsuits, 

bankruptcy, or just verbal insults against the opposition. Even apparently small signs 

of  opposition  are  met  with  a  disproportionate  response.  The  Singaporean 

government's attitude to protests can be illustrated in the reaction to a minor public 

demonstration of discontent about an unopened MRT station in the form of white 

paper-cut elephants. Even though a government minister did not see anything wrong 

with this kind of display, the police started a full-fledged investigation (Zakir, 2006). 

The message was clear: Singaporeans do not protest, under any circumstances. It is 

therefore  not  surprising  that  the  people  are  trying  everything  to  avoid  potential 

confrontational behavior toward the government. Even though the people are often 

criticized  for  not  being  willing  to  take  a  risk,  the  whole  system in  Singapore  is 

oriented toward creating a risk aversive attitude.

287



The  opposition  parties,  who  not  only  draw  their  constituency  from  the 

population, but are also deeply rooted within Singaporean society, have also adopted a 

nonconflictual stance. Since the election of J.B. Jeyeratnam, the opposition parties 

have repeatedly stated that they intend to be a constructive opposition and they have, 

except for the last election, never contested more than half seats. This strategy was 

meant to  send the signal  that  the opposition was not threatening the ruling elite’s 

power. The recent change of the tactic perhaps is in response to the fact that this tactic 

has not been successful in achieving the groups' goals.

The  political  discourse  in  Singapore  has  many  examples  for  this  kind  of 

behavior. The opposition and the population have often accepted certain government 

rhetoric meant to weaken the opposition. One such attempt has been the government's 

claim  that  the  opposition  is  only  “opposing  for  the  sake  of  opposing,”  which  is 

repeated very often. A more recent example of this can be seen in the Minister Lim 

Swee Say’s rebuttal to the opposition MP Low Thia Khiang’s criticism of the decision 

to allow the construction of casinos in Singapore:

Sir, Mr. Low wants the WP to be a major party offering alternative visions for 
Singapore  and strategies  to  Singaporeans.  Yet  on this  important  issue  with 
long term implications, Mr. Low has no constructive ideas to offer. After a 
long silence,  he now decides  to  oppose for  the sake of  opposing -  not  on 
principle or in the best interests of Singaporeans, but out of political interest of 
the WP; not as opinion leader, but as opinion follower.  His party motto should 
be – “follow me, because I am right behind you”.

The ruling party does not get influenced by the people; it just acts in the interest of the 

people. By making this claim, Lim rejects the notion of listening to public opinion. 

More importantly, he accuses those that do as partisans who are only interested in 

their own party’s interest. In the The Straits Times in 1996 a Singaporean student in 

Adelaide, Australia, furthermore, wrote in a comment:

What  amuses  me  is  that  the  government  spends  much  time  in  parliament 
defending and explaining past policies to the opposition camps. Whenever the 
government formulates policies which may be good, strong opposition can be 
expected. It sometimes leaves me to wonder whether the opposition is there just 
for the sake of opposing the government. Is that what we want the opposition to 
do in Singapore -to check on the Government? That type of political climate 
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may work for other countries but not Singapore. Singapore has achieved a lot. 
However, it is a big mistake to be complacent. Our economy depends on the 
world market. We have to stay one step ahead of our competitors to survive 
(Chan, 1996).

This  argument,  presumably  by  an  ordinary  Singaporean,  agrees  with  then  Prime 

Minister Goh Chok Tong about the disadvantages of a strong opposition. As a student 

in Australia, he claims to speak with authority because “I have seen what parliament 

sittings are  like where a strong opposition is  present” (Chan, 1996).  Even though 

Australia, with its lively two party-system, is a prosperous country, he argues that an 

opposition in Singapore would be financially irresponsible. The survival of Singapore 

depends, in the student’s mind, on the continuing rule of a government that formulates 

good policies.

The opposition by and large shares this belief and has accepted the notion that 

“opposing for the sake of opposing” is detrimental to Singapore:

I remember one particular friend saying, "If you can show me an opposition 
team of sincere, credible and pro-Singapore candidates, I am willing to give you 
people my vote." Another friend said, "You people are fighting the 'fight' which 
many people choose not to. But remember this, do not oppose for the sake of 
opposing. If you guys can do just that, I will support you." (The Hammer, 2001)
We  did  not  set  up  the  Workers'  party  because  we  want  to  "oppose"  the 
government or oppose for the sake of opposing (The Hammer, 2002). 

The first quote shows that only those that are unqualified are “opposing for the sake 

of  opposing”.  This  requirement  has  also  been  widely  accepted  by  the  opposition, 

which continuously strives to  attract  more qualified,  i.e.  more university  educated 

professionals, to join the party and become candidates. In turn, the government tries to 

discredit members of the opposition based on their qualifications, even if they are 

highly educated.  An example for this  is  the criticism of Workers’ Party  candidate 

James Gomez, a PhD student, for failing to fill out a form.

In essence  many in  the Singaporean  opposition  reject  the  notion that  their 

primary  function  is  to  act  as  a  check  on  the  government.  Steve  Chia,  Secretary 

General  of the National Solidarity Party (NSP) and Non-Constituency Member of 

Parliament at the time, told the parliament in 2002:
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Sir, by definition, I am from the Opposition. However, what am I opposing? We 
do not oppose for the sake of opposing. What is there to oppose if a policy is for 
the good of the people? If it is not good for the people or the country, I believe 
many Government party members will join me in opposing such a policy. Are 
they then considered the Opposition as well?

Chia’s argument clearly shows that he considers his role not as someone opposing 

policy that is for the “good of the people”. By conceding the definition of what is 

good for  the  people  to  the  government,  Chia,  like  many in  the  opposition,  avoid 

confrontation. 

An argument for interest-oriented politics, however, is also supported by a few 

in the opposition. It is revealing, however, that this argument is not popular as two 

articles in the Workers’ Party The Hammer show. The articles that favor a checks-and-

balance system for Singapore were both written under a pseudonym called Xin Ren: 

It is important that we vote more opposition MPs into parliament to provide 
checks and balances on the PAP government to better protect our interests.
However, to do this, we cannot play the role of an armchair critic anymore. We 
cannot sit in our comfort zone and hope for more able and qualified people to 
stand for election. We need to realise that for a candidate to win an election, it 
is not only his manifesto, ability and qualifications that count; the electorate 
would also want to see a strong team and grass-root support as well  (Xin, 
2003).  

This article stands in contrast to the majority of texts written by the Workers’ Party. 

However the unwillingness of the author to identify him or herself actually shows that 

no  one  wants  to  be  publicly  known for  this  opinion  and no  prominent  politician 

promotes this idea. This also reflects the prevailing tendency to avoid conflict. 

Finally, the avoidance of conflict can also mean voluntary exile. A number of 

opposition politicians have chosen to leave the country, often fearing for their own 

future or even life in Singapore. Tan Wah Piow, a student leader in the 1970s, for 

example decided to move to Great Britain in 1976 after he was released from prison 

and was drafted  to  join  the military on the same day of  his  release from prison. 

Fearing for his life, because Tan was drafted into the artillery despite his physique, he 

decided  to  move to  London,  where  he  is  presently  working  as  a  very  successful 

attorney (Tan, 1987). Another prominent dissident is Francis Seow, who was solicitor 

general  from 1967 to 1971 and President of the Law Society from 1986 to 1988. 
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When under Seow’s leadership, the Society had criticized proposed amendments to 

the Newspaper and Printing Press Act he was arrested in 1988 on the allegation that 

he had illegally received funds in support of the opposition. After 72 days in prison he 

was released and after  being invited to a meeting of Human Rights Watch in  the 

United States, he decided to stay in exile (Seow, 1998, p. 254). Last but not least, 

there is Tang Liang Hong, who lives in Australia and faces prison time should he ever 

return to Singapore.

9.3.4 Submitting to the “National Interest”

The opposition  parties  have  for  a  long time maintained  that  they  do  not  want  to 

replace the government but maintain a constructive opposition. This is increasingly 

being challenged as  opposition parties have adopted the title  “alternative parties”. 

However there is still the tendency to compare the opposition unfavorably with the 

PAP in terms of talent. This not only unquestionably accepts the official notion of 

‘meritocracy’38 but also disregards the increasing number of highly qualified people 

who enter politics. The oppositional groups’ tendency to submit to the ruling party can 

be found in many official writings and statements.

The Workers’ Party 2006 manifesto, for example, shows the opposition groups’ 

acceptance of the superiority of the ruling elite:

WP  is  Pro-Singapore  and  believes  national  interest  should  precede  party 
interest.
As such we would be prepared to support government policies if they are for 
the common good of the nation. However we will also not hesitate to take a 
confrontational stand against the ruling party when there is a need to do so 
(2006).

The  first  sentence  in  this  quote  from  the  introduction  of  the  2006  manifesto  is 

especially  intriguing.  The  opinion  of  the WP accepts  the  prevailing  notion of  the 

significance of the “national interest” without questioning what and who defines the 

national interest. Instead of proclaiming that the WP’s interests are congruent with the 

nation, the statement suggests that there might be goals which are against the national 

38  For the myth of meritocracy, see Barr 2006, Rodan 2006. 
291



interest. Since these are not mentioned, goals such as political freedom are already 

questioned in the introduction. The second sentence is even more compelling because 

it allows the government to define the national interest, which shows the party’s ready 

subjugation to the ruling elite. What comes next reinforces the submissiveness of the 

party, which suggests that there is a need to find an excuse for the party’s opposition 

to certain policies.

9.4 Goals 

9.4.1 Reform Goals

Similar to Hong Kong, the goals of Singapore's oppositional groups also tended to be 

very  moderate  and overwhelmingly  reform-oriented.  This  has  been  the  case  even 

before the opposition returned to parliament. The goals have become more concrete 

since  but  the  political  order  has  rarely  been  questioned.  On  the  contrary,  most 

oppositional  groups  have  merely  demanded  reforms  to  the  political  regime  in 

Singapore. These groups can all be described as moderate left-wing catch-all parties. 

