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DOI: 10.4324/9781003100508-11

The story of Lee Kuan Yew as an autocrat is not straightforward. He won his 
first election from opposition in 1959, retained clean (if not fair) elections, and 
continued the reality of Cabinet government rather than strict autocratic rule for 
about two decades, until a few years before he stepped down as prime minister in 
1990. Even the period in which one can reasonably say that he had the authority 
of an autocrat is imprecise. Taking the meaning of autocracy literally (rule by one 
person), the period in which Lee had the capacity to exercise autocratic power 
whenever he chose began in the early 1980s, two decades after he won power. It 
lasted approximately three decades while he stayed in Cabinet variously as “Senior 
Minister” (1990–2004) and “Minister Mentor” (2004–2011). During this latter 
period, he did not routinely exercise his power except in Singapore’s sovereign 
wealth funds, satisfying himself mostly with overseeing the continuation of his ear-
lier initiatives and engaging in strategic interventions as and when he chose.

If we were to accept a less strict definition of autocracy, we might extend our 
view back into the period in which Cabinet still contained strong and independent-
minded personalities, but Lee was easily the dominant force. With this perspective 
we would start the clock sometime in the 1970s – possibly after his 1976 elec-
tion win, when he unambiguously established his authority. It was soon after this 
victory that he unilaterally launched social programs that were close to his heart 
but which many of his colleagues regarded with skepticism – notably eugenics, 
promoting and privileging Chinese culture and language, and creating a clutch of 
privileged, elite schools.1

This chapter does not focus on Lee Kuan Yew at the height of his autocratic 
powers nor on the tight system of rule he created. I present in passing an overview 
of the history and methods by which Lee and his colleagues exercised repression 
and emasculated the electoral process. My main analysis starts with the question 

9
LEE KUAN YEW

Autocracy, elections, and capitalism 
(1923–2015)

Michael D. Barr
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142 Michael D. Barr

of why Lee kept elections at all, and I employ this as the basis for developing an 
understanding of Lee’s approach to power and politics.

The capitalist pivot

The formative years of the Republic of Singapore were punctuated by both regular 
rounds of extrajudicial detentions and hard-fought elections. These two elements 
do not usually coexist very comfortably, but in Singapore’s early history they were 
inseparable both from each other and from the political career of Lee Kuan Yew. 
When Lee won power in 1959, the British Colony of Singapore was newly self-
governing. Lee’s electoral vehicle, the People’s Action Party (PAP), convincingly 
won the first election in which all adult residents of Singapore could vote, and did 
so as an opposition party. A precondition of Lee’s acceptance of the office of prime 
minister was the release of a group of left-wing members of his own party who had 
been detained by the British two years earlier.

Having won and accepted government, the PAP suffered a major split just two 
years later when the same left-wing members, plus hundreds of others, walked out 
of the party over fears that Lee intended to detain them himself. In 1963, Lee did 
indeed detain 133 people, most of whom had formerly been part of the left wing 
of the PAP – though the victims of this purge ranged much more broadly, from 
underground members of the Malayan Communist Party to populist right-wing 
opposition Members of the Legislative Assembly. With the leadership of the oppo-
sition under lock and key, the PAP won the next round of elections later that year 
and used its mandate to take Singapore into the new Federation of Malaysia as a 
member state. Two years later again, in 1965, Lee led Singapore out of Malaysia. In 
a rather ironic twist, Lee was running on this occasion from his own likely deten-
tion at the hands of the Malaysian government in Kuala Lumpur.

