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Advance praise for The First Wave

 

“Most commentators have commonly attributed the plight of the Republic’s Opposition parties to the PAP government’s tactical and strategic finesse and its deliverance of a good life in modern and prosperous Singapore. However, the Opposition’s shifting electoral tides and relatively weak performance are also due to other contributory factors. To these, one must include history, political culture, leadership, and extent of internal stability of the Opposition camp vis-à-vis the government...

“Loke Hoe Yeong’s reflections and acute grasp of the above political imperatives—while also not casting aside other unpredictable imponderables in the Republic’s political landscape—place this well-researched and well-articulated study a cut above many other writings about Singapore’s Opposition parties. Not intending to be a comprehensive project about Opposition parties and focusing more on the pivotal role played by J. B. Jeyaretnam and Chiam See Tong, this book contributes to our greater understanding of Singapore’s modern political history as a whole.”

 

—Professor Hussin Mutalib, PhD, author of Parties and Politics: A Study of Opposition Parties and the PAP in Singapore


 

To Eunjeong


 

“All a poet can do today is warn. 

 

That is why the true Poets must be truthful.”

 

—Wilfred Owen, draft Preface


Introduction

 

Democratisation has been described to occur in waves, rather than as sudden bolts, as would be ascribed to political revolutions, for instance. The first wave of a democratic awakening in post-independence Singapore did start though with the bolt of J. B. Jeyaretnam’s surprise victory (or, for the People’s Action Party [PAP], a shock defeat) in the Anson by-election of 1981. Only one general election before that in 1980, the ruling PAP was still looking at a share of 75.6 per cent of the popular vote with zero representation in Parliament from the opposition. Nevertheless, the momentum of opposition growth in Singapore built up gradually through to the 1984 general election, the first of many elections in Singapore to be called a “watershed,” in which Chiam See Tong was also elected in Potong Pasir. After the 1991 general election, and with a record four members in Parliament, the opposition began dreaming of forming the government one day. 

But their euphoria was short-lived. After all, the use of the wave analogy also implies an element of ebb and flow. Almost immediately after the opposition victories of 1991, fault lines in the leading Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) rose to the surface, and the party was wiped out of Parliament in 1997. The opposition, as fronted by Chiam, spent the next decade thereafter experimenting with coalition arrangements among themselves. 

But it was not until the 2011 general election that the Workers’ Party, led by its new leader, Low Thia Khiang, would more substantial gains for the opposition.

What went wrong with the first generation of Singapore’s post-independence opposition? This book examines their rise and fall in the period from 1981 to 2011, with the aim of filling a gap in explanations of Singapore politics. 

 

Problematic explanations of Singapore’s politics

 

The old adage that “oppositions don’t win elections, governments lose them” suggests incumbency is generally a liability for ruling parties. Although Singapore has always been known to be a sui generis case, there is a prevalence of muddled explanations as to why Singapore is that to such a great degree. 

One school of thought favours the PAP and credits the longstanding ruling party of Singapore for winning the hearts and minds of the electorate with their policies, which have brought stability and prosperity, and chastises the opposition for failing to get its act together. 

Meanwhile, the other school of thought sympathises with the opposition, and blames the PAP for the unfair hurdles and barriers erected against it, such as laws and regulations that restrict funding and the avenues of communication for opposition parties, and for creating a “climate of fear” that discourages more credible opposition candidates from stepping forward. Sometimes, the latter group admits that Singaporeans have been willing to sacrifice some political freedoms in return for political-economic stability. 

Writing in 1995, the sociologist Chua Beng Huat asserted that “it should be obvious that the refrain of authoritarianism as the explanation of Singapore’s political development in the past three decades is inadequate.”1 His classic text, Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore, recognised a “polarisation” that has characterised studies on Asian governments, which either “concentrates on a history of authoritarian repression” or “unequivocally praises the regime.”2 

That situation remains unchanged in some quarters today. Outside of Singapore, observers and researchers from the media, academia and non-governmental organisations tend to be aligned with the latter group. This resonates with the democracy indices by organisations like Freedom House and the Economist Intelligence Unit, which generally rank Singapore far down the list, setting it apart from its peers in the club of advanced economies.

To be clear, this is not to be an apologist for repressive laws, just as it is inconceivable for Chua to be one. Important as they are, those critiques of the Singapore system belong to a different debate. In fixating themselves on Singapore’s restrictions on political freedoms and civil liberties, these observers miss the opportunity to offer rigorous explanations on why things have turned out the way they do. 

The question is whether their analyses stand the test. Witness how in the aftermath of the 2011 general election, for instance, some scholars of democratisation expounded on the way opposition parties were finding “new energy and backing, as young people flock to social media to express themselves more openly,” and how the PAP appeared to be “entering a more vulnerable phase” which would “accelerate when the founding generation of leaders, particularly Lee Kuan Yew…passes from the scene”—only to be proven completely wrong on all counts at the 2015 general election.3 To be fair, by most accounts, the PAP were surprised at their own strong showing that year. 

On the other hand, there have been scholars who have theorised Malaysia as one of the Southeast Asian authoritarian regimes where “democratisation by elections” is highly unlikely to happen because their elections are deemed to be so flawed4—only to be found scrambling for explanations and qualifications when the opposition Pakatan Harapan alliance won the 2018 Malaysian general election.5 

To put things in an international context, these misguided analyses were comparable to the abject failure of many leading experts and observers to foresee the results of the 2016 Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom or the presidential election in the United States that same year, because of their misreading of the overall ground sentiments. 

Also, some of these observers have waded into the debate between the “moderate opposition” and the “confrontational opposition” in Singapore, one key theme in this book. The frequent criticism they make of the opposition in Singapore—particularly of Chiam See Tong and Low Thia Khiang—is that they are not radical enough, and are not offering a differentiated choice for voters vis-à-vis the PAP; ergo, they have failed to make greater inroads into Parliament or induce substantive political change.6 Their observations may be valid insofar as it is a reflection of how powerfully the PAP government has shaped the national narrative of what kind of politics is desirable for Singapore. But they ignore the fact that there is at least one tradition of opposition politics in the West which says that “an Opposition must oppose but not obstruct, it must be constructive, not disruptive.” Those observers also do not address a strategic dilemma facing the opposition in Singapore, to which the political scientist Hussin Mutalib has alluded7—if too confrontational, the opposition would lose a considerable swathe of generally contented, middle-ground voters; if too moderate, the PAP’s technocratic superiority would beat them to it where policy prescriptions are concerned.

However, if there is one aspect that makes it problematic, it is how it may affect a factual understanding and analysis of a fateful key event in Singapore’s political history of the opposition, the SDP’s fratricide and fracture of 1993, which we turn to next.

 

Political history: the SDP’s fratricide and fracture of 1993

 

While borrowing the analogy of the “democratic wave theory,” this book, however, departs from its progenitors—such as the political scientist Samuel Huntington—in terms of the lens of analysis used. One could look, as Huntington and others have, at socio-cultural and economic factors, or at cataclysmic events such as the fall of Communism in 1989, for the causes behind democratisation in countries around the world.8 Yet efforts towards creating a theory of what is it that promotes or constrains democracy have been inconclusive at best. Scholars of politics and democracy are beginning to admit the futility of propagating ever more theories of democratisation, and are looking instead from the angle of how states like Singapore contain political conflict and contention.9 

That is when one should also look to political history, a study of politics through a linear, path-dependent approach.10 While structural, socio-economic factors certainly provide a good framework to account for the opposition’s weakness and the PAP’s strength, especially where they relate to the outcomes of elections, this book seeks to fill a vital missing link in solving the puzzle. 

When politicians make decisions on how to act, they are more likely to make a cost-benefit assessment of the political choices before them, rather than to ponder over the type of authoritarian or democratic regime they wish to adopt. This relates to what academics call “path-dependency”—what politicians say or do in the initial stages of events can predetermine their actions later on; one action or decision begets the next. And rather than just telling a nice story, the framework of political history also provides us with the whole kaleidoscope of contextual factors of a given political situation. 

The story of the SDP’s split of 1993 is that key to explaining the rise and fall of the first generation of Singapore’s opposition. It continues to be an emotive issue among the different quarters in the opposition to this day. As late as May 2016, the PAP has continued to use the event to discredit Chee Soon Juan in the Bukit Batok by-election, casting aspersions on his character, just as it had done back in the 1990s. Chee and his supporters claim that he has been the victim of “gutter politics.”11 On the other hand, the narrative that Chee had betrayed his mentor Chiam continues to hold traction.12 

Most viscerally, it was after the split in the SDP that it lost its two remaining seats in Parliament at the ensuing general election in 1997, and more than two decades thereafter at this time of writing, it has still not been successful at re-entering Parliament to date. That is not to discount the PAP’s role in erecting hurdles and barriers for the opposition, which Part II (“Besieged”) lays out—from the procedural (town councils, the group representation constituency [GRC] system and the elected presidency) to the demonstrative (the “climate of fear” in the aftermath of the arrests under the Internal Security Act [ISA] of 1987 and 1988). Rather, what happened in 1993 was the crux of at least a decade of movements and developments within the opposition camp. 

The whole train of events could be traced from Jeyaretnam’s disqualification from Parliament in 1986 and the arrests in 1987 of 22 Singaporeans under the ISA, a number of them affiliated with the Workers’ Party. Around this time, there was also the exodus of the clique of Wong Hong Toy, the chairman of the Workers’ Party who fell out with Jeyaretnam, and then defected to Chiam’s SDP. It was Chiam who survived as the sole opposition MP after the ensuing general election in 1988. (Lee Siew Choh, the erstwhile leader of Barisan Sosialis that had merged with the Workers’ Party on the eve of that general election, became a Non-Constituency MP.) 

As the augmented SDP prepared for the next general election, the “by-election effect” was conceptualised and that helped the SDP in no small part to clinch three seats at the 1991 general election. 

It was the up-and-coming SDP that Chee Soon Juan, a young lecturer at the National University of Singapore (NUS), chose to join. He was unveiled by Chiam as the “most courageous man in Singapore today” who would contest in the SDP’s team in the Marine Parade by-election of 1992, against a PAP team led by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong.

Before Chee’s entry onto the scene, fault lines in the SDP already had arisen over the issue of running the town councils that the SDP had won in 1991. Cracks were beginning to show in the marriage of convenience between the Wong Hong Toy clique from the Workers’ Party and Chiam’s SDP. In any case, the town council squabbles set off a series of events that ultimately combusted the SDP within a year—1993, the annus horribilis of the party. 

Early that year, Chee went on a hunger strike after he had been dismissed from NUS; it was alleged that he had misused research funds, and these accusations are examined in depth in this book. It was that very public hunger strike by Chee, who had recently become the SDP’s assistant secretary-general and effectively Chiam’s right-hand man, which inexorably split the SDP leadership into two camps, each of which held conflicting visions for the future of the party. 

In the midst of attempts at reconciliation between the two factions, Chiam gave an explosive speech at the Singapore Press Club in which he denounced his SDP colleagues. That was the point of no return for the SDP, leading to the expulsion of Chiam from the party he had founded. Chiam challenged the SDP’s decision in court and managed to have his membership of the SDP reinstated, thereby salvaging his parliamentary seat. 

Along the way, Chiam’s key charge was that Chee had been attempting to usurp his position as leader of the SDP, which Chee has vehemently denied ever since. In tracing the whole series of events in detail, this book reveals the complexities and intrigue of an intra-party power struggle that had set the opposition in Singapore back for almost a generation. 

It is always tempting to entertain the counterfactuals. What if the SDP had not split? What if there had been no fights on the town council issues, or if Chee had not been dismissed by the NUS, which precipitated the SDP’s fracture? The SDP might have then grown from strength to strength with a formidable team led by Chiam and Chee, perhaps to be met with reprisals from the PAP of the sort in Part II of this book. That may well have halted the SDP’s advance, but it would certainly not have wiped it out of Parliament overnight. 

Then again, counterfactuals can be an endless exercise in fantasy. We could even ask: how would things have turned out if Chee had joined the Workers’ Party instead of the SDP ahead of the 1992 by-election in Marine Parade? That would not have been implausible if one considers how Chee’s brand of more radical, rights-based politics has been far more in tune with Jeyaretnam’s than Chiam’s. But the Workers’ Party was of course not the party in the ascendancy in 1992. 

 

Towards a full understanding of the opposition’s weakness 

 

For sure, the political history of the Singapore opposition as presented in this book is but one piece in a bigger puzzle in explaining the dearth of the opposition’s representation in Parliament. 

Hussin Mutalib’s 2003 book, Parties and Politics, is the seminal study of opposition parties in Singapore. Through extended interviews he conducted with essentially all the key opposition figures in Singapore since the 1960s, he has presented detailed case studies of four opposition parties, including the Workers’ Party and the SDP. While emphasising the PAP government’s tactics in diminishing and eliminating political opposition, Mutalib’s analysis has also strongly indicated a cyclical development of the Singapore’s opposition parties in terms of their rise and decline, given the numerous disagreements within and between different opposition parties. 

None of these issues are unique to the opposition in Singapore of course. The PAP itself saw its fair share of conflict between its moderate and more left-wing factions from the late 1950s to 1961. And the idea that political parties anywhere in the world are harmonious, fraternal organisations is surely a myth. But Mutalib couples this explanation with the observation that “an affluent Singapore is a major factor to explain the Opposition’s failure to undo the PAP’s popular mandate.”13 

Furthermore, Mutalib has noted, Singapore’s political culture is dominated by what he terms a “caution syndrome” and the “subject” mentality, where the citizenry has some knowledge of the political process but prefers not to participate in politics. 

This political culture has been conceptualised by Chua Beng Huat as a form of “communitarian ideology” that emphasises society over the individual, which challenges the notion that modern democracies would necessarily develop into liberal societies that privilege individual rights, as suggested by many Western observers. In Chua’s study of Singapore’s public housing system, state capitalism and multiracial policies, he has outlined the pervasiveness of the Singapore state and its social redistributive policies.14 

Two series of books on particular elections in Singapore have provided some of the most compelling analyses on the opposition as they relate to the workings of Singapore’s politics. Derek da Cunha’s The Price of Victory and Breakthrough, on the 1997 and 2011 general elections respectively, examine the electoral tactics and personalities of the PAP and the opposition against the background of economic and other election issues, coupled with a study of the election rallies that were held during that campaign, to arrive at his analysis of the election results and trajectory of Singapore’s politics. While political scientists and analysts are not soothsayers, it is prescient for instance how da Cunha wrote in 1997 after the wipe-out of the SDP from Parliament about how “a window of opportunity, or a vacuum, exists for a new political party to come to the fore,” made up of “professional and educated individuals with a commitment to politics in general,” with the implication that such a new party would take a moderate rather than confrontational approach towards the PAP.15 Although not exactly a new party, it was a new leadership of the Workers’ Party that found the winning formula in long lead-up to 2011 general election. 

Kevin Tan’s and Terence Lee’s edited volumes Voting in Change and Change in Voting, on the 2011 and 2015 general elections respectively, brought together researchers and observers who examine issues and perspectives similar to what da Cunha had done, and including survey data where available. These two series of books notably eschew any overbearing framework of theories of democratisation cited earlier in this introduction that, as I have argued, are not well-suited to explaining Singapore’s sui generis brand of politics.

The present predicament of Singapore’s opposition parties also has its roots in earlier history. Writing in 1970, Thomas Bellows, regarded as the pioneer of academic studies on the PAP and, by extension, Singapore’s politics, had offered an explanation of the opposition’s decline through the 1960s. While acknowledging that the detentions under Operation Coldstore in 1963 had seriously crippled the main opposition Barisan Sosialis, Bellows identified Barisan’s Chairman Lee Siew Choh’s decision to pursue an extra-parliamentary strategy of “mass struggle”—and the resultant “doctrinal struggle” within Barisan Sosialis that tore it apart—as the ultimate nail in the coffin for the opposition. Lee’s foolhardy declaration of Barisan’s boycott of Parliament starting from December 1965 “removed the party from what might have been its most effective positon of influence”16 and, as we would see in hindsight, essentially guaranteed the PAP’s monopoly of Parliament for the next 15 years. This was all the more odd given that it was Lee Siew Choh himself, as Bellows pointed out, who presented very compelling reasons why a strategy of “mass struggle” would fail in Singapore when he was still PAP assemblyman in 1961, albeit from the standpoint of a Communist mass struggle then. Lee’s reasoning was three-pronged—that it would be impossible to have a Communist Singapore without a Communist Malaya; that the anti-Communist forces in Singapore were militarily superior; and that the entrepôt economy of Singapore was “inextricably linked up with, and entirely dependent on the goodwill of anti-Communist countries.”17 

The similarities between Barisan Sosialis’s predicament in 1965 and the SDP’s in 1993 are uncanny, perhaps a vindication of Mutalib’s observation of the cyclical pattern of development of opposition parties in Singapore. After the train of events involving Chiam’s expulsion from the SDP, the party embarked on a strategy of what Chee Soon Juan described as “civil disobedience”—during which the SDP had never succeeded in getting into Parliament, even though other opposition parties did. 

 

Conclusion: a second wave?

 

By writing of a first wave of democratic awakening in Singapore, the natural question would be whether a second wave is already on-going with the victories of Low Thia Khiang’s Workers’ Party in 2011, and how a second wave could ebb and flow like the first. For a credible study of that, some time and distance would be more than desirable. Low is covered only tangentially in this book, even though his parliamentary career began in 1991 in the midst of the first wave, though that is certainly not an indication of the impact on Singapore politics he has made. Rather, it is because Low’s leadership of the Workers’ Party since 2001 has taken such an independent life from Jeyaretnam and Chiam for that to call for a separate account. 

Meanwhile, the experiences and lessons of the first wave, and the questions they pose to us, should offer us much material for reflection. 





Prologue

 

1 March 1985

 

Parliament sessions were televised for the first time in Singapore. Today in Parliament became such a hit on prime-time television that the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation subsequently extended its original half-hour running time to 45 minutes. “Politics, the ruling party and Government have been made human through television coverage,” a Straits Times report pronounced.1 

“I don’t really trust the newspapers,” one viewer said. “On television, it’s warts and all. TV captures them in the raw, and there’s no retake.”2

“I didn’t watch every session on TV,” admitted one young professional. “But if I knew that Mr Chiam See Tong was going to speak, I’d watch because I want to know how he is performing.”3

Speaking to viewers, the Sunday Times found J. B. Jeyaretnam to be regarded as one of the particularly impressive speakers in the inaugural parliamentary broadcast. In equal measure, Jeyaretnam’s detractors thought that he had been given too much airtime.4 

The sixth Parliament opened 25 February 1985 after an eventful general election had been fought the previous December. For the first time at a general election after Singapore’s independence, opposition politicians were elected. Moreover, this took place against the backdrop of an unprecedented swing of 12.5 per cent against the ruling PAP. J. B. Jeyaretnam of the Workers’ Party had been returned in Anson, against all odds and despite the PAP’s vow to “expose, demolish, and destroy” him.5 The other opposition Member of Parliament (MP) was Chiam See Tong, the secretary-general of the SDP, the party that he had founded in 1980. He was the lawyer who, when he first entered politics in the late 1970s, went around Singapore in his trademark Volkswagen Beetle with his loudhailer, telling Singaporeans that one-party rule was not their destiny. 

The fierce debates between government and opposition in the chamber in the 1950s and early 60s had receded into the public’s memory, simply because there had been no opposition for most of the years since then. The days of the opposition Barisan Sosialis, and of fiery politicians like David Marshall, the first chief minister of Singapore, and Ong Eng Guan, the first mayor of Singapore and renegade member of the PAP, were long over. 

The homogeneous make-up of Parliament since independence was not limited to party representation. There had also not been a single woman in the House since 1970, when Chan Choy Siong, the PAP MP for Delta, retired. The general election of 1984 broke that long spell with the election of Aline Wong, Dixie Tan and Yu-Foo Yee Shoon of the PAP. 

As at the start of the first session of every Parliament, members debated the address of the President—then C. V. Devan Nair—to the House, delivered on behalf of the government as is the convention in Westminster parliamentary systems. Tan Cheng Bock, the MP for Ayer Rajah, who moved the motion for the debate in 1985, was known to have sparred with ministers a number of times in the previous Parliament on what he considered to be elitist policies.6 The party’s choice for him to kick off the debate seemed to hint at a recognition of the shifting political landscape. “Since 1963, the people have given this Government a blank cheque,” he boldly said. “But today, after 25 years of nation-building, there is an erosion in this faith and trust in the Government… Many Singaporeans felt left behind because they could not follow the pace of change, and they resented this.”7 

Voters appeared to defy the ruling party by voting in two opposition MPs in 1984. This was in reaction to a raft of unpopular policies, such as the proposed delayed withdrawal of retirement savings, which were delivered by tough-talking ministers. At the opening of Parliament in 1985, there was a certain air of change, in anticipation of more debate to follow, not only from the two opposition MPs but also emboldened PAP backbenchers. It would have been foolhardy if the PAP had continued their tough talk. Doing so in the aftermath of their defeat in the 1981 Anson by-election only reinforced the trajectory of their dipping performance in the popular vote in the subsequent general election. 

Yet the government’s decision to begin screening Parliament sessions on television was counterintuitive to some who believed that Chiam “won his parliamentary seat on television” when Chiam warned of the dangers of overly rapid economic development and of empty Central Provident Fund (CPF) accounts—the mandatory savings plan for Singaporeans.8 Why would the government afford Chiam more media exposure now? Surely it was an admission on the part of the government that television coverage, with its more visceral impact and its greater viewership numbers than newspaper circulation, was too important to ignore by now. Nonetheless, the definitive move to televise parliamentary sittings arose from a challenge Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew had made to Jeyaretnam in July the previous year, when Lee said that “no press man in the gallery can convey [Jeyaretnam’s] sloppy, slovenly, ill-prepared presentation.”9 

Jeyaretnam, the leader of the Workers’ Party, had been in Parliament since 1981, initially as the sole opposition MP. He doggedly challenged the government on a range of issues. Immediately, from his maiden parliamentary speech in December 1981, Jeyaretnam and Lee Kuan Yew engaged in aggressive and ugly debates that earned each other’s intense dislike. Jeyaretnam thought Lee Kuan Yew dictatorial while Lee saw him as a “poseur, always seeking attention, good or bad.”10 

A case in point would be the acerbic exchanges between the two men right from the start of the debate on the President’s Address that year. After Tan Cheng Bock, who moved the motion, Jeyaretnam was next to speak. When addressing constitutional rights, Jeyaretnam cited the case of Guyana and was immediately met by the caustic response from the Prime Minister, who said, “They have got all the fine, fundamental rights written into their Constitution. What kind of lives do their people live?”11

Jeyaretnam had been relegated to a back seat in the previous Parliament. It felt almost as if the PAP were still in denial that an opposition politician had made it into Parliament and were trying to conceal his presence. This time, however, he, along with Chiam, was given a prominent seat on the front bench across the government’s side, following the Westminster tradition of seating the opposition. 

In another unprecedented move, President Devan Nair had invited both Chiam and Jeyaretnam to lunch in February 1985, before the new Parliament was sworn in.12 Back in the years he was in the heat of party politics, Nair was hard hitting against the opposition, particularly against those very two men who were the front runners of Singapore’s opposition. In fact, Nair’s seat of Anson, which he had held before his elevation to the presidency, had been won by Jeyaretnam at the 1981 by-election. At the time of that by-election, Nair appeared to have softened considerably towards the opposition. In later years, Nair recounted his lunch meeting with Lee Kuan Yew the day after the by-election, during which he had tried, unsuccessfully, to placate the furious Prime Minister by saying that the opposition still constituted no threat to the PAP government.13 Nair seemed to be striking a more conciliatory tone towards his former adversaries, especially now that he was technically above politics in the non-partisan, ceremonial head-of-state role of President. In his speech at the investiture of the new Cabinet early in 1985, he said he hoped that “the next Parliament will see positive signs from both sides of the House,” even remarking that “how Singapore’s parliamentary system will further develop depends first upon the way the government accepts the role of the loyal opposition.”14

As Nair’s demeanour towards the opposition softened, some other PAP figures became more vocal towards, or even outrightly critical of, the PAP government. The key figure in this regard was Toh Chin Chye, a founding member of the PAP and its former chairman, and also a former deputy prime minister, whom Lee Kuan Yew had dropped from the Cabinet after the 1980 general election. Lee’s stated motive for that was the renewal of the PAP leadership, though nothing could placate Toh’s very public disdain for a PAP that he felt was deviating from its socialist roots. In the lead-up to the 1984 general election, there were rumours, publicly acknowledged even by the tightly controlled press, that he would resign from the PAP and run as an independent candidate.15 This, it was suggested, was because his criticisms of the PAP and its policies had “allegedly exceeded the tolerance of the ruling party” and had become a “dissident to be ousted from his party.”16 In any case, that did not materialise, and Toh was re-elected in his seat of Rochore on the PAP ticket. 

In the new Parliament of 1985, Chiam was assigned to be seated next to Toh Chin Chye in the front bench directly opposite the Cabinet ministers, almost as if in acknowledgement of the critical role Toh had played alongside Chiam and Jeyaretnam in challenging government policies since the early 1980s. Chiam remembered him as a “quiet, humble and reserved gentleman”17 whose personal exchanges with those around him in Parliament were kept to a minimum. 

Once he took to the dispatch box, though, Toh was in a different mode. His critiques of the PAP’s “elitist policies” were delivered with gravitas, armed with his years of knowledge of the inner workings of government, of policies and of the Prime Minister himself. His old colleague and contemporary, S. Rajaratnam, who was by then senior minister, acknowledged, however, that Toh’s criticisms of the PAP were “sincere and well-considered.” He even lauded Toh as a possible model for the political opposition.18

Such deference, however, was not afforded to Jek Yeun Thong, another PAP stalwart from its early years and a former Cabinet minister, who had similarly turned critical of the PAP government. Jek had returned fully to the political fray after a stint as High Commissioner to the United Kingdom while retaining his Queenstown parliamentary seat. (The PAP had announced in the lead-up to the 1984 general election that its practice of appointing some MPs as ambassadors overseas would stop, so that they could “serve their constituents at home.”19 Of the last four MP-ambassadors, Jek Yeun Thong was the only one who chose to return to Parliament rather than retire from politics.) Jek took the PAP to task on a range of issues from the proposed delay of the withdrawal age of CPF retirement funds to the use of hanyu pinyin to teach Chinese in schools. 

This earned him an equally lengthy diatribe from Rajaratnam, who chastised Jek for his oppositional stance towards his own party; “a more suitable sport for Mr Chiam,” Rajaratnam said. “What need was there for the Member for Queenstown, who rode in on the PAP horse, to play the same game?”20 Jek retaliated by asking who was the one getting senile—Rajaratnam had once, in his speech, mistakenly referred to Jek as a minister—and suggested that Rajaratnam was also possibly “hard of hearing.”21 To Jek, senior PAP ministers were making a mockery of Parliament by telling members what criticisms to make and what not to.22

The Jek–Rajaratnam exchange was televised and widely watched, and such open confrontation and name-calling within the ruling party’s ranks was a clear departure from the standard speeches of PAP backbenchers of previous years, who were almost at pains not to sound critical of party leaders. This show of discipline among PAP backbenchers was understandable, given that they had an incentive to “catch the eye of senior party leaders through [their] performances at question time in Parliament,” and, to use the metaphor of the classroom, “await the teacher’s recognition and promotion according to merit,” as one observer put it.23

In a way, the public may have been awakened to political debate at the sight of senior leaders and former leaders of the PAP openly disagreeing and arguing between themselves on prime-time television. But the MPs, including Toh Chin Chye and Jek Yeun Thong, were naturally obliged to vote with the PAP on parliamentary bills, motions and resolutions. The party whip is the mechanism enforced by a party official to ensure that all its members vote according to the party line during Parliament sittings, with the implicit threat of expulsion from the party if such discipline is not adhered to. Some watching the televised Parliament sittings were dismayed at what they deemed to be the hypocrisy of MPs, like Jek Yeun Thong, who did not vote in accordance with what they preached.24

The public thus trained its sight on Chiam and Jeyaretnam, the two men at the front of the first wave of democratic awakening in post-independence Singapore. 






Part I: Beginning of the Wave (1981–1984)





1: The Opposition Returns

 

Jeyaretnam’s parliamentary debut 

 

After winning the 1981 Anson by-election,1 Jeyaretnam declared that he wanted one half of the Parliament chamber to be reserved just for him as he was the sole opposition MP. On the other half of the chamber, all the 74 PAP MPs would have to be accommodated under his plan.2 This would appear to accentuate the design of the Westminster-style Parliament chamber that Singapore used, where the opposition would be seated opposite the government benches, although this was expressly not why the “Mother of Parliaments” in London was set up as such.3 Nevertheless, it was the kind of grandiose statement that Singaporeans had come to expect of their most ferocious opposition politician. As it turned out, though, Jeyaretnam was relegated to a corner seat in the Parliament chamber. It would seem that the PAP government was still in denial of the opposition’s return into Parliament, 15 years after the last opposition MP had walked out. 

On 22 December 1981, Jeyaretnam strode into the Parliament chamber and took his oath. Just a few parliamentary questions into the sitting, he tackled Lee Yock Suan, then the Minister of State for National Development. On the conservancy and service charges collected by the Housing and Development Board (HDB), Jeyaretnam asked why there was a need for an increase even though the HDB had made a profit in excess of $32 million the previous year. Lee replied that “accounts do not completely reflect the situation.” On the HDB’s sale of old flats, Jeyaretnam asked why they were being transacted at current market value, whereas the Ministry of Finance was able to sell old flats under their Housing and Urban Development Company (HUDC) at cost price at the time they had been built in the 1970s. Lee told him to ask the Minister for Finance.4 Those parliamentary questions had been filed by PAP MPs before the sitting, but Jeyaretnam entered the fray in a manner that must have unsettled a Minister of State with no experience debating with the parliamentary opposition.

Before Jeyaretnam had been elected to Parliament, the PAP backbenchers played the role of the opposition, said Teo Chong Tee, the PAP MP for Changi from 1976 to 1996, and at one time a parliamentary secretary. “We also spoke quite freely,” said Teo. “When I was sitting in the backbench, I liked to raise a lot of localised issues because my constituency was affected by major redevelopment and resettlement had to take place.” But when Jeyaretnam entered Parliament—and Chiam See Tong later in 1985—the PAP backbenchers had to be “a little bit more sensitive in wanting to say things,” lest “the two guys would jump on the bandwagon and join us in attacking the Ministers,” Teo said.5 That also meant that the PAP backbenchers began to pre-empt the ministers in advance as to the issues they would raise in Parliament.