Because the opposition has largely accepted the need for economic growth and 

stability, it tries to distinguish itself from the regime by demanding a greater equitable 

distribution  of  the  country’s  wealth.  Both  the  SDP and  the  WP,  as  well  as  other 

opposition parties, demand that economic growth should not be the sole domain of the 

few rich in Singapore.  Still  they also do not demand radical changes in economic 

policy. 

The 2006 Workers'  Party manifesto exemplifies the kind of reforms that the 

opposition demands. It is structured into fourteen headings, which cover a wide array 

of  issues  facing  Singapore,  from  civil  liberties  to  labor  policy  and  the  Central 

Provident Fund (CPF). The first point on the list is government and civil liberties, 

which is of central concern to an opposition party that is almost completely excluded 

from the political system. The WP rightly points out:

the  PAP  has  consistently  tinkered  with  the  structure  and  processes  of 
government  to  ensure  minimal  accountability  to  the  public.  Parliamentary 
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elections  have  been  organized  such  as  to  foster  minimal  participation  from 
voters  and  minimal  contest  from  alternative  parties.  Citizen  activism  is 
encouraged only if the PAP government "leads".

According to the WP, the problem in Singapore is not the political system per se but 

the way the PAP rules the country. The ruling party should not restrict the citizens' 

ability to participate in politics. While the introduction of greater democracy could be 

regarded as revolutionary (see next section), the Workers' Party actually proposes that 

the ruling party should not abuse Singapore's political system in its favor. The party 

thus  accuses  the  PAP of  partisanship,  which  is  also  regarded  as  detrimental  to 

Singapore. First of all, the WP demands that the bureaucracy should abide by the rules 

of professionalism and neutrality, which are an inherent aspect of an administrative 

state. Politics and partisanship have no role in the administration of the city-state:

The civil  service should be guided only by law and policy which should be 
applied consistently, and without fear or favour. There should be no political 
interference in individual cases.

Secondly, the party also highly regards multiracialism and meritocracy, which have 

been  major  concerns  of  the  PAP government  since  the  founding  of  Singapore.  It 

propagates a policy approach that is very similar to the rhetoric of the ruling party:

To build a humane society, it is important that the government places human 
dignity, diversity, multiculturalism, tolerance, respect and equal opportunity as 
the principle considerations in policy formulation and implementation.

Finally,  the  Workers'  Party  agrees  with  the  ruling  party  on the  importance  of  the 

military:

There  is  therefore  a  need  to  build  up  our  defence  capability  and  maintain 
operational  readiness  of  the  SAE.  We  should  also  bear  in  mind  that  the 
successful transformation of the SAF must come with the transformation of its 
officers and rank and file and not only the military hardware and software.
WP supports National Defence and Total Defence.

Oppositional groups in Singapore such as the WP have accepted many of the ruling 

elites' basic tenets.  It is interesting to note that the WP does not question either the 

role of the military in Singapore or concepts such as Total Defense, even though the 

latter  has  clearly  been  used  to  strengthen  the  ruling  elite  groups.  The  party  has 

admitted this similarity in goals on its website:
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While it is true that WP and PAP may be fighting on the same platform for the 
country seeking the betterment of life of Singaporeans, the mindset, focus and 
considerations would be different in policy formulation (WP, 2007).

For the opposition in  Singapore it  has become a very difficult  task to convince a 

largely depoliticized population to accept that the reasons to vote for the WP are not 

its goals but the means with which these goals are to be implemented.

While the WP is not in power and does not consider it realistic that it could gain 

power, it has aimed to function as a pressure group, which targets political reforms. 

For  this  the  party  uses  phrases  such as  “We urge  the  government...”  to  press  for 

certain policy changes. The parties manifesto, furthermore, starts with a list of past 

policy proposals that the PAP has implemented:

To begin with, WP is pleased to note that some of the ideas from our 1994 
Manifesto have been implemented by the government. For instance, in the area 
of education, the government has implemented compulsory primary education 
and 10 years of formal education to equip our citizens with basic knowledge and 
academic skills. WP also proposed reducing the class size to 20 and is pleased 
that MOE is reducing the class size to 30 today.

With this opening, the WP wants to emphasize that it was successful in convincing the 

government to adopt its suggestions. This type of statement not only gives the party a 

purpose, it also clarifies the role of opposition in Singapore. While the party is not in 

power  and unable  to  get  into  power,  it  can  still  act  as  a  pressure  group.  This  is 

especially  important  in  Singapore  where  pressure  groups,  such  as  those  in  Hong 

Kong, do not exist.

9.4.2 Revolutionary goals

There are very few voices that demand revolutionary change but even those demands 

cannot  be  seen  as  a  complete  rejection  of  the  present  order.  The  most  “extreme" 

demands target  the hegemony of the ruling party,  the PAP, and the restrictions  of 

political freedoms that are perceived to be an obstacle to a truly advanced society. The 

reason for this is mostly an idealistic optimism that a democratic society would be 

better  capable  of  dealing  with  the  problems  of  the  country.  The  opposition  has, 

294



however,  faced  the  problem  that  the  government  has  successfully  created  the 

impression that it is able to solve all of the country’s problems. To a certain degree 

this impression has been strengthened by a media, which is biased in favor of the 

government. The government has thus far been able to avoid any serious economic or 

political crisis. This has compelled the opposition to present democracy as a natural 

conclusion of the developmental process. In other words: Singapore cannot be first 

world  without  democracy.  Most  oppositional  groups  have,  therefore,  attempted  to 

emphasize that democracy does not risk the prosperity of the city-state. The Workers’ 

Party manifesto (1988, 1994), for example, stated:

Political  authoritarianism does  not  just  harm our  standard  of  living.  It  also 
harms our quality of life. We need democracy and freedom of expression for our 
full cultural, social and personal development. 

This  has  to  be  seen  in  contrast  to  Hong Kong in  the  1970s,  where  many in  the 

opposition  considered  democracy  as  a  guarantor  of  stability  and  prosperity  (see 

Chapter 7). In Singapore, oppositional groups such as the WP perceive democracy as 

the final fulfillment of the developmental state, which had to rely on authoritarianism 

for economic development. It is argued that once the country is developed, the strong 

state will slowly withdraw and allow the development of independent groups. To the 

chagrin of many in the opposition, the Singaporean rulers have decided to greatly 

limit the liberalization process in order to maintain as much power as possible.

Dr. Chee has in recent years advocated democracy to amend the deficiencies of 

Singapore's  developmental  model.  In  2001,  he  came  to  the  conclusion  that  the 

government was not instrumental  in  the development  of the city-state.  Instead,  he 

attributes economic growth to the efforts of the people of Singapore:

I have a confession to make. Like many Singaporeans, I have always been 
under the impression –until recently, that is – that the People’s Action Party 
(PAP) is the reason that Singapore is the success story that it is today, and that 
without the party’s leadership, the island would just be another impoverished 
economy trying to work its way out of a political malaise (Chee, 2001, p. 1).
Instead of giving praise to the ruling elite, Dr. Chee considers the people as the 

primary agent in this process. To prove his case he states: “Hong Kong, a city that is 

often  compared to  the island republic,  has  made even more  impressive economic 
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gains than Singapore” (Chee, 2001, p. 1). While Singapore’s success is undeniable, 

Chee instead points to the increasing disparity between rich and poor as a serious 

short-coming of the PAP's developmental plan. The ruling elite, he asserts, is getting 

richer while the poor, who have no say in politics, are losing.

The  most  “revolutionary”  party  in  Singapore  is  the  Singapore  Democratic 

Party. It strongly advocates the introduction of liberal democracy and rejects ruling 

elite claims that Singapore needs a special Asian version of democracy. Furthermore, 

the party believes that democracy would be beneficial to economic growth:

Not only does democracy not hinder economic growth, it actually facilitates 
growth.  We  all  know  that  creative  thinking  is  what  makes  entrepreneurs 
successful, and it is through these entrepreneurs that jobs are created (SDP 
party manifesto, 2006).

The SDP tries to argue against the government's claim that democracy has a negative 

impact on growth and consequently leads to instability. Instead, the SDP argues that 

democracy is needed because it facilitates growth. 

Dr. Chee’s solution for problems like the widening gap between rich and 

poor is democracy. He compares authoritarianism with a building that lacks a fire exit. 

The fire  exit,  he says,  may not  be the most  attractive part  of  a  building but  it  is 

essential. Democracy is needed in times of crisis because it provides this fire exit. He 

asserts: “Singaporeans, unfortunately, have been so busy focusing on accumulating 

material wealth that they have utterly and perilously neglected to construct the fire 

escape of democracy” (Chee, 2001, p. 8). Dr. Chee, therefore, makes it clear that, in 

times of crisis,  Singapore needs to  have democracy in  order to remain stable and 

prosperous. However, without a serious crisis at hand, Chee's claims have not been 

able to convince a significant number of people.

9.5 Tactics

9.5.1 Non-institutionalized Tactics

In Singapore, the use of non-institutionalized tactics is exceptionally rare. Until 2005 
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there  had not  been a  single  public  protest  since the  mid-1970s and protests  were 

closely  linked to  the  possibility  of  a  riot.  The  first  public  protest  in  a  long time 

occurred in 2005, when four demonstrators stood in front of the Central Provident 

Fund (CPF) building to protest against the lack of transparency and democracy in 

Singapore. The protesters, which were closely aligned to the Singapore Democratic 

Party,  were  careful  in  obeying  the  law.  They  chose  to  send  only  four  protesters 

because this was the maximum allowed for an unregistered protest. The government, 

however,  still  sent a  police unit  in  riot  gear  to  the scene to  disperse the peaceful 

protest supposedly in the interest of public safety. This protest was still not completely 

non-institutionalized because it attempted to stay within the framework of the law. 

The  2006 protest  during  the World Bank and International  Monetary Fund (IMF) 

meeting,  however,  occurred  in  clear  violation  of  the  law.  The  protesters  had 

repeatedly asked for a permit for the protest but had been rebuffed on each occasion. 