His natural response was to begin another round of detentions in 1966. Numer-
ically, this was a very minor purge, targeting just the 13 opposition Members of 
Parliament, but it was sufficient to leave the PAP as the only party in the newly 
constituted Singapore Parliament (which in its first session was just the old Legisla-
tive Assembly with a new name). This action ran in partnership with more generic 
harassment of opponents.2 It built on the government’s existing antidemocratic 
achievements by which it smothered or swallowed alternative centers of political 
and social power and used state resources to build a network of state-sponsored 
Community Centers and Citizens’ Consultative Committees that acted for and 
represented the PAP in everything but name.3

Thanks to a combination of these inputs, the political rewards that came with 
delivering housing and employment projects, and a short-sighted boycott of parlia-
mentary politics by the main opposition party, when the time came for independ-
ent Singapore’s first parliamentary elections – in 1968 – the PAP was able to make 
a clean sweep of all seats.4 The government then deployed its housing program 
to redistribute opposition-leaning populations so they could not form a major-
ity in any constituency and initiated major restructures and takeovers of both the 
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Lee Kuan Yew 143

trade union movement and the media.5 This left the PAP strong enough to retain 
its monopoly on parliamentary seats through several more elections – until 1981, 
when J.B Jeyaretnam won the seat of Anson for the Workers’ Party in a by-election.

Lee Kuan Yew clearly had no respect for democratic norms, but neither did he 
ever abolish elections or reduce them to a meaningless rubber stamp. He resisted 
any temptation he may have felt to follow the example of South Korean President 
Park Chung-hee, who insulated himself from electoral accountability with a new 
constitution and then ruled for the rest of his life as an unfettered autocrat. Neither 
was he tempted by the Taiwanese solution of declaring martial law nor the Indone-
sian solution of setting himself up as the institutional author of all power and then 
organizing and licensing a tame political opposition. He craved power, but not for 
its own sake. He was a social progressivist and was convinced that the mission of 
government was to engineer society’s pathway to “progress.”6

He was also sure that for a tiny, resource-poor country such as Singapore, the 
path to advancement lay with a national program of capitalist development – not-
withstanding the PAP’s branding as a democratic socialist party. He was acutely 
conscious that Singapore had few natural economic advantages, but he was fully 
aware that its colonial history, along with its strategic position in the Straits of 
Malacca, did bestow a rich set of connections to both the capitalist West and a ris-
ing Japan.7 Exploiting this slender comparative advantage was an important driver 
of Singapore’s abortive entry into Malaysia in 1963, but when the Malaysian exper-
iment failed and Lee found himself ruling a reluctantly independent Singapore in 
1965, the capitalist vision moved from being merely important to becoming one of 
the primary drivers of his political agenda – the foundation of Singapore’s survival.8

I argue that this capitalist ambition was pivotal in determining independent Sin-
gapore’s political history. Building and sustaining a complex capitalist economy – 
as opposed to rentier capitalism based on the exploitation of a single valuable 
resource  – was unlikely to be compatible with the more repressive versions of 
authoritarianism because the project required the active and enthusiastic coopera-
tion of most of society, especially the educated elite. In the early twenty-first cen-
tury, the notion of marrying capitalism with authoritarian rule is not so novel, nor 
is the idea of building an authoritarian political system that incorporates elections. 
Such forms of government are now sufficiently commonplace to be grouped and 
studied under collective labels such as “electoral authoritarianism,” “competitive 
authoritarianism,” and “modernist authoritarianism.”9 This was not the case in the 
1960s or even in the 1980s.

Lee Kuan Yew’s Singapore project was doubly unique in that it involved deep-
ening and modernizing the country’s capitalist economy at the same time as it was 
building an authoritarian state. Even in the historically cognate regimes that likewise 
combined authoritarianism with capitalism in the 1960s and 1970s (South Korea, 
Taiwan), the authoritarian system was already unassailably entrenched before the 
governments started building capitalist economies. This was not so in Singapore.

The superficial contradiction is straightforward: authoritarianism requires a citi-
zenry that accepts being told what to do, but a complex capitalist economy requires 
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144 Michael D. Barr

a population that is proactively and holistically engaged as units of production and 
consumption. Enthusiasm for the government could afford to be passive, or even 
grudging, but nothing short of whole-of-society engagement with the capitalist 
project would ever be sufficient to build economic success. Both social elites and 
ordinary people needed to invest in this enterprise without restraint – including 
preparing the next generation to participate in the local capitalist order.