 

Lee Kuan Yew versus Jeyaretnam 

 

Jeyaretnam’s full maiden speech in Parliament took place later that same day, when he rose to speak on the Prevention of Corruption (Amendment) Bill that was being tabled for its second reading. 

“Mr Speaker, Sir, I am glad that on this, my first speech in this House, I am able to compliment the Government in its efforts and determination to stamp out corruption and I can assure the Government and the Members of this House of my Party’s support in all that the Government does to stamp out corruption in this land of ours,” he began. “But what we do not always approve are the methods that are used by the law enforcement agencies when they go about carrying out the task assigned to them, and the CPIB is no exception.”

Jeyaretnam spoke on how the increased powers that the bill would give to officers of the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB) could “open the door to innocent persons being convicted” and to the “fabrication of evidence under pressure.” 

In his lengthy speech, Jeyaretnam also proposed a new clause in the bill to require all MPs to make a statutory declaration of all their assets, and that of their spouses and children, in the spirit of stamping out corruption. 

Then he said there had been a “close identification of a political party with the Government”—in reference to the PAP—in which “facilities and services provided for and paid out of public funds are put at the disposal of this party.” He called for this to be made punishable as he deemed it corruption. Upon that utterance, Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew leapt to the dispatch box. 

 

Lee Kuan Yew:	Mr Speaker, Sir, can I ask the Member if he will give specific instances? I will take action on them forthwith.

J. B. Jeyaretnam:	Mr Speaker, Sir, the instances are the use by the party of Government land and premises at Napier Road.

Lee:	Yes, carry on.

Jeyaretnam:	And also the use by the Hon. Prime Minister in his election campaign last year, in December 1980, of police vehicles and police personnel.

Lee:	What else?

Jeyaretnam:	I will content myself with those two, if I may.

Lee:	Do I understand the Member for Anson to seriously suggest that the PAP is using Government property in Napier Road without a proper lease with the Government? And is he suggesting that I campaigned in the last General Elections using police vehicles? These are grave charges.

Jeyaretnam:	Mr Speaker, Sir, I have not been acquainted with the terms and conditions under which the People’s Action Party is using the premises at Napier Road.

Lee:	Then will you withdraw that?

 

The Prime Minister then called for a commission of inquiry, in which either the government would be found guilty of Jeyaretnam’s charges, or Jeyaretnam would be found to be a “liar and a hypocrite.” 

“Mr Speaker, Sir, am I not allowed to raise questions in this House?” Jeyaretnam protested. 

“What I will not have, Mr Speaker, Sir,” Lee said, “is what, I am sure, we are going to have in the next three to four years, and we will have it ad nauseam and the Member will get it back from me ad nauseam—a direct challenge to prove in an open court or a Commission of Inquiry. I will not put up with innuendoes and insinuations. He made one in 1976 and he has not learned from that lesson.”

Lee was referring to the defamation lawsuit he had brought against Jeyaretnam for remarks made at a Workers’ Party campaign rally at the 1976 general election. Jeyaretnam had insinuated that Tat Lee Bank was able to obtain a banking licence from the Monetary Authority of Singapore two years earlier only because the bank’s legal advisor was Lee & Lee, the law firm co-founded by Lee Kuan Yew, his wife and his brother Lee Kim Yew, the last of whom was incidentally also one of the proposed directors of Tat Lee Bank. 

Jeyaretnam lost the case, which was heard in 1978, and the judge ordered him to pay Lee $130,000 in damages and costs. He appealed against the ruling in the High Court as well as to the Privy Council in London, but lost both appeals too. It brought his liability for damages and costs up to a staggering amount of $500,000, which forced him to sell his bungalow home in Bukit Timah and move into a rented apartment. 

The personal animosity between Lee and Jeyaretnam was completely mutual. During the 1978 trial, Jeyaretnam’s lawyer, the Queen’s Counsel John Mortimer, had asked Lee whether he was trying to bankrupt the Workers’ Party leader. Lee replied that “not even $200,000 would bankrupt him,” suggesting that Jeyaretnam was very well off.6 However, Margaret, Jeyaretnam’s wife, was diagnosed with cancer around the time of the trial, and he would need money for her treatment. Moreover, his legal practice had not been doing well since he joined the Workers’ Party, ostensibly because potential clients feared being represented by an opposition politician in court.7 

But somehow, Jeyaretnam was sure that Lee had known about his wife’s illness—despite having no such evidence—and therefore took bitter offence at Lee’s remarks, which he regarded as a personal affront.8 Margaret had thought of returning to her native England as it became increasingly apparent that the treatment was not working, but decided to stay on in Singapore, even accompanying her husband on each day of the Tat Lee trial. She died in 1980, never to have been able to celebrate Jeyaretnam’s victory in Anson with him. 

Jeyaretnam was always emotional on issues of justice. As his biographer Chris Lydgate wrote, Jeyaretnam would feel a dull rage burn inside him whenever he sensed that there had been a miscarriage of justice.9 As a lawyer, he found it hard to detach himself emotionally from his cases at times. In one instance, he lost his temper in court and refused to sit down despite being ordered to do so by the judge.10 The pursuit of social justice formed Jeyaretnam’s whole raison d’être for entering opposition politics. In a 2002 interview, he said: “I thought if I wanted to be true to my calling as a Christian, I had to do something about all the wrongs in society around me. Margaret was also angry at the injustices. So I said I just have to do it, that’s all.”11

While that was all good and noble, the problem was when Jeyaretnam, by his own admission, would “shoot from the hip” on wrong information.12 Most infamously in 1986, Jeyaretnam condemned the PAP government in Parliament for wrongfully detaining a labourer by the name of Lim Poh Huat for 15 hours without giving him access to his family or a lawyer, purportedly for the simple reason of not having his identity card on him—only to find out that it had been a complete fabrication by Lim himself. It turned out that Lim had cooked up the story in order to explain why he turned up late at a client’s house for renovation works. Yet Jeyaretnam refused to back down when confronted with the facts, and even suggested that Lim could have been coerced into making the confession that he fabricated the story of his arrest.13 When asked about the affair years later, Jeyaretnam remained unrepentant, while continuing to insist it had much to do with the opposition being routinely denied access to information.14 It was instances like the “Lim Poh Huat affair” that led Lee to brand Jeyaretnam a “charlatan” who had to be exposed for being “dishonest”.15 

 

Jeyaretnam: the road to Parliament 

 

In 1971, as Jeyaretnam was in the midst of a successful legal practice, he was approached by a group from the Workers’ Party to lead them in reviving the dormant party. Co-founded by David Marshall back in 1957 after he had resigned as Singapore’s first chief minister, the Workers’ Party was to be Marshall’s new political vehicle after he fell out with Lim Yew Hock, his fellow Labour Front colleague and successor as chief minister. Despite some success at the party’s first electoral outing in the Singapore City Council elections of 1957, Marshall the anti-communist was to be plagued by what he himself admitted was infiltration of the Workers’ Party by “left-wing extremists.”16 He returned to Parliament in 1961 for a short stint—incidentally in a by-election in Anson constituency just as Jeyaretnam himself was to enter Parliament two decades later. But he quit the party shortly before the 1963 general election, and contested Anson as an independent candidate. He polled poorly and even lost his election deposit, and never stood in an election again. After Marshall’s departure, the Workers’ Party also faded from the limelight, although a small group of grassroots activists sustained it and fielded a handful of candidates at the 1963 and 1968 general elections, before Jeyaretnam arrived on the scene.

Jeyaretnam was known for his independent streak for much of his legal career, a quality that attracted the Workers’ Party members to eventually elect him as their new secretary-general. During his tenure as a magistrate in the 1950s, he had made judgements that sometimes went against the government of the day. At the height of the British colonial administrators’ campaign against opium addiction in Singapore, he acquitted a man charged under the Dangerous Drugs Ordinance for “frequenting an opium den” because the prosecutor could not prove that he had been there more than once. He felt that his job was to apply the law correctly rather than to be overzealous in its interpretation, and to ensure the accused was given a fair trial accordingly.17

It was as a judge that Jeyaretnam had one of his early encounters with Lee Kuan Yew, a lawyer then who once appeared before him in court, and who impressed Jeyaretnam with his brilliance as well as his anti-colonial politics. “I was supportive of Lee and his party and what he stood for in those days,” Jeyaretnam said.18 

However, Jeyaretnam grew disillusioned when the PAP took power in Singapore because of the PAP’s detention of leftist politicians under the Preservation of Public Security Ordinance and to its various actions such as the abolition of the jury system except in cases involving the death penalty. It was also personal—Jeyaretnam believed that he had been passed over for promotion in the legal service on two occasions because of the PAP government’s displeasure during a commission of inquiry back in 1959 on the donation of over $700,000 from an American source received by Labour Front education minister Chew Swee Kee.19 While there was no dispute as to Chew receiving that donation, which he had declared to the comptroller of income tax, the issue was how the confidential tax records of a government minister was leaked to the PAP, a political opponent, which then publicised the information to imply that Chew was an American proxy. That destroyed him and the Labour Front politically. Jeyaretnam’s role was to defend the Income Tax Department against the charge of leaking confidential information, which he did stoutly. In his cross-examination, he had tried to implicate Kenneth Byrne, a high-ranking government official who went on to become a PAP election candidate, for the leak.20 

Jeyaretnam resigned from the bench in 1963 to practise law privately, working in a few renowned firms before setting up his own practice. That was when he became known in legal circles for taking on unpopular cases, such as in his defence of an armed robbery in the very first death penalty case in Singapore after the complete abolition of trial by jury in 1969. 

There was much excitement over Jeyaretnam’s revival of the Workers’ Party among Singaporeans eager for a strong challenge to the PAP, which had held a monopoly of seats in Parliament for a few years. Hopes were dashed at the 1972 general election, when the Workers’ Party and the opposition as a whole fared poorly against the PAP, which garnered over 70 per cent of the popular vote. Even Jeyaretnam’s own results in Farrer Park constituency, while among the top-scoring opposition candidates, was only 23.1 per cent. This sparked some dissension among those who started to question Jeyaretnam’s leadership of the Workers’ Party after the initial euphoria, resulting in a faction of about 200 members splintering to form the United Front, a new party. For a membership of 554, that was a blow for the Workers’ Party.21 

For Jeyaretnam, much of this was pinned down to the rumours that the Workers’ Party was funded by nefarious foreign elements, after the PAP candidate for Paya Lebar, Tay Boon Too, was reported to have said during a rally that the Workers’ Party had received $600,000 from a Malaysian source. Jeyaretnam was particularly furious because the party had in fact only $4,000 in its bank account, which made campaigning a challenge. Moreover, the rumours were tearing party unity apart. 

And so Jeyaretnam sued Tay Boon Too for libel. The relentless cycle of lawsuits with the PAP leaders, in which Jeyaretnam was to be embroiled throughout his political career, thus began with a suit that he himself had commenced. However, Jeyaretnam’s suit was overturned in court because he was unable to quote the exact words of Tay’s original speech, which had been delivered in Hokkien. What Jeyaretnam had relied on were the translations of Tay’s speech into English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil in the media. He was ordered to pay Tay’s legal costs. 

In the following general election in 1976, Jeyaretnam was more geared up for electoral battle, but suffered from the PAP’s last-minute switch of candidate in Kampong Chai Chee constituency, where it substituted Sha’ari Tadin, who had polled just 52.4 per cent in the constituency in the previous general election, for a stronger candidate, Fong Sip Chee, who had polled 71.8 per cent in his. Jeyaretnam learnt his lesson, and for every election after that, he always kept his cards as close to his chest as possible, revealing his choice of constituency to contest as late as possible. He would go through failed electoral outings at two by-elections before finally winning the Anson by-election, the seat vacated by the PAP MP Devan Nair before he became President of Singapore. 

Why did Jeyaretnam take a long period of 10 years to win his first seat in Parliament? Quite apart from the difficulties the PAP had thrown to its opponents, one reason perhaps was Jeyaretnam’s political naivety at the beginning. Of course, Jeyaretnam was known for espousing liberal causes such as fighting for the freedom of speech—S. Rajaratnam ridiculed him as a “pukka English gentleman”22—which were not only finding little traction in a recently-independent Singapore in nation-building mode, but had come across as being too abstract for working class Singaporeans who constituted his party base. His party was, after all, the Workers’ Party. 

But his performance at his debut press conference in 1971 betrayed his political inexperience. He called for a more liberal immigration policy, thinking that families were still aggrieved at being split apart in the aftermath of Singapore’s separation from Malaysia, but this was a major concern of only of a minority of Singaporeans insufficient to form any political base for him. Jeyaretnam also called for a crackdown on corruption, even though the PAP was already known for its tough stance on corruption. Worst of all, in reaction to a speech the following year by Lee Kuan Yew on the importance of National Service to Singapore’s defence,23 Jeyaretnam said that “nobody seems to have asked the question whether our present way of life in Singapore is worth defending.”24 That set the stage for the PAP to attack him as unpatriotic. Popularly known by the public by his initials “JBJ” and by closer associates as “JB”, Jeyaretnam then became mocked as “Johor Bahru Jeyaretnam” in the media, because of his frequent visits to the Malaysian city where he spent part of his early life and where his sister still lived, and now because of his presumed disloyalty to Singapore.25 

The most prescient reading of Jeyaretnam at this time came perhaps from David Marshall, his predecessor as leader of the Workers’ Party, and a former colleague in whose law firm Jeyaretnam worked after resigning from the bench. While praising Jeyaretnam as “a man of complete honesty,”26 Marshall once suggested that Jeyaretnam’s problem was his refusal to concede that the PAP had done anything right.27 Marshall said: 


It is my hope that he will contribute constructively to the political maturation of our people, but in my view this can only be done if he firmly rejects any attempt to create phoney issues for political capital and never hesitates to give credit to his opponents where credit is earned.

I know this is not the tradition of Singapore politics. 

It is, however, the only healthy approach to the creation of a climate where differing minds can loyally co-operate instead of polarising destructive antagonism.28








2: Alone in the house

 

Jeyaretnam in Parliament, 1982–4 

 

However politically naïve Jeyaretnam may have been in his salad days heading the Workers’ Party, he had a knack for picking out the salient issues on which to pin the PAP ministers for answers once he entered Parliament—an ability no doubt built up over his career as a judge and then a lawyer. 

Jeyaretnam was perhaps most dogged in his pursuit on issues relating to people connected to the PAP and the establishment more generally. He kept raising questions about what the police were doing to apprehend Phey Yew Kok, the former PAP MP for Boon Teck and chairman of the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC), who had absconded in 1979 after he was charged with criminal breach of trust. When he asked for a commission of inquiry on the Phey case in Parliament in March 1982, Lee Kuan Yew faulted his legal understanding, because such an inquiry could jeopardise the due process law, and Phey could then claim that a fair trial had been prejudiced. Lee said Jeyaretnam was trying to smear the government by alleging there had been a cover-up. While Lee did offer to hold a commission of inquiry, but only on the condition that it not touch on the facts and evidence of the charges against Phey, Jeyaretnam did not respond.1 He probably thought that such an inquiry would be meaningless, and he had made his point in Parliament anyway. Over the ensuing years in Parliament, Jeyaretnam would periodically ask Chua Sian Chin, the Minister for Home Affairs, for updates on police efforts to capture Phey. It was only in 2015 that Phey was to finally turn himself in at the Singapore embassy in Bangkok, in the country he had been hiding in.2

After S. R. Nathan, the permanent secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was appointed the executive chairman of the Straits Times, Jeyaretnam cited in Parliament the senior civil servant’s new role as a sign of a clamp down on news that could be considered critical of the government. He was referring to Nathan’s one-time role as director of the security and intelligence division at the Ministry of Defence. “I do not know whether he has any experience of editing newspapers,” said Jeyaretnam.3 He went one step further and alluded to Nathan’s work as an interpreter for the Japanese police during the Japanese Occupation of Singapore. That incensed Nathan, who felt Jeyaretnam had slandered him by insinuating that he was complicit in atrocities committed during the Japanese Occupation. Nathan wrote an open letter challenging Jeyaretnam to repeat his remarks outside Parliament, where he would not be protected from libel action. Nathan also pointed out he had in fact worked in the Japanese police department in Johor Bahru, not the Kempeitei in Singapore—in the same building as Jeyaretnam, who himself had also worked for the Japanese wartime administration—but which he felt Jeyaretnam had conveniently omitted to mention.4 Jeyaretnam responded that he was only questioning Nathan’s suitability for the running of a media outfit.5 (Years later, after Nathan became the President of Singapore, he surprised many when he turned up to pay his respects at Jeyaretnam’s wake in 2008.)6 

Jeyaretnam also questioned the government on the promotion in 1983 of Colonel Lee Hsien Loong, the eldest son of Lee Kuan Yew, to the rank of brigadier-general, the youngest in Singapore’s history. In particular, Jeyaretnam asked about the duration of Lee’s active service in the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) prior to his promotion, and how that compared with those of similar rank in other armies around the world. Lee Hsien Loong had resigned from the SAF in September 1984 and then announced that he was contesting the upcoming general election as a candidate of the PAP.7 Goh Keng Swee, joining in the debate as the former Minister for Defence, accused Jeyaretnam for insinuating that the promotion of Lee Hsien Loong to the rank of brigadier-general was “motivated by unworthy considerations, such as a move to accelerate his career in the political field or by virtue of his relationship with the Prime Minister,” and challenged Jeyaretnam to repeat the insinuation ouside of Parliament.8 

Beyond personalities, defence issues were another main preoccupation of Jeyaretnam’s, whose views on the subject reflected his liberalist stance. In January 1984, he questioned Goh Chok Tong, then the Minister for Defence, on the government’s purchase of E-2C and F-16 aircraft, characterising it as an “arms build-up quite out of proportion to what is possible for the defence of Singapore.” Jeyaretnam suggested that the money could have been spent on subsidising health care costs for the needy instead.9 This spawned a debate in which Goh and the PAP government, in turn, questioned Jeyaretnam’s commitment to the defence of Singapore, which had been a consistent thread in the PAP’s attacks on Jeyaretnam since the 1970s. Indeed, in his political manifestos over the years, Jeyaretnam had frequently questioned the government’s defence expenditure, as well as whether the “hardship” caused by National Service was justifiable.10 

Constitutional issues were naturally another area of interest for Jeyaretnam. In October 1984, he quizzed Lee Kuan Yew on his remarks at that year’s National Day Rally speech that the government was contemplating constitutional amendments to have the President of Singapore be popularly elected rather than be elected only by Parliament, and to endow the President with powers to protect and control the country’s reserves. Putting Lee’s own words back to him—Lee’s belief that the Constitution should not be tinkered with too often, which Lee had said as recently as July of that year—Jeyaretnam asked Lee when he had had the “brain wave” of a popularly elected President for Singapore. He accused Lee of trying to asphyxiate a future non-PAP government of any use of the national reserves because of his “nightmares of another government taking over.” Despite Jeyaretnam provoking him to reveal more about the government’s plans, Lee would only say that “we cross our bridges when we come to them.” Lee alluded to a process in which a white paper would be produced and debated, and then a referendum be held on any constitutional changes.11 The issue would only be revisited more intensively by the government in the lead-up to the 1988 general election (see Chapter 8).

Jeyaretnam also raised in Parliament the local issues he faced in Anson. He had applied for a police permit to hold a parade celebrating the Mid-Autumn Festival in his constituency, which was granted except for his request to have lion dancers included. Jeyaretnam complied accordingly, but was astonished to see on that day that his PAP opponent from the 1981 Anson by-election, Pang Kim Hin, was holding a rival parade that included lion dancers. Upon enquiring with the police, Jeyaretnam was enraged to learn that Pang had not even applied for a permit for his parade at all. Jeyaretnam raised the issue in Parliament with Chua Sian Chin, the Minister for Home Affairs, who refused to answer the question and instead made reference to Jeyaretnam being charged and convicted for “defrauding creditors.”12 An argument ensued between Jeyaretnam and Chua, as to whether that court case in question was sub judice, in which the Speaker of Parliament ruled in favour of Jeyaretnam. Still, Chua never answered Jeyaretnam’s original question. Jeyaretnam called for a vote to settle the issue, but all the PAP MPs simply voted against his motion. 

Jeyaretnam’s frequent interjections and occasionally lengthy speeches in Parliament were clearly a thorn in the flesh of the PAP, leading Lee Kuan Yew to mark his speeches as “the pestilence that from time to time spews out from that corner of the House.”13 He even characterised Jeyaretnam as an “underdog” who had morphed into a “mangy dog” in Parliament,14 and other PAP MPs followed suit in applying the derogatory term on the opposition MP.15 

Finally, there were two major policies of the PAP government that were so controversial and unpopular that even PAP backbenchers assailed them as Jeyaretnam did. But unlike the PAP backbenchers, who would eventually vote in Parliament in support of those policies by virtue of the PAP party whip, Jeyaretnam was the only MP who could make his vote count. 

 

The graduate mothers scheme 

 

At his 1983 National Day Rally speech, Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew started what the press was to call the “Great Marriage Debate.” He spoke about the declining marriage and fertility rates of educated women, especially graduates, and identified the problem as one of educated men tending to choose life partners who were their “education equal or inferior” and seldom his “educational superior,” citing a Ministry of Education survey.16 To rectify this, his government would introduce a slew of policies in the ensuing months, such as income tax relief for married women who had five or more ‘O’-Level passes and who had children, while also giving women with little education monetary incentives if they agreed to be sterilised. The following year, the Social Development Unit (SDU) was formed to promote matchmaking between graduate men and women. But the scheme that garnered the most controversy and the most emotive response was the “graduate mothers scheme” in which the enrolment of children into Primary One would be separated into categories depending on the level of education received by their mothers. The idea was to give graduate mothers priority in the registration of their children in schools of their choice that were deemed to be good schools. This led to comic situations of husbands lugging framed certificates of their wives’ university degrees into the Ministry of Education building when registering their children for Primary One, as the Singapore Monitor observed.17 

Some graduate women protested that they were put unfairly under pressure by the government to maintain their careers while supporting larger families.18 But the overwhelming criticism of the scheme came from a broad spectrum of society. The Roman Catholic Church came out against the policy, as did university students and unions which were normally acquiescent, politically, in post-independence Singapore.19 The World Bank even entered the fray to criticise the scheme in their World Development Report for 1984, observing that if it were true that highly-educated parents would produce more intelligent children, the average human intelligence of humankind would have been falling over the past 100 years, since better educated parents have typically fewer children. “But it does not appear to be so,” it said.20 A family planning campaigner from Thailand called it a “special horse breeding programme,”21 though he was likely only alluding to how Ong Teng Cheong himself described the graduate mothers scheme.22 

“Don’t bar my child, it’s not her fault,” implored a letter-writer to the Straits Times who was a graduate mother and a divorcée, and who had been told that her child had to register for Primary One in the category of the non-graduate mothers.23 (“Exceptions cannot be extended indefinitely,” came the stony reply from the Ministry of Education.24)

Lee did seem to anticpate the backlash towards such a controversial policy, when he said during his 1983 National Day Rally speech, “I don’t want to be misunderstood.” 

“I think everybody has the right to be represented in the next generation,” he said. “That is my complaint—that the educated are not having themselves reproduced in the same proportions.”25 

Lee Kuan Yew famously said that Singapore “would not have made economic progress if we had not intervened on very personal matters.”26 While Lee’s mantra was bound to have its proponents and detractors, there was something qualitatively different about the graduate mothers scheme which simply rendered it unworkable in the way he rationalised it to—because of the raw emotions it solicited from the public by virtue of its moral and deeply personal implications. 

Tay Eng Soon, the Minister of State for Education, tried to calm anxious non-graduate mothers who felt they stood to lose out from the new scheme. Such fears, Tay said, “would be well founded if the standards in our schools were markedly different from each other. But, in practice, all the schools are paid by the state. The teachers are the ones who make the difference.” But that begged the question as to why the scheme of prioritising the registration of the children of graduate mothers would have been necessary in the first place. Some of his other explanations in defence of the policy were even less unlikely to have quelled offended graduate mothers either, whom the scheme was supposed to aid. “The privilege given under the scheme to graduate mothers is not handed on a silver platter,” Tay explained. “Graduate mothers have to bring up three or more children. They have to work for it.”27 

A legal debate as to whether the scheme was unconstitutional also ensued, since the Singapore Constitution forbids the discrimination of children for school admission on the grounds of “descent,” which could be taken to mean what their mother’s education status is.28 When Ong Teng Cheong, then the Minister Without Portfolio, replied that the scheme was not in violation of the Constitution since it did not deprive any child of the right to education, Jeyaretnam asked the government to get a court ruling on the issue, since “the question whether it is discriminatory or not is one of law.”29 

Jeyaretnam tackled the issue during the Committee of Supply debates in Parliament in March 1984, during which even a number of PAP MPs also criticised the graduate mothers scheme. He called the scheme “abhorrent” and “fascist,” and cited a litany of opinions gathered from international experts in child psychology and education who either questioned the scientific basis of the scheme or decried the eugenics as being morally wrong. 

He reminded Parliament that the “lop-sided procreation pattern” that had emerged, to use Lee Kuan Yew’s own phrase, was after all the result of the government’s family planning policy during the 1970s—namely, the “Stop at Two” campaign that came with a policy of imposing disincentives for couples who had more than two children in the form of childbirth fees, income tax measures, maternity leave and the prioritisation of public housing allocation. “So may I appeal to the Ministry not to play at being God but to accept the limitations that are imposed on mortals,” Jeyaretnam said, “and to make sure that the means that we adopt and use are valid in themselves.” 

In response, Tay Eng Soon, the Minister of State for Education, said of Jeyaretnam that “I do not think he has understood what the basic concerns and issues are in this policy.” He chided Jeyaretnam for sending his own children to the best international schools and thus not having to face the issues in Singapore schools that the government would have to address through unpopular policies.

Jeyaretnam insisted on taking a division vote on his motion, even though it would have been a foregone conclusion which way the motion would have gone because of the numerical superiority of the PAP MPs. That was because, as he told the Speaker, he wanted to see how many of the PAP MPs who had spoken against the graduate mothers scheme would “stand up to be counted.” His motion was defeated by all the 43 PAP MPs present in the chamber during that debate, against his lone vote.30 

But Jeyaretnam’s contribution to the debate on the graduate mothers scheme did not end there. During that same parliamentary debate, Jeyaretnam implored the government to suspend the policy until voters have had a say on it. While Tay upheld his government’s approach of tackling policy challenges head-on, he nevertheless said, “The public will vote on the performance of this Government and the Party as a whole at the next elections.” 

Indeed, at the general election later that year, the PAP’s share of the popular vote dipped to a level sufficient to concern Lee Kuan Yew. Jeyaretnam’s vote share in Anson increased, despite facing former Chief Executive of the Trade Development Board Ng Pock Too, an arguably stronger and more experienced opponent from the PAP than his opponent in the 1981 by-election. 

 




	
General Election 1984


	Anson
	Votes
	%


	J. B. Jeyaretnam (WP)
	9,909
	56.81


	Ng Pock Too (PAP)
	7,533
	43.19





 

In March 1985, Tony Tan, the Minister for Education, announced in Parliament that he would recommend the Cabinet to scrap the graduate mothers scheme, given the anxiety and resentment it had caused both graduates and non-graduates alike. Tan also admitted that he personally thought the scheme would not produce the desired results. MPs, both PAP and opposition, applauded.31 

 

The furore over CPF withdrawal age

 

If the graduate mothers scheme galvanised the resistance of graduate and non-graduate women towards government policy, the Howe report raised the ire of an even larger segment of the population.

In March 1984, Howe Yoon Chong, the Minister for Health, launched the Report of the Committee on the Problems of the Aged, based on the meetings he had chaired for two years. While the committee addressed a range of issues concerning elderly Singaporeans in their report, including a recommendation to “legislate filial piety” in which parents would be empowered to extract maintenance payments from a child, it was the recommendation to raise the CPF withdrawl age that struck a raw nerve.32 Because of the government’s policy of encouraging people to work beyond the age of 55, the report recommended that the age for the withdrawal of CPF savings increase from 55 to 60, and eventually to 65. The report said that allowing people to take out the entirety of their CPF savings before their retirement would give them an “illusion of financial security.” Only if the people’s CPF savings were properly invested or protected would it be sufficient for retirees to maintain reasonable standards of living “with dignity and self-respect.”33 

Most Singaporeans thought otherwise—they were incensed that their CPF savings would potentially be withheld from them until they were older. Jeyaretnam branded Howe’s recommendations as a “breach of the trust placed by the contributors with the government.” He said CPF contributors were assured under the law that they could withdraw their savings when they reached the age of 55. “Now they are told they may have to wait another five years, or perhaps even 10 years. Not without justification they will feel they have been cheated.” 

He was against the raising of the retirement age too. “It is wrong and cruel to compel someone to continue working after the age of 55, especially in the case of manual labourers and uniformed services through withholding his hard-earned savings,” he said. “It is one thing encouraging people to work after they are 55. It is another thing compelling them without any regard to the toll on their health.”34

In Parliament, some PAP backbenchers even shared Jeyaretnam’s call that the government would be taking away what was rightfully theirs. The Business Times characterised the July 1984 parliamentary debate on the Howe report as “Mr Howe Yoon Chong versus PAP backbenchers and Mr J. B. Jeyaretnam.”35 Whereas Jeyaretnam called for a blanket rejection of Howe’s CPF recommendations, the PAP backbenchers made more calibrated calls such as for the new measures to apply only to new contributors rather than older, existing ones. Lau Teik Soon, the MP for Serangoon Gardens, ominously warned Howe not to “under-estimate the wrath of the people,” or else it would spell “certain disaster for the government.” 

By most accounts, Howe responded to the criticisms with wit and humour. “I am, to a certain extent, very much gratified that out of the 35 recommendations you only saw fit to run down one of them,” he said. “Although in running that one [down], you put enough venom into it to justify all the others that you don’t run down.”36 

Given the heated nature of the topic, the government whip was lifted to allow PAP MPs to vote freely whether to approve the recommendations of the report. Nevertheless, after the PAP made an amendment to the motion on the report that it be adopted only “after making appopriate amendments to the committee’s recommendations, taking into consideration the views expressed by the House,” the motion passed 53 to one, with Jeyaretnam being the sole dissenter. 

Jeyaretnam was not going to be the sole dissenter in Parliament for much longer, however. Howe Yoon Chong’s parliamentary seat was for the constituency of Potong Pasir, whose residents were keenly aware that their representative in Parliament was the man fronting the CPF recommendations that was at the centre of national controversy. Howe himself admitted that the reception of his constituents towards him had grown viscerally colder in the aftermath of the report he launched. In August 1984, he announced that he would not seek re-election, and in his place, the newspaper executive and former President’s Scholar Mah Bow Tan was fielded in Potong Pasir by the PAP. If the PAP’s intent for the move was damage control, it was too late. Chiam See Tong of the SDP easily defeated Mah in the December general election that year with a winning margin of more than 20 percentage points in Potong Pasir.