There have even been calls to break “unjust” laws of the authoritarian regime. 

Dr. Chee Soon Juan has made this argument in his most recent book The Power of  

Courage  (2005). Unjust laws in his opinion are those that are not for the common 

good of society. He lists a number of laws in the Singapore context that he deems 

unjust:  the Films Act,  the Public  Donations  Act,  Singapore Broadcasting  Act,  the 

Trades Union Act, the Parliamentary Elections Act, and the Internal Security Act (see 

Chapter 5 for an overview of these laws). In order to challenge the government, Dr. 

Chee champions the methods of non-violence as practiced by Mahatma Gandhi or 

Martin Luther King to “pressure the PAP to give us back our rights of free speech and 

assembly” (Chee, 2005, p. 64). The main tactic to achieve this goal in the author’s 

opinion is the use of illegal assemblies because mass demonstrations could show the 

discontent of Singaporeans and pressure the regime to change.

This  change  of  tactics,  mainly  supported  by  Dr.  Chee  Soon  Juan  and  the 

Singapore Democratic Party, however, is still a very new phenomenon and cannot be 

seen  as  characteristic  of  the  opposition.  Many Singaporeans  even frown on what 

appears to them as extreme and unproductive behavior. The comment of a student at 
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Nanyang University, Daniel Ong, which even though it is marked by his ignorance 

about the political system and Dr. Chee, can be seen as emblematic of the perception 

that many Singaporeans have of the outspoken dissident:

He talked about the lack of freedom of speech and the widening income gap, 
especially  between  working  Singaporeans  and  the  ministers.  His  stirring 
speech made sense at times, at least for someone who heard him for the first 
time.  However,  what  I  failed to hear  was anything concrete  to remedy the 
problem or plans to improve the situation. 
(…)
It was no surprise that he found himself with so little support, at least from me. 
I  simply  cannot  attach  any  credibility  to  a  bankrupt  opposition  politician, 
much less want him running the constituency I live in. I want someone with 
credibility and action,  not  someone who gets  into the headlines for all  the 
wrong reasons (Ong, 2006).

This statement is representative for a number of arguments that the government has 

repeatedly made about the opposition. While the author admits that he has heard Dr. 

Chee speaking for the first time, he still criticizes him for failing to provide a concrete 

alternative.  Even his  “stirring  speech”  is  belittled  because it  only “made sense at 

times”. The author is certainly unaware of the books that Dr. Chee has written in the 

1990s. The author credits the lack of a wider participation in the demonstration to the 

fact  that  Dr.  Chee  lacks  credibility  because  he  is  “bankrupt”.  The  text,  however, 

reveals  the  sentiments  of  many Singaporeans,  who believe  that  protests  are  not  a 

legitimate tactic when confronting the ruling elite. 

So far non-institutionalized tactics are very rare and even seen as an aberration 

and dangerously radical by most members in the opposition. There was no one in the 

opposition, for example, who publicly voiced support for the recent demonstrations. 

The rejection of non-institutionalized tactics seems to have weakened the oppositional 

movement because its willingness to participate in government sanctioned channels 

legitimizes the present system in which the opposition has virtually no influence on 

the  policy  making  process  and  in  which  opposition  is  seen  as  destructive  to  the 

survival  of  the  nation.  The  various  institutionalized  forms  of  participation  for  the 

opposition will be shown in the following section.
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9.5.2 Institutionalized Tactics 

While non-institutionalized tactics are a very new phenomenon and are also restricted 

to a handful of supporters around Dr. Chee Soon Juan, the prevailing mainstream of 

the  opposition  favors  the use of  institutionalized tactics  to  achieve its  goals.  It  is 

interesting that even Dr. Chee and the SDP have not entirely rejected institutionalized 

politics  as  the  party  still  contests  elections.  Its  website  explains  this  two-pronged 

approach:

Boycotting  elections  is  a  worthy  gambit  if  all  opposition  parties  would 
cooperate and take a united stand. Given present circumstances, however, this 
is  unlikely  to  happen.  But  boycotting  elections  is  only  a  part  of  a  bigger 
strategy that  is  needed to  reform our  election  system.  What  is  even  more 
important  is  that  Singaporeans  must  be  empowered  to  rid  themselves  of 
authoritarianism. In the meantime the Singapore Democrats will take part in 
elections because election rallies are an important opportunity to reach out and 
educate  the  people  of  the  strengths  of  democracy.  We will  not  stop there, 
however. The SDP will also urge the proactive use of non-violent action to 
work towards reforming the election system (SDP Website, 2006).

This  quote  shows  the  reasons  for  the  SDP’s  choice  of  tactics.  The  strategy  of 

boycotting elections is rejected because a) the SDP cannot find allies for this tactic 

and  b)  because  elections  provide  an  important  opportunity  to  reach  out  to  the 

population.  The other important message in this  statement is the reiteration of the 

party’s objective to achieve reform, which suggests that there is still hope for political 

change from within. 

Except for the 2006 illegal protest, the opposition has continued to be willing 

to adhere to the rules set by the system and the ruling PAP. The use of institutionalized 

means  is  often  seen  as  the  only  legitimate  way  of  challenging  the  ruling  party’s 

monopoly. Moreover most members of the opposition reject tactics that include any 

action that  bends  or  even breaks  existing  laws.  The perception is  that  these laws 

cannot  be  broken  because  their  validity  is  generally  accepted.  For  example,  WP 

chairman  Sylvia  Lim  recently  said:  “I'm  idealistic,  but  I'm  also  a  very  practical 

person. So I would make sacrifices for my ideals, but still try not to break the law in 
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doing that” (Lim 2006).

Members of the Singapore oppositional groups have also repeatedly become 

part of the parliament as elected members, Non-Constituency Member of Parliament 

(NCMP) and as nominated members. While the Workers’ Party rejected the offer of 

having an NCMP in 1984 because it was a “second-class seat,” the first opposition 

member to accept the offer was Dr. Lee Siew Choh in 1988. After he was selected, he 

lost the backing of the Workers’ Party and his overall influence waned. According to 

Hussin Mutalib he performed well in parliament questioning many government bills 

(Mutalib, 2004, p. 328). In 1991 there was no one selected as NCMP because the 

opposition  was  able  to  get  four  members  elected.  The  opinion  of  the  opposition 

toward  the  scheme  changed  over  time,  so  that  in  1997  even  the  outspoken  J.B. 

Jeyaretnam accepted  the  seat,  reversing  his  earlier  decision  to  reject  the  offer.  In 

parliament he was not treated as an ordinary MP, as he did not get any replies to his 

questions.  The  government’s  reason  for  this  was  that  he  was  not  representing  a 

constituency (Mutalib, 2004, p. 329).

Table 15: List of Non-Constituency Members of Parliament

Opposition member Party affiliation Duration
Dr. Lee Siew Choh Workers’ Party 1988-1991
J.B. Jeyaretnam Workers’ Party 1997-2001
Steve Chia National Solidarity Party 2001-2006
Sylvia Lim Workers’ Party 2006-

In 1989 the government introduced a similar scheme, the Nominated Members of 

Parliament, which became law in 1990, with the difference that NMP are required to 

be free of party affiliation. The continuing success of the opposition at the polls has 

been a major reason for the introduction of the scheme. Deputy Prime Minister Goh 

Chok Tong made it clear during the second reading of the bill that the scheme was 

meant to “evolve a more consensual style of government where alternative views are 

heard and constructive dissent accommodated” (qt. in  Straits Times, 30.11.1989, p. 

18). The word consultative is especially important because it  suggests that elected 
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members of parliament are too contentious. The nominated members of parliament 

are  supposed to  be interested only in  “constructive dissent”  but  not challenge the 

government. Goh therefore makes it clear that the scheme was intended to create a 

regime supportive opposition.

The nominated members are selected by a PAP dominated committee,  which 

means that the NMPs have to fulfill qualifications that the PAP sets. Since NMPs are 

only nominated for two years after  which they may be renominated,  they tend to 

avoid  being  overly  critical.  Hussin  Mutalib  illustrates  this  difference  with  a 

comparison  of  two NMPs,  namely  Chia  Shi  Teck and Associate  Professor  Walter 

Woon. While the former voiced his criticism in parliament and dared to challenge the 

ruling  party,  the  latter  became  a  supporter  of  the  regime.  His  “comments  in 

parliamentary  debates  made  him  to  be  perceived  by  the  general  public  (perhaps 

incorrectly)  as  someone  who  had  converted  to  the  cause  of  the 

Establishment” (Mutalib, 2004, p. 332). Chia Shi Teck was not renominated after his 

two years had passed, while Walter Woon later became ambassador to Germany and 

Belgium. 

While the NMP scheme excludes members of the opposition parties, members 

of Singapore’s newly emerging civil society have been selected for this position. In 

1992 the one-time president and founding member of AWARE, Dr. Kanwaljit Soin, 

was  selected  as  a  NMP.  In  December  2004,  the  president  of  the  Nature  Society 

(Singapore), Dr. Geh Min, was also selected and she commented on her reasoning for 

accepting  this  position  despite  the  fact  that  there  is  a  widespread  perception  that 

NMPs lack power :

I am aware of that criticism, and I must say I partially agree which is why I 
didn't come in earlier. But past NMPs have shown that the nominated position is 
not a purely nominal one.
I keep reminding myself that I am not representing my own personal views or 
pushing narrow interests, that I must represent as large a section of people as 
possible (quoted in: The Straits Times, Dec. 3, 2004).

While the ability of NMPs to effect the policy making process is very limited, the 

civil society activist argues, it is still better to become a part of the parliament because 
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she potentially could influence some legislation. Furthermore, the environmentalist 

sees her ability to serve in parliament not merely as a representative of environmental 

issues but as someone who will serve society at large. Special interests or her own 

views are described as “narrow interests” and therefore are rejected. 

