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• DEBATING S'PORE POLITICS

Overcoming
doubts and
stepping forth

By CATHERINE LIM

WHATEVER strategies of
communication I may use.as
a political commentator - di­
rectly through exposition, or
indirectly through humour,
irony and satire - I would
like to continue to share my
views with fellow Singapore­
aDS.

There is onc special group
I'm interested in - those who
follow political develop­
ments keenly and are now
wondering whether they
should move from being pas­
sive observers to active par­
ticipants in public discussion
and debate.

For them I have an urgent
message: If you have the fo1­
lowipg reservations, you can
overcome them, as I have:

Firstly, you feel bad
about criticising a govern­
ment that has done so much
good for lhe people. The Peo­
ple's Action Party (PAP)
Government's achievements
have been so spectacular,
surely whatever shortcom-

ings it has can be over­
looked?

But if you sincerely,
strongly feel that the short­
coming is more than minor­
that it is, in fact, a real defect
of leadership style that could
have serious repercussions
for society in the long term­
then you must speak up.

If giving credit where
credit is due is a good thing,
then giving criticism where
criticism is due is better, for.
it entails greater effort, even
courage.

There is a time and a
place for praise and blame,
trust and doubt, apprecia­
tion and anger. They need
not exclude each other; in­
deed, together they make
for a more balanced, integrat­
ed view.

I am probably the most
seasoned critic in Singapore.
But I have repeatedly ex­
pressed my profound appre­
ciation for the safety, securi­
ty, and· material well-being
of Singapore. Perhaps the
most glowing tribute ever re-

ceived by the PAP Govern­
ment came from me four
years ago at the time of the
Indian Ocean tsUnami.

I was so impressed by the
Singapore Government's ren­
dering of help to belea­
guered Indonesians - help
that was noted not only for
its generosity but also its qui­
et tact, calm resolution and
warm empathy - that I
wrote an enthusiastic article
about it that was published
in Today.

Secondly, you feel that
since you are not interested
in going into politics, since
you don't have the makings
of a politician, you aren't
qualified to be a political crit­
ic. Wrong.

Political life is not for eve­
rybody. As long as you are a
concerned Singaporean with
worthwhile ideas, as long as
you are motivated by convic­
tion and good intentions,
you can make a valuable con­
tribution to the raising of po­
litical awareness and the en­
larging of political debate, so
sorely needed in Singapdre.

I have been challenged,
as well as invited, many
times to get into the political
arena, but my answer has al­
ways been no. For I am
aware of my limitations, pret­
ty serious ones at that.

For one thing, my person­
ality and temperament make
me quite unfit for the de­
mands of political life. Being
overly individualistic and sol­
itary, not to mention opinion­
ated and stubborn, I would
find it very hard to submit to
party discipline and consen­
'us.

I'm sure if I joined any
party, I would be booted out
within a month. I can claim
only two abilities - being

able to speak aod write. But
that's okay, as I can make
reasonable use of them in
my role as political commen­
tator.

Thirdly, you fear that as a
political critic, you will bring
upon yourself the wrath of a
powerful and implacable
government, perhaps even
strong punitive action.
Wrong again.

I believe that much of the
fear we Singaporeans experi­
ence is unnecessary and
self-inflicted - which, of
course, suits the PAP fine,
since it makes its work of
control that much easier.

I also believe that even a
criticism-averse government
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must respect, even if grudg­
ingly, criticism that is in­
formed, measured, reasoned
and principled, born out of
conviction and a genuine
concern for the well-being of
the society.

At the most, the govern­
ment might react to your crit­
icism with a sharp rebuke; at
the least, it might simply ig­
nore you, as it has been ig­
noring me for years.

When my first political
commentaries appeared in
The Straits Times more than
10 years ago, there was ini­
tially an uproar, and the gov­
ernment was clearly angry.
In fact, there were all kinds
of rumours, some downright
ridiculous, about how the

MAKE A STAND

''You will notice
that my operative
words are
honesty. sincerity.
conviction and
good intentions...
So my rallying
cry to
Singaporeans
is this: Think
through, spl:ak
out. stand up
and try not to
be too afraid,"
WRITER CATHERINE UM (left)

government was out to get
me. But as you can see, I'm
still happily around.

You will notice that my
operative words are hones­
ty, sincerity, conviction and
good intentions. Ultimately,
these are the most important
qualities to bring to any rela­
tionship in any sphere - polit­
ical, business or profession­
al, in the public or private do­
main.

So my rallying cry to Sin­
gaporeans is this: Think
through, speak out, stand up
and try not to be too afraid.

The writer is a novelist. The
above is an excerpt from a
speech she delivered at the lee
Kuan Yew School of Public
Policy last week.