Part II: Besieged (1985–1989)






3: Building in Siberia

 

Chiam’s maiden speech in Parliament

 

On 4 March 1985, Chiam See Tong, the second opposition member to be voted into Parliament in post-independence Singapore, sported a white shirt with a pen clipped to the inside of his breast pocket, and calmly took to the dispatch box at the Table of the House. Facing him from directly across the table were the Cabinet ministers, each paying rapt attention to his maiden speech in Parliament.1 

The juxtaposition between government and opposition could not have been more stark than in the Westminster-style layout of the Singapore Parliament. But the members of the PAP—over 70 of them—were not just in front of him but also behind and all around him. Chiam’s only compatriot, J. B. Jeyaretnam, the MP for Anson, occupied the seat next to him. 

President Devan Nair’s address the previous week at the opening of Parliament had taken up the issue of wealth creation in Singapore. Chiam responded by raising concerns about the over-financialisation of Singapore’s economy. Rather than just speculating in property and in the stock market, he said, Singaporeans needed to create things to export, in order to secure the real economy. In tandem, a creative and vibrant society needed to be established in Singapore; to achieve this, he emphasised, democracy was a precondition. “We want democracy because we feel that it is the best system for the creation of wealth,” he said. “It is under this system that the fullest creative and innovative talents can come to fruition.”2 

Chiam spoke about “going back to the basics.” Hitherto, he had been strictly reading off his script, occasionally glancing at the Speaker of Parliament towering over him on his right, but then began to speak extemporaneously. “It does not mean that now we have an affluent society, we forget that there may be a day when we have got to go down to that level in case there is a big war,” he said. “What happens if there is a world recession?” 

“Rear chickens!” interjected S. Dhanabalan, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and the Leader of the House, from the opposite bench.3 The PAP leaders had made fun of Chiam when, during the recent election campaign, Chiam said at one rally that Singaporeans could no longer raise chickens and plant vegetables due to rapid development, and they could stand to starve to death.4 

“Yes, all the younger ministers have no such experience and they can laugh,” retorted Chiam, who then shared about his childhood experiences of food shortages in his neighbourhood when the Japanese occupied Singapore during World War II. This point on the rearing of chickens was to be used a few more times by the PAP to mock Chiam. “Don’t build chicken coops in the void decks of Potong Pasir,” Augustine Tan, the MP for Whampoa, chastised him mockingly, to laughter from the PAP MPs.5 

In a letter to the Straits Times, one member of the public made a particularly pertinent, if somewhat uncharitable, observation of Chiam’s parliamentary performance: 


What gives the Opposition MP such TV appeal? He is not an eloquent speaker, does not usually get his facts straight, and occasionally makes illogical and/or comical comments. 

Ironically, TV has been to his advantage. It does not matter whether his facts and tie are both crooked, or that he distracts people with his habitual blinks.

 The point is he attempts to project himself as the voice of the people, especially the underprivileged.6



Before parliamentary sittings, typically held a few days a month, Chiam would spend long hours researching as a one-man policy team. In the day, he had to tend to his law practice. Occasional help with research came from William Lau, an accountant who was a member of the SDP and who was Chiam’s entrusted election agent behind his 1984 win of Potong Pasir. Otherwise, Chiam had few others to rely on, especially in the early days when he had just entered Parliament. 

In contrast, the government ministers typically had an army of bureaucrats providing support whenever a minister presented statements or moved bills in Parliament. Political parties in other countries, even when in opposition, typically have a research arm to mobilise their parliamentarians and members with ready-made policy analyses in line with the party stance. These well-built research capacities that political parties in other parts of the world enjoy provide an avenue for career politicians to rise through the ranks of these research bodies too, where their skills in policy analysis and argumentation can be honed.7 No such luxury was afforded to Chiam and Jeyaretnam, and their political parties. They could tap on volunteers, but most professionals, the ones most able to help them and who had valid and well-researched points to raise against the government, were too afraid to volunteer to help the opposition in their parliamentary research work. They even feared meeting with Chiam or Jeyaretnam over a casual cup of coffee lest they were implicated with the opposition to the detriment, perhaps, of their own career advancement.

On reflection, Chiam has admitted to not being the best at debating.8 Part of this stemmed from his “honest, bumbling way,” as Lee Kuan Yew characterised him.9 “If in their [PAP MPs’] minds what I said was not correct,” Chiam said, “they would interrupt me so many times that I sometimes lost my train of thought.”10 

Some would judge that Chiam was “not known [for making] notable speeches in Parliament.”11 But it was not notable speeches that would move the needle for opposition politics anyway, as Chiam would find out over the course of his first term in Parliament. 

 

Comparing Jeyaretnam and Chiam 

 

Occasionally, Chiam and Jeyaretnam found themselves unwittingly dragged into the fray whenever PAP backbenchers wanted to state a point against government policy. When he made an impassioned case against the government’s legalisation of abortion, Augustine Tan added, “If the Opposition Members want something constructive, join me in this: let us work together and get this abomination out of Singapore!”12 That sitting was adjourned before Chiam or Jeyaretnam could respond to that divisive issue, which would have won them no extra votes either way. 

Chiam and Jeyaretnam frequently voiced support for each other whenever one of them was confronting, or was being confronted by, PAP ministers in the midst of debate. They also actively seconded each other’s motions and amendments in Parliament, without which none could be tabled by the opposition, as was the case when Jeyaretnam was alone in the previous Parliament. But at other times, Jeyaretnam would brusquely gesture to Chiam not to rise to speak on issues that Jeyaretnam felt he could himself articulate and argue better, to Chiam’s mild annoyance. Jeyaretnam could claim senior status with his head start of four years in Parliament, but Chiam could cite his higher winning margin at the 1984 general election and its implied status, to which even the PAP government accorded due protocol at official functions.13 

At the core of these two men lay very different political approaches and beliefs towards the role of the opposition in Singapore politics. Jeyaretnam’s rights-based approach, especially when venturing into tricky waters such as questioning the judiciary, contrasted with Chiam’s man-on-the-street demeanour that led him to be characterised as the “moderate opposition”—a term that has been used equally by supporters who champion Chiam’s broader sweep of the political spectrum and by sceptics who cannot accept that an opposition can be inherently moderate. As Lee Kuan Yew himself noted, Chiam and his SDP had campaigned on the line that the PAP government “was doing a fair job, but could do better and should listen more to criticism.”14 

One early sign of Chiam’s establishment among the moderate opposition camp was his vote of “aye” to the motion of thanks to the President’s Address, his first vote recorded in Parliament, which was received with the applause of all PAP MPs.15 Jeyaretnam abstained from that vote; he explained that it was because he was not able to have his amendment to the motion approved. The press reported that the opposition “broke ranks.”16 But Chiam was not fixated on voting against the government all the time, preferring instead to go by a matter of principle to the issue at hand. Later that year, along with Jeyaretnam, he voted against the budget presented by the government. 

Chiam’s and the SDP’s strategy of focusing on “bread and butter issues” worked to great effect during elections, but it cracked under pressure in Parliament in those initial debates, given the limited research resources available to Chiam and the opposition. Such a strategy required very skilled technocrats, with complete mastery over data and policy, to be able to show up the flaws in government policy. It also required someone with an impeccable grasp of statistics and arithmetic, an area that was precisely Chiam’s Achilles heel. 

Chiam was taken to task in March 1985 by Yeo Ning Hong, the Minister for Communications and Information, for his weaknesses in the areas of arithmetic and statistical analysis on the issue of the government’s financing of the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) project and on the earnings of taxi drivers.17 The same issue resurfaced one year later in Parliament, again with Yeo Ning Hong.18 

On the separate issue of CPF contributions by employers and employees, Chiam tried to convey a convoluted series of wage calculations, which embarrassingly contradicted his conclusion.19 On Chiam’s call for lowering CPF contribution rates from 50 to 40 per cent, Acting Minister for Labour Lee Yock Suan chastised him: “Lower CPF [contribution rates] means lower pay for workers—is that what the Member wants?”20 However, Toh Chin Chye had made precisely the same call the previous day in Parliament using a broadly similar line of argument as Chiam, to no challenge by any Cabinet minister.21 

At the other times, Chiam’s weakness showed up not in things arithmetical, but when he had the misfortune of wading into unfamiliar concepts that he could not articulate well. That was the case in the first “parliamentary wound” he received from Lee Kuan Yew on the topic of land valuation. When trying to argue that public housing in Singapore was not truly subsidised, Chiam ill-advisedly maintained that there was “no such thing as land value.” It was Chiam’s attempt to reconvey his earlier charge that no one would ever know the true value of land in Singapore, since it was the government and the Urban Redevelopment Authority that controlled land sales. Chiam had been taking issue with a newly implemented accounting system in which the HDB would return all undeveloped land in its holding to the government, and would buy it back whenever it needed land. Chiam criticised the scheme as a form of “transfer pricing” similar to that used by multinational companies to evade taxes.22 

But the Prime Minister kept pressing Chiam as to whether he was seriously suggesting there was no such thing as the concept of the value of land. An exasperated Chiam finally raised his hands and said, “Well, if the Prime Minister says so, it must be so,” to which the PAP-dominated House of MPs applauded,23 but which probably cost Chiam some support from the hardcore opposition base. More astute opposition sympathisers kept quiet. Loose cannons like Harbans Singh, the leader of the opposition United People’s Front, made no attempt to conceal their assessment of Chiam’s maiden performance in Parliament. Harbans Singh released a statement through his party, which unabashedly declared that Chiam was the “worst MP in Parliament” for challenging the government on the issues of HDB profits and the CPF. That same statement also puzzlingly called for the resignations of Lee Kuan Yew, S. Rajaratnam and Yeo Ning Hong.24 Those familiar with Harbans Singh, however, would have written him off given his eccentricities at every election. This was the politician who once said that God was on his side and hence he would beat his PAP opponent.25 (He did not.)

A more level-headed assessment of Chiam’s parliamentary performance could be made through a comparison with Jeyaretnam, who had had the benefit of three extra years in Parliament. Observers noted that Jeyaretnam’s parliamentary performance had become sharper and he was even able to laugh along with the PAP MPs whenever he was shown up by a PAP minister. They felt that Jeyaretnam was determined that the television cameras that were newly introduced into the parliamentary chamber would “work for him, not against him.”26 

 

Challenge 1: Giving up the MP’s allowance

 

Immediately after the debate on the President’s Address, Parliament sitting continued with the Budget debate for the year. Since the Budget debate dealt with each government portfolio, Chiam had the opportunity to address a wide range of issues and policies, and question the government on them, such as the depoliticisation of universities since the 1950s, education policies such as the streaming of students at a young age, vehicle taxes, the earnings of taxi drivers (a profession to which some of Chiam’s own party members belonged), and transport. 

Chiam’s performance shone in those early parliamentary forays, not in technocratic areas but in matters of political principle. In the debates on ministerial salaries, the PAP’s response to Chiam’s accusations was regarded by some as weak. Since the general election, Chiam had been highlighting the growing income disparities in Singapore, exemplified by how Cabinet ministers earned $18,000 per month, making them some of the highest paid political leaders in the world, while 70 per cent of the population earned less than $600 per month. Arthur Beng, the MP for Fengshan, rebutted Chiam by saying that ministerial salaries needed to be comparable to those of chief executives in the private sector in order to attract top talents to political leadership—only to contradict himself by then asserting that politics in Singapore was that of “sacrifice and service.”27

The issue was revived at a later parliamentary sitting in September that year when Jeyaretnam tabled a motion, supported by Chiam, calling for all parliamentarians to forgo 25 per cent of their ministerial salaries or MP allowances as a gesture of sincerity, given the economic recession Singapore was then facing. In response, Wong Kan Seng, the Minister of State for Community Development, and for Communications and Information, challenged Jeyaretnam to follow his lead and donate half of all his earnings to the Community Chest.28 Alluding to the biblical adage, Chiam chided Wong that “what he gives with his right hand, his left hand should not know,” and that he “need not blow his own trumpet if it’s only a one-shot donation.”29 A few days later, Wong continued to press the two opposition MPs, saying they had yet to donate a portion of their salary to charity as Wong himself had. “I did not publicise my action or blow my own trumpet,” Wong claimed, explaining he had “taken action according to my motion.”30 The PAP’s attitude on this issue could not have gone down well with the public. 

The old guard PAP leaders made sharper and more astute retorts to Chiam’s and Jeyaretnam’s assertions on the issue of high ministerial salaries. Back in the March sitting of Parliament, Rajaratnam challenged Chiam to give up his MP’s allowance to show that he was genuinely prepared to render public service. “I cannot make that offer at an election because it would be construed as bribery,” Chiam said. Nevertheless Chiam said he would be willing to do so if one member or minister in the PAP did likewise. Rajaratnam’s counter-challenge was for Chiam to give up his entire earnings as a lawyer, and Rajaratnam himself would then give up his minister’s pay.31 Such jibes, calculated to inflict maximum political injury, could only have come from a veteran parliamentarian and senior minister with decades of political experience, earned from the rambunctious politics of the 1960s. 

But this political challenge posed to Chiam of donating salaries was dwarfed by another that occupied even greater public attention. It was to be a formative experience for Chiam in mastering the art of politicking with the PAP government. 

 

Challenge 2: Building flats in Yishun

 

Chiam maintained that the HDB had been making more profit than was acceptable from public housing, which was also getting more expensive. During the hustings at the recent general election, Chiam alleged that the HDB was making $22,000 for each three-room flat and $40,000 per four-room flat sold to Singaporeans. Teh Cheang Wan, the Minister for National Development, disputed the allegations of profiteering, saying that the HDB had in fact heavily subsidised the flats. 

So in Parliament, Teh challenged Chiam to build four blocks of flats on land provided free of charge, and to sell it to homebuyers through the HDB. The HDB would also help clear any squatters from the land, Teh said, so that Chiam would not have the excuse that squatters would pose him difficulties with demands for compensation. Industry experts were quick to point out that no one would be able to match the HDB on economies of scale—if Chiam were to build just four blocks of flats, he would have to pay more for each unit of construction.32 But Teh wanted to show that it was not possible for the HDB to make a profit from the sale of its public flats. He said, “If the Member for Potong Pasir is always questioning the sincerity of the Government, if he is really sincere and believing that HDB is making huge profits, we are now offering this good opportunity for his Party to make huge profits.” Teh even offered to sign a legal agreement with Chiam on this.

“This is the most gigantic offer in the history of Singapore,” Chiam replied. “And even a very experienced developer, when given this kind of an offer, cannot on the spot say yes or no.” But MPs were calling out to Chiam to give a quick answer: “Yes or no!” Others broke out into laughter. 

“Either he is a liar or a sham!” Augustine Tan cried, whom Chiam then derided for lack of parliamentary decorum.33

Lee Hsien Loong, then the Minister of State for Trade and Industry and for Defence, forced Chiam to confirm whether he stood by his allegations of the HDB’s profiteering. Lee calculated that Chiam stood to make $16 million on 800 housing units if each unit could bring in a profit of $20,000, as Chiam alleged the HDB did. “Anybody who sees $16 million offered to him, either takes it straightaway or he must admit that it is not there,” Lee said. 

Chiam’s retort was that the government had not rebuffed the SDP’s charges with their own figures but had only come out challenging him to build HDB flats. Teh pressed Chiam to give a quick answer. “Is one month enough?” Teh asked. “Two months? Three months? So you will give the answer in three months? Okay.” As Teh returned to his seat, MPs roared and clapped. 

Following up on those exchanges in Parliament in writing, Teh offered Chiam a plot of land in Yishun New Town, by Yishun Ring Road, to build the four 12-storey blocks of flats, a total of 528 units, as part of his challenge. The land was clear of squatters and would be levelled by May. Chiam could start building as early as June, and he would be given about 20 months, the standard time taken by the HDB’s contractors. Enclosed with the letter was the map of the site and the layout plans for the flats. The HDB, Teh wrote, would build the supporting infrastructure consisting of access roads and sewers, although it would bill Chiam the proportionate cost of this by each apartment unit. 

“If you decline the invitation, or if you are unable to make any profit from the venture,” Teh wrote in his letter, “this will indicate that all your allegations are completely false.”34 Teh’s letter was accompanied by a statement from the Ministry of National Development, signifying this was not just a personal political challenge from Teh, but was in fact one that involved the civil service.35 “It is a comprehensive offer,” a spokesman from the ministry added.36 

Chiam’s immediate response was to call for a public forum to be held by the SDP at Hotel Royal, where he would make his response known, and where he once again produced the SDP’s computations to show that HDB flats were not subsidised. Chiam also announced that he had formed a four-man task force to examine Teh’s offer and study its economic viability. The team comprised himself, a banker, a business manager and William Lau (who had relevant background as an accountant), all of whom were members or volunteers with the SDP—they were the same people behind the October 1984 article in the Demokrat, the newsletter of the SDP, in which they had alleged that the HDB profited from the sale of public flats. The four had been poring through government gazettes and published statistics.37

The SDP forum was closely watched. “Do we want to take up this challenge?” Chiam asked in his opening speech of that event. “Of course we do.” There was a moment of silence before the audience broke out into applause.38 

But Chiam and the SDP team had a list of 19 preconditions, one of which was on the composition of the type of flats to be built.39 He wanted one block of four-room flats to be substituted by a block of five-room flats. “As you know, the HDB made the most money in the four-room, five-room and maisonettes in the central, urban areas. The new towns are the worst zones,” he explained, as they were the furthest away from the city centre.40 (This complaint was made not only by Chiam. Later in 1988, when Lai Tha Chai, the PAP MP for Henderson, complained that some of his residents were being relocated by the HDB to faraway Yishun, S. Dhanabalan, then the Minister for National Development, was irked. “The Member mentioned as though being sent to Yishun is like being sent to Siberia,” Dhanabalan said. “This happens every time we build a new town.”41)

“It’s a most rotten piece of land,” Chiam protested as well.42 “The soil conditions are really poor.”43 He insisted, for Teh’s challenge to be reasonable, that he should be allowed to choose the site. Other preconditions concerned the selection of all professionals involved in the project (with no interference from the HDB or other authorities), a written assurance from the government for approval of all work permits for staff, that there be no increases in foreign workers’ levy, that no law be passed to put obstacles in the way of the project, and that no local or foreign worker be stopped from working at the project.44 The SDP task force also demanded that the HDB give the SDP the first say on whether to take up future building projects, a precondition that was admittedly unrealistic and was criticised by the media and the public. 

“Given the right conditions,” Chiam concluded, “it can be shown that the HDB builds flats at a profit.” Ultimately, he said, the real way to disprove him was for the government to come out with their own set of facts and figures and have them verified by the Auditor-General. “Ministers should not go around challenging anyone who criticises their policies,” Chiam said, calling Teh’s stance “preposterous.” Otherwise, by the same token, taxi drivers could challenge the Minister for Communications and Information, Yeo Ning Hong, to drive a taxi for six months to prove that the rise in fares would not mean a loss of earnings for them, Chiam said.45 

On 9 May, Teh predictably rejected Chiam’s terms, calling them “impossible” and “so ludicrous, they guarantee rejection.” He took particular issue with Chiam’s terms that the SDP be given the first option to take up future projects of the HDB, as well as a sub-condition that a 20 per cent down payment be paid to the SDP for this purpose. This was effectively asking the HDB to transfer $660 million to the SDP to start the financial year, Teh said.46 

It was at this point that the challenge ended in stalemate. Teh ignored Chiam’s calls for the government to release the figures missing from the HDB’s annual reporting, while Chiam refused to drop his “impossible” terms. Both parties did not utter another word about it.

Was there a winner from the episode? The verdict from the public was mixed. Most thought the whole exercise pointless. “[Teh] should not waste time challenging opposition MPs,” a reader’s letter to the Straits Times went. “He sounds very much like a car manufacturer telling its customers: ‘If you think my cars are expensive, build them yourself.’”47 Others were more concerned that the HDB, as a government statutory board, was drawn into the arena of party politics, and where public money was “treated as capital for party rivalry.”48 

Despite the lack of a conclusive outcome, this episode showed that the government was taking Chiam seriously enough to have engaged him on a very public scale. It also demonstrated, though, that there was a clear limit as to what the opposition could achieve by engaging the PAP government on “bread and butter” issues, on which the government would have the upper hand. It seemed equally futile as with the “liberal issues” that Jeyaretnam was prone to raising. 

 

Devan Nair’s resignation

 

An eventful first month of the new Parliament did not, however, climax with Teh’s challenge to Chiam. As the mood in Parliament towards the end of a sitting on 28 March was lightening, the Speaker rose and announced that he had received a letter from President Devan Nair, which had been sent through the Prime Minister earlier that day. Upon hearing the opening words of that letter, which the Speaker proceeded to read out, silence engulfed the House:


LETTER OF RESIGNATION 

 

Dear Sir

 

The doctors’ reports on my medical condition, referred to by the Prime Minister, and its consequences on the discharge of my presidential responsibilities, make it clear why I feel obliged to tender my resignation as President of the Republic of Singapore.

Very few citizens can aspire to the high office of honour of the presidency of the Republic. I did not aspire to this office. Nonetheless, I was considered worthy of the honour by the Parliament of Singapore. I therefore regret that only a few months before my term of office is due to expire, on October 23, 1985, I should feel obliged to step down from my high office. I make it abundantly clear that the decision to do so is entirely my own.

In my retirement, I shall continue to cherish the well-being and prosperity of the people of Singapore, whom I love, and have tried to serve to the best of my ability. 

Yours sincerely 

(Signed) 

C. V. DEVAN NAIR49 



The president was suffering from alcoholism, Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew revealed in his statement. The notion that the head of state of Singapore was suffering from such a condition was unimaginable to many. Devan Nair would be undergoing intensive medical treatment, Lee continued. He explained that during a recent trip to Sarawak, Nair had showed symptoms of “extreme weakness and exhaustion associated with mental confusion and bizarre behaviour.” 

Those present in Parliament that day said that Lee’s voice choked with emotion at several points when making his statement.50 “I did not know he had this problem… All my Cabinet colleagues were also ignorant of his secret problem. Only his family and a few friends from earlier NTUC days knew of it. They did not tell me of this weakness, mistakenly believing that this was in his better interest. 

“Honourable members would want to join me in wishing him fortitude in his task of rehabilitation.” 

Nair was the first President of Singapore to have resigned. His two predecessors had died in office. Stunned MPs tried to convey their responses. Representing the PAP backbenchers, Lawrence Sia, the MP for Moulmein, said, “He has tried to be a good President.”51 Outside of Parliament, Peter Vincent, the president of the NTUC, which Nair had headed prior to his presidency, said in less flattering words: “It is really shocking news. I never thought he was so seriously ill. To me, as far as I am concerned, he is only a social drinker. It is a pity he got into alcoholism.”52 

Chiam and Jeyaretnam were genuinely bewildered by the news. The president had invited the both of them to the Istana for lunch only six weeks before, and they could not remember having seen any signs of his illness then. They made some of the most sympathetic responses to the news of the resignation. “I found him to be a very friendly person without any airs,” Chiam said, recalling his lunch meeting with Nair. “I suppose I could describe him as a people’s president.” Jeyaretnam was “sad to hear about his illness” and “sorry about his condition.”53 

As before Nair assumed the presidency, Chief Justice Wee Chong Jin became Acting President, just as he had after the previous president, Benjamin Sheares, had died in office in 1981.






4: Chiam Alone

 

Early rumblings in the SDP

 

By 1985, Chiam See Tong had become a very publicly recognisable figure of the opposition, as Jeyaretnam had been. He tried to reconceive and build up the political opposition in Singapore, which was still in its nascency, and that had to be grown from his base of Potong Pasir. From a membership of about 200 on the eve of the 1984 general election, the SDP received a whopping 1,500 new membership applications after its success in Potong Pasir.1 He also had to juggle multiple roles and responsibilities. Besides being a parliamentarian and, later, a manager of municipal issues as a result of the Town Councils Act that was introduced in 1988, Chiam was also the leader of a political party. The SDP machinery was nowhere as immense as the PAP’s, but then Lee Kuan Yew did not have to juggle these rather multifaceted roles in a direct way. Chiam still had to keep his own house in order, which was not always straightforward. 

Earlier in February 1985, Soon Kia Seng, the SDP’s acting chairman and a founding party member who was one of the four SDP candidates fielded at the last general election, had resigned from the party. The press wasted no time in lapping it up, and Chiam had to immediately sort out the brouhaha. A few party members and he made their way to Soon’s home the evening the news broke. When Soon spoke to the press about the grievances behind his resignation, he alluded to “differences of opinion” and to dissimilarities in “the style of leadership.”2 Taking these together with what other members and former members of the SDP have expressed over time, Soon could only have been referring to Chiam. Ken Sun, a former treasurer of the SDP who had resigned before the 1984 general election, has also criticised Chiam’s style of leadership from that period. “The Party had then seemed to swirl around the solitary person of Chiam himself,” Sun has written. “Some members thought that Chiam was leading the Party by the nose!” This, Sun theorised, was because of Chiam’s “parental trait”—“Chiam, having founded the Party, could have taken upon himself a personal responsibility to nurture the political fledgling. Perhaps that gave rise to the need to superimpose a ‘strongman’ image, even if it should create discomfort to some cadres.”3 

Scuffles such as those Ken Sun had with Chiam had long been hidden by the party. But in Soon’s case, it was the first time such a charge was levelled at Chiam in the public eye. After the emergency visit Chiam paid to Soon with party cadres, Soon was amiable enough to withdraw his resignation the next day—and it was ensured that the press got wind of this too. “The fact that we could reach an understanding so easily showed that there were no differences,” Chiam told the Singapore Monitor.4 Privately, Chiam detested it whenever party colleagues dragged out internal party differences into the public. 

The following year, Soon again resigned from the party along with another former SDP treasurer and election candidate Peter Lim. Together with Ken Sun, these men eventually formed a new party, the National Solidarity Party (NSP), by 1987. 

How does one reconcile the paradox that a figure like Chiam, so genuinely loved by the public, and by the family and friends with whom he grew up,5 could be scorned by his political colleagues as authoritarian and even seen as dictatorial? This would be a question at the heart of Chiam’s problems with his SDP colleagues later in 1993, which eventually led to a grievous split within the party. But about the same time, any squabbles on Chiam’s home turf were dwarfed by what was brewing in Jeyaretnam’s Workers’ Party. 

Like Chiam, Jeyaretnam was also accused by some of his party colleagues as being dictatorial in his style of leadership, as will be seen in Chapter 5. It would therefore seem that no leader of any political party in Singapore has escaped the charge of dictatorialism—furthermore, if one considers Lee Kuan Yew. But before some of his party colleagues turned against him, Jeyaretnam was faced with a series of rather more serious problems that eventually led to his disqualification from Parliament. Chiam would suddenly be thrust into the limelight as the lone opposition Member of Parliament.

 

Jeyaretnam disqualified from Parliament

 

In 1982, Jeyaretnam and Wong Hong Toy, the chairman of the Workers’ Party and a long-time opposition activist who resuscitated the party together with Jeyaretnam around 1972, had each faced a charge of making a false declaration about the Workers’ Party’s accounts to a commissioner of oaths. They had stated that the accounts, as prepared by the Workers’ Party treasurer, reflected a true and fair view of the party’s financial position in the first half of 1982, whereas the prosecution alleged that they omitted three donations in the form of cheques totalling $2,600 during that period. The amount of those three donations was paid to the law firm of R. Murugason and Company, the personal account of Wong, and “an unknown person.” The charge from the prosecution was that they did so to prevent the distribution of party funds to the creditors of the Workers’ Party, which included former PAP MP Tay Boon Too, who had successfully sued Jeyaretnam for defamation in a case dating back to the early 1970s and was pressing the Workers’ Party to settle a long-standing debt.6

In Jeyaretnam’s account though, one of those donations was an uncrossed cheque of $2,000 made out to the Workers’ Party from a Dr Ivy Chew, a supporter. The cheque came with a note that it could be used at Jeyaretnam’s discretion “for the cause of the opposition.” At around the same time, the mother of one of Jeyaretnam’s election agents, a washerwoman by the name of Madam Chiew Kim Kiat, was ordered by the courts to pay legal costs, which could see her being bankrupted. Madam Chiew had volunteered to put her name on a petition so that Jeyaretnam could challenge the count in Telok Blangah constituency during the 1980 general election, in which he contested, on the basis of alleged irregularities. The petition was dismissed by the courts. To help Madam Chiew, Jeyaretnam called Dr Chew for permission to transfer the cheque to R. Murugason and Company, who were Madam Chiew’s lawyers—that permission was given.7 Another of the three cheque donations was a contribution by a Workers’ Party supporter for the specific purpose of defraying Madam Chiew’s legal costs.

In January 1984, Senior District Judge Michael Khoo acquitted Jeyaretnam and Wong on the main charge of making a false declaration. However, Jeyaretnam and Wong were found guilty of wrongfully diverting the third of the three cheque donations, which was a contribution by a party supporter for the specific purpose of setting up Jeyaretnam’s Anson office. For that, the two men were each given the relatively minor penalty of a $1,000 fine.8 Nevertheless, the deputy public prosecutor asked the High Court for a retrial, arguing that the judge had “decided too fast” and erred in acquitting Jeyaretnam and Wong on the case of the first two cheques, in the process precluding the prosecution from further examining the two men. The deputy public prosecutor also complained that the judge erred in rejecting the prosecution’s application to file alternative charges against Jeyaretnam and Wong, for giving false information and fabricating evidence.9 In May, Chief Justice Wee Chong Jin, who heard the appeal, reserved judgement, and not much was heard of the case in the ensuing months. 

In April 1985, the ruling came—Chief Justice Wee overturned Michael Khoo’s ruling and issued a long judgement to explain his decision that came 11 months after he had reserved judgement on the case. He then ordered a retrial. Jeyaretnam fought to challenge the Chief Justice’s verdict in the Court of Criminal Appeal, but it was ultimately upheld that the case needed to go back to the subordinate courts. In September 1985, another senior district judge, E. T. C. Foenander, handed Jeyaretnam and Wong each a three-month jail sentence.10

Then, in early 1986, Jeyaretnam alleged in Parliament that the government had interfered in the judiciary—in August 1984, Michael Khoo was transferred to the Attorney-General’s Chambers (AGC) to become senior state counsel and deputy public prosecutor, which Jeyaretnam said was a demotion, and allegedly so because of the seemingly lenient verdict Khoo had delivered for Jeyaretnam’s case about seven months before the transfer.11 Lee Kuan Yew immediately called for a commission of inquiry, with Justice T. S. Sinnathuray as its sole commissioner, to examine the independence and impartiality of district judges, to quash Jeyaretnam’s allegations. 