In  parliament,  Dr.  Geh  Min  as  of  2006,  has  spoken  out  on  behalf  of 

environmental  and  women’s  issues.  Speaking about  a  bill  to  limit  the  import  and 

export of endangered species, which she considers an issue of “national security,” she 

remarked:  “I  would like  to  clarify  that  I  am not  talking about  protecting  animals 

against people. (…) I am going to concentrate on protecting people from wildlife” 

(Singapore Hansard, January 17, 2006). Despite being a purely environmental issue, 

the environmental activist attempts to frame it as an issue for the society at large. In 

this debate, Dr. Geh was able to claim success.

In another debate she was, however, not successful. She had argued for a central 

coordinating body to protect marine life and bio-diversity in the southern islands but 

the government rejected her proposal for financial reasons. In response, Minister for 

Trade and Industry Heng Chee How argued that the primary considerations of the 

Singapore government were economic and environmental studies would only be done 

on a case-by-case basis when the need would arise. These kinds of studies, however, 

have the disadvantage that they are conducted at the discretion of the government and 

restrict influence to outside actors. A central coordinating institution, however, could 

have provided environmental groups with greater influence in issues concerning the 

protection of the ocean.

Civil society groups thus far have been very careful in their approach with the 

government. They differ greatly from the pressure groups that influenced Hong Kong 

politics in the 1970s. The Nature Society’s former president Associate Professor Wee 

Yeow Chin, for example, has rejected the term ‘pressure group’ because his group's 

objective  is  merely  that  of  sharing  information  with  the  government.  Instead,  he 

argued, “(w)e are level-headed and look at things rationally” suggesting that pressure 

groups’ are  not  rational  (quoted  in:  The  Straits  Times,  Oct.  2,  1993).  The  pro-
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government Straits Times explained the Singaporean type of civil society groups:

It is an approach that differs markedly from how the rich and powerful lobby 
groups operate in the United States. There, they fund political parties and even 
set the agenda. The Singapore way, on the other hand, is quiet advocacy and 
public consultation, say political watchers.

Even though civil society groups have had very little influence on government policy, 

there has been an increase in group activity, which targets policy changes. The almost 

exclusive use of institutionalized tactics, however, has not significantly increased the 

ability of oppositional groups to challenge the regime. 

9.6 Conclusion

The  ruling  elite  groups  in  Singapore  have  been  successful  in  limiting  potential 

challengers. The opposition has accepted that economic growth and stability are the 

most important goals of a government. At the same time, the inability to influence the 

policy-making process has engendered a strong sense of powerlessness. Furthermore, 

the  government  has  also  created  fear  within  the  opposition,  which  has  created 

insecurity about the limits of opposition. Potential members of the challenger groups 

have been deterred from joining an opposition party for fear of a harsh government 

response.  Many oppositional groups,  furthermore,  have been careful in avoiding a 

direct confrontation with the government. This has even led some to subordinate their 

interests to that of the ruling elite groups.

Finally, we can see from the choice of goals and tactics that the opposition has 

been  unable  to  increase  its  strength  vis-a-vis  the  government.  Moderate,  reform-

oriented  objectives  dominate  much  of  the  opposition's  rhetoric.  The  opposition 

recognizes  the successes  of  the government  and sees  democracy  as  the final  step 

toward the status of a fully developed nation. Democracy, in this viewpoint, will be 

the solution for most of today's problems. 

In terms of tactics, Singapore's opposition is deeply divided. Some propagate a 

more aggressive, non-institutionalized approach. This is, however, rejected by most 

oppositional  groups.  They attempt to  exert  pressure upon the government  through 
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participation in elections, nomination to parliament, or through their publications. The 

fear  of  a  strong social  control  response  makes  these  groups  very  careful  in  their 

interaction  with  the  ruling  elite  groups.  The  lack  of  a  direct  challenge  to  the 

government, however, has seriously weakened these groups. The isolation of the few 

individuals who propagate faster and more revolutionary change has debilitated the 

oppositional movement in Singapore. This has also meant that the opposition remains 

deeply divided into different small and weak oppositional groups.
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Chapter 10

The Interaction of Oppositional and Ruling Elite Groups in Singapore and Hong 

Kong

This chapter draws conclusions on the role of the ruling elite and the opposition in the 

early  stages  of  regime transformation.  Chapter  3  has  argued that  democratization, 

when not induced from outside, has to be the result of the interaction between ruling 

elite  groups  and  oppositional  groups.  While  the  processes  accompanying 

modernization provide opportunities for oppositional groups and pose challenges for 

ruling elite groups, the tactics and goals of the two groups determine the level of 

contention, which influences the likelihood of democratization. The case of Singapore 

shows that ruling elite groups, which are able to successfully manage the challenges 

of modernization, are able to obstruct the development and behavior of oppositional 

groups.  In  contrast,  oppositional  groups  in  Hong  Kong  arose  in  response  to  the 

government's  frequent  ineptitude  to  deal  with  serious  problems  from  housing  to 

violent crime. 

Secondly,  the  two  cases  show  that  a  successful  balance  of  co-option  and 

coercion impairs the ability of oppositional groups to pursue their strategies. While 

Singapore's leaders were able to successfully repress and co-opt oppositional groups 

without impunity, Hong Kong government's choice of tactics was severely limited due 

to its colonial status. Furthermore, the ability and willingness to use protest in Hong 

Kong  and  Singapore  also  depended  on  the  government's  strategic  choices.  As 

Rudbeck  and  Sigurdsson  (1999)  have  noted  “the  likely  effect  of  protest  remains 

contingent on rulers’ response and the institutional and coercive vulnerability of the 

regime.” 

Finally, this chapter will also provide options for future options for research. 

This book has only been interested in the decay of the authoritarian regime and the 

nexus to a democratic transition in Shin Doh Chull’s four phase model (see chapter 2). 
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It is hoped that research on the origin of democracy will also provide further clues for 

successful regime transitions.

10.1 The Role of Modernization in the Interaction of the Elite and Opposition 

As chapter  2  has  shown,  the role  of  the  modernization process  is  crucial  for  our 

understanding  of  the  constantly  changing  interaction  between  the  ruling  elite  and 

oppositional groups. Social changes during periods of rapid economic development 

lead to new opportunity structures for oppositional groups to challenge the political 

regime, which is dominated by a small ruling elite. These challenges originate from 

the increasing complexity of the system and the accompanying belief of the elite that 

its continuing rule is in the best interest of the country, which leads to a discrepancy 

between the  demands of  the  population  and their  ability  to  fulfill  these  demands. 

Consequently, the pressure on the government to fulfill  its promises becomes very 

high. 

When we compare Hong Kong with Singapore,  it  is  obvious that both city-

states  have  undergone a  similar  economic and social  development.  Originating as 

British colonies, occupied by the Japanese during World War II, the two cities started 

off with a substantially backward economic condition in 1945. The beginning of the 

Cold War and the division of the world into Communist and Capitalist hemispheres 

coupled  with  a  changing  attitude  toward  colonialism  motivated  the  British 

government  to  transform  its  colonies  into  independent  states  with  democratic 

governments. In Hong Kong, communism directly contributed to the restructuring and 

successful  transformation  of  the  economy,  while  in  Singapore  it  indirectly  also 

motivated the anti-Communist leadership to focus on economic reforms. The victory 

of the English-educated nationalists under Lee Kuan Yew with the initial support of 

the Communists settled Singapore's state-supported capitalist system.

Despite different trajectories and varying economic strategies both Singapore 

and Hong Kong embarked on the modernization of  the economy and the society. 

Colorful billboards slowly replaced shantytowns as thousands of people were resettled 
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in public housing.  This development was accompanied by social  mobilization and 

contentious politics, which culminated in riots. In Hong Kong, anomic riots, which in 

part were attributed to the Communists, led to a strong government that shifted its 

focus to social programs. Social disparities needed to be defused before they could get 

out of hand. Similarly, in Singapore race riots and student demonstration, which were 

equally  attributed  to  Communist  agitation,  convinced the  government  to  focus  on 

social changes that emphasized racial integration and depoliticization. Both city-states 

thus  entered  an  age  of  bureaucratic  authoritarianism  in  which  the  government 

monopolized all political, social and cultural spheres. 

The successful depoliticization of the society stabilized the governments of the 

two city-states. Opposition in the eyes of the leaders and many in the public came to 

be  seen  as  a  threat  to  stability  and  prosperity.  The  governments  successfully 

institutionalized  certain  mechanisms  and  established  laws  which  obstructed 

oppositional  groups  from  challenging  the  government.  This  hegemony  of  the 

government  became  a  steep  barrier  for  reemerging  social  activists  interested  in 

drawing attention to  those disadvantaged by modernization.  While  both city-states 

were successful in incorporating large segments of the population, a substantial part 

of the population remained disadvantaged. To date economic disparities between rich 

and poor remain a serious problem in both Singapore and Hong Kong.
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Illustration  5: Opportunities and Impediments for Democratization as a Result 
of Modernization

The oppositional and ruling elite groups in both Singapore and Hong Kong can be 

distinguished mostly by their choice of tactics. In terms of goals (at least officially) 

the opposition and the ruling elite are very similar in both city-states. The demand for 

progressive reforms is widely considered superior to any radical change. While this is 

not surprising in stable developed countries, it is, however, peculiar for authoritarian 

states. What needs to be explained, therefore, is the difference of tactics that exists 

between oppositional groups in Hong Kong and Singapore and between ruling elite 

groups of the two states. 
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Table 16: Comparison of Goals and Tactics of Oppositional and Ruling Elite 
Groups

goals tactics

Hong Kong opposition reform non-institutionalized

Singapore opposition reform institutionalized

goals tactics

Hong Kong ruling elite progressive moderate

Singapore ruling elite progressive/conservative extreme

During the 1970s, Hong Kong's opposition increasingly considered it  necessary to 

pursue  non-institutionalized  tactics  such  as  demonstrations,  strikes  or  sit-ins  to 

achieve  their  goals.  These  goals  included  mostly  social  demands  such  as  the 

elimination  of  corruption,  improvements  to  living  condition,  or  protection  of 

individual rights. The Hong Kong government agreed with these goals and reluctantly 

tolerated the opposition's  activities.  Only  in  the  late  1970s did it  resort  to  arrests 

against demonstrators, when social activists and Yaumati boat people were arrested on 

their way to a public protest (Source). 