Most others would have given up at this point and either given in to the temp-
tation of outright repression (and Lee came close to this in the first decade of 
independence) or engaged in populist electioneering, but Lee’s intellectual kit and 
personal qualities – along with the strong team of administratively robust colleagues 
with whom he was working – allowed him to draw back from both temptations 
and forge a new experimental path.

Elitism, capitalism, and politics

Lee Kuan Yew commanded respect from his opponents, loyalty from his colleagues, 
and something bordering on awe and fear from subordinates and those at the 
periphery of his orbit. His obvious personal strengths lay in his undoubted intel-
lect, his capacity for both hard work and hard decisions, and his skills as an orator. 
Add to this, his capacity to pay attention simultaneously to minutia and strategy, 
and – perhaps most important of all – his extraordinary knack of extracting valuable 
insights, advice, information, and ideas from everyone he met, and we have the 
very picture of an unusual and effective leader and administrator.10

Fortunately, he did not need to learn the importance of teamwork on the job: 
he had long since been convinced that the key to a successful society is the whole-
hearted co-option of society’s natural leaders, which in his mind was an elite con-
sisting of the most dynamic and most intelligent echelon of society. Since his time 
as an undergraduate at Cambridge University after the war, he had taken very 
seriously the picture of society as organic, hierarchical, and dynamic – as painted 
by scholars such as Arnold Toynbee and validated in his mind by first-hand obser-
vation.11 As prime minister, he articulated his vision with admirable clarity.

In one of his most significant set-piece speeches in 1966, soon after Singapore 
became independent, Lee explained to a meeting of school principals that society 
is a social “pyramid,” consisting of “top leaders” at the apex, “good executives” in 
the middle, and a “highly civic-conscious broad mass” at the base. The role of each 
of these social strata was distinct, requiring “qualities of leadership at the top, and 
qualities of cohesion on the ground.” Lee supplemented his imagery of the pyra-
mid with that of a military organization and argued that after the generals come 
the “middle strata of good executives,” because “the best general or the best prime 
minister in the world will be stymied if he does not have high-quality executives 
to help him carry out his ideas, thinking and planning.” Finally comes “the broad 
base” or the “privates,” who must be “imbued not only with self but also social 
discipline, so that they can respect the community and do not spit all over the 
place.”12 Hence, all strata of society – but particularly the elites and “high-quality 
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Lee Kuan Yew 145

executives” – were required as Lee’s partners in his new project. A few years earlier, 
in 1962, a similar theme emerged when Lee addressed civil servants on the key to 
good government, which he identified as “determined leadership,” “an administra-
tion which is efficient,” and “social discipline.”13

The co-optation of the elite and the rest of society did not require elections, 
but engaging in an overt constitutional coup like Indonesia’s Sukarno and Soeharto 
or South Korea’s Park Chung-hee would have sent the wrong message to both, 
creating new problems in exchange for minimal benefits, since he was confident of 
winning the next elections anyway. Yet not being one to leave anything to chance, 
he set about constraining the operation of democracy even as he allowed election 
campaigns and secret ballots to function cleanly and produce a result every few 
years.14 Outright acts of repression and arbitrary detention were part of his kit, and 
he exercised them whenever he thought it necessary, but if he was to engender 
enthusiasm for his national project, he could not afford to turn to repression as his 
leading tool. Mass detentions (and even targeted detentions) were akin to wielding 
a sledge hammer or a chain saw in a Japanese garden, doing more harm than good. 
Lee’s preferred instrument was something like a whittling knife or a scalpel.15

And so he retained elections, but with no very clear role for them to play. Much 
more important to Lee was the organization of society so that each social fraction 
was playing its part in his scheme. This was a relatively straightforward task to plan 
but not so easy to implement. It required his colleagues’ full attention to manage 
most of the mechanics of governance and much of the generation of new ideas, 
while Lee drove the project overall and managed the politics. Hence the operation 
of state and business was left to a team of highly competent administrators, such as 
Dr. Goh Keng Swee – variously Deputy Prime Minister, and Minister for Finance, 
Defense and Education. A more complete list of Lee’s collaborators would include 
fellow members of Cabinet such as Dr. Toh Chin Chye, S. Rajaratnam, Lim Kim 
San, K.M. Byrne, Ong Pang Boon, Hon Sui Sen, and E.W. Barker, along with civil 
servants such as S. Dhanabalan, Goh Chok Tong, and J.Y. Pillay.