Justice Sinnathuray ruled that the commission found no evidence of judicial interference by the government, and that Jeyaretnam’s allegations were “wholly unfounded and scandalous.”12 By the time the commission’s report was tabled for debate in Parliament in late July and early August 1986, Jeyaretnam was in an explosive mood.13 In response to an accusation from S. Jayakumar, the Minister for Home Affairs, that Jeyaretnam had “attack[ed] the judiciary,” the latter responded, “it is a distorted mind, a sick mind,” which could have interpreted what he had said as such. His language took on an unparliamentary conduct, using words such as “bloody.” When ticked off by Dixie Tan, the MP for Ulu Pandan, who expounded on the special privileges and accompanying responsibilities of MPs, he said, “Thank you, grandmother.” 

Dixie Tan retorted, “I find him extremely rude, very boorish and absolutely without any sense of decency of behaviour.”14 

Even the Speaker, Yeoh Ghim Seng, could not restrain him at points. Finally, after two days of continuous sittings on matters relating to Jeyaretnam’s alleged abuse of parliamentary privilege, Yeoh lost his patience when Jeyaretnam accused him of “allowing government ministers to get away with murder in this House.”15 Yeoh asked Jeyaretnam to withdraw that remark about him, saying, “I have been very patient with you.” And Jeyaretnam did. 

As the only other opposition MP, Chiam was inevitably dragged into the debate by the PAP MPs, though he cautiously contained his involvement. When Augustine Tan called Jeyaretnam a “snake,” Chiam protested the name-calling. But when the Speaker said, “Mr Chiam, he was not referring to you,” the PAP MPs laughed. Tan would not leave Chiam unscathed, on one occasion provoking Chiam into the debate by saying he was “not far behind” Jeyaretnam in terms of negative and malicious behaviour in Parliament.16 

The House passed the motion to accept the commission’s report and condemn Jeyaretnam at the conclusion of that sitting. But that was not the end of the matter. Because Jeyaretnam had uttered his allegations about executive interference in the judiciary in Parliament, he was protected by parliamentary privilege. Nevertheless, S. Dhanabalan, as Leader of the House, referred Jeyaretnam to Parliament’s Committee of Privileges, the body that metes out discipline to MPs. But that was the end of Chiam’s entanglement with the Jeyaretnam case. Jeyaretnam continued his verbal rampage after that Parliament sitting, vowing that the Workers’ Party was determined to change the system under which Singaporean society was managed, and “if that means bringing down the system, so be it.”17 Chiam finally drew the line, feeling that it infringed on his own interpretation of the role of the opposition in Singapore, and condemned Jeyaretnam’s statement about “bringing down” the PAP-run system.18 

Jeyaretnam’s fury continued unabated in his further exchanges with Lee Kuan Yew. The intense dislike between the two men was played out for all to see, especially during the hearings in September by the Committee of Privileges on Jeyaretnam’s allegations of government interference in the judiciary. Because Lee had on occasion in Parliament called him a “mangy dog” and a “skunk,” Jeyaretnam asked Lee two point-blank questions on separate occasions during the hearings: “You hate me?”; “Do you consider me as your worst enemy?” 

Lee replied that he had in his classification three types of political opponents—hardened Communists; English-educated, gentlemanly liberals; and riff-raff—and that his PAP colleagues and he had, essentially, written off Jeyaretnam as belonging to the third group. Lee was even prepared to accept the possibility of the grouping of liberals—of which he included former Chief Minister David Marshall and even possibly Chiam—coming into power. But to Jeyaretnam, Lee said, “You have to be debunked, exposed as a charlatan, as basically dishonest, as immoral and utterly opportunistic and unscrupulous, that you make any allegation against anybody so long as you are protected.”19 

During the hearings of the Committee of Privileges, the man at the centre of Jeyaretnam’s allegations of executive intereference in the judiciary appeared in the witness box—Michael Khoo, the judge who acquitted Jeyaretnam of the main charge when the case of the three cheque donations first went to court. Khoo said his transfer from the district courts to the AGC the previous August was sudden, taking place with about six to seven days’ notice. He told the Committee of Privileges that he did not know of any instances in Singapore in which a senior district judge had been transferred to the AGC or to a post below that of solicitor-general, nor had he been given any reason for his transfer.20 But ultimately, Khoo denied that his transfer constituted a demotion.21 

After months of Jeyaretnam and Wong appealing the verdict on their case of making false declarations, their final appeal in the High Court was turned down on 11 November 1986. Jeyaretnam and Wong were each sentenced to a month’s jail, a reduction from the original three months’ jail, and fined $5,000. But as the fine was above the threshold of $2,000, Jeyaretnam was by law disqualified from his parliamentary seat. He would only be able to return to politics after a period of five years. When the verdict was read out, Jeyaretnam’s supporters from the Workers’ Party in the courtroom wept openly—for their chief and for the future of their party, which was now uncertain.22 The two Workers’ Party leaders were bundled into a police van immediately after the final verdict was read out in court, to be sent to Queenstown prison to begin their sentence. 

Friends and associates visiting Jeyaretnam in prison found him very downhearted. Once, when his colleagues visited, he broke down and said, “I never thought the day would come when you’d see me like this.”23 Worse still, after he was released, Jeyaretnam was disbarred as a lawyer after a disciplinary panel ruled that his criminal conviction implied a “defect of character.”24 Not only was he deprived of his primary means of making a living, but he was also bereft of his pride and passion as a lawyer.25 He would be reinstated on the roll of advocates and solicitors soon after, but was again disbarred in 2000 after being made bankrupt as a result of defamation suits brought on him by PAP leaders. 

Jeyaretnam’s MP office at Block 145 Jalan Bukit Merah was demolished by the HDB within weeks of his starting his prison sentence on the grounds that the office premises belonged to the HDB, which had leased it to Jeyaretnam, insofar as he was still the MP for Anson.26 Chiam asked the Minister for National Development in Parliament why Jeyaretnam’s office was demolished “in such a hurry,” while the PAP branch office in Potong Pasir was still standing almost two years after the PAP’s defeat in that constituency. (Teh Cheang Wan, replying to that question shot to him by Chiam in Parliament, delivered a matter-of-fact explanation about the lease length of that office and how the HDB had already extended the lease when it had previously expired.27) This added to the sense of doom and dismay among Jeyaretnam’s party workers and supporters. 

Residents of Anson petitioned the President for Jeyaretnam’s pardon. Meanwhile, Chiam called for a by-election in Anson to fill the vacant seat.28 This might have come across somewhat as opportunism at Jeyaretnam’s fall, as some thought that Chiam wanted the SDP to fill that vacant seat. But Chiam was really addressing the PAP’s aversion to holding by-elections when parliamentary seats were vacated—such as when Hon Sui Sen, the Minister for Finance, died suddenly in 1983—presumably because the PAP felt it was particularly vulnerable at by-elections after Jeyaretnam’s Anson win. Nevertheless, Chiam continued to speak up for Jeyaretnam. Chiam insisted it was wrong for Parliament to discuss, in Jeyaretnam’s absence, the findings of the Committee of Privileges on the charge of Jeyaretnam’s abuse of parliamentary privilege and contempt of Parliament, although Chiam was not able to refer to any official sources to produce any substantiation for his claim when challenged to do so by the ministers.29 

“I feel sorry for Mr Jeyaretnam, that he should get out of Parliament this way,” Chiam said. “He was merely doing the job that was expected of an MP.” Chiam added that as the sole opposition member in Parliament, he himself would “continue to do my role although my burden will be greater from now on.”30 PAP MPs probably relished the calmer atmosphere of Parliament debates and did not miss Jeyaretnam’s sound and fury, and what they saw as his “grandstanding,” which had led either to constant disciplinary reprimands from the Speaker or the PAP frontbench, or to prolonged sittings. 

During this time, Chiam posed parliamentary questions, such as those about the controversial visit to Singapore by the Israeli President, Chaim Herzog, which sparked protests in neighbouring Malaysia and Indonesia. He questioned S. Dhanabalan, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, as to the wisdom of inviting Herzog to Singapore, as far as Singapore–Malaysia relations were concerned.31 There was also the usual slew of questions on land acquisition and HDB issues. Chiam filed a number of written parliamentary questions for the Minister for National Development for 9 December, but unusually received written replies from E. W. Barker, who had taken on the role of Acting Minister for National Development. Teh Cheang Wan was recorded as being on leave for that parliamentary sitting.32 

But Chiam would not get to have further exchanges from Teh Cheang Wan on HDB issues because, five days later, on 14 December, Teh was found dead in bed at his home. 

 

The ‘Teh Cheang Wan Affair’

 

Even as the coroner’s inquiry into Teh’s death was about to take place on 20 January, rumours were swirling that the Minister for National Development had in fact committed suicide because he was being investigated for corruption.

At this time, Chiam filed a parliamentary question directed to the Prime Minister for the next sitting on 26 January 1987 as to whether Teh Cheang Wan was indeed under investigation by the CPIB at the time of his death, and if so, for what reason.33 

As was eventually revealed at the coroner’s inquiry, that was indeed the case. Depressed by investigations into allegations that he had accepted bribes, Teh swallowed enough sleeping pills to kill two men. He had been under investigation for taking two bribes of $400,000 each in the early 1980s—one from Hock Tat Development to help them retain land that had been earmarked for acquisition by the government, and the other from the developer of Riverview Hotel to buy state land to build a bigger hotel.34 Teh protested his innocence to the end. The day before he died, he wrote a letter to the Prime Minister to say that he had made the mistake of trusting Liaw Teck Kee, a friend who was a stockbroker and managing director of a HDB decoration contracting firm. Teh claimed Liaw had framed him by informing the CPIB that the minister had accepted the bribes. Teh alleged that Liaw, in fact, had kept all the money for himself and led the two developers to believe that it had been handed over to Teh.35 

However, in his testimony at the coroner’s inquiry, the CPIB director alleged that Liaw had brought $500,000 in cash to Teh’s office during lunchtime one day in 1981. Teh then locked the door between his office and that of his personal assistant, and counted the money Liaw brought. It was alleged that Teh kept $400,000 and gave $100,000 to Liaw, presumably for having acted as the middleman for dispensing the bribe.36 

Moreover, the CPIB director testified that, when he was questioned by the CPIB, Teh had tried to bargain for immunity from prosecution by making a signed statement offering to return the $800,000 in bribes if no charges were pressed.37 The CPIB made no such deal and instead recommended the attorney-general to proceed on one of the charges of corruption against Teh, for which investigations had been completed. Teh’s passport was impounded, and he was told to go on leave for the rest of December 1986.38 It was at this juncture that Teh killed himself. 

The CPIB director also testified that the Prime Minister had initially ordered “discreet investigations,” but then approved the CPIB’s request for open investigations—that meant questioning all relevant witnesses, which would most likely cause the matter to spread by word of mouth.39 The Prime Minister agreed after he was satisfied there was sufficient grounds to do so, rather than provoke an unnecessary furore if the allegations were then found to be baseless.

Teh had left a suicide note, addressed to Lee Kuan Yew: 


Prime Minister,

 

I have been feeling very sad and depressed for the last two weeks.

I feel responsible for the occurrence of this unfortunate incident and I feel I should accept full responsibility. As an honourable oriental gentleman, I feel it is only right that I should pay the highest penalty for my mistake.

 

Yours faithfully,

 

(Signed) 

 

Teh Cheang Wan40 



 

—

 

Chiam’s tackling of the Teh Cheang Wan incident seemed the vital way for him to hit back at a government that had always prided itself on being clean and criticised the opposition for being untrustworthy. There had, however, been Phey Yew Kok, the PAP MP for Boon Teck, who had been charged in 1979 with criminal breach of trust and misusing trade union funds, but absconded while out on bail. And in 1975, Wee Toon Boon, a Minister of State for the Environment, had been convicted on corruption charges and sentenced to four and a half years in jail.41 Tan Kia Gan, who incidentally was also a Minister for National Development at one point, was stripped of all his government appointments in 1966 after investigations revealed his role—while the government representative on the board of Malaysian Airways—in helping a business associate clinch the sale of Boeing aircraft to the airline. Tan was, however, never convicted in court.42 

Throughout his political career, it was the Teh Cheang Wan incident that Chiam would allude to whenever the PAP hit out at issues of the integrity and honesty of opposition politicians. “The PAP, despite their thorough and careful selection of candidates, have selected candidates who are really crooks,” Chiam said during a later election campaign in 2006.43 Referring to Teh Cheang Wan and Phey Yew Kok, Chiam said, “these people are carefully selected by the PAP and yet they turn out to be crooks and lost public money. How can [the PAP] criticise the opposition when they cannot select good candidates?”

At the 26 January 1987 Parliament sitting, Lee Kuan Yew made a statement laying out the government’s explanation of the death of Teh Cheang Wan and the CPIB probe Teh had been involved in. As the Straits Times put it, questions for the Prime Minister came “fast and furious” from 20 MPs.44 “We have heard that the system that you have is for Ministers to declare their assets and their wives’ and children’s assets to you,” Chiam said.45 “In the light of one of your senior Ministers having taken bribes, do you feel that you need to review this system of yours?” Lee replied that he would be grateful if Chiam could offer any proposal to make the prevention and detection of corruption in high office easier. “We cannot conceive of any more trip wires,” Lee said. “If we can, we might be like some of these houses with burglar alarms where the tenant regularly trips them up and not the burglar.” 

Chiam also asked about the withholding of information about the probe into Teh until the coroner’s inquiry: 

 

Chiam See Tong:	Why did the Government not make a public announcement that the former Minister for National Development was under CPIB investigations for the period from 28 November to 19 January? 

Lee Kuan Yew:	Do I understand the Member for Potong Pasir right, from 28 November to 19 January? 

Chiam See Tong:	Yes. 

Lee:	I am flummoxed. Do we want to announce to the world that the CPIB has commenced investigations on a Minister in charge of a very heavy portfolio before they know the outcome of the investigations? 

Chiam:	[There should have been] an announcement that there was an investigation by the CPIB. Perhaps the Prime Minister would know that the news had been circulating two, three, four times around Singapore. Does the Prime Minister not think that it would be better if there was a proper announcement? It would perhaps save more anguish for members of Mr Teh’s family. 

Lee:	I dispute that.46 

 

On 11 February, Liu Cho Chit, a contractor who was the vice chairman of the PAP branch at Teh Cheang Wan’s Geylang West constituency and a grassroots leader there, was charged for trying to bribe Liaw Teck Kee with $1 million to stop Liaw from implicating the late minister when he was being investigated by the CPIB.47 

There must have been public disquiet when it was reported in the papers that Liu had received two community service awards from the Ministry of Community Development in a public ceremony, which were presented to him by the caretaker MP for Geylang West no less, even as Liu was out on bail for the corruption charge.48 

Shortly after, Chiam filed another parliamentary question for the next sitting to ask the Prime Minister if he would hold a public inquiry to “get to the bottom of the Teh Cheang Wan Affair” and to stop “further corruption in places.”49 At that 4 March parliamentary sitting, Chiam and Lee engaged each other in a long exchange.50 

Lee took issue primarily with Chiam’s choice of nomenclature: “Will the Member for Potong Pasir please spell out what he means by ‘the Teh Cheang Wan Affair’?”

Chiam thought it obvious and attempted to pin Lee down to committing to holding a commission of inquiry. 

“The Member for Potong Pasir is a barrister-at-law,” Lee said. “There can be no public inquiry without terms of reference. I am asking the Member to spell out his terms of reference. You cannot have terms of reference talking about ‘the Teh Cheang Wan Affair.’ You can have that in the coffee shops.”

“Mr Speaker, the Prime Minister himself is a qualified advocate and he knows that the wrongdoer is now dead,” Chiam retorted. “And no criminal court will pursue a matter which has got no witness and the matter ends there as far as the criminal court goes.” 

While asserting that the government had nothing to cover up and that he was himself prepared to have a public inquiry, Lee challenged Chiam on the legal technicality of how he framed the terms of reference—in particular the point that as someone asserting further wrongdoing than what was already disclosed, Chiam had to appear before the eventual commission of inquiry as a witness and present evidence. 

But that was not what Chiam was asserting. He wanted to make sure that there was no further wrongdoing, and that the public would then be satisfied. That’s not how it works, Lee replied—investigations were ongoing and the case had not gone through the courts; any public inquiry would therefore prejudice accused persons. 

Chiam was forced to admit that he had no experience drafting such terms of reference for a commission of inquiry. He clarified that he was not out to smear the government, but that he believed he was representing the interests of the public in ensuring that there was no possibility of cover-up of any further wrongdoing related to the transactions of Teh Cheang Wan. Chiam presented a scribbled draft of terms of reference for the inquiry. While faulting Chiam for grammatical errors in his scribblings, Lee nevertheless promised a commission of inquiry:


I assume that the Member will lead evidence. Because we have not seen the need for this Inquiry. We have made departmental inquiries to see whether any changes have been made to procedures which might lead to corruption. The new Minister for National Development has been going through all the procedures in the last two months. The Member suspects that there is something. I assume that he is going to lead the evidence and all the files will be made available to him. Nothing will be denied him…

I will accept the Member for Potong Pasir’s proposition. He wants this gazetted. I will recommend to the President that this brainwave of the Member for Potong Pasir be gazetted. I will warn him that the first question the Commissioner will ask is: what do the terms of reference mean? And he will be the first witness to explain what it means and, as he said, he will lead evidence and he will bring people to bring evidence.51 



Chiam lacked the incisiveness of Jeyaretnam when tackling matters of a legal nature. Lee Kuan Yew pursued this very Achilles heel of Chiam’s head-on. If Jeyaretnam had been in Parliament, he would have signalled to Chiam—the dismissive hand-waving gesture of a senior opposition parliamentarian to the newcomer that so annoyed Chiam—and then glibly taken over the debate with the government minister during question time. And while the Prime Minister gave Chiam the assurance that he would take him and his request seriously, comparing him favourably with Jeyaretnam, whom Lee felt had often been out just to make a “vague general smear”52 against the government, Lee nevertheless chided Chiam by showing him how terms of reference were to be properly crafted—Lee cited in detail the terms of reference for the commission of inquiry the previous year to investigate the allegations made in Parliament by Jeyaretnam.

 

The commission of inquiry 

 

Details of the formation of the commission of inquiry were announced by S. Jayakumar at the following Parliament sitting. The commission would be headed by Judicial Commissioner Chan Sek Keong, with two other members, the public accountant Thai Chee Ken and management consultant Robert Iau—three members, just as Chiam had requested. Oral and written representations from all interested parties from the public were sought.53 

The government said it accepted in its entirety Chiam’s drafted terms of reference for the commission, but added an extra term of reference as to whether the CPIB had done all that was necessary to uncover all acts of corruption related to Teh Cheang Wan. Because Chiam had cast doubt over the thoroughness and effectiveness of the CPIB’s investigations at the last Parliament sitting, Jayakumar said the government could not allow such doubts about CPIB to go unchallenged. 

As the sole opposition MP, Chiam was approached by a number of people whom Chiam deemed to be professionals and therefore credible, and who claimed that they had knowledge of fuller details of Teh Cheang Wan’s misdemeanours. It was partly because of these persons that Chiam had the confidence to make his call in Parliament for a public inquiry into the Teh Cheang Wan affair, with the knowledge that he could present some form of evidence for the inquiry to look deeper into. Chiam even went as far as requesting, from the commission of inquiry, remuneration for the potential witnesses to attend and present their case before the commissioners.54 However, for reasons he did not fully comprehend, these people backed down and eventually declined to be involved in the inquiry. This left Chiam in a very difficult and embarrassing situation. 

The commission of inquiry opened on 25 May 1987. Immediately after the terms of reference were read out as a matter of formality at the start of the proceedings, the lawyer representing Teh Cheang Wan’s family expressed displeasure at how the terms were framed, which he said presumed that Teh was guilty of corruption—a charge that had not been proven in court.55 

Chiam himself complained at the start of the proceedings that he had been denied access to various files, documents and people, and therefore could not prepare for the inquiry. He stressed that he was serious about going ahead, but that he did not wish to be “left groping in the dark.”56 In the lead-up to the commission’s opening, he had submitted a list of 15 requests to the commission to carry out his mandated work of leading evidence on the second and third terms of reference. This was related to requests for secretarial help, remuneration for five “professionals” involved in leading evidence, interviews with the CPIB director, HDB officials and the suspects accused of giving the bribe to Teh, and the bank account statements of the Teh family.57 The secretary of the commission said some of the requests were vague while others were “simply ridiculous.”58 The commission spent 100 minutes debating with Chiam about the relevance of the documents he had requested.59 Chiam protested, saying that the Prime Minister had earlier promised him in Parliament that no information would be denied him, yet he now had to “fight every inch” to show relevance before he would be allowed to view the government files. “If that’s the way it is, I’m not prepared to go on,” he said. He warned that the commission would then become a farce. 

The commission then agreed to adjourn the proceedings to August, as Chiam said he would need at least two months to prepare his case; specifically, to show the relevance of the documents he wanted to see. 

When the proceedings resumed on 18 August, Chiam maintained that his role was to help in the inquiry and strongly objected to being labelled as the “accuser” in official correspondence. He wanted the commission to rescind this description, and this was his condition for continuing with the commission. He said it was a matter of principle to him, as to remain labelled an “accuser” would set a precedent for future public inquiries.60 “I object to being called an accuser. As far as I am aware, I have not made any accusations on 4 March in Parliament when there was a debate on the Teh Cheang Wan affair.” Rather, Chiam saw his role in the inquiry as that of assisting what he termed a “fact-finding exercise,”61 just as Lawrence Ang, the Senior State Counsel, was there to assist the commission. 

If Chiam did not like the word “accuser,” the commissioners said they were willing to replace it with “alleger,” but it meant Chiam would still have to produce the evidence to back up his claims of a cover-up.62 

“He made a reckless statement in Parliament that there was a cover-up in the investigations concerning Teh Cheang Wan and he is now desperately looking for evidence to support his allegation,” said Lawrence Ang.63 He said that instead of getting on with the task of leading evidence, Chiam “chose to spend time” finding fault with not being able to get access to files. Ang complained that the commission acceded to his request for after-office-hours viewing of the files because Chiam said it would otherwise not be convenient for him to do so, and that Chiam had only started looking at the files available to him on 14 August, four days before the inquiry resumed, even though he had since 25 May to do so. Chiam was “making a song and dance” about the whole matter, Ang said.64 

For Chiam, it was crucial that he viewed the files of the CPIB. But Ang said it had been made clear that Chiam was not entitled to them because those files detailed CPIB’s investigations “and not evidence of Mr Teh’s corruption.” “Perhaps he can tell us what is it in the files he wants to look at,” Ang said.65 

“How can I do my job and achieve this objective of the commission and ensure that the public interest is served, and that there can be no suggestion of cover-up, if not all the files are shown to me?” Chiam said. “Until I see and inspect all the files, there will always be doubts left in the minds of the public, and the purpose of this commission cannot be fulfilled… I’m not disguising the fact that I’m not prepared unless I look through the files.”66 

Chiam defended his right to raise questions in Parliament over Teh Cheang Wan’s suicide and denied that he made allegations of a cover-up when he spoke on the matter. He was the only opposition MP, and if he did not raise questions, “nobody in Singapore would.” Chiam said one of the terms of reference of the inquiry was to investigate the circumstance that made it possible for Teh to take bribes—not to “investigate allegations made by the Member for Potong Pasir,” the implication being that it was not set up in the same way a previous inquiry was to investigate allegations made by Jeyaretnam on the interference of the government in the judiciary. 

Lawrence Ang then said Chiam could still attend the inquiry in his private capacity. But Chiam was already set on leaving the proceedings and was packing his briefcase. “Why should I go around begging for my titbits? Do they want me or don’t they want me to carry on? If they say yes, naturally they must give me full cooperation. But at the moment, there is none at all, for every little bit, I have to fight my way through and show this relevance and that relevance.”67

“So why does he want to leave? Doesn’t he want to satisfy himself once and for all?” Ang retorted.68

And so, in a ruling at the next hearing on 21 August, Chan Sek Keong pointed out that given the circumstances, the commission was unable to proceed with the inquiry’s second and third terms of reference. They would submit their findings to the President, whom Lee Kuan Yew had recommended to establish the inquiry back in March.69

The commission presented its report to President Wee Kim Wee in December, and it was made public when tabled in Parliament for the 3 January 1988 sitting. It concluded that Teh might never have been found out if not for the CPIB’s commitment to “fearless investigation” and its “perseverance in checking every lead.” It lavished praise on the CPIB director for a “job well done.” There was also no cover-up whatsoever, the commission ruled. 

Instead, they chastised Chiam for having “led everyone on an extended wild goose chase.”70 “It seems to us that on the whole Mr Chiam’s conduct in this inquiry has fallen short of the responsibility expected of a person who has called for a public inquiry into a matter of public interest… He had also sown seeds of suspicion that the government had not ‘come clean’ regarding the CPIB’s investigations concerning Teh Cheang Wan. Mr Chiam could not have been ignorant of the fact that Singapore has an enviable reputation for the honesty and integrity of its public institutions.”71 

“The commission was set up to look into the Teh Cheang Wan affair, not to interrogate me,” Chiam protested. “But the report turned out to be an attack on me.” Chiam maintained that he was entitled to all the files he wanted. “When the Prime Minister said ‘all files’ in Parliament, I took him to mean all government department files.”72 

However, the commissioners, in their report, said that the Prime Minister had given no such assurance. They said they had re-examined the record of what Lee Kuan Yew said in Parliament, and found that Lee had not made a specific offer of access to the CPIB files. Rather, Lee had merely stated that the evidence on the attempted suborning of a witness by the contractor Liu Cho Chit would be made available. When Lee said in Parliament that “I can assure [Chiam] that he will have access to the file if he wants,” it was only in reference to the Land Appeals Board’s files on the acquisition of the accused developer’s land. And when Lee said that “nothing will be denied [Chiam],” it was not made in reference to CPIB files.73 

A few days later in Parliament, on 13 January, Lee Kuan Yew threw Chiam a fresh offer. Lee would open even the CPIB files, albeit with the names of accusers redacted and the names of the accused replaced with aliases—but Chiam had to be specific about his reasons for rejecting the report of the commission of inquiry.74 

Chiam gave no firm reply to Lee Kuan Yew’s offer, except to state that he would not agree to any new inquiry “without certain guarantees.” Rather, Chiam told Parliament not to accept the report of the commission for a number of reasons—the commission was biased against him, and had not granted him access to CPIB files. 

Chiam reiterated his stance that it was not his role to present his own evidence at the inquiry, leading to a mini-debate between Lee and himself on what it meant to “lead in evidence”—a term that Lee said did not exist in any legal context or dictionary, but that Chiam, who used that phrase in his drafted terms of reference of the commission, insisted it meant to present evidence that was already put before the commission, such as by investigators. Lee shook his head while the PAP MPs roared in laughter at Chiam’s explanations.75 

Lee Kuan Yew challenged him to say clearly whether he rejected the entire report—in which case, he said, Chiam had to accept his offer of a fresh inquiry—or just specific parts in which the commission had censured him for his conduct. Chiam said he was not prepared to cite specific sections of the report as he needed more time to prepare and examine them. He was also wary of being embroiled in another commission of inquiry that presented him with conditions that he was not prepared to accept, such as leading in presenting evidence to the commission, without the CPIB files opened to him. The Straits Times, in observing the exchanges in Parliament, wrote that “it was painful to watch Mr Chiam, boxed in a corner, having to wriggle his way out.”76 

“It would appear that this Government has got a standard method of dealing with the Opposition,” Chiam complained. “Whenever we make a criticism of the Government, we are expected either to build four new blocks of flats or now to have another whole inquiry.”

At the conclusion of that debate, Parliament accepted the report of the commission of inquiry into the Teh Cheang Wan affair. S. Jayakumar, the Minister for Home Affairs, warned Chiam that “he should not follow in the steps of Mr Jeyaretnam whose habit was to make smears, insinuations, allegations and, when challenged, instead of withdrawing, twisted and turned in evasions and equivocations. It did Mr Jeyaretnam no good. It will do the Member for Potong Pasir no good either.”77 

 

—

 

On 30 March 1988, the Corruption (Confiscation of Benefits) Bill—dubbed by some members of the public as the “Teh Cheang Wan Bill,” which provided the authorities with additional powers for tracing and freezing the benefits of corruption—was tabled in Parliament. However, an Asiaweek article reported that the bill had caused a stir among local lawyers because some of its provisions violated the basic principles of natural justice. Even the Straits Times called for a full debate on it because its provisions “came so uncomfortably close to being in conflict with some basic tenets.”78 

“In the last debate on this Teh Cheang Wan Affair, I think the Prime Minister said that it was not necessary to have more laws,” Chiam said:


Apparently, the government has changed its view on this point. His comment was that there was no need to add more trip wires to check against corruption. On the last point, Mr Lee said that if more were added, Singapore might end up like a house where the burglar alarm system was tripped more often by the occupants, not by the burglars. Obviously, I think we are going to set up more burglar alarms. And I am for this law.79 



S. Jayakumar, the minister who presented the bill, thanked MPs who had spoken on the bill—this included Chiam, “which, to my memory, is the first time that he has spoken in support of a government bill.”

Jeyaretnam was also to engage on the “Teh Cheang Wan affair,” even as he was out of Parliament, but to a ruinous outcome for himself. During a campaign rally for the 1988 general election, Jeyaretnam raised the issue of Teh’s death to suggest that not everything about the affair had been fully uncovered. However, he made the grave mistake of recklessly misquoting Teh’s suicide note, such that it implied that Lee Kuan Yew had encouraged Teh to commit suicide as a way of avoiding investigations into his conduct.80 Lee then sued Jeyaretnam for slander, the second time since the lawsuit involving Jeyaretnam’s allegations about Tat Lee Bank. The courts awarded Lee $260,000 in damages, plus costs, thereby compounding Jeyaretnam’s debts that had been incurred throughout his legal battles with PAP politicians.






5: My Kind of Town

 

Anson and Potong Pasir ‘to be served last’

 

During a parliamentary debate on 21 March 1985, the two opposition MPs had been shocked when Teh Cheang Wan said that Anson and Potong Pasir would be served last by the HDB in the provision of non-emergency maintenance services. It was the first time the government had openly declared giving such a priority to PAP constituencies.1 Teh explained, “As a PAP government, we must look after the PAP constituency first, because those are the people who supported us, or the majority of them supported us.”2

“We will stop paying the service and conservancy charges,” Jeyaretnam protested. “You take us to court.” 