In  contrast,  Singapore's  opposition  has  mostly  remained  within  the 

institutional frame. While the first and still very small demonstration occurred in 2002 

the oppositional movement in Singapore has continued to struggle within the very 

restrictive institutional space. Similar to Hong Kong, Singapore's opposition has not 

demanded revolutionary changes but rather propagated a government that achieves 

social harmony. These activists do not demand a political system in which special 

interest  groups  vie  for  power  but  rather  a  system  which  can  truly  represent  the 

common  interest.  In  such  a  system  competition  would  occur  between  different 

solutions.

The moderate opposition in Singapore has, however, been confronted with a 

strong  government  that  has  restricted  virtually  all  access  to  the  decision-making 

process.  When the government has been willing to listen to the demands of these 
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groups it has been careful in dismissing their influence. The ruling elite maintains the 

impression  that  decisions  are  made  by  a  small  and  highly  trained  political  elite 

because  only  it  is  qualified  to  weigh  in  between  critical  choices.  This  attitude, 

furthermore, has allowed the government to use the legal system against the most 

vocal  members  of  the  opposition.  However,  there  are  defamation  lawsuits  which 

threaten the opposition and other legislation such as the Internal Security Act (ISA) or 

legislation requiring permits for demonstrations or the publication of printed material.

While Singapore's government has consistently restricted oppositional activity, 

Hong Kong's  government  has  been  more  moderate  in  its  approach.  While  it  also 

became more strict against opposition in the latter half of the 1970s as the pressure of 

the rising social movements grew, it was generally more willing to compromise with 

protesters. Incidents such as the Precious Blood Golden Jubilee school protests or the 

unrest about the closing of Shantin Lutheran School clearly show that the government 

could acquiesce to at least some of the demands of the opposition. While this reduced 

the  pressure  on  the  government,  it  also  encouraged  activists  to  rely  on  non-

institutionalized tactics to achieve their goals.

The choice of tactics and goals of oppositional groups was a result of two 

factors:  first  of  all  it  resulted  from  the  degree  of  the  government's  ability  to 

successfully  deal  with  economic  and  social  challenges.  This  will  be  explained  in 

detail in the next section. Secondly, oppositional behavior was also directly related to 

the  ruler's  willingness  and  ability  on  the  one  hand  to  co-opt  members  of  the 

opposition into the government and on the other to coerce the most aggressive.

10.2 Successful Regime Performance

Regime performance is crucial for the strength of a modernizing and industrializing 

authoritarian regime. Most of the people of Singapore and also of Hong Kong during 

the 1970s and early 1980s have approved of their government because it has been a 

guarantor  of  prosperity  and  stability.  Both  governments  enjoyed  tremendous 
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legitimacy due to rapid economic growth and accompanying improvements of the 

living conditions of the people. 

However, when viewed comparatively the Singaporean government was much 

more successful in achieving its goals than its Hong Kong counterpart. This had the 

consequence that oppositional groups in Hong Kong increasingly considered it their 

task and even duty to challenge the government for the benefit of the society. Still, 

because they did not fundamentally question the underlying goals of the ruling elite, 

we have to consider them as basically reform-oriented. A similar reformism is also 

visible in Singapore but it has not lead to any significant political mobilization. 

In the two cases, the ruling elite groups’ ability to deal with the challenges of 

modernization, industrialization and the growing complexity of the political system 

differed significantly. Due to the colonial nature of the Hong Kong government, the 

ruling elite groups were not able to act with the same decisiveness and conviction as 

in Singapore. The Hong Kong rulers were largely expatriates, who needed the support 

of the Chinese business elite, which ensured a small government. In Singapore, the 

government was, however, able to purposefully act in the “interest of the nation”. 

This  can  be  exemplified  with  reference  to  the  strategies  of  the  two governments 

toward  the  serious  housing  problems  that  were  widespread  during  the  onset  of 

modernization.  For the Singapore and Hong Kong governments housing was a top 

priority. When we compare these two programs and their effect on the legitimacy of 

the  government,  it  becomes  evident  that  shortcomings  provided  opportunities  for 

oppositional groups. In Singapore, the HDB built too many units in the 1980s, which 

partially  explains  the  1985-1986  economic  crisis.  This  crisis  also  provided  the 

opposition with an opportunity (Castells  et.al.,  1990). However,  from the point of 

view of political mobilization, building an excessive amount of houses was not seen 

as problematic as building too few, as was the case in Hong Kong. There the issue of 

housing played an important role in a number of disputes during the 1970s and 80s, 

many of which dealt with the shortage or rent increases of public housing estates. 

Because Singapore's public housing program was much more successful than Hong 
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Kong's, the government was able to secure the support of a majority of Singaporeans 

(Yeung and Drakakis-Smith, 1982).

The difference in government performance was also reflected in the perception 

of oppositional groups. While both groups valued stability and often felt powerless 

due to an overbearing opponent, Hong Kong's oppositional movement increasingly 

became discontent and challenged the regime, while Singapore's has largely remained 

submissive. This perception was, of course, partially influenced by the media. While 

the  Hong  Kong  media  is  free  to  discuss  government  failings,  Singapore's  state 

controlled  press  has  been  a  strong  supporter  of  government  policies.  In  both 

countries, however, shortcomings of the government (as perceived by the population) 

empowered oppositional groups. The Hong Kong case, furthermore, suggests that a 

legitimacy  crisis  can  be  instrumental  in  redefining  the  goals  and  strategies  of 

oppositional groups. After the 1984 decision to return Hong Kong to the PRC, the 

opposition  greatly  expanded,  formed  coalitions  and  increasingly  demanded  full 

democratization. 

The  government's  self-proclaimed objective  to  provide  effective  solutions  to 

various  issues  had a  great  impact  on the goals  of  the oppositional  movements  in 

Singapore  and  Hong  Kong,  which  were  remarkably  similar.  Both  movements 

emphasized  the  need  for  stability  and  prosperity.  Since  the  ruling  elite  groups 

emphasize that the demand for greater influence potentially risk this stability, most 

oppositional  groups  have  taken  a  modest  stance.  In  Hong Kong,  the  demand  for 

greater  democratization  was  not  a  call  for  a  fully  elected  Legislative  Council. 

Democracy activists in the 1970s demanded a greater share of elected members on 

various councils and an increase of the franchise. 

In the general  discourse,  it  is  noteworthy that in  both cases the opposition 

views democracy as the panacea for all of the society's problems. In this context, the 

opposition believes its duty is to make demands for the greater good of the society. 

Despite  the existence of parties,  there  is  widespread denial  of partisanship among 

most actors. This is a rejection of the traditional understanding of parties as the arbiter 
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of particularistic interests. The Workers’ Party in Singapore, for instance, does not 

profess to represent mostly the interests of workers but instead claims to speak for all 

Singaporeans. While it advocates the introduction of social welfare, its leaders and 

members  are  middle  class  professionals.  As a  moderate  voice  for  democracy,  the 

party’s major goal is to be a check and balance on the government in order to ensure 

good government, which is necessary for continuing stability and prosperity. In Hong 

Kong, most political groups in the 1970s also regarded their role as a protector of 

good government.  When pursuing their  interests,  these oppositional groups almost 

always argued that their interest was the welfare of the society. This can, for instance, 

be  seen  in  the  call  for  Urban  Councilors  to  unite  for  the  general  good  of  the 

population. Pressure groups, also, often regarded themselves as representatives of the 

society rather than of a special interest.

The progressive goals of the government had the consequence that it fostered a 

congruence between the opposition's and the ruling elite's official goals. Both aimed 

for an improvement of the society and the economy for the benefit of all people. It is 

very likely that this in part is the reason for the lack of support for oppositional groups 

during  times  of  relatively  good  government  performance.  Furthermore,  the 

opposition's main challenge is the need to convince the public that it is only the tactics 

of the government that are wrong and not the overall goal. Arguing this requires a 

substantial  amount  of  convincing  members  of  the  public  that  the  government's 

authoritarian measures are problematic. In times of economic success, or at least lack 

of  serious  economic  crisis,  the  opposition  would  require  substantial  resources  to 

convince a  significantly  depoliticized  public.  While  in  Hong Kong the  opposition 

could mobilize resources such as the media for its cause, Singapore's challengers are 

faced with nearly insurmountable  institutional  barriers  which restrict  access to  the 

government-controlled media or other channels to reach the public. 

A precondition for successful regime performance is elite cohesion because a 

close-knit group generally is better able to make resolute decisions than a divided 

leadership. In Singapore and even to certain degree in Hong Kong the ruling elite 
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groups have been careful in maintaining extraordinary group cohesion. The leaders of 

the  ruling  elite  groups  in  the  two city-states  have,  however,  achieved elite  group 

cohesion  differently.  In  Singapore,  the  ruling  elite  has  emphasized  individual 

capabilities  and  elitism  in  order  to  create  a  special  class  of  administrators. 

Furthermore,  the  leaders  of  the  ruling  elite  have  ensured  that  ministers  and 

administrators  earn  high  salaries.  The  hierarchical  structure  has  reduced  the 

development of factions, because loyalty to the superior is essential for a career in the 

administration. In contrast, the cohesion of the Hong Kong elite was more the result 

of necessity. The ruling expatriates, who also considered themselves a separate class, 

needed the support of the Chinese leaders. These leaders were mostly businessmen, 

whose interest was profit-making, which matched the interest of the rulers. The ethnic 

split within the elite, furthermore, removed the threat of a split along political lines.