It is an indication of the trajectory of Singapore’s capitalist development under 
Lee that the career of each of the civil servants mentioned above was dominated by 
pivotal roles running government-owned commercial companies. Lee’s capitalist 
ideal was always disconnected from notions of independent and proactive entrepre-
neurs. The private sector was the mainstay of capitalist development in the Anglo-
American world, but he preferred enterprises and capital that were either created 
by the government or beholden to it. He wanted capitalist partners who would 
just get on with their allotted tasks within the pathways his government laid down; 
partners who would augment the level of his control and patronage, thus helping 
to utilize economic and social power in the service of his political power. The two 
types of partners that fitted this bill emerged as Government-Linked Companies 
(GLCs; mostly corporatized Statutory Boards) and foreign Multi-National Com-
panies (MNCs).16

Managing the politics on the ground  – including the strong-willed Chinese 
business sector – was one of Lee’s main tasks. Conventional wisdom has it that 
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146 Michael D. Barr

the key to the PAP’s political longevity is the depoliticization of Singapore. In 
this reading, politics was all-but expelled from the public arena, and completely 
expelled from the exercise of governance; sacrificed on the altar of technocratic 
professionalism-in-government. The thesis was first proposed in an academic set-
ting by Chan Heng Chee, when she labeled Singapore an “Administrative state” 
and asked “Where has the politics gone?”17 Yet Chan was not so much contrib-
uting original analysis as amplifying Lee Kuan Yew’s well-established messaging. 
Years early he declared that his policies work because they are gestated without 
politics. Instead, he intoned, “there is a group of men sitting in little rooms, plan-
ning, thinking, analysing, watching figures, watching trends.”18 Lee’s rationale has 
not only been widely accepted, but it has stood the test of time. His eldest son, Lee 
Hsien Loong, recounted a slightly different version of the same mantra in 2005, a 
year after becoming prime minister, when he said that civil servants operate under 
almost “laboratory conditions,” working out “rational, effective solutions for our 
problems.”19 Significantly, the government’s espousal of this narrative strengthened 
over the 1980s and 1990s, just as the seriousness of opposition electoral challenges 
escalated, suggesting that the narrative of “professionalism without politics” should 
be itself regarded as a political project designed to delegitimize political dissent.

Scholars no longer take seriously Lee’s early claims about having achieved apo-
litical governance in the 1960s – and to the contrary, the government is immensely 
proud of its highly politicized narrative of those years20 – but there has developed 
a prevalent mythology that suggests that professionalism did begin driving politics 
out of government in the 1980s,21 and that the 1990s saw the arrival of mature 
technocratic government.22 Since the surge of electoral support for the opposition 
in 2011, the narrative that Singapore’s governance is “still” apolitical is rarely pos-
ited as an explicit claim, but the narrative lasted intact until the end of the 2000s.

I contend that the “expulsion of politics” thesis was never valid in independent 
Singapore, and argue instead that the prevalence and dominance of this mythology 
points to the real key to Lee Kuan Yew’s rise, which took him from being merely 
a successful strong-man politician in the 1970s to having the power of an autocrat 
in the 1980s and beyond.