“What about those who voted for you in the opposition constituency?” Chiam asked Teh.

“That is rather regrettable, and it cannot be helped,” Teh replied. It was later reported in the Straits Times that a Singaporean man they interviewed had begun to consider withdrawing his application for an HDB flat in favour of buying a private house, because “the risks of owning an HDB flat are too great” if the constituency he lived in fell to the opposition through no doing of his.3

Teh clarified that Potong Pasir and Anson were not being denied services from the HDB, and that some form of prioritisation of the provision of services was needed even among PAP-held constituencies.

When Jeyaretnam and Chiam were interviewed three months later, they reported that their constituents had generally not felt any discrimination by the HDB in the provision of maintenance services. Chiam said the government would not dare to practise such discrimination and that Teh’s announcement had been “a political one aimed at trying to gain back ground lost during last year’s general election.”4 

But Teh had not stopped there. “I would be very happy to offer to both the Members the management of the estates in Anson and Potong Pasir,” Teh said, “so that both these Members need not complain about the HDB’s Area Officers being unreasonable, HDB being so difficult, HDB being this, HDB being that.”5 Teh revealed that he was quite serious about decentralising the management of HDB estates—the issue about introducing local authorities in Singapore’s system of governance had already been discussed in Parliament to some extent hitherto. “The decentralisation of the management of HDB estates will come about anyway, and if both members would like this to come about early in their constituencies, I will be pleased,” Teh said.

Anson was slated to be among the first batch of constituencies for an MP to take on municipal roles. Jeyaretnam wrote in to the HDB in early April to accept Teh’s challenge.6 Later that year, Jeyaretnam formed the 20-person Anson Council, which he described as Singapore’s first constituency-based grassroots body that was not controlled by the PAP government. It was preparing to take on cleaning and maintenance roles in the estate and looked to serve the Anson community more generally.7 However, the council was denied registration by the Registry of Societies on technical grounds as its constitution document did not include clauses prohibiting political activity despite it being registered as a non-political society, and that Jeyaretnam’s application omitted to set in detail the procedures for the election of the council’s office bearers.8 They were also denied use of Anson Community Centre (CC), which was under the People’s Association (PA), technically a statutory board.9 (Years later, Goh Chok Tong revealed that he and the younger PAP MPs had been willing to hand over Anson CC to Jeyaretnam in the spirit of “British parliamentary rules.” But Lee Kuan Yew and the PAP old guard refused, saying that the CC was a “government facility”—by which they took to mean as belonging to the government of the day, rather than to the neutral state. The old guard also said they could not allow Jeyaretnam to be entrenched in Anson and prevent the PAP from ever winning it back.)10

But it was all not to be, for Anson. Jeyaretnam was disqualified from his Anson seat in November 1986. Teh Cheang Wan’s suicide occurred the following month. 

The debate on the decentralisation of estate management in Singapore then focused on Potong Pasir. The rumblings started in March 1985, when Potong Pasir’s transition from being a PAP-run town to an SDP one was ongoing. The community centres in Sennett Estate and Lorong 8 Toa Payoh were closed down, along with six other old CCs in other constituencies like Anson and Sembawang. Residents were told they could use the new community centre at Potong Pasir Avenue 2.11 

The PA further explained that Sennett CC had been closed because it was too small to meet the demands of the growing population of Potong Pasir, and pointed out that a new centre costing $3 million had been built “only 800 metres” away from the old centre.12 

All this seemed uneventful—until it turned out that the premises of Sennett CC was to be used by the Ministry of Community Development to house the administrative office for the secretariat of the Residents’ Committee, a grassroots organisation under the PA. Chiam received complaints from residents.13 “They are taking a centre away from the possible use by an opposition MP and they are going to use it to train people with a view to countering opposition encroachment,” Chiam explained.14 He drafted a petition for residents in Sennett to get their community centre back. 

He said the government had committed a breach of trust. “Money was donated by residents for a specific purpose. And that was to build a community centre. The recipients cannot now change its purpose. Instead of using it as a social and recreational centre, it’s going to be an administrative office. Residents in the area have lost a centre where many had met regularly for activities.”15 

“I don’t want it. The people want it back, and I’m their representative.”16 A few days later, when on a tour of the estate, Chiam said, “Let’s lay down the ground rules—no politics involved in community centres. When CCs were built, their main purpose was to win over the hearts and minds of the people, to draw them away from the influence of communism. I hope the PAP is not having the same attitude in 1985—being afraid that CCs can be made use of by other parties for that purpose.”17 

More deep-rooted was the issue of the PA’s relationship with the government, as well as that of its grassroots organisations, vis-à-vis opposition MPs like Chiam. “I have written to the People’s Association and they said, ‘No permission is given to you to assist in the community centres.’ What about other so-called grassroots organisations, the Residents’ Committees? I have written not once, but twice, volunteering to help in these grassroots organisations. What was the reply? ‘You wait for another year. You have to prove yourself.’ Why should I prove myself? I have been elected by nearly 60 per cent of the voters at Potong Pasir. They think I am suitable, but not the Secretariat of the Residents’ Committees.”18 

Later in a parliamentary debate in 1987, Lee Yock Suan, in his capacity as the PA’s deputy chairman, said that the PA was a “government agency” and as such it was the government’s right to use it to promote its objectives and policies. Therefore, he said, there was no reason why opposition parties should be allowed to use its facilities to promote their own ideas. He added that it was the government’s prerogative to pick advisers for the CCs that were “people of like mind.” S. Dhanabalan added that Chiam could be considered for the post of adviser if he was prepared to commit himself to advancing the government’s objectives and policies. Chiam rebutted that “at one time, [CCs were] the eyes and ears of the government. Now you’re saying it’s the outpost of the government.”

 

‘The tree’

 

Another test case to involve the delineation of the MPs’ municipal powers and the HDB’s powers involved a tree—one of the Sterculia nobilis species, to be precise, also known as the Seven Sisters plant, so named because it originated from China where it was used as an offering at the Seven Sisters Festival during the seventh month of the lunar calendar. 

Chiam wrote to the authorities for permission to plant the seeds, which were a gift to him from a supporter who had obtained them on a trip to China. The authorities denied Chiam permission, and took him on a bureaucratic odyssey between the HDB and the Parks and Recreation Department to obtain the necessary permission to plant that tree in Potong Pasir estate. So Chiam brought the matter up in Parliament on 14 May 1985, along with a list of other noes that had been given to him by the authorities—such as that he was not even allowed to visit schools.19 

Goh Chok Tong had earlier said that there was nothing to stop opposition MPs from taking part in the government’s tree-planting campaign if they believed in it.20 But on 7 March 1986, after Chiam asked why there had been no Tree Planting Day activity in Potong Pasir constituency the previous year, Teh Cheang Wan made a written parliamentary reply saying that enough trees had been already been planted in Potong Pasir, “in accordance with Parks and Recreation Department’s guidelines.”21 

And so, on 27 April, Chiam defiantly planted the tree in front of his new MP’s office at the void deck of Block 108 Potong Pasir Avenue 1 on the occasion of its opening. This would be a “test case of sorts,” he told the media. As he clarified later what he meant by that, he said the issue was whether a public body like the HDB could arbitrarily refuse permission to an MP or any resident in an HDB estate from “doing an act which is beneficial to the estate.”22 

“If you feel strongly that you have a legitimate right to do something for this estate, you should really put your foot down and make sure you get it,” he said.23 

Within two weeks, HDB’s Estates and Lands Division removed the tree. It hand-delivered a letter to Chiam an hour later to inform him of the action. It told Chiam that the licence he held for the use of his MP’s office “certainly does not entitle you to plant any tree on the adjacent land.” Later, an HDB spokesman also said that the types of trees planted in estates were also subject to the approval of the Commissioner for Parks and Recreation. In the case of Chiam’s tree, the spokesman said it was of an unsuitable type, and was moreover in an unsuitable location amid other fruit trees planted by the HDB, the growth of which Chiam’s tree could hamper. The HDB pointed out to Chiam that his tree was slow-growing, would fail to provide good shade, and would not be able to adapt to the climate and clayey soil.24 

All sides were surely conscious of the frivolity of waging a national debate that involved a tree. But that tree arguably became the most famous tree in Singapore, the symbol of the political opposition as the victim of the PAP’s bullying. Whenever Chiam was attacked by the PAP, particularly on municipal issues, he would always raise the subject of “the tree.” 

 

The Town Councils Bill 

 

The PAP intended more than just scuffles over CCs and trees when it dealt with the opposition. They had something much bigger in mind.

In an article in the PAP’s newsletter Petir in October 1985, Goh Chok Tong, the First Deputy Prime Minister, observed that in many democratic countries, there was “insufficient quality control on people offering themselves for election.” In November, Goh Chok Tong was talking about an amendment to the Constitution that would be needed for this change. That was the magnitude of the changes the PAP had in mind. Observers in the media and academia speculated that the government was considering additional qualifications for MPs to be amended into the Constitution—a minimal educational qualification or some sort of a literacy test. Others suggested this could take the form of an examination to ensure potential MPs would have a “good grounding in basic laws,” such as on the right to assembly, the freedom of speech, and libel.25

It looked like Goh was orienting towards the idea of “devolving municipal responsibilities” to MPs as a means of putting MPs—especially opposition MPs—to the test.26 This was in fact the fruition of the idea of town councils discussed in Parliament by Teh Cheang Wan.

In August 1986, it was announced that three town councils would be created in the Ang Mo Kio area the following month as a pilot test of the idea of town councils. This was actually first mooted by Lim Boon Heng, the MP for Kebun Baru—in the Ang Mo Kio area—during the 1984 general election campaign. His idea then was to create “local autonomy” that would “help develop a distinctive character for each new town.” In practical terms, this meant deciding on issues like the location of car parks and schools, or the kinds of trees residents want planted.27 The Ang Mo Kio town councils were essentially an experiment on how residents could participate in the management of public housing estates. Committees involving residents were also formed under those town councils, such as “business liaison committees” and “environmental committees,” to involve residents in making decisions on maintenance and improvement of estate facilities and infrastructure, like in the landscaping of gardens. The government allocated funds to the town councils to be used towards such municipal projects.28 

Chiam said he would welcome the formation of town councils, but only if they were implemented in the true spirit of democracy, “with residents given full powers to run their own lives.”29 The debates on the idea of town councils, still sporadic, continued in the ensuing two years. When the subject was broached in Parliament some time in 1987, Chiam expressed his doubts that residents would get genuine powers, then exercised by agencies like the HDB, to make municipal decisions. He said the town councils proposed by the government sounded more similar to the management corporations for private flats, which had powers only to maintain and manage common property in an estate. “He seems to be getting cold feet,” said S. Dhanabalan, the Minister for National Development, suggesting that Chiam was afraid of taking on the responsibility and burden of running a town council in Potong Pasir.30 

Eventually the government deemed the pilot town councils in Ang Mo Kio a success and decided to extend the concept of town councils to all constituencies in Singapore with HDB estates. 

In June 1988, a Town Councils Bill was drafted and it reached the floor of Parliament. Dhanabalan introduced the bill and its provisions. Goh Chok Tong, who elaborated on the “philosophy” behind the bill, heralded that “town councils will be a major contribution to democracy.” 

Goh said the introduction of town councils would allow Singaporeans to “participate actively in the management of their own affairs” through decentralising and thereby speeding up municipal decision-making, and also to “provide a ballast to our political system” by getting voters to assess their candidates critically and “vote carefully.”31

The bill provided for the incorporation of town councils, which would correspond to the territorial boundaries of the parliamentary constituencies, or a combination of two to three constituencies, where those MPs agreed to do so, for economies of scale. 

The chairman of each town council would be the sitting MP for that constituency. In the town councils that comprised more than one constituency, the MPs would choose one among them to chair the town council. The chairman would then appoint six to 30 town councillors, of whom at least two-thirds would have to be residents of the town—to ensure that council decisions would be representative of the residents whom they serve. 

The functions of a town council and its councillors would be to manage and improve the common areas of the housing estate that the HDB had hitherto been responsible for maintaining. The town council would be required to set up a sinking fund for the purpose of carrying out repair works in the estate. They were empowered to invest surplus funds, if any, in trustee stocks. The government could provide town councils with grants-in-aid, such that the town councils would receive the same financing as that which hitherto had been provided to the HDB.

Goh said that Chiam ought to welcome the bill. “Mr Chiam’s authority is now limited in Potong Pasir,” Goh said. “With Town Councils he will have more authority plus the opportunity to demonstrate his ability. That was how the PAP came to power—contesting the City Councils in December 1957 and going on to win the general elections in 1959. This is also how many French politicians make their way to Parliament, by getting themselves elected as Town Councillors.”32 

Indeed, Singapore had a structure of local government once upon a time, in the form of a city council, as well as a Rural Board that oversaw the non-urbanised areas of Singapore. The city council existed from 1951 until it was dissolved in 1959 when Singapore attained powers of self-government. The dissident PAP leader Ong Eng Guan was Mayor of Singapore from 1957 to 1959, after which he was to oversee the integration and transfer of the city council functions to the national government. But he had stalled on the process until the PAP government had to remove the city council responsibilities from Ong and ultimately expelled him from the PAP. The PAP must have also felt threatened by that alternative centre of political power, accusing Ong of trying to retain control over “the City Council empire,” and of appointing friends with no appropriate qualifications to city council roles.33 By the 1980s, it would seem no such possibilities concerned the PAP.

Again, the issue of “the tree” cropped up in Goh’s exchanges with Chiam: 

 

Goh Chok Tong:	He said that he would make Potong Pasir a model constituency. I have not read that he has succeeded.

Chiam See Tong:	I need some time.

Goh:	He will doubtless blame that his hands are tied, and put the blame on the government. He will blame his lack of success on the government.

Chiam:	I can’t plant a tree.

Goh:	He could not plant a tree. With town councils, he will have his chance to plant his tree, to prove himself, provided he wins the next elections.34

 

Goh tried to use the incident surrounding Chiam’s tree to justify the introduction of town councils. Goh said that Chiam “complained loudly” that HDB was biased, even though no other MP had been allowed to plant a tree wherever they wished. That was because a central agency like the HDB had to be uniform in its decisions. But this was increasingly difficult, because by now the HDB was making housing rules for two million people. “That is over-centralisation and such over-centralisation is undesirable,” Goh said. “The price is uniformity and a rather inflexible set of rules.” The devolution of decision-making powers to town councils would thus alleviate some of this inflexibility.

Chiam’s main contention was with how the bill would imbue town councils with the kind of political nature that would be ungainly for residents. “I was just looking through [the members of] the Ang Mo Kio East Town Council,” he said. “If you look at the membership, we have got the Chairman who is a Member of Parliament; Vice-Chairman who is also a Member of Parliament, and another member who is a Member of Parliament. The rest are all either Chairman of the CCC, CCMC or RCs. In other words, the whole town council is very political in nature.”35 He said this could not bode well for residents to have a harmonious relationship with their town councils. Non-PAP supporters in PAP-controlled town councils would feel even more estranged from their municipal leaders.

“So what?” Dhanabalan rebutted. “Does a political reason necessarily make the bill a bad bill?”36 He reminded Chiam that Goh Chok Tong and he had already made it very clear from the outset that the main thrust behind the bill was a political one.

“I would suggest that MPs elected at a parliamentary election should not be made town councillors,” Chiam said. “If that were the case, I would support this bill. The town council must comprise representatives from the residents of the estate itself. They have a separate election and elect their own town councillors. Then I would support that.” Chiam was in fact alluding to models such as in Britain, where separate local elections for town councillors could result in a political party controlling a town council different from the party of the MP for the same constituency.

As town councillors, Chiam argued, MPs would be holding an office of profit, which would be unconstitutional, being the elected representatives of the people. Rather, MPs should stick with their “distinct, different role” of operating at the national level. “You do not vote a town councillor to change the direction, or have a national policy in regard whether to foreign policy or to national policies on education or defence [sic],” he said.37 Municipal management should be left to representatives from among estate residents themselves. “The people who are living there are the best to look after the place,” he said.38

“MPs are national leaders. They are not just here to debate,” Dhanabalan responded. Lau Teik Soon, the MP for Serangoon Gardens, added that Chiam was “quite good at showmanship, coming to Parliament, raising questions, criticising the government, making speeches,” but did not have to “find solutions to these problems.”39

Chiam of course had the usual concerns for Potong Pasir as an opposition-held constituency. “Assuming an opposition wins in a town council area, will they be accorded all the Yes? Is there any assurance given? Can the HDB give that assurance? Because the HDB still has a lot of say in the town council. The Minister has a big say in town council. Unless we get that assurance, we will still feel uneasy… If there is no real divestment of power, I think the opposition will still feel unsafe.” Indeed, such concerns did materialise in the years after Chiam set up the town council for Potong Pasir. To make an application for Community Improvement Projects Committee (CIPC) funds from the Ministry of National Development, Chiam would have to get the approval of the chairman of the Citizens’ Consultative Committees (CCCs) in his constituency, who was the defeated PAP candidate for Potong Pasir.40 “My town council’s applications for CIPC funds have been rejected,” Chiam said at a Parliament sitting in 1996. “How can one expect a defeated candidate, who is trying hard to unseat the incumbent Member of Parliament, to support that MP in his community projects for which he will gain credit, and to make his own chances of success to be elected more remote?”41

Chiam also cited specific concerns over taking responsibility for infrastructure problems in Potong Pasir. “The estate is about four years old. And what do we have? The earth beneath the blocks of flats has started to sink. So that is a major fault. With the HDB around, we can get the problem solved. Can you imagine, if I take over Potong Pasir and the town council, just four years, a very brand new estate [sic], we have already such a major fault? What happens in 10 years’ time? I do not know. There may be more serious troubles.”

Since there was no doubt that the bill would be passed by the PAP’s supermajority, Chiam knew he had to prepare to set up and run a town council apparatus for Potong Pasir. The Ministry of National Development announced on 20 August 1988 that Potong Pasir would be part of the first phase of constituencies where a town council would be formed soon after the next general election. Responsibilities would be handed over from the HDB to this batch of town councils as early as mid-1989.42

Putting a positive spin to the town council debate for the SDP, Chiam said he believed the government was not trying to block the opposition with the town council idea, but rather that “town councils have to come because the HDB has, over the years, grown to such a size that it will collapse under its own weight.”43 Chiam maintained that the crux of the matter was not for MPs to know the nuts and bolts of running and managing town councils, since it would be “a fallacy to say that we must only have people with MBAs” to be elected as MPs.44 In fact, MPs could always employ professionals such as accountants to help run the town councils—as PAP MPs themselves would inevitably do.

The PAP made the town councils idea an election issue at the 1988 general election. Lee Kuan Yew, at his National Day Rally speech of 1988, said, “If your estate is poorly run, repairs slow, and lift maintenance poor, you will be inconvenienced and worse, the resale value of your flat will be affected… Your personal well-being will be at stake when you choose your MP.”45 That same month, Second Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong warned a Potong Pasir audience that if they did not vote in the “right person,” then their estate would be poorly managed and the value of their flats would fall.46 Lee Boon Yang, the Minister of State for National Development, offered an economic explanation—that people would tend to move out of poorly run estates to better managed ones, and this would cause the prices of flats in the former group to fall.47 The implication of these remarks from the PAP leaders was that their MPs were better placed than opposition MPs to manage an estate well.

However, Goh Chok Tong did not wince at all later in 1992, when the value of flats in Potong Pasir seemed to be headed for the opposite outcome. He said that if the prices of HDB flats in Potong Pasir were indeed “skyrocketing,” despite being under the opposition SDP for eight years, it was “because of the extent of the government’s market subsidy and the political stability and economic growth of Singapore.”48 Thank the government for that, Goh said.

During the 1988 general election campaign, Goh said the HDB would form its own estate management company that would compete with private companies to serve the town councils—and this new company would be obliged to sell its services to all town councils, seemingly implying that constituencies won by the opposition would not be entertained. Chiam called it “political apartheid,” in reference to the South African system of racial segregation and discrimination then.49 At his victory speech that election, Chiam declared that “it is my task, the task of the people of Potong Pasir, to completely dispel the fear that the opposition cannot maintain, control and upkeep the common property in housing estates.”50

 

Setting up Potong Pasir Town Council

 

In September 1988, the HDB set up a new private estate management company, EM Services, with a paid-up capital of $16 million from the HDB, to bid for the contracts to manage the new town councils throughout Singapore. It would, however, keep all its profits. By April 1989, EM Services was sweeping up the town council management contracts offered under the first phase of the introduction of town councils. Ninety per cent of its staff were former HDB employees, and that was a major reason the PAP town councils said they went with them.51 Rival companies bidding for the town council contracts admitted they lacked the experience in managing housing estates.

EM Services did not, however, submit a bid for the Potong Pasir Town Council contract. “After evaluating the business viability of managing Potong Pasir estate, the company felt that it will not be in its best interests to compete for the job,” the marketing and operations manager of EM Services explained.52

Chiam received letters from the Ministry of National Development asking him whether he would combine his constituency with one or two other constituencies to form a town council. Chiam replied that he would form his own town council, as his offer to join PAP constituencies had been rejected by the PAP.53

“The big companies took our pre-qualification papers but refused to tender,” said Chiam.54 “Subsequently, there were two managing agents who were interested. One of them quoted its price, the other did not. But the quote was too high. If we accepted it, we would have got into the red. We thought we would try to get a managing agent but it was not really feasible because we haven’t got the size and naturally these managing agents have to quote a higher figure. But now, on hindsight, it really makes no difference. Because other than EM Services, all the other managing agents would not know much about the running of a town under the HDB system. It would be too costly for them to set up a whole computer system of their own. So they would also have to use the HDB system, both hardware and software.”

So Potong Pasir Town Council had to put up advertisements to hire staff by themselves, without the involvement of any estate management company. Chiam eventually assembled a staff of 12 for his town council, who took on finance and maintenance roles. Potong Pasir Town Council took over the contracts pertaining to the cleaning of the estate and the blocks in it, the cutting of grass, and of electrical and sewerage functions from the HDB. It bought the HDB’s emergency and essential maintenance services, rented both the hardware and software of HDB’s computer system for administration, finance and the maintenance of the estate, and sent its staff to the HDB for training to operate the system.

Chiam also wanted to make good on his aim of building a genuinely democratic town council, which he alluded to during the parliamentary debate on the Town Councils Bill. He wanted Potong Pasir to have elected town councillors to demonstrate “democracy at work.” Because of the large number of residents, the logistics of organising a credible election was a major challenge. One option Chiam explored was to have one or two voters representing each block of flats in the estate.

As with national elections, Chiam’s plan was for nomination forms to be sent out to all Potong Pasir residents. “Anybody” should be eligible for the elections, Chiam felt. They would just need a proposer and four seconders, and have to submit their curriculum vitae. The names and background of nominated candidates would then be posted prominently around the estate. On voting day, residents would cast their votes on ballot papers for a fixed number of candidates at Chiam’s MP office in Potong Pasir. The cost of holding the election would be borne by a pro-tem committee.

Potong Pasir appeared to be the only constituency holding town council elections. Chiam reiterated the SDP’s stance that town councils ought to remain above politics, and as such, any member of any political party or none at all would be welcome to serve on his council. While the Town Councils Act provided for six to 30 councillors, two-thirds of whom had to be residents, Chiam wanted a town council comprising 20 elected Potong Pasir residents and 10 appointed professionals, who could, but did not have to, be SDP members. Hong Hai, the PAP MP of the Bedok group representation constituency (GRC), argued, however, that “democracy is a good thing, but it doesn’t mean that the electoral process should be used for every digit that runs the community or country.”55

Months later, however, Chiam said Potong Pasir would possibly not hold elections for town councillors after all, because only about six candidates had submitted their names when the first round of nominations closed. The poor response, he said, was due to “inertia under 30 years of PAP rule” where people were used to having things done for them, Chiam said.56 He thought of holding a fresh round of nominations, to make another bid to persuade his constituents to stand for election as town councillors. Chiam eventually had to give up his plans.

On 23 September 1989, Singapore’s only opposition-run town council opened at its new premises at the void deck of Block 121 Potong Pasir Avenue 1.57 In presenting his team of town councillors, Chiam underscored that he did not want to politicise the council. Only three of the 10 councillors, himself included, were party members. “Some of the councillors are among those who put their names up for town council elections while others were recommended by the residents.” Ashleigh Seow, a defeated SDP candidate at the 1988 general election, became the full-time secretary of Potong Pasir town council.58 The other councillors included a former school principal, a naval architect, Chiam’s former election agent, William Lau, and even a former HDB officer. Nevertheless, the help of some of the defeated SDP candidates at the 1988 general election was still needed in the town council.59

Among the distinguished guests at the town council’s opening were the British High Commissioner, the US Ambassador, J. B. Jeyaretnam and even a representative of the HDB. The councillors had also invited the Minister for National Development S. Dhanabalan, but were informed by his office that he was unable to attend the function.

Chiam’s own MP office in the constituency was to have a less happy ending. In November 1991, HDB issued a new ruling that, to free up space for recreational use, it would no longer allow MPs from any political party to have their offices at the void decks of apartment blocks.60

Chiam put in a request to the HDB through his town council to convert the space into a library, ostensibly to justify the continued existence of the office premises for recreational use, but the HDB rejected the idea. “I have always advocated that we should have branch libraries in all housing estates,” Chiam had once said. “When I was in London, I noticed there was a library within walking distance in any part of London.”61

And so, on 13 October 1992, HDB workers tore down Chiam’s MP office at the void deck of Block 108 Potong Pasir Avenue 1 with the same haste as they had with Jeyaretnam’s Anson office six years earlier, as Chiam accused the government of not showing respect to a sitting MP.62 Back in 1985, Chiam was already displeased with the HDB’s delay in allocating him an MP office in the constituency. He had only received the keys to the premises some 11 months after being elected.63

Chiam continued to meet residents at the same void deck, by then an open space. “The elected opposition MP has to work from a table that is placed in the open void deck, no different from a fortune teller plying his trade on a five-foot way,” Chiam complained at a later Parliament session.64 (Jeyaretnam had had to use a ping pong table as his desk during his meet-the-people sessions in Anson back in the 1980s.65) “The People’s Association has elevated a defeated PAP candidate at the polls to a higher status than the elected opposition MP at Potong Pasir. The defeated PAP candidate is given all the facilities to win back the seat.” He warned that the “shabby treatment” shown to him would be “counter-productive,” as Singaporeans would begin to take note of the PAP government’s disregard for fair play.66

In reply to one of Chiam’s several protestations in Parliament over the years on his lack of a proper office space, Wong Kan Seng, as the Minister for Home Affairs, told Chiam he could set up a foundation and rent office space from the HDB through it. This was how the PAP MPs, through the PAP Community Foundation, secured the use of office space from the HDB, so as to circumvent the HDB’s rules preventing political parties from renting HDB premises such as void decks.67 

 

—

 

“Many people have already volunteered to set up a newsletter,” Chiam said of his residents. “That is how we got our catch phrase ‘Potong Pasir—My Kind of Town.’”68 The phrase had been suggested to Chiam by one of his supporters, taking after the song of the same name popularised by Frank Sinatra song of the 1960s (although the “town” in that song was the city of Chicago). It was to stick as the motto of the Potong Pasir Town Council under Chiam, attesting to the constituency’s unique political identity that stood out among all other constituencies in Singapore. 






6: Marxist Conspiracy, American Interference?

 

Francis Seow and the Law Society 

 

As the sole opposition MP in Singapore became mired in municipal rows with the authorities, politics as a vehicle for change in Singapore looked increasingly stunted. But civil society activism was awakening, at first along a path very separate from Chiam’s parliamentary battles, before the two paths would dramatically coincide over the course of 1987 and 1988. 

On 2 January 1986, Francis Seow was elected president of the Law Society of Singapore in a keenly contested leadership election. A former solicitor-general of Singapore, who was described by one of his fellow newly elected members of the Law Society council as “one of our best court lawyers,” Seow took a platform of restoring the “pristine integrity, dignity and reputation of the Bar,” and warned that he would resist attempts by “any persons in authority, however, pretentious,” to discipline members of the society who misbehaved.1 

He acted well on his promise. On 21 May, the Law Society, under Francis Seow’s presidency, released a statement challenging the government’s proposed amendments to the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act (NPPA), as that amendment bill was put before Parliament that month. Earlier that year in January, Wong Kan Seng, the Minister of State for Communications and Information, said that there was a “small minority” of foreign publications that sought to influence Singaporeans by “colouring the truth” to stir up feelings on local issues, such as sensitive topics on race and language. Wong did not name any specific newspapers, but was likely to have had in mind the Far Eastern Economic Review and the Asian Wall Street Journal, which had been reporting, to the displeasure of the government, on issues such as those relating to Jeyaretnam’s examination by the parliamentary committee of privileges, and the Singapore government’s use of the Internal Security Act (ISA), a law that empowered the government to detain suspected subversive persons without trial. “They have no responsibility or obligation to ensure our political stability or economic progress,” Wong had said.2 As such, the government was proposing through the NPPA amendment bill that if the Minister for Communications and Information deemed a foreign newspaper to be “engaging in the domestic politics of Singapore,” he could gazette it as such and restrict the importation and distribution of that newspaper.3 

But the Law Society, in a press release signed by Francis Seow, said there were already existing laws that could prevent or control the import or distribution of such “undesirable” foreign publications that the government believed as having meddled in Singapore politics. It said that if Singapore were to develop a “sophisticated data and information collection system,” there had to be a free flow of ideas. “To achieve that free flow of ideas and information, foreign journalists should not have to feel that they have to ‘dilute’ their comments, criticisms, opinions or views on Singapore,” the press release said.4 

Soon after, on a separate issue, the Law Society said it would make representations to the commission of inquiry appointed to examine J. B. Jeyaretnam’s allegations of government interference in the subordinate courts judiciary on 3 June that year.5 

Subsequently there arose a discussion in the readers’ letters pages of the newspapers of the Law Society’s role—could the society act as a “pressure group” against the government?6 Some thought it could, as it represented the legal profession, and that Francis Seow legitimately spoke as the head of that organisation.7 On the particular issue of the NPPA amendment bill, some raised concerns that the invocation of the government’s powers to restrict a foreign publication would be subject to the personal opinion of the Minister for Communications and Information, and that an “elite few” would be given the role of perusing media articles to decide what would be considered offensive. The implication, this camp alleged, was that it belittled the ability of Singaporeans to discern what they read for themselves.8 However, others questioned if Seow was a “ventriloquist” speaking through the “dummy” that was the Law Society,9 implying that the society was being used by Seow, who presumably wanted to advance a personal agenda that did not fit the society’s raison d’être. 