Elite cohesion not only improved governance, it also enabled the ruling elite to 

maintain their hegemonic control of the political system. This is in agreement with 

previous research on democratization, which has found that successful regime change 

requires  active  support  from  members  within  the  ruling  elite  (Muhula,  2006). 

Similarly  as  we  have  seen  in  Chapter  3  O’Donnell  and  Schmitter  (1986)  have 

identified  a  split  within  the  ruling  elite  coalition  as  an  important  prerequisite  for 

democratization.  

Despite  elite  cohesion,  there  were  however  also  instances  when  the 

governments was unable to adhere to its principle of good government. When this 

happened, it provided important opportunities for oppositional groups to challenge the 

government.  The chapters on Hong Kong show that,  even though the government 

constantly proclaimed its intention to provide effective government, the principle of 

minimal intervention limited the ability of the government to effectively manage the 

society. Issues such as corruption, housing,  compulsory education and others were 

only addressed after there was considerable pressure from other societal actors such as 

pressure  groups,  labor  unions,  or  political  parties.  In  contrast,  the  Singapore 

government tries to carefully plan almost everything in order to preempt any potential 
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discontent.  There  were,  however,  issues  such  as  minor  economic  depressions  or 

unpopular  government  proposals  (such  as  the  Graduate  Mothers  Scheme),  which 

resulted  in  discontent  that  translated  into  increasing  support  for  Singapore's 

opposition parties.

In this context the degree of real-existing or perceived regime performance has an 

influence on the development of opportunities, which allow oppositional groups to 

increase  their  influence.  Modernization,  such as  an  increasingly  complex  political 

system, a rising middle class, etc. lead to challenges for the ruling elite groups. The 

question  of  whether  these  challenges  will  translate  into  opportunities  for  the 

opposition depends on the ability of the ruling elite to successfully deal with these 

challenges.  It  should  be  noted,  however,  that  even  the  failure  to  manage  certain 

challenges  does  not  necessarily  lead  to  greater  contention  in  the  political  system. 

Inefficiencies  in  government  policies  slowly  undermine  the  legitimacy  of  the 

government.  In  turn,  shortcomings  in  government  legitimacy  then  result  in 

opportunities for challengers. A major legitimacy crisis, such as the confidence crisis 

in  Hong  Kong  in  1984,  act  as  triggers  for  the  opposition  and  also  contribute 

significantly to the development of a strong oppositional movement. The legitimacy 

crisis, therefore, changed the perception of a large portion of the opposition which 

meant a greater demand for fundamental institutional reform.

 

10.3 The “Soft-Authoritarian” Challenge

Modernization not only increases the need for a government to deal effectively with 

increasingly complex issues,  it  also increases  the demand for  greater  participation 

among the more educated members of the middle class. This increasing demand leads 

to potential opposition, which poses a potential challenge for authoritarian regimes. 

Consequently,  the ruling elite groups must devise methods,  which are designed to 

weaken this opposition. The two cases demonstrate that the governments have had 

differing  success  in  weakening  oppositional  groups.  Both  governments  have 
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attempted, on the one hand, to co-opt members of the opposition into the government 

and,  on  the  other,  to  use  force  against  selected  members  of  the  opposition.  The 

comparison reveals that these two tactics have to be carefully balanced   to have the 

desired result. In order to be successful, the case of Singapore clearly shows that co-

option was applied when possible, coercion whenever necessary. In contrast, the Hong 

Kong government was forced to rely mostly on co-option because its self-proclaimed 

liberal attitude restricted the use of coercion.

Since  the  leaders  in  Singapore  and  Hong  Kong  believed  that  persuasion 

provides the best solution against political competition, they have most often opted to 

co-opt dissenting voices into the  institutional framework. For this both city-states 

have tried to entice members of the opposition to become nominated members of 

government  institutions.  In  Hong  Kong,  there  were  nominated  Unofficials  in  the 

Legislative  and  Executive  Councils  and  in  Singapore,  the  government  introduced 

nominated  members  of  parliament  (NMP)  and  non-constituency  members  of 

parliament (NCMP). Furthermore, the governments in both cases institutionalized a 

number  of  feedback  channels,  which  were  to  foster  consultation  between  the 

government and the people and thus intended to replace the need for representative 

government. In Singapore, the government established, among others, the Feedback 

Unit,  Consultative  Committees  and  Meet-the-MP sessions.  In  Hong  Kong  in  the 

1970s  examples  for  feedback  institutions  were  the  City  District  Officers  (CDOs) 

Scheme, Advisory Boards and Councils and the UMELCO office. 

The demand to get more activists nominated to government positions, which 

would supposedly increase the representation of the population, even often originated 

from  members  in  the  opposition.  The  opposition  was  convinced  that  greater 

representation  in  these  position  increased  their  influence  over  the  policy-making 

process. It is thus not surprising that they were often so willing to accept or even 

actively seek these positions. In Hong Kong, elected members of the Urban Council 

and pressure group activists  regarded nomination to the Legislative Council  as an 

important step in the direction of a more representative government (Chapter 8). In 
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Singapore,  members of the opposition have similarly accepted nomination as non-

voting members to parliament. Even the most vocal opposition member of the early 

movement, J.B. Jeyeratnam, has accepted the position of NCMP. Furthermore, active 

participation  in  elections,  which  are  skewed  in  favor  of  the  incumbent,  shows 

acquiescence to the political system (Chapter 9). 

However, the rising political contention could not entirely be absorbed into the 

present institutions and therefore the ruling elite groups in both city-states felt forced 

to apply coercion against members of the opposition. The use of this tactic, however, 

differed significantly between the two cases. The Hong Kong government was more 

reluctant to apply outright repression against oppositional groups. Especially in the 

first half of 1970s, the government merely monitored the activity of activists.  The 

number of public protests during this era did not lead to any arrests. In the latter half 

of  the  1970s,  the  government  increasingly  used  repressive  tactics.  The  Singapore 

government, on the other hand, has used coercion from the beginning. The repression 

of the opposition enabled the ruling party to take control of almost all aspects of the 

state.  This  started  with  the  arrest  of  opposition  members,  continued  with  the 

replacement of the labor movement with a government controlled union, and ended 

with the repression of student protests in 1974. While opposition parties continued to 

contest elections, it was not before 1981 that they were able to make a comeback. 

Coercion  or  the  threat  thereof,  however,  hangs  like  a  Damocles  sword  over  the 

opposition and continues to influence their tactics and goals.

The  tactic  of  co-option  and  coercion  leads  to  a  significantly  weakened 

opposition  because  the  accommodation  of  moderate  members  of  the  opposition 

creates a split with the more aggressive activists. An important reason for this is that 

in  authoritarian regimes the common goal  of dissidents  could be democratization, 

which would function as a vehicle toward coalition formation between oppositional 

groups. This is precisely what happened in Hong Kong in the late 1980s. In the 1970s, 

however, the use of co-option gave moderate members of the opposition credibility, 

while, on the other hand, more aggressive opposition was labeled as “troublemakers”. 
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In  Singapore,  the  government  constantly  fine-tuned  its  approach  as  Garry  Rodan 

(2006a,  p.  5)  observes,  “beginning  from  around  the  early-mid  1980s,  more 

technocratic, administrative and legalistic techniques and ideologies of state political 

repression and co-option emerge.” As a result, while the government tends to attack 

all opposition, it makes it easier for less outspoken members. The use of repression is 

usually  only  reserved  for  a  small  number  of  individuals,  who  are  regarded  as 

threatening to the political regime. In this context, non-institutionalized tactics, such 

as public protests or strikes are completely delegitimized. 

Oppositional behavior in Hong Kong and Singapore is distinguished by the 

degree of fear of the government. In Singapore, the sea change in Lee Kuan Yew’s 

opinion of the usefulness of the Internal Security Act and the use of the law against 

the  opposition  during  the  Operation  Cold  Store  and  the  so-called  “Marxist 

conspiracy” has left a legacy of fear and helplessness within the opposition. A similar 

event has never occurred in Hong Kong. There was the Secret Committee on Pressure 

Groups  (SCOPG) and  police  arrests  of  protesters,  but  in  comparison  Hong Kong 

activists never felt as threatened as their Singaporean counterparts. Instead, members 

of the Hong Kong opposition developed a strong sense of discontent with what they 

perceived to be the failures of the government.

If support from the ruling elite is lacking, then challenger groups can only aim 

to increase their strength by making repression more costly. Countries such as South 

Korea suggest that the ruling elite may be convinced to allow greater democratization 

when the costs of repression potentially threaten the ruling elite groups. The two cases 

in this study confirm that the costs associated with repression lead to toleration of 

oppositional activity. In Hong Kong, the government’s attempt to place limits on the 

rise  of  the  pressure  groups  in  the  late  1970s  and  early  1980s  failed  because  the 

opposition had garnered enough support to generate negative media coverage of the 

government’s actions. In Singapore, the government has been able to marginalize the 

opposition  by  limiting  it  to  a  number  of  relatively  weak  opposition  parties. 

Nevertheless,  it  has  so  far  failed  to  reverse  the  electoral  gains  of  the  opposition. 
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Today, there are still two districts represented by elected members of the opposition. 

Attempts to pressure the inhabitants of these districts to abandon their support for the 

opposition have only increased the strength of the two opposition politicians, who 

have increased their share of the vote in the 2006 election.

10.4 From Non-transition to Democratization

The  goal  of  this  book  was  to  reveal  the  link  between  contentious  politics  and 

democratization. As the previous discussion has shown, regime transitions are closely 

linked to political activity. The decay of the authoritarian regime is accompanied by a 

rise  in  contention,  which  generates  pressure  for  democratization.  Governmental 

inefficiency creates opportunities for opposition members to challenge the regime. If 

the government is unable to silence the challengers through co-option and coercion, 

an oppositional movement develops that increasingly challenges the ruling elite. 

While this describes the processes during the first phase of the democratization 

process, other studies have shown that a split within the ruling elite is essential for the 

second stage, the transition. However, it  is important to recognize that this second 

process will not occur unless the first has already taken place. The reason for this is 

obvious: only a cohesive ruling elite can implement efficient policies. Disunity within 

the elite thus fosters the development of oppositional groups.