Far from purging Singapore of politics, Lee created a hyper-politicized environ-
ment in which government permeated every aspect of society through a myriad of 
overt public campaigns and – more significantly – through the covert creation of 
a networked elite that monopolized power and patronage and pushed the signifi-
cance of elections and political opposition to the margins. As Mauzy and Milne 
noted in 2002 when writing about the importance of PAP’s network of kindergar-
tens: “The PAP has always sought to fill all available social and political space, and 
it certainly did not want to leave pre-school education to chance.”23 One could 
substitute almost any social institution for “pre-school education” and this sentence 
would still be true.

For Lee, politics was real and important, but it was not about choosing the 
government. Its role was to provide avenues for soliciting compliance and support 
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for the government. In taking this approach, he had in mind two very different 
constituencies as his targets: the elite, whose support was critical, and the ordinary 
people. This bifurcation can be seen in many of Lee’s early speeches, including 
his 1966 speech to school principals and his earlier speech to civil servants, both 
quoted above. Yet he was even more explicit in a 1962 address to the Royal Society 
of International Affairs in London, where he told his distinguished audience,

If I were in authority in Singapore indefinitely, without having to ask those 
who are governed whether they like what is being done, then I have not the 
slightest doubt that I could govern much more effectively in their own inter-
ests. That is a fact that the educated understand24 [emphasis added].

The first sentence of this quotation is cited routinely by scholars of Singapore poli-
tics but it is the second, less commonly cited sentence tells us who he regards as the 
important constituency. Another section of the same speech goes beyond hinting: 
“You can govern as long as the intelligentsia is with you.”

On elections and more important matters. . .

Elections were peripheral to Lee’s view of government, but that did not mean 
they had no role. Provided they were not allowed to harm the operation of his 
government, they were acceptable as one tool of governance among many others 
in providing legitimacy and soliciting support from both the elite and ordinary 
citizens. It is perhaps an indicator of Lee’s indifference to elections as a tool of 
representation that as early as the late 1960s, the main role of elected parliamentar-
ians was not their contributions to parliament (which were always minimal), but 
their weekly meetings with constituents, which were focused almost entirely on 
service delivery – helping those needing a job, facing a fine or who were otherwise 
having a problem dealing with a government agency.25 Under Lee’s watch, by the  
beginning of the 1970s elections had moved from being primarily a mechanism of 
democracy (choosing a government and representative legislators) to being primar-
ily a mechanism by which the government in power demonstrated its legitimacy.

Then, in the 1984 General Elections, something went wrong: the PAP lost two 
seats (in a house of 79 MPs) to the opposition, having already lost a single seat in 
a 1981 by-election. Lee could have responded to this minor challenge by simply 
increasing the levels of repression and control, and creating obstacles that would 
make it more difficult for the opposition to operate and win seats. In fact, he did 
take both of these steps,26 but more critically, he reduced the importance of elec-
tions even further, but still without fully subverting them.

There were two inseparable elements in this package: increasing the importance 
of non-electoral channels of communication with the government, and reducing 
the significance of any opposition electoral victories. The first step in this project 
involved parliament nominating an erzatz opposition from among each General 
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Election’s “best losers,” who would sit with elected MPs in parliament as Non-
Constituency MPs. A year later the government formed a “Feedback Unit” in the 
Ministry of Community Development, which started holding regular discussion 
sessions about issues.27 Most significantly, feedback sessions were not constituency 
based and – despite “discussions” occasionally being loud and acrimonious rather 
than genteel and respectful28 – they ultimately did nothing more than make sugges-
tions that the government might wish to consider. They were designed to expose 
the government to sentiment on the ground and potentially new ideas and per-
spectives without involving (opposition) politicians. Lee’s successors finessed the 
concepts and techniques of feedback-without-politicians by appointing yet more 
nonelected people as Nominated MPs. These NMPs were highly educated non-
party professionals whose presence was intended to introduce new ideas and fresh 
perspectives – though it should be noted that there has only ever been one occa-
sion (the passing of NMP Walter Woon’s Maintenance of Parents Bill in 1994) 
when a Nominated MP achieved a tangible outcome.29 There also emerged recur-
ring high-profile national “consultations” with grand titles such as “Our Singa-
pore Conversation,” which provided not only feedback, but a palliative spectacle 
of consultation.30

Among these new feedback structures, elections were retained but were of 
marginal importance – and deliberately so. One of the primary purposes of the 
feedback mechanisms was to diminish the importance of voting and – particularly 
for the educated elite – reduce the incentive to stand for election. Engagement 
in opposition politics was reduced to one of the less effective ways by which an 
educated person with independent perspectives could contribute to the operation 
of government.