The increasing activism of Singapore’s legal fraternity did not go unnoticed. On 27 August, the government proposed amending legislation to tighten the way the Law Society was run by barring any lawyer who had been struck off the rolls, or suspended from practice for six months or more, from holding office in the society. The move was described by the press as “radical.” A spokesman of the Ministry of Law said the government was acting to ensure that only lawyers of “high moral fibre” would hold office in the society.10

It was Chiam’s opinion that this bill—the Legal Profession (Amendment) Bill—was directed at Francis Seow. Seow had been suspended from practising for six months by the Law Society back in September 1984 for failing to inform the Supreme Court that he had a judgement debt of more than $100,000 back in 1980, and was therefore not qualified to apply for a practising certificate for that year.11 Chiam said the bill was an example of the government’s double standards—David Marshall, a lawyer and the former chief minister of Singapore, had at one point been suspended from practice for a period of six months, but that had not stopped the government from judging him fit later to serve as Singapore’s ambassador to France in 1978.12 

On 22 September, the same day the Legal Profession (Amendment) Bill was being debated in Parliament, 404 lawyers and the entire council of the Law Society almost unanimously passed a motion at an extraordinary general meeting calling for the government to withdraw that bill. It stated that the government had failed to consult the members of the profession before introducing the changes affecting them, and that the independence of the legal profession was essential in maintaining a “strong and fearless” bar to safeguard the rights of all persons.13 One point that the conveners of the meeting noted was that while lawyers convicted of fraud or dishonesty, or who had been suspended from practice for six months or more, would be barred from holding office in the society’s council, anyone could qualify to be a Member of Parliament if five years had elapsed after a conviction that carried a fine or after serving prison. “I am totally at a loss as to why the qualification for a council member is higher than that required of a Member of Parliament,” Teo Soh Lung, a member of the Law Society who acted as spokesperson for the lawyers who called for the meeting, said.14 

A parliamentary select committee on the bill was subsequently called for, and the council members of the Law Society were subpoenaed to appear before it as witnesses. During the select committee hearings on the bill on 9 October, Lee Kuan Yew, who was one of the eight committee members, said that the government had to take action if the Law Society was being used as a cover for political ends. He said that if an activist minority in the society led the whole body into activities unconnected with the profession, it was his job as Prime Minister to put an end to such “manipulation.”15 

When Jayakumar, also on the select committee, cross-examined Teo Soh Lung and Tang Fong Har, another member of the council of the Law Society, during the hearings, he brought up the issue of their links with the Workers’ Party.16 Teo had been a polling agent of a Workers’ Party candidate at the 1984 general election, and had accepted the position of treasurer on the pro-tem committee of Jeyaretnam’s proposed Anson Council, which was ultimately not registered by the Registry of Societies. Jayakumar also pressed Teo to reveal how much money she had donated to the Workers’ Party—to which she said it was a “negligible amount” of $100. Teo also said, in her defence, that her sympathies towards the Workers’ Party and her affiliation with it were no secrets to the members of the Law Society. Tang had also been an election agent for a Workers’ Party candidate at the last election. To that end, Francis Seow suggested that the select committee introduce legislation to prohibit MPs and members of political parties from sitting on the Law Society’s council, to prevent any allegation that the council would be susceptible to politicisation—implying that PAP MPs and members should equally stay away from the council of the Law Society.17

The government had failed to show any compelling reason for changes to the Legal Profession Act, Chiam said, and the changes were also meant as a lesson for Singaporeans that the government was against organised bodies opposing its legislation. Chiam was of the opinion that the hearings were a lesson by the Prime Minister to his younger ministers on how to “crush and annihilate” the opposition. “You don’t need to use a sledgehammer to crush a fly. This government is always over-reacting,”18 Chiam said, and asserted that the bill would restrict the Law Society’s ability to give its views on other laws, thereby restricting the democratic process—a step back to the colonial days, he added.

The highlight of the select committee hearings was the exchanges between Francis Seow and Lee Kuan Yew, which were televised. While the subject of the hearings was the Legal Profession Bill, the debate between the two men covered a myriad of political issues that underpinned the bill, during which Lee tried to present Seow as unfit for the office of president of the Law Society. Seow had the rare audacity of boldly answering back to Lee, at one point even addressing him as “my dear Prime Minister.”19 According to Seow, in the aftermath of the proceedings of the select committee hearings, Chiam and Jeyaretnam were among those who courted him to join their parties. The newly formed NSP even wanted Seow to lead them. However, Seow remained undecided “as to the wisdom of engagement in national politics.”20 He later revealed that he had consulted two former PAP bigwigs—Devan Nair, the previous President of Singapore who had resigned in 1985, and even the former Deputy Prime Minister Toh Chin Chye—about which party ticket he should contest on if he ever entered politics. Nair thought the Workers’ Party to be “largely discredited in the public mind” and that Seow should contest as an independent, while Toh said that if the Workers’ Party put up a sufficient number of fresh faces for candidacy, it would not do Seow any harm to associate himself with that party. Chiam’s SDP was apparently also discussed during these conversations as the other possible vehicle for Seow to join, as an existing party with the necessary organisational infrastructure would be advantageous. Toh was against the idea of the establishment of a new political party, since there were already 20 or so parties registered in Singapore, many of which were dormant or even defunct.21 

Teo Soh Lung and her friends in activist circles such as the Singapore Polytechnic Students’ Union and the Geylang Catholic Welfare Centre had, in the prelude to the 1984 general election, already been debating which political party they should support.22 The choice was between Jeyaretnam and the Workers’ Party or Chiam and the SDP. Teo and her group of friends eventually decided on the Workers’ Party because they felt it was imperative that Jeyaretnam retain his Anson seat. At that time, Chiam had not yet won Potong Pasir. Teo went on to volunteer as a polling agent for the Workers’ Party that election, while Tan Tee Seng and Kenneth Tsang helped out with the Workers’ Party’s publication, the Hammer.23 None of the three had ever formally joined the Workers’ Party as members, however. 

The Legal Profession Bill was eventually passed by Parliament on 27 October, with minor changes proposed by the select committee, such as allowing for “tainted” members of the society to appeal to a court of three judges for permission to stand for election to the council five years after the date of their convictions, rather than be permanently debarred from that possibility. Nevertheless, this now meant that Francis Seow was forced to step down from the presidency of the Law Society, and his replacement, Giam Chin Toon, a former magistrate, was elected in November. 

The Law Society took on a starkly quieter role after Seow stepped down. While Teo Soh Lung was herself elected to the council of the Law Society in late October, shortly after the Legal Profession Bill was passed, she and the more activist members were not heard of in public discourses for some time. 

Months later, on 22 May 1987, the Straits Times’ headlines announced that 16 Singaporeans had been detained under the ISA at dawn the previous day in connection with investigations into a “clandestine communist network.”24 Among them were Teo Soh Lung, Tan Tee Seng and Kenneth Tsang. 

 

The ISA arrests of 1987

 

“Singapore now has to contend with new hybrid pro-communist types who draw their ideological inspiration not only from Maoism and Marxism-Leninism, but also from the ideas of contemporary militant leftists in the West,” a Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) statement released on 26 May said.25 

The MHA had uncovered a Marxist conspiracy, masterminded by Tan Wah Piow, to overthrow the Singapore government and establish a communist state. Tan was a student activist who had sought political asylum in Britain after fleeing Singapore in 1976. Through the help of Vincent Cheng, a volunteer Catholic Church worker who was arrested under the ISA on 21 May along with Teo Soh Lung and others, Tan’s plan was to set up a network of followers to prepare for his eventual return to Singapore after Lee Kuan Yew was no longer Prime Minister. A Marxist state would then be set up. In doing so, they infiltrated church groups such as the NUS Catholic Students’ Society, Singapore Polytechnic Catholic Students’ Society, Singapore Polytechnic Students’ Union, Geylang Catholic Welfare Centre, the Justice and Peace Commission, and the editorial board of the Workers’ Party’s newsletter, the Hammer. These persons and their followers were “comfortably well-off English-educated graduates and professionals,” in contrast with the “poor Chinese-educated” communist activists of the 1950s and 60s, and represented, the MHA statement said, a new brand of communist radicals.26 

To prove its case, MHA released two letters dated from 1985 from Tan to another of the ISA detainees, Chia Boon Tai, in which Tan wrote of his intention to “solicit the support and goodwill” of the Catholic church group that Vincent Cheng was involved in and discussed Tan’s chances of returning to Singapore.27 As further evidence, the MHA stated that Tan came from a “pro-communist family”—three of his brothers had been involved in pro-communist activities back in the 1950s and 60s—and that he had contacts with a member of the far-left faction of the British Labour Party, who helped him to settle in Britain. Reacting from exile there, Tan denied being the mastermind of a Marxist state, or that he had used people to infiltrate church and student groups in Singapore for that purpose.28 

When Chiam first read about the charges levelled at the detainees, his gut instinct was that they were flimsy and would not hold up in a court of law.29 There were the cases of the ISA detainees in the 1960s and 70s who resolutely held the kinds of leftist and pro-Communist views that the PAP government would not tolerate and who were, rightly or wrongly, detained accordingly. But to Chiam, who had been acquainted with Teo as a fellow lawyer at functions of the Law Society, these social activists could not have been more different. 

At a mass on 27 May, celebrated by the Archbishop and 23 priests and attended by a congregation of 2,500, the 16 detainees were prayed for and testimonies of four of the detainees were given by family members.30 On 28 May, the Catholic Church released a statement, signed by Archbishop Gregory Yong after a four-hour meeting with 70 priests, which said that the Church was “greatly perturbed at the arrests and the Ministry’s statement.” While taking no firm stance regarding the arrest of the 16, they hoped that justice would “be done and seen to be done,” and that the detainees would “be treated justly and humanely.”31 S. Dhanabalan, the first minister to publicly comment on the ISA arrests, responded that he was disturbed that some church leaders seemed unwilling to recognise that “every legitimate and completely above-the-board group which has a certain standing in society will always have its black sheep.”32 “This is coming to a conclusion before the facts are established,” he said.33 

On 2 June, Lee Kuan Yew called for a meeting with Archbishop Yong, who came to his Istana office with a church delegation. Thereafter, Lee and Yong gave a press conference, during which Yong read out a prepared statement that the Catholic Church was satisfied that the government had nothing against them as a religious organisation when arresting the 10 of the 16 detainees who were church workers.34 But when the Archbishop said that he still sought proof that the detainees were “really involved in possible clandestine activities,” Lee interrupted him to say that “it is not a practice, nor will I allow subversives to get away by insisting that I [have] to prove everything against them in a court of law or evidence that will stand up to the strict rules of evidence of a court of law.”35 After all, the ISA gave the government such powers.

“So long as we know it is true, so long as there has been no torture, no coercion, no distortion of truth, that we are satisfied, we are prepared to act,” Lee further emphasised. “But we will not act on concocted evidence.”36 

On 20 June, six more Singaporeans were detained under the ISA, including Tang Fong Har, one of the lawyers who had been questioned by the parliamentary select committee on the Legal Profession Bill for her motivations in moving an extraordinary general meeting at the Law Society on that issue, and was outed by S. Jayakumar for her links with the Workers’ Party at the select committee hearings. Others included the Harvard-educated businessman Chew Kheng Chuan and dramatist Chng Suan Tze. On the same day, four of the original 16 arrested in May were released from detention.37 

On 28 and 29 June, a two-part documentary was broadcast on television. It included pre-recorded interviews with 12 of the 16 detainees in which they effectively admitted to the roles they had played in the Marxist network that had allegedly infiltrated the Catholic Church in Singapore. 38

 

Chiam’s motion in Parliament on the ISA arrests

 

Chiam filed a parliamentary question for the sitting of Parliament on 28 July 1987 asking the Minister for Home Affairs to confirm if Tan Wah Piow was indeed the mastermind of the alleged Marxist plot; and if he was not, Chiam wanted to know who the others were.39 

Chiam then filed an adjournment motion, which did not require a seconder as for a full motion; now that he was the only opposition MP, after Jeyaretnam’s disqualification from Parliament, it was theoretically impossible to fulfil that threshold. An adjournment motion, so called because it would be raised just before Parliament would adjourn for a day’s sitting, was allotted only half an hour, during which the MP filing it could speak for 20 minutes and the government would take 10 minutes to reply, with no further debate between the two sides. Once, when Chiam raised the issue of the ISA in Parliament, he complained to Jayakumar that he had no seconder to support a full motion of his, but Jayakumar said he could always file an adjournment motion.40 

Chiam later received a call from the government whip, Lee Yiok Seng, who said, “Mr Chiam, I have…something important to talk to you [about].” Chiam went down to Parliament House, where Lee told him—with regard to the adjournment motion Chiam had filed—“Well, this motion is an important topic; of national interest. How about you changing it to a Private Member’s Motion where a seconder is required[?] You do not worry. We will arrange for it. Everything will be done.”41 

For the whole of the 29 July sitting, Parliament was devoted to the debate on the arrest of the 22 Singaporeans under the ISA. Chiam needed a seconder for his motion to carry, but as he was the only non-PAP member in Parliament, Chng Hee Kok, the MP for Radin Mas, seconded the motion “merely on procedural technicality,” in the belief that the issue deserved a full parliamentary debate. 

Chiam went on to speak for one hour. “I hope all of you will listen to what I have to say and hopefully not follow what your Whip has told you what to do,” he said. “This is of national importance.”


I would say that there is no reason, no valid reason at all, why [the Singaporeans who have been arrested] should be detained for another day. They should be released immediately. They are really no threat to our national security…

Since the arrest on the 21st morning of the first lot, the government has extracted all the political benefit they could—put them on TV, not once, twice, Chinese version, seminars, questions and answers, the whole lot. They have gone through the mill. They have already made their confessions, admitted their mistakes. You have broken up their so-called network. You have neutralised them politically. Why detain them further? What effect can they have? They have already confessed, “I am no longer a Marxist. I don’t want…to establish a classless society.” And all the other confessions, all the other things that you want them to say, they have said them. 



Chiam then turned to question the government as to who was really behind the “Marxist conspiracy” that the ISD claimed to have unveiled: 


The other point is that the government now recognises that these people are not really [a] dangerous element. As I have said, it has been said in the papers by a senior Member that they are mere novices. At first it was thought that Tan Wah Piow was the mastermind. But within a month, the government has changed its own mind and said, “No, Tan Wah Piow is not the mastermind. There are some people behind him, an invisible hand pulling the puppet strings.”

So you see, even the government itself does not know what it is doing. And how can you say that they are a national threat? You have not got your facts right and you go around imprisoning people. You know how much anguish, how much sadness is caused to the members of the family? I suppose you have been exercising the Internal Security Act for so long that you have got no more feelings left…

Now, these unseen hands, who are they?… Of course, the suggestion is that they are the people in the Communist Party of Malaya. There is no Communist Party of Singapore because the Communists believe that Singapore and Peninsular Malaysia are one entity. That is why it is called the Communist Party of Malaya. But the Communist Party of Malaya itself is in shambles. There is no way that it could launch a revolution in Singapore. They will be lucky if they can survive themselves.



He examined the charges faced by the detainees to question how feasible it was for them to be guilty for what they were accused of: 


They are supposed to be guilty of a part of a clandestine Communist network and are involved in a Marxist conspiracy to subvert the existing social and political system, using communist united front tactics with a view to establishing a Marxist state in Singapore. I do not know whether or not to laugh. Can these 15 people establish a Marxist state in Singapore? I really cannot see it. But the Government thinks that they can…

That is the reason why you do not bring them to court. It will be thrown out in the first minute of the proceedings. All this, of course, sounds very sinister to the public at large who do not really know the true facts. They only read what is told to them in the papers, over the TV, stage, question and answer sessions. If you are so confident, why do you not put all these 15, right from the beginning, before the international press; not now maybe, but right from the beginning and let them answer as they like?…

In order to establish a Marxist state in Singapore, do you really know what that means? It means that these people are like captains. They are all at battle-ready stations. When the signal is given, they will all marshal up and go to battle. If there is a signal given by Tan Wah Piow by telephone or telex or fax or whatever, “All right, tomorrow, 12 o’clock, ready.” Do you think all of them will be ready and go? They will say, “Hey, Tan Wah Piow, go slow. Tomorrow I have got to go to work. I’ve got a meeting at the Catholic Welfare Centre. There is a maid there I have to take care [of].” How are these people going to establish a Marxist state in Singapore? I cannot see it, you know. Unless they are committed Communists, [and say,] “I am a member. I obey the command. I can execute it,” they cannot establish a Marxist state. These people are just like you and me. [They] go for Saturday night dinners. We have our games on Wednesday or whatever night and other social functions. They are not ready with arms and all the whole paraphernalia of carrying out a revolution.



When Chiam asserted to his fellow MPs that the ISA detainees were “just like you and me,” the House broke out into laughter. This gradually shifted the tone away from the opening solemnity of Chiam’s speech, which sought to establish the debate as one of “national importance,” to one punctuated by comic outbursts, as if to mock Chiam and the ISA detainees whom he appeared to be defending.42

Chiam was questioned by Ng Kah Ting, the MP for Punggol, as to what his motive in speaking up for the ISA detainees really was. Chiam replied: 


When I come before the House, I do not have any ulterior motives. I am not championing for the 15. Somebody must speak up for them. In the whole of Singapore, 2.6 million people, who will speak up for these 15? 



“Chiam See Tong!” said an MP, to more mocking laughter.43 

Tang Guan Seng, the Parliamentary Secretary for Education, slammed Chiam for raising the motion in Parliament even after the government’s explanation for the ISA arrests. “I think he could not understand the truth of this incident or he would not want to understand the truth of this incident,” Tang said. He reprimanded Chiam, saying that “his political consciousness or understanding is very low,” which in turn earned a stern rebuttal from Chiam, who dared Tang to repeat his name-calling outside Parliament. Tang also questioned Chiam’s consideration of the “grief of the members of the families of these 15 people” over “the interests of the whole population of Singapore.” 

These points assumed that the detainees had already been proven guilty of plotting subversion. But Chiam raised the point that the primary evidence for detaining the 22 persons only came through their confessions, which Chiam suggested were forced through continuous interrogation: 


What is the case against them? What evidence do you have? Although the government has been saying, “Yes, we have evidence, otherwise we would not have arrested them.”… The only evidence is their own confession. That is all. Any court of law would throw out this kind of a confession. You arrested them at three or four o’clock in the morning, hauled them roughly to their offices, searched them, treated them very roughly and brought them to the Internal Security Department [ISD], not allowing them to contact anyone. No lawyers and no relatives were allowed to talk to them, at least at the initial stage. They were interrogated, continuous interrogation. The Government says there is no torture. But this is a form of torture. Continuous interrogation is a form of torture. 

I did not watch all the television programmes in which they were interviewed. I watched the last one. I notice that a question was put to one of them, Tang Fong Har, a lawyer: “How do you feel now?” She hesitated. She had to search and think of an answer to make sure that she gave the correct answer. From the television programme that I saw, it was so obvious that a lot of editing was done. When they continued to say a lot of good things in their favour, it was cut off. When they were saying something which implicated them, all right, there was a close-up view, zoomed…



The most carefully considered response to Chiam from the PAP side during the debate perhaps came from Goh Chok Tong, who explained the government’s decision to use preventive detention on the 22 Singaporeans:


Was the ISD not making a mistake? Were they not over-reacting? These were my personal initial reactions. I was concerned that the ISD should not make a mistake and confuse young idealists out to improve society for sinister Communists out to wreck Singapore…

When ISD recommended the detention of Vincent Cheng and the others, we did not just take their word for it. We asked many questions. We wanted to be very sure that the conspiratorial activities of the 16 were indeed prejudicial to the security of Singapore. This is the first time that the younger Ministers have to take a tough decision. This is the first time that we have to use the ISA to deal with a security threat. It is a big decision and because it is a big decision I asked the Minister for Home Affairs to discuss the subject with our other younger colleagues. So all members of the younger leadership were involved in deliberating this case. Each one of us gave our view as to what we should do with the 16 who have been discovered by the ISD for plotting, on a long-term basis, to subvert the stability of Singapore. All of us were satisfied that the 16 were indeed involved in some nefarious activities, as reported by the ISD. 

Having agreed that they were involved in activities which would be detrimental to the interest of Singapore, we then had to decide whether to detain them now or detain them later. In other words, do we regard them as posing an immediate threat to Singapore? Would their activities be so dangerous that Singapore would be destabilised right away? To be frank, the answer is no. They pose no immediate danger to the security of Singapore. But the longer term threat to our security was obvious and real and I do not have to belabour this point. These people do not work by themselves. If there were only 16 of them working by themselves, they pose no grave threat now, and possibly even in the future. But they are not operating by themselves. Who are the people behind them? Is there a larger plot behind them? And from the traces which ISD could detect, there is a larger scheme of things involving others outside Singapore.



When Chiam argued that the detainees were “just intellectuals, idealists, young,” rather than subversives, not unlike the first generation of PAP who were “all socialists to some extent, to some colour,” Goh had this to ask Chiam: 


Has the Member for Potong Pasir met real-life communists? Has he met Ieng Sary, one of the members of the inner clique of Pol Pot? I have met Ieng Sary twice at international meetings. He looked gentle, chubby, cherubic. You will never imagine that he could hurt a fly and yet he is an inner member of the Pol Pot’s clique which had caused senseless deaths in Cambodia, thousands of them. But had you met him at international meetings, you would never imagine that he was a Khmer Rouge leader capable of senseless genocide on members of their own population. 



 

—

 

When Chiam made the argument that Singapore’s image suffered when “differing views are clamped down hard,” S. Jayakumar, the Minister for Home Affairs, took the opportunity to point out that despite there having been no notice and no seconder from the opposition, that the government had allowed the issue of the ISA arrests to be debated in Parliament. 

 

S. Jayakumar:	We knew he was interested in debating, so and we said, “Are you serious about this? Why don’t you move a motion where you can speak and you can have a full hour to reply?” As it turned out, where under an adjournment motion he can speak for only 20 minutes, he spoke for one full hour, as we recall it this morning and now I take it he can speak for another full hour. So where is the repression? 

Chiam See Tong:	I cannot see the logic of the Minister… [Under an adjournment motion which does not require a seconder,] the government side is only given half the time. But now, as I recorded it, there are already 14 speakers. So you have multiplied your proportion to so many times. But you did not know that I was going to move this motion until the last minute and I accommodated you, not you accommodate me. So it is to your benefit, not really to my benefit even if I have the two hours. Admittedly I have two hours, but proportionately the government would have more time to give its views and yet I sportingly allowed it. 

 

When Ng Kah Ting later brought up the same issue, Chiam responded, “Please, this is not done out of goodwill for me. I dare you to kill this motion. The repercussions will be adverse against this government. Think of the hue and cry by the international press which will say, ‘Member of the Opposition tried to move a motion on the detention and his motion was not allowed because there was no seconder.’ Tremendous damage will be done to this government.”

Wong Kan Seng, as the leader of the House, felt compelled to address Chiam, following the exchanges between Jayakumar and Chiam, lest Chiam went away with the impression that “we tried to trap him into this situation.” Wong clarified that the government indeed “thought that this is a very important subject,” and that “we thought that perhaps we can find a way to help him raise this important subject and allow a full debate of the subject before this House.” Wong added that there were also PAP MPs who were concerned about the issue. Nevertheless, he thanked Chiam for cooperating on the government’s offer of a seconder for the debate. 

The debate concluded with the House majority approving an amendment of the motion of the day—in effect a complete reversal of Chiam’s motion—which was moved by Bernard Chen, the MP for Clementi, to support “the prompt action of the Government in arresting those involved in the Marxist conspiracy and supports the Government’s intention to release them as soon as they are rehabilitated and are unlikely to resume their subversive activities.”

 

—

 

After his election to Parliament, it was at an SDP National Day rally on 31 August 1985 when Chiam first called for the abolition of the ISA. Once the ISA was removed, Chiam said, he would then have enough candidates for an all-constituency contest against the PAP at a general election. “It’s unfair competition, like two persons in a fight and one [doesn’t have] weapons while the other has.”44

In Parliament, Chiam asked the government to repeal the ISA and release Chia Thye Poh, who was a young Barisan Sosialis MP when he had been detained without trial in 1966 and had never been released since, during the Committee of Supply debates in March 1986. Jayakumar said Chia would be released if he gave an undertaking to renounce violence, or alternatively be released to any country that was prepared to accept him. Chia refused, because he believed himself to be innocent in the first place. Jayakumar also said that the Voice of Malayan Democracy was still being broadcast by the Communist Party of Malaya.45 Chiam was not let off easily for daring to pose a question on the ISA and Chia. Lau Teik Soon alleged that Chiam “represents the Chinese Communist Party,” since Chiam seemed to have special knowledge that the “Chinese Communist Party does not have any more ties with any communist movement in Southeast Asia”—to which Chiam quickly retorted that he was merely quoting a recent speech of Lee Kuan Yew’s to the US Congress, in which Lee had said Communist China no longer exported revolution. Lau quickly backed down.46 The following year, Chiam repeated his call to the government to free Chia during the Committee of Supply debates, with the same response from Jayakumar.47 

One of Chiam’s primary arguments for the repeal of the ISA was that the Soviet Union and China were no longer exporting Communist revolutions as they did in the past, and that as a result the Communist Party of Malaya—which had been the source of the Communist threat to Singapore—was “in shambles” by the 1980s. Moreover, Singaporeans were becoming better educated, earning more and travelling more widely, and therefore less likely to fall prey to “foreign ideology” that would jeopardise national security. Where Chiam departed from the stance of some of the other opposition leaders, in particular those of the older generation, was that he believed “you must replace [the ISA] with something else.” He did not articulate what that substitute for the ISA could entail, except to say “non-legal measures” such as educating Singaporeans to accept multi-racialism as a way of life.48 The older generation of opposition leaders like Lee Siew Choh, the leader of Barisan Sosialis, were firmly opposed to the ISA on principle, and at times challenged Chiam to clarify his stance. 

 

‘American interference’

 

More of the 22 arrested under the ISA, including Teo Soh Lung, were released in September that year after the government was satisfied that each was unlikely to resume subversive activities and become security threats again.49 Some others were released in earlier batches in June and July. Vincent Cheng was among the six who were still held in detention. 

On 18 April 1988, nine of the 22 detainees released a statement in which they said: “we categorically deny the government’s accusations against us. We have never been Marxist conspirators involved in any conspiracy. We were never a clandestine communist or Marxist network and many of us did not even know or know of one another before the arrests.”50 They said that they were only “church workers, legal reformers, amateur dramatists, helpers of the Workers’ Party, professionals and ordinary citizens exercising our constitutional rights to freedom of expression and association in Singapore.” They also denied having “infiltrated” any organisation or acting on the instruction of Tan Wah Piow, Vincent Cheng or any political party. “We were coerced to make statements…in order to incriminate ourselves and other detainees. What we said on television [was] grossly distorted and misrepresented by editing and commentaries which attributed highly sinister motives to our actions and associations.” They said they were speaking up now because the government had taunted them by repeatedly making “bold and untruthful statements” on the reasons for their arrests and denied ill-treating them. They described their “harsh and intensive interrogation” while under detention the previous year, saying they were held in freezing cold rooms, deprived of sleep, slapped and threatened. If necessary, they added that they would be willing to prove their innocence in an open trial.

After the statement was released, eight of the detainees were re-arrested by the ISD. Tang Fong Har, the ninth, was in Britain. Another person, Patrick Seong, the lawyer for some of them and a council member of the Law Society, was arrested for the first time. 

The SDP condemned the re-arrests as an abuse of power, and Chiam called for a public inquiry to find out whether those re-arrested were indeed involved in a Marxist conspiracy, were a threat to the security of Singapore, and also whether they had suffered physical torture during detention as they had alleged.51 

The government said it took the detainees’ charges of harsh treatment seriously and therefore announced its intention to have a commission of inquiry to get to the bottom of the matter.52 

However, Chiam insisted that the inquiry would not have any credibility if the government did not release the nine persons who would be the key witnesses at the inquiry.53 In particular, Chiam pointed out that the only reason the government could give to have eight of the nine former detainees re-arrested was to determine why they had repudiated their previous statements, rather than because there was evidence to show that they had taken part in subversive activities.54 

On the detention of Patrick Seong, Chiam later said that it was a clear case of an abuse of power on the part of the government, because there had been no indication by the government that Seong was a threat to the security of Singapore.55 

On 22 April, Francis Seow requested to apply for a writ of habeas corpus, on behalf of Teo Soh Lung and Patrick Seong, to bring them before a judge to determine the legality of their custody, which the High Court then decided to hear on 6 May.56 The next day, Francis Seow said he wanted a Queen’s Counsel from Britain to head the proposed commission of inquiry to look into claims by the nine former detainees that they had been tortured and were not involved in any Marxist conspiracy, and to conduct a “thorough examination” of the government’s “real and true motivations” for the previous year’s arrests of the 22 people.57 

Soon, all this was not necessary. On 28 April, the government announced that the detainees had changed their story and had sworn statutory declarations that they now stood by the original statements they had made the previous year and in television interviews.58 “Far from the Marxist conspiracy being a fabrication, it was the joint statement that was a fabrication designed for political agitation and to put political pressure on the government,” Jayakumar said at a press briefing. Goh Chok Tong said that there was now a “concerted plan by certain quarters” to attack the government’s integrity and to upset Singapore’s political stability, as had been revealed during the interrogation of the nine detainees.59 As such, the government said that there was no longer a need to hold a commission of inquiry into the alleged Marxist conspiracy. Goh pointed out that “we don’t arrest leaders of the Workers’ Party or the Singapore Democratic Party. They are not subversives. They are opponents in the political process, in the democratic process playing their roles according to the rules.”60 

But Chiam was not going to let that go. He said that the government was avoiding having a commission of inquiry because “they are afraid of the detainees freely giving evidence to a commission of inquiry that in fact they were not Marxist and that they were tortured.” Chiam maintained that the government had abused its power under the ISA as there was no concrete evidence that the detainees and their lawyer Patrick Seong were each a security threat to Singapore.61 Chiam accused the government of having second thoughts after its “quick announcement of holding a public inquiry.” “In order to pre-empt what the detainees will say at the inquiry, it is not too remote to say that coercion was used to get the detainees to swear statutory declarations so that the Commission of Inquiry could be called off,” he said.62 

On 3 May, Chiam said he intended to file notice of an adjournment motion to demand the immediate release of the detainees and continue his call for a commission of inquiry to find out the truth of the matter.63 

But the ante was upped when, on 6 May, Francis Seow, who acted as the lawyer for some of the detainees, was himself detained under the ISA, “for purposes of investigation into foreign interference in Singapore’s internal affairs,” said a MHA statement.64 In Seow’s account, he was in the interview room at Whitley Detention Centre with a legal assistant that afternoon, waiting to speak to Teo Soh Lung, when an ISD officer wanted to speak to Seow. He was ushered out of the interview room, and into a gathering of plainclothesmen, one of whom announced to him: “Mr Seow, I am arresting you under the ISA.”65 

The MHA statement continued that E. Mason “Hank” Hendrickson, a first secretary at the US embassy in Singapore, was interfering in Singapore’s politics and “was in close contact with Seow.” The sudden change in Seow over the past two years had been “most puzzling,” the statement said. “How did a man who was apolitical all his life suddenly, in his late fifties, become a champion of human rights and opposition causes?” Seow had begun travelling overseas frequently. He spoke on human rights at regional conferences, and wrote letters on Singapore politics to regional newspapers and magazines. He tried to gather a group of lawyers to stand as independents in the next general elections. He claimed that he had the backing of the US State Department, and was a “credible alternative to Mr Lee Kuan Yew.”66 

On 7 May, the government said it had given Hank Hendrickson 48 hours to leave Singapore. A government statement accused Hendrickson of instigating several lawyers to stand together with Francis Seow against the PAP in the next general election—“a violation of universal standards of proper diplomatic conduct.” The interference was all the more serious as Hendrickson represented a friendly country and had acted with the knowledge and, apparently, the approval of two very senior US State Department officials. It said the government hoped that Hendrickson’s moves were not supported or condoned by the US government, and asked that it reprimand the three and put a stop to all such meddling in Singapore politics.67 Hendrickson had encouraged Seow to fill the gap in the opposition left by J. B. Jeyaretnam’s disqualification from Parliament in 1986. Seow had apparently then met US officials in Washington DC a few weeks later, where he was satisfied he would obtain asylum in the US if he ever needed to leave Singapore.68 

The ISD also released extracts of Patrick Seong’s sworn statement, in which it was revealed that Hendrickson had also been meeting with Seong over the past year, and that they discussed the state of Singapore politics. Seong himself had begun to be interested in politics when he felt angry after the arrests of the 22 Singaporeans under the ISA in 1987, as he felt they had been wrongly accused by the government. 