This  book shows that  it  is  possible  for  a  government  to  avoid contentious 

politics despite rising pressure as a result of modernization processes. This can, of 

course,  only  be  accomplished  with  effective  governance.  This  suggests  that 

authoritarian  regimes  need  to  carefully  avoid  nepotism  and  corruption,  which  in 

reality  is  unlikely in most  authoritarian regimes.  The case of Singapore,  however, 

shows that it is possible to reduce the level of favoritism through an official ideology 

of meritocracy to such a degree that the authoritarian regime was able to successfully 

stabilize itself. However, still today Singapore's political leaders have to be careful in 

managing  the  country  because  any  short-coming  in  government  policies  and 
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procedures will contribute to the decay of the political system.  

Because the Singaporean government’s legitimacy is largely based on regime 

performance  and  economic  development,  an  unmanageable  economic  crisis  could 

trigger a regime transition. Today there are many signs of a slowly processing decay 

of the authoritarian regime. Reports have shown that the divide between rich and poor 

is  increasing39 in Singapore and that  the people have started to doubt government 

optimism about the future (Kolesnikov-Jessop, 2007). In the 2006 election, opposition 

members for the first time since the 1960s contested more than half of the seats. This 

signified  a  shift  from  the  previous  strategy  of  assuring  Singaporeans  that  the 

opposition was merely a check on the government. This change was also part of the 

Workers’ Party manifesto, which considered a new government as the long term goal 

of the party. 

In Hong Kong there was a free press that increasingly became more critical of 

the  government  during  the  1970s.  In  Singapore,  independent  websites  and  the 

“blogosphere”40 have become an alternative source of information for the people of a 

country that lacks a credible press. In contrast to the traditional media, the information 

provided by these websites is largely critical of the government. While much of the 

content  is  emotional  dissatisfaction,  some online  journalists,  such  as  Au Waipang 

known for his website  Yawning Bread, have done a remarkable job in investigative 

journalism. 

To  understand  how  the  Internet  could  have  an  impact  on  political 

developments, it is useful to analyze an article and commentary by Yawning Bread on 

the 2005 National Kidney Foundation scandal called “The political parallels to the 

NKF scandal.” The structure and content of the article illustrate the way government 

legitimacy could be slowly undermined. The article starts off with the allegation that 

the fallout from the scandal has caused a delay in the elections, which were originally 

planned for December 2005. The introduction of the article draws parallels  to the 

39 The Gini coefficient, which measures the disparity between rich and poor, is the highest  in 
Singapore among the so-called tiger economies (Rosa, 1990, p. 502).

40  The space of internet diaries (so-called blogs) on the Internet.
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government's tactic of using defamation lawsuits against the opposition. It points out 

that the corrupt chairman of the charity, T.T, Durai, had used defamation lawsuits to 

silence  his  critics.  One  of  these  was  unfortunately  The Straits  Times,  which  had 

printed a critical report that had alleged wastefulness and extravagance at the NKF. 

The paper, which is closely linked to the government, fought back. It was during this 

trial that the allegations were proven to be factual. Yawning Bread writes:

As  everyone  knows,  People's  Action  Party  (PAP)  ministers  have  regularly 
taken  their  political  opponents  to  court  for  defamation,  always  against  the 
"little guy". (…)
Will the public recall the NKF scandal the next time the PAP sues someone for 
defamation?  And then,  if  the  court  finds  for  the  PAP,  will  respect  for  the 
judicial system go down the same chute? (Yawning Bread, 2005)

In the second section of the article, the author makes a connection between the high 

salaries  of  the  charity  and  those  of  the  ministers.  He reminds  the  readers  of  the 

comment of the wife of former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, who said in public 

that the salary of T.T. Durai was merely peanuts. The reaction to this statement was 

expectedly negative. The high salaries of the ministers and the President, which are 

justified  as  a  method  to  fight  corruption  and  to  attract  talent,  are  increasingly 

questioned. 

Another serious issue revealed by the article is the fact that in December 2001 

the  NKF had lost  its  status  as  an institution  that  is  entitled  to  collect  tax-exempt 

donations.  The  status  was  renewed  when  a  different  government  institution,  the 

Health  Ministry,  took  the  case.  In  the  opinion  of  the  author,  this  raises  serious 

questions about government oversight. In conclusion to the article, the author writes:

Shouldn't leaders give equal, or perhaps greater weight to mission goals that 
are qualitative, moral and humane in nature, such as justice, equality, political 
accountability, human rights and freedom? Or are we misled into thinking that 
so long as there is economic growth, all these issues will either take care of 
themselves, or can be dismissed as irrelevant? (Ibid., 2005)

The conclusion of the article criticizes the fundamental values of the political system. 

The article shows that for many Singaporeans, economic growth is no longer enough. 

The impact of articles like this is hard to estimate since it is impossible to know how 
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many people read these websites and, since anybody can publish articles online, it is 

also uncertain how much credibility websites like Yawning Bread have. 

The consequence of the scandal was the first public protest by members of the 

opposition in many years. It was in response to this scandal that four people silently 

protested in  front  of  the CPF building  to  call  for  greater  transparency.  While  the 

government dispersed the protesters and there no report about it was published in the 

mainstream media the next day, the news about it quickly spread across the city. The 

Internet had photos and a video about the demonstration that allowed Singaporeans to 

evaluate the protest for themselves. The action of the government again motivated the 

protesters to increase the pressure on the government, which lead to another protest 

during the World Bank/IMF meeting. While it is too early to tell, these developments 

suggest a change in the tactics of some members in the opposition.

Looking into the future, it is possible to imagine that the discontent will even 

grow. For this it is necessary to list some of the current issues in Singapore. First of 

all, during the 2006 election, the government again tried to pressure Singaporeans to 

vote  for the ruling party  with the threat  of refusing to  upgrade public  housing in 

opposition wards (Rahim, 2006b). This tactic was not successful as the two members 

of the only two opposition wards were able to increase their share of the vote. The 

opposition  was,  furthermore,  able  to  increase its  overall  share  of  the public  vote. 

Election rallies by the opposition attracted thousands of Singaporeans. Another issue 

that has increased the level of discontent was the rise in the goods and services tax 

(GST) in 2007, which was largely condemned by a wide spectrum of Internet authors. 

Furthermore, the news that more foreigners found a job in Singapore than locals in 

2006 was hotly debated. Closely linked to this is the government proposal increase the 

population from 4.5 million to 6.5 million over the next fifty years through an influx 

of foreign 'talents', has raised serious concern (Koh, 2007). This is linked to another 

contentious issue: the development of so-called Integrated Resorts (IRs), which are 

entertainment  complexes  that  include  casinos.  The  first  of  these  IRs  is  set  to  be 

completed in 2009. Aside of the moral issues,  should the planned construction of 
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casinos fail to absorb enough locals it might become a serious issue for the ruling 

elite. The fact that Singaporeans also will be restricted from entering these resorts has 

the potential to create discontent. Finally, the government's proposal in 2007 to raise 

the  salaries  of  ministers  again  has  created  significant  anger  on  the  Internet41.  An 

accumulation  of  many  serious  problems  could  eventually  undermine  government 

legitimacy providing the opposition with the necessary opportunity to challenge the 

government.

Perhaps  the  greatest  impact  on  the  government's  ability  to  control  the 

opposition  would  be  an  economic  crisis,  which  would  lead  to  an  erosion  of 

government legitimacy. Discontent would lead to contentious politics, which would 

increase pressure for democratization. While the government will probably reject calls 

for  greater  liberalization,  increasing  societal  pressure  might  eventually  force  the 

government  to  choose  between  repression  and  allowing  other  groups  greater 

participation. The government’s focus on pragmatism suggests that it would consider 

the costs of repression too high and opt for allowing the opposition more influence. 

As a result,  the government might relax the rules that greatly restrict  oppositional 

behavior and a slow democratization process would be the result. 

At  the  same  time,  the  developments  in  Hong Kong show that  contentious 

politics does not necessarily lead to a consolidation of democracy. The lack of support 

for democratic reforms from the People's Republic of China,  which reclaimed the 

territory in 1997, has so far impaired the development of democracy. Hong Kong's 

status,  therefore,  makes  it  impossible  to  use  this  case  to  understand  the  role  of 

contentious politics in the process of democratic consolidation. 

Future studies could explore further the role of oppositional and ruling elite 

groups during and after the fall of the authoritarian regime. Such an analysis could 

profit greatly from the present adaptation of McAdam's political process model. It 
41 There have been numerous blog and message board entries, a very funny podcast from mrbrown 

and an online petition in protest of the government's decision, which had collected more than 2,400 
signatures by April 14, 2007. The author of the petition writes: “The logic of pegging [the 
ministers'] pay to the richest individuals is glaringly flawed and insulting to our intelligence. It is 
but meant to satisfy the insatiable greed of vested individuals. We reject it unreservedly. In fact, we 
demand a big pay *CUT* for them for their dismal 'service' towards the majority of Singaporeans 
over the last two decades” (http://www.petitiononline.com/paypap1/petition.html)
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should be interesting to find out when political opportunities not only increase the 

level of contention but actually lead to the development of a democratic state. While 

contention, or a “hot family feud” (see: Rustow, 1970) is a necessary precondition for 

a  democratic  transition,  a  successful  consolidation  of  a  democratic  regime  must 

eventually  lead  to  a  political  system  that  is  dominated  by  consensus  about  the 

institutional structure of the new regime.