The main purpose of elections remained basically unchanged from the 1970s: 
to establish the legitimacy of the government. It is significant that when Lee’s suc-
cessor, Goh Chok Tong, wanted to demonstrate his authority in 1992, he did so by 
calling an unnecessary by-election in his own constituency. Lee helped him along 
by declaring that a swing against Goh would diminish his “moral authority . . . in 
the government and with the public”: “Do not cast doubts on his authority by a 
lower percentage of votes. We are in a critical juncture in Singapore’s history [with 
its first change of PM].”31

Hence, by the 1990s we have the situation where the government had at its dis-
posal a wide range of tools by which it could engage, or at least be seen to engage 
in “consultation,” and separately it had elections to confirm its legitimacy. And let 
us not underestimate the importance of elections in this regard. The leaders of the 
People’s Republic of China have no intention of introducing elections at home, but 
it has now been well established that the capacity of Singapore’s rulers to success-
fully combine economic development, tight social discipline, and free elections was 
a major attraction of Singapore as a development model in the PRC.32

So, if elections are really so peripheral to government, and feedback mechanisms 
are designed more with an eye to (mis)directing political discontent than seeking 
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fresh ideas and feedback from the ground, how did Lee’s theory of co-opting elites 
and the rest of society work? After all, I have suggested, following the logic of Lee’s 
own words, that capturing the allegiance of the elite was critical to his enterprise.

I suggest that over and above the simple suppression, discouragement and misdi-
rection of dissent, the key to Lee’s power was the hyper-politicization of Singapore, 
combined with his personal capacity to dominate this stage and manage the result-
ant enterprise. Everything was political. He deployed government-linked enter-
prises as his preferred form of capitalism, meaning that the most important class of 
local capitalists was dependent upon the patronage of government. International 
capital was even easier to manage. He co-opted most of civil society – notably 
ethnic, community, religious and language associations – into his orbit, generally 
without insisting that each organization or individual actor formally declare politi-
cal loyalty, but nevertheless being confident of their willing cooperation. Trade 
unions became two-way conduits for communication between the shop floor and 
the government, with the peak union leader based in the Prime Minister’s Office 
since the 1980s. He integrated housing and neighborhoods into his personal net-
works through centrally constructed community centers, residents’ committees, 
and Town Councils. And the list goes on, usually involving the government – or 
Lee personally  – deploying the personnel to run and dominate. Hence in the 
1980s Lee supercharged his program of “professionalizing” Singapore’s civil society, 
which essentially involved deploying tertiary educated professionals to take charge 
of the less-educated sections of society, whether through their management of 
trade unions, Residents’ Committees, or language associations.33

As with the formal feedback mechanisms, this plethora of devices served to 
tame political energies, but they had a more direct role as conduits for both the 
dissemination of the government’s messages and the implementation of its poli-
cies. Unlike the formal feedback mechanisms, these social entities had lives and 
purposes of their own, independent of the government. They were part of people’s 
ordinary lives, without requiring deliberate consent or enthusiasm for the govern-
ment’s social projects. The importance of these institutions to the government is 
demonstrated with just one standout example: since 1968 Islam in Singapore has 
been run by a government Statutory Board (Islamic Religious Council of Singa-
pore, MUIS), which is chaired by a seconded civil servant. This organization runs 
the mosques, the associated schools, appoints and governs the education of imams, 
and manages the Muslim community’s response to government initiatives, such as 
the kidney transplant program.34