Seong said in his statement that he was “apprehensive” about Hendrickson’s motives, but nevertheless agreed to further meetings. This included one with a very senior visiting US State Department official who, together with Hendrickson, was interested in talking with “like-minded friends” of Seong, and encouraged them to stand for elections against the PAP if they were disgruntled. Seong had been approached by Seow to stand together with him in a GRC as a group of independent candidates.69 

“Hendrickson was clearly not just collecting information on Singapore politics,” the ISD statement ran. “He was trying to manipulate and instigate Singaporeans, in order to bring about a particular political outcome,” while clarifying that it would have been legitimate if Hendrickson had just met with opposition party leaders “in order to analyse and understand Singapore politics.”70 The US embassy in Singapore released a statement in which it denied any improper conduct on the part of Hendrickson and stoutly defended his record71—which the Singapore government wrote off as a “diplomatic fig leaf.”72 

In this light, Chiam later said the government’s arrest of alleged Marxist conspirators last year had now become “a laughable matter.” “Why is it laughable? Because they are now telling us there is American interference,” Chiam said.73 How could the US and Marxists, ideological archrivals during the Cold War era, be cultivating the same lot of people? Chiam said an impartial public inquiry into the recent ISA arrests was necessary because the government’s claims contradicted those of the detainees.

On 8 May, the SDP rejected the government’s disclosure that Hendrickson had interfered in Singapore politics. “It is, of course, wrong for any outsider to interfere in the domestic affairs of Singapore,” Chiam said. “But the SDP cannot accept the evidence of Patrick Seong alleging that Hank Hendrickson interfered in Singapore’s domestic politics, which was obtained while he was under great duress. How can the people of Singapore be expected to believe the word of Patrick Seong when his statutory declaration was obtained while he was under detention and the government has admitted the use of psychological pressure on detainees?”74 

“How is it that the SDP takes it upon itself to speak up on behalf of people who are interfering in our domestic politics?” Lee Boon Yang, the Minister of State for Home Affairs, said in response. “If Mr Chiam sincerely believes that foreigners and outsiders should not be allowed to interfere in our domestic politics, he should protest vigorously. He should join Singaporeans who have spoken up to defend our sovereign rights to be free from such interference.”75 In reference to the ISD needing to remain alert to counter attempts by foreigners to involve themselves in Singapore politics, Lee added that “the people’s part is to support the government when the occasion arises.”

Without the ISA, Goh Chok Tong said, the government would not have been able to detain the lawyer Patrick Seong who was, in Goh’s words, “out to create mischief,” and would not have revealed the “black operation” mounted by Hank Hendrickson to encourage opposition against the PAP government. Goh said that if opposition candidates made the ISA an issue at the next general election, the government would take them on and provide all the necessary facts and figures on issues like the number of people detained under the ISA and the reason for their detention. He said that grassroots leaders should not be unduly worried about attempts by the opposition parties to make political capital out of the government’s decision to call off the commission of inquiry on the detainees.76 

During a parliamentary sitting on 18 May, Chiam asked if Francis Seow would be released to attend a High Court hearing of his application for habeas corpus on behalf of Patrick Seong and Teo Soh Lung, since Seow had already made a statutory statement when in detention—to which Jayakumar replied that Seow could not be released as investigations on him were ongoing.77 Chiam also asserted that the re-arrests of the detainees on 19 April were attracting “worldwide adverse publicity for Singapore.” Incidentally, Seong and two other detainees were released later that night, after having signed a sworn statement relating to US interference in Singapore politics.78 

The parliamentary debate on the latest spate of ISA arrests was held on 25 May, after its proposer, Goh Choon Kang, the MP for Braddell Heights, asked for a postponement from a week earlier. This time, Goh tabled a motion affirming “firm action of the government to prevent our country from being subverted, whether by Marxists, communists, western powers or other foreign interest groups,” while Chiam prepared an amendment to the motion to reject the government’s actions.79 

During the course of the debate, Lee Hsien Loong revealed that the state of Francis Seow’s finances was a key reason why the ISD had been suspicious of him. He said Seow had been known to be indebted for a long time, but suddenly repaid a $350,000 overdraft bank loan in 1986 with a loan from Mei Siah, a Malaysian businesswoman and Seow’s partner, as well as other debts totalling $70,000.

“Why a girlfriend should lend a boyfriend $350,000, I don’t know,” Lee Hsien Loong said. “They are in love,” Chiam interjected, to the roaring laughter of the PAP MPs. “Mr Speaker,” Lee said, “I hate to pursue this line. But I don’t know whether the MP for Potong Pasir also makes it a habit to borrow money from his girlfriends!”80 More laughter ensued.

“Francis Seow had been totally apolitical, enjoyed the good life, showed no interest in human rights or any political issues until after the Select Committee hearings on the Legal Profession Act,” Lee Hsien Loong said.81 “Then he took a sudden interest in politics. Overnight, he became a champion of human rights.”

Lee also turned his guns on Chiam. Seow had sought a guarantee of asylum from senior US officials before entering politics, and as for Chiam, “he has not told us whether he has a guarantee or not.”82 

Chiam declared that he had himself had “many lunches” with Hendrickson that were of the routine variety that diplomats would have with local politicians. 

Nevertheless, Chiam had never been encouraged by Hendrickson to recruit more people for the opposition. “I can assure this House that not once did he ask me to be his proxy or to fight for the Americans,” Chiam said. “It was nothing of that sort. And no guarantee of asylum, or anything of that sort. We just spoke about politics [in general terms].”83 He continued, “I think this House should make it a point not only about foreigners giving us asylum, but whether or not we have any interests outside Singapore, whether we can run away in time of trouble. I’ve got no houses abroad. I’ve got no bank accounts abroad. All my assets are here in Singapore. Can other members and ministers say the same?”

Lee Hsien Loong said he was pleased to hear Chiam’s assurance. “It confirms our own assessment. Hendrickson must have agreed with us that the MP is upright, incorruptible and unsubornable and therefore he never tried with Mr Chiam what he tried with Francis Seow.”84 

When speaking in the debate the next day in Parliament, Chiam asserted that George Shultz, the US Secretary of State, had already said there was no plan to interfere in Singapore, and the US government had stated there was a difference between the behaviour of “errant officials” and the official US position. “What better affirmation to have than from the highest authority?” said Chiam. He called for an end to the debate over the Hendrickson affair, which had had four days allotted to it. MP after MP went on anti-American rants, with Goh Choon Kang, the proposer of the motion, likening Singapore’s position to that of a “girl being molested in a bus by a sex maniac,”85 while another MP, Encik Wan Hussin bin Haji Zoohri, compared the US to Brutus stabbing Julius Caesar in the back.86 

“Why do we want to go on and on and treat America like a whipping boy?” Chiam asked, supporting Tan Cheng Bock, who said that “more rhetoric could only lead to the deterioration of US–Singapore relations.”87 Even Dhanabalan, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, appealed to MPs not to spoil the case against Hendrickson by “making exaggerated, alarmist statements.” Dhanabalan reminded MPs that the government was not alleging that the cultivation and instigation of Francis Seow and Patrick Seong represented official US government policy, or that the actions of Hendrickson and the others were sanctioned by the US government. Rather, the US government had assured the Singapore government that it had no plan to interfere in Singapore’s domestic political affairs, which the Singapore government duly accepted.88 

Given the context, Chiam took the opportunity to chide the government, saying that the opposition presence in Parliament did not drive American investors away, as the PAP government had often claimed, because “the very same investors want an opposition in Parliament,” as the actions of Hank Hendrickson would suggest.

Chiam then claimed that NTUC members had each been paid between $3 and $5 to attend a rally of 4,000 protesting the interference of US officials in Singapore’s politics. Ong Teng Cheong, the labour movement chief, and Jayakumar challenged him to substantiate the claim—“It is too bad the Member for Potong Pasir depends on hearsay.” Chiam said he could bring the person, his source, to the House, but looking up towards the public gallery, he said, “I thought I saw him in the gallery just now, but he has gone home.” He said his informant was a member of an airline staff union.89 

Jayakumar then raised the question of parliamentary privilege, and when Jayakumar said it would stand on the parliamentary record, Chiam finally withdrew his statement, saying it was “just for the record,” and that he would substantiate it the next time. It emerged on 8 June, though, in letters to the press by trade union members, that they had indeed been reimbursed $5 by their unions for transport costs and other expenses to the protest rally, and because some of them had worked till late to prepare banners and placards, but who still insisted that they attended the rally of their own free will.90 

 

Lee Kuan Yew enters the ISA debate

 

On 27 May, the third day of the debate, Chiam called for an amendment of the motion to reject the government’s re-arrest of the detainees, and was subsequently criticised by PAP MPs in speech after speech.91 It was then that Lee Kuan Yew rose to speak, to reject Chiam’s amendment of the motion—the first time the Prime Minister would give an extensive speech in Parliament on the ISA arrests of 1987 and 1988. The media was to quote Chiam as saying that Lee’s speech was “one of the most important speeches by the PM I can recall,” which “clearly and in no uncertain terms” set the ground rules for opposition politics in Singapore, and “defined clearly the meaning of subversion.”92 

Delving into his own experiences tackling the Communists before independence, of communist figures of the 1950s like Fang Chuang Pi, whom Lee had dubbed “the Plen,” Lee reiterated what he had said in the Legislative Assembly back in 1958: 


Within this democratic system, everyone has the right to compete, to preach his political views, but the competition must be for the purpose of working the system, not of destroying it [which was what the communists were going to do]. These powers will not be allowed to be used against political opponents within the system who compete for the right to work the system.



This was important, Lee said, because “this explains why Mr Chiam See Tong is here. Because if we had misused the ISA, he would not be here”:


We give him full rights. He wants a meeting—Toa Payoh Stadium, Queenstown Stadium, National Stadium? Any hall, it is open to him. He can write, he can pamphletise, organise talks. He can go through new towns, town centres, market centres. There is no restriction on him.93 



Chiam responded to this point at the ensuing sitting of Parliament—“the Prime Minister has said a lot of things in this House, but when we [opposition politicians] try to get it, his administrators said, ‘No, you can’t do this, you can’t do that.’ When we come back to the Prime Minister he says, ‘Well, I allow you, but if they don’t allow you, it is none of my business.’ It is just like the Teh Cheang Wan affair. In any event, I still take the Prime Minister at his word and I shall be writing to all the police departments pointing out what the Prime Minister has said.”94 

How long would the ISA be in effect for, given that the heyday of the Communist insurgency in Malaya was long over? Lee referred to another speech he had given in the Legislative Assembly in 1959, in which he tied the continuation of the ISA in Singapore to that in Malaysia—that “there will be no abolition of the Emergency laws in Singapore until they have been abolished in the Federation.”95 

For his definition of subversion, Lee cited the speech of the Yang di-Pertuan Negara in the opening of the Legislative Assembly in 1959, which Lee had written as the head of the government of the day: 


“Subversion” is any political activity designed to further the aims and interests not of our own people but of foreign powers; and by foreign powers we mean not just Russia and China, but also America and Formosa, and the Western bloc.96 



“The position was made clear then,” Lee said. “It has always remained thus.”

Lee related, from his perspective, the sequence of the events that led up to the ISA arrests of 1987. He said the ISD had alerted the government of a network of Communist-sympathetic cells that was growing in the Catholic Church. Soon the MHA was detecting a trend of church publications coming out with articles that took sides on political issues. The permanent secretary of the Home Affairs Ministry met with the Roman Catholic Archbishop to raise the issue for the first time in July 1986, as did the minister himself later on. But the publications that concerned the government did not abate. Hence, when Pope John Paul II, the head of the Catholic Church, visited Singapore in November 1986, Lee raised the issue directly with him. Lee prefaced his remarks to the Pope by acknowledging the many contributions of the Catholic Church in Singapore. “But your Holiness,” Lee said, “there are some strange goings-on in the Church now. Some para-church workers and some priests are conducting themselves and acting as if I was President Marcos and the Government of Singapore has to be worked against, undermined and knocked down. This is very odd. I do not understand this.”

Lee and his colleagues had then not known of Vincent Cheng, the alleged coordinator of the network, who was brought to their attention by the ISD, nor of many of those arrested, except for Teo Soh Lung, who had had an exchange with the Prime Minister during the select committee hearings on the Legal Profession (Amendment) Bill in 1986. The ISD traced Vincent Cheng’s influence to church groups like the Geylang Catholic Welfare Centre. 

“Why should we, out of pique fancies, stupidity, move into the church and cause an upset? Does it make sense?” Lee asked. 

Lee said that he had left it to his younger Cabinet colleagues who decided, after discussing with the ISD, that they would take action to arrest those involved in the network in May 1987. Lee agreed. “I left it to my younger colleagues, and I am pleased to say they did not lack resolve,” he said. “I played goalkeeper. I left it to them—explanations, everything theirs.”

However, it was for Tjong Yik Min, the ISD director who assumed his position in 1986, that Lee reserved special praise. “I have worked with 11 Directors of the Special Branch since June 1959,” Lee said. “The first one was an Englishman called Linsell, and 10 others—competent, professional men. The present one, Mr Tjong Yik Min, I would rate as one of the ablest I have worked with.” Lee proceeded to detail the curriculum vitae of Tjong, from his high school to his winning the coveted President’s Scholarship to his career in the civil service. “He knows his job. If he did not know his job, we would be in trouble. We would never find out about Mr Hendrickson, would we?”97 

 

—

 

While Chiam was quoted by the press for characterising the Prime Minister’s speech as “one of the most important speeches by the PM I can recall,” his response to the speech in the Parliament chamber at the ensuing sitting struck a slightly different tone. “On Friday, the Prime Minister made a long speech,” Chiam said. “We were all enthralled by it. We did not want to interrupt him. But I thought what he said basically are now all out of date. It does not apply to modern Singapore.”98 

Chiam also said basic common tenets of Marxism, as defined in the Penguin Dictionary of Politics (“I hear it is very reliable,” he said), were broad enough to even construe the PAP government as Marxist. “I look at this definition of Marxism, I note that there are some similarities to the PAP government’s philosophy—that ‘economic matters ultimately control political and cultural phenomena.’ The PAP stresses on nothing but economic survival, which is uppermost in their minds. ‘We don’t want democracy, wasting our time talking and arguing over issues. What we want is economic growth, the more the better.’ Is this not what Marxism also advocates? The ultimate aim of society is for economic growth.

“Are Vincent Cheng and all his friends of the Gramsci-type, or are they of the early Second International or the early brand of Marxists?” asked Chiam. “Please let us know what they are really guilty of. And do not just say that they are promoting Marxism in Singapore.” 

Chiam continued to press the government for the commission of inquiry into the ISA arrests, which it originally promised. But Jayakumar replied, “Once we concluded that they were out to make political propaganda and to launch a denigration campaign and not to pursue legal redress, we decided against the Commission of Inquiry or it would only mean political theatre for the one or two persons who still make allegations.”99 

Later in June 1988, Chiam asked Jayakumar in Parliament whether Teo Soh Lung and the other detainees would be released in time to stand in the upcoming general elections if they wanted to—to which Jayakumar replied that it was not yet possible to say. Francis Seow, however, was released on 16 July that year. 

Did Chiam try hard enough to fight the case for the 22 detainees in Parliament and in the public sphere? Or did Chiam back down after the “important speech” delivered by Lee Kuan Yew, as Chiam himself had characterised, in which Lee also laid down the ground rules for Chiam’s SDP to play by for its own political survival? 

J. B. Jeyaretnam, by then disqualified from Parliament, stood outside the Istana and called for the release of the ISA detainees about a week after the detainees had been arrested in May 1987. It was not the first time persons involved with the Workers’ Party were arrested under the ISA—back in 1982, two members of the Workers’ Party, who were also part of a group calling themselves the Singapore People’s Liberation Organisation, were detained for distributing subversive pamphlets.100 With Jeyaretnam outside the Istana were Wong Hong Toy and Jufrie Mahmood of the Workers’ Party, who were all charged in court for attempting to conduct an unlawful assembly, but were subsequently acquitted.101 

Jeyaretnam did not stop at that. He held a press conference in London in August 1987 alongside Tan Wah Piow, the very person accused by the Singapore government of masterminding the alleged Marxist conspiracy. Jeyaretnam was in London to appeal to the Privy Council for the reversal of his convictions and for the reinstatement of his parliamentary seat. The press conference appeared to have been arranged for Jeyaretnam to brief the press on his Privy Council appeal, but the appearance of Tan, who had been exiled in London since the 1970s, trained the attention on the ISA arrests in Singapore that year. The Straits Times reported that the two men joined forces to denounce the Singapore government’s charges relating to the alleged Marxist conspiracy, and that they “confirmed their personal, if not political, alliance with a parting handshake.” 102

Even for Jeyaretnam’s usually sympathetic biographer, Chris Lydgate, the London press conference was a misjudgement on Jeyaretnam’s part of the reaction back in Singapore. For sure, some Workers’ Party members were aggrieved and anxious over Jeyaretnam’s controversial press conference, on which Jeyaretnam had not consulted with his party colleagues, because the Singapore government had specifically identified the party as the target of infiltration by the alleged Marxist actors.103 Rebellion in the Workers’ Party, which had been fomenting for some time, was to boil into an outright confrontation with Jeyaretnam, which will be recounted in Chapter 5. 

 

Chiam’s undertaking for Chia Thye Poh

 

On 25 January 1989, the government tabled amendments to the ISA in Parliament that sought to leave the courts with no power at all except over procedural matters, to review the government’s decisions on preventive detention, and to abolish appeal to the Privy Council in London for all cases involving the ISA. These came after Chng Suan Tze, one of the detainees, successfully challenged the government in a landmark case which ruled that the government’s exercise of discretionary powers in ordering detentions under the ISA could still be reviewed by the courts.104 The amendments also removed from a person detained under the ISA all fundamental rights guaranteed under the Constitution. Chiam was outvoted 80 to one on these constitutional amendments. 

Meanwhile, Goh Chok Tong said that the government was studying how it could check abuses of power under the ISA, including the option of having a new body to safeguard against any abuse of the ISA, which would be a political rather than a judicial one. This meant having another body other than the executive to give a second opinion—to act as a “second key”—and to provide checks and balances. Goh said the answer to possible abuse of the ISA is to have another political body exercise its judgement on security cases, and the government was working on this idea as a “second opinion” to serve as a “check and balance on internal security decision[s].” “I know that the ISA is a powerful tool, and in the wrong hands can do harm,” Goh said. “But I also know that Singapore cannot be governed without the ISA.”105 

At this point, Chiam had an offer for the government. He read out an undertaking that called for Chia Thye Poh’s release from detention, and that Chiam himself would act as the guarantor for Chia. If Chia would indeed participate in violence within the ensuing five years, such as in an attempt to overthrow the legitimately elected government of Singapore, Chiam said he would resign his Potong Pasir seat and keep away from politics for the remaining period of the present Parliament.

Chiam emphasised that he had never met Chia, saying he had nothing to gain personally from making such an offer. Rather, he believed that Chia should be immediately released on humanitarian and compassionate grounds, as Chia was reportedly suffering poor health and failing eyesight. Lee Siew Choh, the former leader of Barisan Sosialis who had then re-entered Parliament after the 1988 general election as a Non-Constituency Member of Parliament (NCMP), said, “I must congratulate a new champion for Chia Thye Poh.” Chiam took offence at what he felt was Lee’s mocking reference to him.106 

Lee Hsien Loong characterised Chiam’s undertaking as a “rather remarkable offer,” but said he could not see the wisdom of forcing out an innocent MP out of Parliament—that is, Chiam—as a consequence of an act of violence committed by another man. Davinder Singh, the MP for Toa Payoh GRC, questioned the legality of Chiam’s offer, if indeed accepted by the government, since it would likely be struck down by the courts.

Two months later, when Lee Siew Choh made a call in Parliament to have Chia released, Jayakumar reiterated that Chia was not being held in some cold, dark cell, but lived in a bungalow on Sentosa island with a colour television, newspapers and even space to grow vegetables. “Perhaps he doesn’t want to go out,” Jayakumar said.107 

 

The ISA after the 1989 Hat Yai peace agreement

 

In November 1989, the remaining insurgents of the Communist Party of Malaya, who had been hiding out in the jungles along the Malaysian–Thai border, negotiated a peace treaty and amnesty agreement with the Malaysian and Thai governments after the Communist Party’s 40-year insurrection. This took place against the backdrop of the global decline in communism, with Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms in the Soviet Union and the collapse of the Communist bloc in Eastern Europe. China’s Deng Xiaoping had also been urging the Communist Party of Malaya to seek a peace accord with the Malaysian government. All this culminated in the signing of a peace agreement between the insurgents and the Malaysian and Thai governments in Hat Yai on 2 December. 

Chiam took the occasion to press Jayakumar, asking if the Singapore government would consider abolishing the ISA. But Jayakumar pointed out that there were still other security threats “such as communalism, religious extremism, international terrorism, espionage and subversion from sources other than the communists.” Besides, Jayakumar said, it remained to be seen whether this latest move by the Communist Party of Malaya would really precipitate the end of all forms of communist subversion. Jayakumar reiterated that the Singapore government could only abolish the ISA when the security situation in Malaysia enabled them to abolish their ISA. “The internal security of Singapore and Malaysia are closely interlinked,” he said. “Mr Lee Kuan Yew stated this way back in October 1958, more than 30 years ago, in the run-up to the May 1959 elections and before he became Prime Minister. He made this an election issue and the PAP won the elections. He reiterated this most recently in May last year before the September 1988 general elections.”

However, when the Malaysian government announced in September 2011 that it would abolish the ISA, the Singapore government did not follow suit. The Malaysian government, nevertheless, replaced the ISA with new legislation to “safeguard peace and order” that approximated the ISA.108 

Goh Chok Tong revealed in an interview years later that S. Dhanabalan left the Cabinet in 1992 because he was not comfortable with the way the government had dealt with the 1987 Marxist conspiracy. “At that time, given the information, he was not fully comfortable with the action we took,” Goh said. “His makeup is that of a very strong Christian so he felt uncomfortable and thought there could be more of such episodes in future. So he thought since he was uncomfortable, he’d better leave the Cabinet. I respected him for his view.”109 

This, together with two other quotes, has often been cited to call into question the government’s case against the ISA detainees of 1987 and 1988. Tharman Shanmugaratnam, who was Deputy Prime Minister from 2011 to 2019, was questioned as part of the investigations behind the ISA arrests of 1987 when he was a young civil servant. In 2001, as he was being introduced as a PAP candidate, he said that “although I did not have access to the same intelligence as the ISD, basically, those whom I knew had a strong social conscience and did not have a destructive political agenda.”110 Walter Woon, law academic, former Nominated Member of Parliament and the attorney-general from 2008 to 2010, said that “as far as I am concerned, the government’s case is still not proven. I would not say those fellows were Red, not from the stuff they presented… I think a lot of people have this scepticism.”111 






7: GRC

 

Genesis of the ‘Team MPs’ idea 

 

In July 1982, Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong began to discuss the issue of securing multiracial representation in Parliament. The Prime Minister had been studying voting trends in Singapore, and was worried that young voters were being nonchalant about the need to vote for a racially-balanced slate of candidates at elections. In particular, he was concerned that Malays were becoming under-represented in Parliament. In Cabinet, Lee proposed a “twin constituencies” solution, in which one of the two candidates had to be Malay. That was met with objection from Ahmad Mattar, the Minister for the Environment, who responded that “as a Malay, I don’t think I would like to contest in any elections where my victory is guaranteed, not because I am a ‘strong’ candidate, but because I have a so-called ‘strong’ twin brother to lean on.”1 The younger Cabinet ministers did not want to rush through a solution, and so shelved the “twin constituencies” proposal. 

Instead, the younger ministers and MPs of the PAP tried to present another justification for tweaking the system of fielding election candidates, to “blur the racial reason for it.”2

Lim Boon Heng, the MP for Kebun Baru, had been chairman of the Ang Mo Kio West Town Council, one of the three pilot town councils, as mentioned in Chapter 5, since its inception in 1984. He was also the MP who had earlier raised the idea of town councils during the campaign for the general election that year.3 In the name of achieving economies of scale, the Ang Mo Kio West Town Council was formed to fill in for three parliamentary constituencies. 

In January 1987, he told the media that he had been discussing with his town councillors, who were community and grassroots activists, solutions to the problem with the town council devolution plan that Goh Chok Tong had mooted—that the town council grouping of constituencies would clearly not work if the MPs of the three or so constituencies came from different political parties as a result of the vagaries of electoral results, as they might bicker constantly.4 Lim Boon Heng said that he had considered a few options with his town councillors to address Goh’s concerns, and one stood out as the “most promising”—the proposal for “super-constituencies.”5 Teams of three candidates would be nominated for an area, but the political parties fielding them would not have to assign them a particular constituency. Voters falling under the delineated electoral area would be presented with choices of parties as represented by three-candidate teams on their voting slip, rather than individual candidates. 

Lim, as well as Goh, who had received the recommendations from Lim, acknowledged early on that the proposal was radical, and would require a constitutional amendment.6 Almost as if anticipating criticisms, Lim reassured that the proposal would not be a departure from the “one-man-one-vote” principle.7 But he had no qualms revealing that the underlying message of the proposal was for voters to “vote wisely.” “If you want to have an opposition, then the opposition should have the possibility of being credible to the extent that it could develop into an alternative government.”8 

It was not long before that the sole opposition MP was naturally drawn into the debate. Chiam said, “If my two team-mates do not do well, I could very well lose my seat. But why should the voters in Potong Pasir be forced, in the first place, to elect a team of three candidates? Their main concern should be whether I should be re-elected. If they want me to continue serving them, then I should be the one to represent them in Parliament.

“The end result, as I see it, could be perpetual and absolute control by the PAP.”9 

A writer of a letter to the Straits Times said that the scheme looked like an attempt by the PAP to dilute Chiam’s strong showing in Potong Pasir with that in the neighbouring PAP-held constituencies of Kolam Ayer and Kim Keat.10 

Nevertheless, Chiam was in agreement with Lee Siew Choh, who had also offered the media his thoughts on the topic, that the scheme could backfire on the PAP itself in the event that people voted for an entire team of opposition candidates because one of them was clearly the best candidate among all contenders.11 

The “Team MPs” proposal—as Lim Boon Heng’s proposal soon came to be known—certainly sounded like a major constitutional amendment to the whole electoral system of Singapore. Thus in April, Chiam tabled a parliamentary question as to whether the government would hold a referendum on the “Team MPs” scheme.12 This was predictably quashed by Goh Chok Tong when the government’s reply came in July; the PAP government never had much penchant for referenda, having held only one in the history of Singapore, which had been on the issue of merger with Malaysia back in 1962. Citing the Constitution, Goh said that a referendum would be required if it involved fundamental issues such as the transfer of a part of national sovereignty.13

Chiam kept challenging Goh during the parliamentary debate. “All the votes will be put into a common bin. Isn’t it correct that you cannot elect the candidate of your choice? You are depriving a citizen of a very fundamental right.” When Goh kept denying the need for a referendum, Chiam persisted and even began to raise his voice slightly, at which point the Speaker of Parliament called him to order.14

Goh Chok Tong was firmly taking the lead on the proposal as First Deputy Prime Minister, and at the end of November 1987 he tabled two bills amending the Parliamentary Elections Act and the Constitution for their first reading in Parliament.15 It was still the same Team MPs proposal, which had been rechristened the “group representation constituency,” or GRC, scheme. 

But by the time Parliament began to debate the GRC bill beginning on 11 January 1988, it had morphed into a completely different debate from the one Lim Boon Heng had engendered when he conceived of the Team MPs proposal. It was now all about guaranteeing minority representation in Parliament, and about all the ills that would result if it were not.16 About half of all constituencies in Singapore would be grouped into three-candidate GRCs. At least one of the three candidates would have to be Malay or be from another minority group. 