Furthermore,  it  still  remains  a  mystery  when  greater  contention  leads  to 

democratization and not to conflicts, riots, and other anemic activity. The model, of 

course, suggests that  this depends on the decisions of the members of the various 

groups. In this context it is especially important to understand under what conditions 

oppositional  groups  are  successful  in  increasing  their  power  to  pressure  the 

government for greater democratization. Future research should focus on an analysis 

of the goals  and tactics of the two groups during the consolidation phase.  In this 

context it is also interesting what effect the interaction between the two groups has on 

group  cohesion.  If  we  accept  that  splits  in  the  ruling  elite  coalition  increase  the 

likelihood of democratization, we need to know what could cause this alliance to fall 

apart.  Once  a  ruling  elite  coalition  falls  apart,  a  new  group  constellation  of 

oppositional  and  ruling  elite  groups  develops.  The  organizational  strength,  the 

perceptions and the goals and tactics will again play a crucial role in the formation of 

a new elite coalition.   
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Zusammenfassung

Die Dissertation Explaining NonTransitions: The Strategic Behavior of Political Groups  

in   Singapore   and   Hong   Kong  analysiert   die   Gründe   für   die   bisher   ausgebliebene 

Demokratisierung   in   Singapur   im   Vergleich   zu   dem   teilweisen   Regimewechsel   in 

Hongkong. Dies ist der Modernisierungstheorie nach überraschend, denn wirtschaftlicher 

Aufschwung, sollte zu einem größeren Verlangen nach Mitsprache in der Politik führen. 

Die  wirtschaftlichen und sozialen  Veränderungen  führen  dabei  dazu,  dass  eine  breite 

Mittelklasse   entsteht,   die   sich   gegen   autoritäre   Regime   stellen   um   die   Demokratie 

einzufordern. In Singapur jedoch scheint es, als ob die Modernisierung sogar noch das 

autoritäre Regime stärken würde. Der Stadtstaat zählt heute nämlich zu den am weitest 

entwickelten Staaten der Welt und in nur sehr wenigen Ausnahmefällen haben es die 

Singapurer bisher gewagt sich gegen das autoritäre Regime zu stellen, selbst dann nicht, 

wenn sie mit dessen Politik nicht einverstanden waren. 

Die Analyse von Fällen bei denen eine Demokratisierung bisher ausgeblieben ist, 

ist in der Wissenschaft bislang stark vernachlässigt worden. Die Dissertation bietet daher 

eine wichtige Ergänzung zu Werken der Demokratisierungsforschung, die sich bisher nur 

sehr rudimentär mit NichtTransitionen befasst hat. Aber gerade um die Anfänge einer 

Demokratie   zu   erfassen   bedarf   es   einer   Analyse   von   Veränderungen   die   vor   der 

eigentlichen Demokratisierung geschehen. Aus diesem Grund fokussiert diese Arbeit auf 

das Entstehen von „Contentious Politics,“ also das politisches Geschehen angefangen von 

einfacher Kritik in der Tagespresse bis hin zu massiven Protesten auf der Straße, was die 

Grundvoraussetzung für Demokratisierung darstellt. 

Um   die   Gründe   für   Singapurs   Ausnahmerolle   besser   zu   verstehen,   wird   der 

Stadtstaat mit Hongkong während der 70er und frühen 80er Jahre verglichen. Die Arbeit 

verwendet  dabei  einen „MostSimilarCase"Ansatz,  bei  dem zwei sehr  ähnliche Fälle 

analysiert  werden, die  in einer entscheidenden Hinsicht unterschiedlich sind. Singapur 



und   Hongkong   ähneln   sich   als   kleine   Stadtstaaten   mit   kolonialem   Erbe1,   sowie   in 

wirtschaftlicher   und   sozialer   Entwicklung.   Beide   Staaten   haben   darüber   hinaus   eine 

konsequente   Depolitisierung   der   Gesellschaft   durchgeführt.   Die   politischen   Systeme 

beider Stadtstaaten können daher als autoritäre Regime mit demokratischen Merkmalen 

klassifiziert  werden. Dies ist  von großer Bedeutung, da die Regimeform einen großen 

Einfluss auf die politische Entwicklung eines Staates hat. Der entscheidende Unterschied 

zwischen  beiden  Stadtstaaten   ist   jedoch  die   seit  Mitte  der  1970er   Jahre  zunehmende 

Bereitschaft   der   Bevölkerung   Hongkongs   auf   die   Straße   zu   gehen,   um   für 

unterschiedliche Anliegen zu demonstrieren. 

Die Arbeit differenziert zwischen zwei idealtypischen Gruppen, den regierenden 

Elitegruppen   (ruling   elite   groups)   und   den   oppositionellen   Gruppen   (oppositional 

groups),   die   gegeneinander   positioniert   sind.   Um   die   Beziehung   zwischen   diesen 

Gruppen zu  analysieren,  wendet  die  Arbeit  das   „Political  Process"Modell  von Doug 

McAdam   an,   das   ursprünglich   entwickelt   wurde,   um   das   Entstehen   von   sozialen 

Bewegungen   zu   erklären.   Die   Arbeit   erweitert   dies   auf   das   gesamte   Spektrum   von 

politischen Gruppen  in  einem politischen System. Ähnlich wie   in  McAdams Modell, 

welches die Entstehung von sozialen Bewegungen erfasst, versucht diese Anwendung die 

Entstehung und Stärkung von politischer Opposition zu erklären. 

Dafür   wird   zunächst   die   Herausbildung   von   politischen   Gelegenheiten   für 

oppositionelle Gruppen, sowie die institutionellen Barrieren, die diesen entgegen wirken 

näher analysiert. Es wird dabei gezeigt, dass sich in Singapur und in Hongkong ähnliche 

Gelegenheiten für oppositionelles Agieren ergeben haben. Auch haben beide Regierungen 

versucht   mit   institutionellen   Hürden   die   Opposition   zu   behindern.   Dazu   zählen   z.B. 

Gesetze, die das Versammlungsrecht oder die Pressefreiheit einschränken. 

Die kognitive Ebene des „PoliticalProcess"Modells wird durch Erkenntnisse aus 

1 Obwohl Hongkong bis 1997 offiziell eine Kolonie war, kann der Stadtstaat als de facto unabhängig 
bezeichnet werden.



der   politischen   Psychologie   ergänzt.   Dabei   wird   die   so   genannte   "Image"Theorie 

verwendet, die für politischen Gruppen idealtypische Perzeptionsmuster entwickelt um 

dadurch deren Verhalten zu erklären. Die oppositionellen Gruppen in beiden Fällen sind 

beeinflusst durch ein so genanntes "koloniales" Bild, jedoch zu unterschiedlichem Grade, 

was erklärt warum sich oppositionelle Gruppen in Singapur eher klein bei geben, als in 

Hongkong.   Die   regierenden   Elitegruppen   hingegen   sind   von   einem   so   genannten 

"imperialistischen" Bild beeinflusst, was dazu geführt hat, dass sie der Opposition keine 

ebenbürtige   Position   zugestehen.   Dies   rechtfertigte   ihrer   Meinung   nach   die 

Notwendigkeit einer autoritären Politik. 

Des weiteren befasst sich die Arbeit mit der Zusammensetzung, den Zielen und 

Taktiken der regierenden Elitegruppen, sowie den oppositionellen Gruppen in Hongkong 

und   Singapur.   Zunächst   wird   gezeigt,   dass   die   regierenden   Elitegruppen   in   beiden 

Stadtstaaten ähnliche Ziele und Taktiken verfolgten. Die Regierungen bekunden in beiden 

Fällen,  dass sie das Interesse der Bevölkerung im Auge haben, wobei oft  der Begriff 

„good   government"   im   Mittelpunkt   der   Diskussion   steht.   Gleichzeitig   haben   beide 

Regierungen auch versucht Oppositionelle zu kooptieren, oder gar zu unterdrücken. Eine 

genauere Analyse der regierenden Elitegruppen in Hongkong und Singapur zeigt jedoch 

einen entscheidenden Unterschied auf. Die Regierenden in Singapur waren zum einen 

erfolgreicher im Erreichen ihrer Ziele und zum anderen waren sie auch besser in der Lage 

die   Opposition  durch   eine   ausgewogene   Taktik   von  Kooption  und  Unterdrückung   in 

Schach zu halten. Dies zeigt, sich in der Selbstsicherheit, die Singapurs Herrscher an den 

Tag legen, welche vor allem darauf zurückzuführen ist, dass die Regierung in Singapur 

aus   hochgebildeten   Singapurern   besteht   und   darüber   hinaus   durch   die   Bevölkerung 

gewählt wird. Im Gegensatz dazu war die Regierung in Hongkong bis 1997 zum Großteil 

von der britischen Regierung ernannt und nur zu einem kleinen Teil von der Bevölkerung 

gewählt   worden.   Daran   kann   gezeigt   werden,   dass   die   Machthaber   in   Singapur   im 

Vergleich   zu   der   Regierung   in   Hongkong   während   der   70er   und   frühen   80er   Jahre 



erfolgreicher   gegen   die   Herausforderungen   von   oppositionellen   Gruppen   angehen 

konnten. 

Die   Kapitel,   in   denen   die   oppositionellen   Gruppen   der   beiden   Stadtstaaten 

behandelt werden, zeigen überdies, dass eine Regierung die mit Erfolg für das Wohl der 

Gesellschaft sorgt, sowie mit der Fähigkeit die Opposition durch repressive Maßnahmen 

und   Kooption   in   bestehende   Institutionen   zu   integrieren,   die   Opposition   erheblich 

schwächt. Zum einen liegt das daran, dass die Opposition prinzipiell die gleichen Ziele 

wie die Regierung verfolgt. Sie fordern die Erfüllung der Versprechen der Regierung und 

betonen,  dass   die  Methoden  um diese  Ziele   zu  erreichen  auch  wichtig   sind.  Da  die 

Regierungen in beiden Ländern nicht gleich erfolgreich bei der Umsetzung ihrer Ziele 

waren,   erklärt   dies   zum   Teil   warum   Oppositionelle   in   Hongkong   eher   zu   nicht 

institutionellen Maßnahmen griffen als ihre Pendants in Singapur. Ein weiterer Grund war 

die   Bereitschaft   der   Hongkonger   Regierung   mit   der   Opposition   Kompromisse 

einzugehen. 
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