Such social institutions constituted the sinews of Lee’s systems of social control, 
but they were never sufficient. Without a strong sense of what we might call “the 
political,” such instruments were at risk of giving control only, without acquies-
cence or active participation. To reach their full participation-building potential, 
these mechanisms needed constant attention – the sort of micro-management at 
which Lee excelled. In short, Lee created a system that relied on his personal con-
trol and drive – the very picture of the successful autocrat.
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Conclusion

As someone who has studied Lee Kuan Yew for a quarter of a century, I have 
been constantly taken aback by the minutia with which he routinely concerned 
himself when he was at his peak. The full text of his 1966 speech to school prin-
cipals mentioned earlier in this chapter is a case in point, reflecting an extraor-
dinary level of attention to detail, completely unexpected in a prime minister; 
even the prime minister of a micro-state.35 Combine this with his levels of energy 
and the volume of hard-earned political experience that nearly overwhelmed 
him in the 1950s and 1960s, and we see a political animal to be treated with 
respect, if not trepidation. True, once he reached the pinnacle of his power in the 
1980s, he discarded some of the caution that had previously reined in his more 
idiosyncratic ideas and prejudices36 – and as he got older still, his political judg-
ment eventually slipped to the point where Cabinet Ministers started dismissing 
his more outlandish statements with a strong dose of condescension.37 Yet in his 
prime – and long after his prime – he treated politics as a serious blood sport, 
relishing the fight as much as the victory. For him, politics was not just about 
winning, but about using the public space to deliver public education. Indeed, 
at that same 1966 address to school principals to which I have alluded more than 
once already, Lee drew a direct comparison between his role as a political leader 
and that of a school teacher:

For effective teaching – such as explaining to an ignorant audience the sim-
ple A.B.C. of currency or reserves backing, and why our currency could be 
sound if we do this or that – one really has to give of oneself. The process 
demands effort and nervous energy.38

This energy and experience, and Lee’s personal skills as an orator, marked him out 
as an unusual autocrat.

Yes, he monopolized the media, dominated and intimidated both his constit-
uents and his opponents, and used the law and the full force of state institutions 
to have his way, but if he was going to win over the elites, such crude tools were 
only ever going to be steps on the way. And winning such allegiance is easier 
said than done, as his successors have discovered. The current crop of Singapore 
leaders is increasingly coming to rely on the institutional tools of coercion and 
repression, but finding that these tools are not as effective as they used to be. 
This diminished effectiveness is partly because the ground has changed  – the 
constituency is better educated and better connected and better informed than 
in the past – but also because there is no longer a Lee Kuan Yew to engage in 
the “effective teaching.” It is possible that some current or future member of the 
political elite might have the “nervous energy” for politics of which Lee spoke 
(though the complacency of living in a social bubble is more readily apparent), 
but even if that does exist somewhere in Cabinet, the rest of Lee’s political skill 
set is absent. Lim Siong Guan, who was head of the Civil Service from 1999 to 
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2005, indirectly alluded to this phenomenon in 2017, two years after Lee passed 
away:

I think the challenge for the future is to move to a politics of conviction; 
politics in Singapore has to move to one where the government needs to 
recognize that it has to convince Singaporeans on the need for policy change. 
They now have to say, “I cannot assume that you will trust me so that all 
I need to do is explain to you what I propose to do.” Now, then govern-
ment has to go a step further, to say, “I need to communicate well; need to 
demonstrate the necessity for change; I need to be able to convince you.”39

Were Lee Kuan Yew still alive to hear that speech he might have responded, “When 
did you stop doing these things? That is how I always approached politics.” And 
that was the essential ingredient of his autocracy. He built a hyper-politicized soci-
ety, wherein his personal power and that of his closest collaborators was institution-
alized throughout all aspects of society. But the only way to run a hyper-politicized 
system is to have a hyper-politician at the helm. Perhaps this methodology makes 
Lee Kuan Yew the most democratic of autocrats – and it was certainly the key to his 
success and that of Singapore’s unusual marriage of capitalism and authoritarianism.
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