“This will institutionalise the practice of multi-racial politics in Singapore,” Goh declared, saying it was much needed at this point of Singapore’s electoral history. Town councils, he said, would be a separate matter, to be dealt with through the Town Councils Act.17 

Convinced that something major was in the works to the electoral system in Singapore, Chiam and the SDP pushed ahead with their call for a national referendum on the proposal, launching a petition drive for at least 30,000 public signatures in December that year. “It would enshrine racialism in the Constitution,” Chiam warned at an SDP forum.18

Goh Chok Tong raised the spectre of identity-based conflict in other political systems: the Indian-dominated political leadership in Fiji, the recent South Korean presidential election where the three candidates garnered their votes predominantly from their respective native provinces, and of course Sri Lanka, where all-out civil war was being waged between the majority Sinhalese population and the minority Tamil population. Goh received permission from the Sri Lankan President, J. R. Jayewardene, to quote a letter of his (“a touching letter,” as Goh described it) in Parliament, in which Jayewardene bemoaned to Lee Kuan Yew his own “lack of intelligence, lack of foresight and courage” to implement constitutional guarantees for minority political representation, which had led to the “tyranny of the majority” and ultimately to the bloodbath in Sri Lanka. “Today do we[,] the Parliamentarians, have the intelligence, the foresight and the courage to take affirmative action to avoid a situation where Parliament may end up where one community is not adequately represented?” asked Goh.19 PAP MPs of all ethnic backgrounds rushed to the dispatch box to extol the GRC proposal as a wise move that would forestall ethnic problems. It would be good for Singapore’s political stability, they concurred. Some told stories of the dangers of communalism back in the 1960s.20 

Now that the debate on the GRC bill had switched to one on race, Chiam was forced to tread carefully. “If you were a member of a minority community, how would you feel?” Goh asked rhetorically, in the event that a referendum on the GRC proposal returned a negative response.21 And on another occasion, Goh said, “it would be a disaster for the Chinese community in Singapore if Singapore wakes up one day to find that we have an all-Chinese Parliament.”22 After listening to speeches by MPs as well as attending the many consultative meetings leading up to that parliamentary sitting, Goh said that the minority communities in Singapore “tell us that they want their constitutional rights of equality to be protected against the vagaries of the electoral system.”

Chiam responded that it was “ridiculous” to assume Singaporeans voted for candidates on the basis of race.There had been no drastic drop in Malay representation in Parliament, he pointed out; Malays and Indians have at times even been statistically overrepresented in Parliament. Moreover, the GRC proposal would be an insult to the ability of minority candidates to get into Parliament on their own merit.23 

The PAP reassured Chiam that the Team MPs idea was for the stability of electoral politics; it was not meant to “fix” the opposition, who could still contest in one half of all constituencies that would be allowed to remain as single member constituencies. And part of the evidence for this, Goh Chok Tong said, was that Lee Kuan Yew had already mooted the idea as early as 1982, before the PAP suffered a swing against itself at the 1984 general election. Later that month, the government released Cabinet papers dating from 1982 to show the public that the Team MPs proposal was genuinely for the purpose of ensuring multiracial representation in Parliament.24 

Aline Wong, the MP for Changkat and a sociologist by profession, whose research interests included population studies, “found confidence enough to rebuke” Chiam, as the Straits Times put it, for naively believing that the 22 years of nation-building initiatives since independence would obliterate cultural differences.25 

But it was evident that Chiam’s calls for a referendum on the proposal were never going to see the light of day. In any case, he put those calls on hold when Chandra Das raised the more pertinent problem with a referendum than Goh Chok Tong did—who should participate in such a referendum? All Singaporean voters, as would normally be the case, or only the minorities, whose very political representation the Team MPs scheme was meant to protect, precisely against the interests of the majority?26

Almost as if in anticipation, Goh Chok Tong said he was going to pass the bill on to a Parliamentary Select Committee for further scrutiny. The first person to applaud Goh for the move was Chiam, and he was followed by the PAP MPs.27 The public would be invited to share their views on the GRC bill by testifying before the Select Committee. Chiam had earlier urged the government not to rush through such a major bill that touched on race. And Chiam was to be invited to sit on that Select Committee, along with Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong, and which was chaired by Tan Soo Khoon, the Deputy Speaker of Parliament. 

But all was not rosy and settled. Goh dropped on Chiam a bombshell when he drew the debate back to the sole opposition-held constituency of Potong Pasir—Goh offered Chiam a choice as to whether Potong Pasir was to be drawn into a GRC at the next general election, after which Goh would direct the Electoral Boundary Committee accordingly. Goh obviously made no apologies for the state of affairs: the Elections Department and the Electoral Boundary Committee that convened from time to time reported to the Prime Minister’s Office by design of the Constitution. This put Chiam in a real political bind—if he asked for Potong Pasir to be left out of a GRC, he would appear cowardly and that would rob him of any moral force behind his arguments against the GRC bill. But if he said he was agreeable to having Potong Pasir drawn into a GRC, then Singapore stood a higher chance of losing its only opposition MP at the next general election.28 (However, at the SDP forum the previous week, Chiam had mooted that the GRC scheme could be an advantage for the opposition, as it could bring in more opposition MPs on the current wave that started with the 1984 general election.)29 

But the further lofty arguments for and against the major constitutional GRC bill were on hold until the Select Committee; meanwhile, low-level mudslinging took centre stage in the discourses. The PAP charged that the SDP chairman, Ling How Doong, had been referring to his PAP opponent Chandra Das, the MP for Chong Boon, as “that Indian man” on his house visits in Chong Boon constituency. That, the PAP said, proved that racialism was alive and well in Singapore politics. The PAP said it had witnesses—residents—who were willing to swear oaths on that accusation.30 Ling quickly shot back that he also had evidence that PAP election workers for the losing PAP Anson candidate Ng Pock Too had referred to J. B. Jeyaretnam as “that Indian.”31 This spiralled into a series of ugly counter-accusations, with each side saying it had further evidence of each other’s racism.32 

PAP members must have been scrutinising the SDP constitution during this period, for during the second reading of the GRC bill, they pointed out that the SDP constitution did not enshrine multiracialism. The PAP constitution, however, did. Koh Lam Soon, the PAP MP for Telok Blangah, then pointed out that there was no minority representation on the Central Executive Committee of the SDP.33 A further look at the SDP’s slate of candidates at the 1984 general election revealed that they had all been Chinese.34 

All of this was not to deny Ling How Doong’s blasé approach to race and politics. He told the media, “Even if people were to vote on racial lines, so what? Democracy is rule by majority. The Chinese happen to be in the majority here.”35 More recriminations from the PAP followed. Phua Bah Lee, the Senior Parliamentary Secretary, compared Ling to Enoch Powell, the British politician infamous for his racist remarks on black immigrants in Britain in his “Rivers of Blood” speech in 1963, who was dismissed from the shadow cabinet by the Conservative Party leader Edward Heath. Likewise, Phua challenged Chiam to sack Ling from the SDP.36 Ng Pock Too brandished the SDP constitution, citing a clause for disciplining party members, and admonished Chiam to exercise his powers as the SDP secretary-general to rein Ling How Doong in.37 

The PAP also had all sorts of suggestions for the opposition parties. Goh Chok Tong said the SDP should merge with Pertubuhan Kebangsaan Melayu Singapura (PKMS), a Malay-based party, to contest in future elections.38 Chiam complained that Goh was poking fun at the SDP. How could a multiracial party merge with a communal-based party?39 The SDP would not merge with PKMS for political expediency, Chiam said, in the same way the PAP had, in the 1950s, “embraced the communists and accepted them as comrades, and when they did not serve their purpose, their communist comrades were jailed or driven out of or forced to flee the country.”40

 

The Select Committee hearings on the GRC bill 

 

Nevertheless, the real debate on the GRC bill began when the Select Committee sat for three days, beginning on 7 March 1988.41 The Select Committee for the GRC bill, chaired by Tan Soo Khoon, the Deputy Speaker, and comprising Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Chok Tong, Ahmad Mattar and Chiam among others, received 99 representations—a record in Singapore’s parliamentary history, such was the public interest in the scheme. It even attracted a name from the past—C. C. Tan, a legislative assembly member from the 1950s, who said the GRC scheme was unwarranted. 

The first key alternative proposal to the GRC scheme came from representatives of the PKMS. They sought the services and advice of an unnamed Queen’s Counsel from Britain, who had been introduced to them by Jeyaretnam, on the GRC bill. The PKMS’ resultant proposal was for two votes to be granted for each Malay voter at elections. In their rudimentarily conceived proposal, the extra vote would be for a separate electoral contest involving only Malay candidates. This would ensure that “genuine” Malay representatives were picked, the PKMS representatives said, believing that only candidates chosen exclusively by the Malay community could claim to represent them. The PAP’s Malay MPs only raised “trivial matters” in Parliament, they added, and that was the “real grouse” felt by the Malay community. This immediately earned the attack from Ahmad Mattar, also the Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs, who slammed the proposal as a return to the communalism of the 1950s and 60s. How else would the candidates in such a Malays-only contest outbid each other to be the champion of Malay issues in Singapore? Mattar found it fit to remind those in the room that a certain United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) leader once called for the reinstatement of the Sultan of Singapore, as the traditional ruler of the territory, at a party conference in 1959. Even Chiam chimed in to attack the PKMS representative (“The PKMS came under fire from an unexpected source,” the Straits Times went42), not only on their championing of Malay issues, but also as someone who always spoke up on the sanctity of the “one-man-one-vote” principle, which the PKMS proposal would violate. Chiam also took issue with what the PKMS representatives had raised—what Malay problem was there? Was it akin to apartheid in South Africa? 

One of the key debates during the hearings took place between Lee Kuan Yew and Jufrie Mahmood, who was then the vice-chairman of the SDP, having joined the party shortly after leaving the Workers’ Party. Jufrie threw out alternatives to the GRC proposal—the PAP government should designate some constituencies to be contested only by Malay or Indian candidates. “The SDP might abide by this arrangement, but what is there to prevent other parties from observing this gentleman’s agreement?” Lee rebutted. “Pass a law,” said Jufrie. “But that would be rather undemocratic, wouldn’t it?” Lee responded.

When Lee cited PAP MP Sha’ari Tadin’s challenges in establishing rapport with his Chinese-speaking constituents in Kampong Chai Chee in the 1970s, Jufrie asked why the Malay PAP MPs could not seek help from their Chinese grassroots leaders to bridge the cultural and linguistic gap when dealing with Chinese residents. “I did. I provided him with full back-up staff,” Lee replied.

At every turn, Jufrie was routed by the Prime Minister. Jufrie insisted that the government should have done what it could to blur racial differences in Singapore; and he ranted that the government’s invitation to Israeli President Chaim Herzog to Singapore, without heeding the sensitivities of Malay Muslims in Singapore, had the effect of heightening racial and religious differences among Singaporeans. The government could have invited Herzog 10 to 20 years later, when Malay Singaporeans could be more “ready” for such a visit, and if a resolution to the Arab–Israeli conflict had by then been found. Lee admitted that being a country within Southeast Asia, Singapore would indeed have to be sensitive to its neighbours—where there were protests in Malaysia and Indonesia—but Lee asked Jufrie whether the elected government of Singapore had to accede to the wishes of 18 per cent of its own population who were against the Herzog visit, or indeed on any matter. Jufrie replied that it would be “wiser not to do it,” and maintained that Singaporean Malays reacted “from their hearts,” and were not influenced by neighbouring Malaysia and Indonesia. To this, Lee shot back: “Therefore you are living proof to us that this is a deep, abiding and enduring problem which will not go away in 20 or 40 years’ time.” 

On the second day of the hearings, Chiam himself testified before the Select Committee, stepping down from it to take a seat at the witness table along with three of his SDP colleagues, Ling How Doong, Jufrie Mahmood and George Sita. 

His main stance was that all these designs of the GRC idea were not conducive to nation building. As Chiam had brought up earlier, Singapore’s first opposition MP after independence, Jeyaretnam, was of Sri Lankan Tamil origin and had defeated a Chinese PAP candidate in the 1981 by-election; and Singapore’s first chief minister, David Marshall, had been elected from the even smaller Jewish community in 1955.43 “It proves that the people were not voting along racial lines,” he said. This was to become Chiam’s classic rebuttal to the GRC idea. 

“Yes, exactly,” Lee Kuan Yew shot back. “It wasn’t Anson that moved me to put up that proposal… Anson showed that an Indian could beat a Chinese. That didn’t worry me. My proposal, which had been in gestation from December 1980 immediately after the elections and after I had studied the results, was the trend against the Malay candidates of the PAP. Because Kampong Ubi, Geylang Serai—they were no longer Malay majorities. You cannot win. Any constituency in Singapore today can only have a maximum of 30 per cent Malays. In fact, they should be 15 per cent if you want to spread them evenly. To win, assuming you can get all the Malay votes, you need to pull in another 20 per cent of Chinese and Indian votes. That is the reason why you didn’t field a Malay, isn’t it? First, you could not get all the Malay votes. Secondly, where are the Chinese votes going to support you? Let’s be honest, Mr Chiam.” 

He continued, “In your paper you said Singaporeans are not communal, but face-to-face with us, you know that is not a tenable proposition. So instead of sticking to your paper, you now say it is a primeval urge which you saw demonstrated yesterday, didn’t you, with the PKMS? That’s a complete contradiction between your paper and what you are saying.”

“It is not a contradiction,” Chiam replied. “There is a difference between primeval urge and communalism… Communalism refers to a society as a whole; primeval urge refers to an anthropological term which exists in all human beings.”

“I see.” 

“So we are talking about Singapore context.”

“Which comes first?”

“I do not want to go into this technical argument.”

“But you have brought it up.”

“We are talking about Singapore context. I will come to your point about 1980. It is obvious that if you are looking at 1980, there were already probably signs of people being disenchanted with the ruling Party. And the trend is…”

“Mr Chiam, in 1980 we increased our votes over 1976.” 

“My votes also increased from 31 per cent to 40 per cent.”

“The PAP votes increased, but not the Malay candidates’.” 

“No. But the trend is…”

“Mr Chiam, I am the man who did the analysis. I am the man who put up the proposal, and I am telling you why I did so. You can’t know what is in my mind. I am telling you what it is.” 

“But does the Prime Minister agree with me that the trend from 1980 is, [that] if there is a good qualified, credible opposition candidate, his chances will be fairly good, as has been illustrated? Credible opposition members will get 40 per cent, maybe 41 per cent of the votes. Other not-so-credible opposition parties, at most 30-odd per cent or 30 per cent.” Earlier, Chiam had asked the Prime Minister, “If you put Dr Ahmad Mattar to stand against a Chinese and the Chinese is an ice-cream seller, who do you think will win?”

“I studied the Malay candidates of the PAP, compared their scores, 1980 with 1976,” Lee replied. “[I] compared the Chinese candidates, 1980 against with 1976, then take the 1976, go back to 1972, and you see a trend.”

Goh Chok Tong then presented analyses of the general elections in Singapore from 1955 to the present day, showing how constituencies that were dominated by Malay residents tended to be contested by Malay candidates, and how a Malay candidate usually won. This trend gradually diminished with the greater blending of ethnic communities in all residential areas in Singapore over the years and, by implication, measures to ensure minority representation in politics were needed. The SDP witnesses were forced to admit, on the basis of the data presented, that race had indeed been a factor in voting patterns through Singapore’s electoral history. However, at one point, when referring to the 1959 general election, Lee Kuan Yew interjected to clarify that he had himself fielded a Malay candidate in a non-Malay dominated constituency, and who had in fact won because of the “PAP pulling power to get the Chinese to vote PAP in spite of a Malay candidate.” 

Chiam immediately responded—that proved that Singaporeans voted along non-racial lines. 

“It proves that the PAP has got sufficiently strong Chinese support to get the Chinese to vote for a PAP Malay candidate,” Lee Kuan Yew rebutted. 

“Then they are voting by their parties, if what you say is correct. Then it is not racial.”

“But I am pointing out now that the younger generation of Chinese say, ‘We’ve already got a PAP Government. I now want a good candidate.’ That’s where the problem starts.”

Chiam was still forced to contradict his party’s official position as laid out in a submission to the Select Committee, and admitted that race had indeed been an “important factor” in how Singaporeans voted, in that he agreed with Lee Kuan Yew that “it’s impossible to wipe out completely the primeval feeling of race and language.” However, he maintained that “our duty is to reduce that natural, primeval instinct,” and not to “enhance that division.” He insisted that minorities could still compete successfully against Chinese candidates, and that the GRC proposal would worsen, not improve the race situation in Singapore. 

The committee then came to debate whether a Malay opposition candidate could hypothetically defeat a Chinese PAP candidate. Chiam suggested that they put this to the test “today or tomorrow” in a by-election in Geylang West, the seat that had been vacated when Teh Cheang Wan died in 1986. Chiam asked the committee to assume for a moment the SDP would field Jufrie Mahmood, its most prominent Malay member at that time. Mohamad Maidin Packer, a Berita Harian journalist who appeared as a witness before the select committee, thought that Jufrie would lose, especially because Geylang West was a predominantly Chinese area. Chiam said he was sure Jufrie would win, because votes for opposition were on a rising trend, and the sentiments in current day Singapore in Geylang West would be the same as in any other constituency. 

Chiam tried to corner Maidin Packer on that point, but the chairman said, “Mr Chiam is going round and round again,” and tried to move things on. 

There were other points of debate too, raised by submissions from the public and witnesses that came to testify. What would be the minimum number of GRCs needed? And of course, the protection of minority representation did not just extend to Malay Singaporeans, but also Indian Singaporeans, which comprised seven per cent of the population, and was officially recognised as a race. Yet the GRC bill only classified the Indian community under the “other minority races.” This was a point raised by a group of witnesses representing the Indian community, including the lawyer Sat Pal Khattar, which called for a specific category for Indian Singaporeans. The compromise, in the end, was that Indian Singaporeans were to be addressed under an “Indians and others” category for the purposes of the GRC bill, in addition to the “Malays” category. 

 

—

 

Chiam held on to another point of contention with the GRC bill. It was the question of whether Singaporean Malays themselves would feel like second-class MPs if they got into Parliament through the GRC scheme. 

Three Malay witnesses who appeared before the select committee—the journalists Mohamad Maidin Packer (who later became a PAP MP) and Salim Osman, as well as the civil servant Abdul Halim Kader—admitted there were such perceptions among their community, but said that they themselves did not share the view. It was, after all, an issue that had been broached in the submissions of those three men, even though they ultimately concluded that it was not an issue for their community. 

Relentlessly, Chiam pressed them for a straightforward “yes” or “no” answer. They, in return, insisted they had already given such a reply. Maidin himself deftly concluded that Malays themselves would feel like second-class citizens if there were no Malay MPs in Parliament at all. 

Chiam accused the three journalists of giving clear answers only when committee members other than him asked questions. Wong Kan Seng and Ahmad Mattar also intervened with questions of their own to “move things along,” as a Straits Times article described.44 

Chiam then called on the chairman of the select committee, to hear evidence from six more witnesses to prove his point about the GRC bill being an insult to minorities. The six men, some of whom were SDP members, were in the premises of the hearing, but Tan told Chiam he had to write in formally to request that the six men be heard. The hearings were extended by some weeks to accommodate Chiam’s request to present those witnesses.

But at the end of April, when the select committee sat again to hear from the men—four of the original six turned up—those men were pressed for evidence for their assertion, which they could not provide. One, an Indian Singaporean, said it was his “gut feel” that minorities would be insulted by the GRC proposal. The two SDP members who went in as witnesses tried to cite a public opinion survey done by the SDP to prove their point, but they could not get their sample size right—one said it was 3,000, and the other said 5,000. Chiam must have been exasperated and embarrassed at how that survey was thereby discredited, as well as his final point of attack on the GRC proposal. The select committee therefore remained unconvinced by Chiam’s assertion that minorities felt slighted by the GRC proposal.

 

Definitions of race in the GRC bill

 

In the closing deliberations of the committee, during which the PAP members tabled some amendments to the draft bill in view of the representations that had been made to them in the course of the select committee hearings, Chiam tried again to demolish the PAP’s argument for the GRC system. First, he took to rapping the introduction of an “Indians and others” category as a change to the original bill. How about Eurasians? he asked. Why were Eurasians not expressly mentioned in that categorisation? S. Jayakumar’s reply was that Indian individuals and organisations had made a representation before the select committee that they were unhappy there was no explicit mention of Indians in the racial categorisation for the GRC scheme, implying that no similar provisions were made for Eurasians because their community had not made such a representation.

Then Chiam criticised how the PAP members wanted a Malay person to be defined as one who “whether of the Malay race or otherwise, who considers himself to be a member of the Malay community and who is generally accepted as a member of the Malay community by that community.” There was a reason for the strange wording of “whether of the Malay race or otherwise” in that definition. The original wording of the definition of a Malay person in the draft bill was a “Malay, Javanese, Boyanese, Bugis, Arab or any other person,” until some representations to the select committee from the Malay community pointed out that it would be “invidious” not to mention the other groups like the Banjaris and the Acehnese. But it would be up to the members of the Malay Committee, set up for determining if a person were indeed Malay for the purposes of contesting under a GRC, to ascertain that he or she met some basic criteria that constituted them as part of the community. 

Could Maoris from New Zealand then technically qualify as Malays? Chiam asked. (“As I vaguely recall, some people think the Maoris originate from the Malay Archipelago,” Chiam said.) Yes, Goh Chok Tong replied, after conferring with Ahmad Mattar and Sidek Saniff. 

How about Europeans? “I know that in Malaysia, a Mr Sheppard, I think, is the person in charge of the [National] Museum there,” Chiam said. “He has come forward as a Malay. If we have five or seven of them in Singapore, then where is the minority representation?”

Ahmad Mattar replied: “If the Malay Committee so decides that that non-Malay person—he says Mr Sheppard, or whoever he is—can represent the Malay community, and considers himself to be a member of the Malay community and he is generally accepted as such by the Committee, what is the problem?… If the Malay community thinks that they are best represented by the Europeans, so be it.” 

Chiam leapt on the point. “So if five Europeans can represent the Malay community, why can’t the other races also represent the Malay community in Singapore?” he said. “The whole idea of the amendments [i.e. the GRC scheme] is to have minority representation in Singapore.” 

“If the Malay community is happy, who are we to say that they should not represent them?” Goh Chok Tong replied. 

And that was all Chiam could muster to block the GRC bill. When the bill was brought back to Parliament for the third reading on 18 May 1988, Chiam declared that Singaporeans knew the “true reason” for the GRC bill—to keep the opposition out of Parliament, since the government believed the opposition could not find credible Malay candidates to join its ranks instead. “The GRC is one arm of the pincer and the ISA is the other arm of the pincer and they [the government] try to squeeze the opposition.”45 

Chiam continued to raise objections, citing the more preferable multicultural cases of the US and Switzerland, against the Cyprus case which the government raised. Cyprus was, for Chiam, an example of what not to follow, in which a detailed system of quotas for the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities led to the clamouring of more such privileges, ultimately descending into ethnic conflict in the 1950s. Would Malay Singaporeans likewise clamour for more privileges such as job quotas or school places after the GRC bill was passed? Goh Chok Tong rebutted that Chiam was “less than honest” because the GRC proposal was different from the Cyprus case—the voters would be voting for a multiracial slate of candidates, rather than a direct vote for a candidate from a specific ethnic community. 

As the Speaker drew the debate to a close and called for a division vote on the bill—a constitutional amendment in effect—meeting the two-thirds majority requirement was of course not a problem for the PAP. With the PAP’s party whip in place, the bill was passed 67 to 0, with no abstentions. Chiam was absent when the division of the House was called, and hence did not vote. It is not clear why he was not present in Parliament to vote on the bill, but his presence would not have changed the absolute sense of futility of any opposition debate on any legislative or constitutional matter. It was just what Minister for Law E. W. Barker had told Chiam when the latter attended his first Parliamentary Select Committee, on which he sat alongside eight PAP ministers and MPs. “Come on, Chiam, look here,” Barker said. “There are eight of us. Any time, we can out-vote you. So better shut up and sit down.”46 Barker may well have meant it tongue-in-cheek, but the point was clear. 

 

—

 

The GRC bill was passed, and it was time for the parties to strategise in preparation for a new landscape involving teams of candidates. The electoral boundaries committee released their report on 14 June 1988—there would be 13 GRCs, the maximum allowed by the legislation that was just passed. Forty-two single member constituencies (SMCs) remained, one of which was Potong Pasir, with its boundaries unchanged. 

But seven constituencies were scrapped and their territories absorbed into GRCs, including Anson, which had been vacant since Jeyaretnam was disqualified from Parliament. The Electoral Boundaries Review Committee said the scrapping of those seven constituencies was “unavoidable” due to the “perennial problem” of declining voter bases there and population shifts.47 

Chiam immediately declared the PAP was doing him no favours by retaining Potong Pasir as a single seat ward, saying he could bring two more SDP members into Parliament riding on his wave and popularity in Potong Pasir.48 However, he was forced to backtrack on that remark a few days later when Goh Chok Tong said that the government could still incorporate Potong Pasir into a GRC if Chiam wanted it to be so. “But if the government decides to turn it into a GRC, I will not protest,” Chiam said.49 

If the PAP’s intention behind the GRC scheme was to throw in new hurdles for the opposition, they succeeded. The new GRC scheme did indeed create pressure on the SDP and the Workers’ Party to find more credible, trustworthy candidates who were able to stay together as a team. That required party discipline, first and foremost, since they had to fight a local battle coherently. 

At the end of June 1988, the PAP government also amended the Parliamentary Elections Act to increase the quantum of the election deposit required of candidates from $1,500 to $4,000, setting it now to eight per cent of the allowance paid to an MP. This was to keep pace with the change in the allowances for MPs, Goh Chok Tong explained, and questioned Chiam if the SDP was “looking for an excuse” for not being able to field 81 candidates to contest all seats in the upcoming general election.

Chiam said it was “unjustified, discriminatory and unfair,” as many seats had been uncontested at last election. There would be no wave of candidates of the riff-raff variety coming to engulf all seats, he said, adding that current deposit amount of $1,500 was sufficient to deter “frivolous and not-so-serious candidates.”50 Calling on the PAP MPs to join him in his objection to the increase of the election deposit, Chiam said, “You all must, if you really care for the increase of democracy in Singapore.” Even the Straits Times correspondent covering that Parliament debate felt the “sincerity behind the plea rang through.”51

 

Defection of the Wong Hong Toy faction to the SDP 

 

The introduction of the GRC scheme meant the opposition parties had to secure more members and potential candidates, which sometimes meant the poaching of the members of other parties. There was much movement of the political ground. 

Chiam had been in talks with Wong Hong Toy and a group of defectors from the Workers’ Party since late 1987. In these meetings, Chiam brought along William Lau, whom he had come to rely on for his advice and judgement despite Lau not holding any formal leadership role in the SDP.52 Lau said he had reservations about Wong and some of his people, who had very different backgrounds and political perspectives from the SDP. Moreover, Chiam and Wong were not even able to communicate effectively with each other in the same language—Wong was Chinese-educated, while Chiam could not speak Mandarin or any Chinese dialects fluently.

But therein lay a fundamental conundrum that Chiam and Lau wanted to resolve, which had a precedent in Singapore politics in an earlier generation. Lee Kuan Yew’s English-educated core of the PAP had needed the Chinese-educated support base, with whom they were not really in touch, and hence brought in Lim Chin Siong and his comrades. The PAP had split in 1961 along these very lines. 

What tantalised Chiam and Lau was that Wong Hong Toy told them he could bring over to the SDP about 70 to 80 Workers’ Party members who were apparently disgruntled with Jeyaretnam’s leadership. In return, Wong and some key members of his clique wanted to hold CEC positions in the SDP. All these negotiations were conducted mainly by Chiam and Lau. Ling How Doong was kept in the dark despite his being the SDP chairman, and was not pleased when he later found out about the negotiations and eventual commitments to Wong Hong Toy.53 However, Wong later became Ling’s election agent at the 1988 general election, and, by most accounts, they worked well together. 

As Chiam and Lau were to learn, Jeyaretnam and Wong had been increasingly at loggerheads over the running of the Workers’ Party. The immediate trigger for the conflict took place when Wong proposed for three party members—Low Yong Nguan, Jufrie Mahmood and Kwan Yue Keng—to be promoted to the party’s CEC. Wong’s stated intention was to inject fresh blood into the party leadership, but Jeyaretnam feared being replaced as secretary-general. Jeyaretnam’s paranoia centred on Low Yong Nguan, a new member of the Workers’ Party with an intriguing background as a one-term PAP MP back in the late 1960s to early 1970s. For a whole host of reasons that has not been entirely clear, Jeyaretnam distrusted Low, calling him a “trouble-maker.”54 

CEC meetings became very heated affairs. According to John Gan, who sat on the CEC of the Workers’ Party at this time, Wong had been so infuriated by Jeyaretnam during one CEC meeting that he climbed up onto his chair and tore up the minutes of that meeting that were being recorded. The other CEC members present reprimanded Wong for being such a “Chinatown gangster.” Factional loyalties came into play when Jeyaretnam decided to expel Low Yong Nguan for publicly criticising the party’s leaders. Some party members questioned Low’s loyalty, given his background as a former PAP MP. And according to John Gan, Jeyaretnam and he suspected that the Wong and Low faction in the party intended to vote the Jeyaretnam faction out of the party’s leadership at an impending extraordinary party conference.55

For some four hours, the Jeyaretnam and Wong factions quarelled at the party conference of 18 October 1987 over Wong’s motion for Low Yong Nguan, Jufrie Mahmood and Kwan Yue Keng to be admitted into the party’s CEC. Jeyaretnam painted the motion as essentially a vote of confidence on his own leadership of the party, contrary to what Wong said it was. Eventually, however, Wong’s faction lost out in the secret ballot on the motion by a mere three votes out of 45 and backed down. They came to the conclusion that there was no future for them to continue operating in the Workers’ Party under Jeyaretnam. They also seemed to believe that the party had no future of winning elections under Jeyaretnam’s leadership, ostensibly because of the debilitating lawsuits with PAP leaders that Jeyaretnam constantly got himself embroiled in, and because of Jeyaretnam’s brinkmanship in general. 

Low’s expulsion from the Workers’ Party sparked an irresolvable quarrel with Jeyaretnam that eventually led Wong Hong Toy to resign in November 1987. Wong said he was “heartbroken” over Jeyaretnam’s resistance to self-renewal. Seow Yong Chew, another CEC member who similarly resigned, condemned Jeyaretnam publicly for being dictatorial. Furthermore, in an apparent dig at Jeyaretnam over his conviction on the case of the cheque donations, Seow added that “if we propose to be the alternative to the ruling party, and we can’t even manage party finances properly, how can we run the country?”56 

Wong’s faction of 16 Workers’ Party members resigned from the party with him. This faction included people such as Jufrie Mahmood, Cheo Chai Chen (later elected as an MP for the SDP) and of course Low Yong Nguan. “Good for them to go. Now I can be at peace,” Jeyaretnam reportedly told his fellow CEC members.57 The breakaway group considered forming a new political party, and were mulling over the name of “People’s Party of Singapore.”58 

But by February 1988, Wong’s faction had joined Chiam and the SDP. The negotiations with Chiam and Lau (who was always with Chiam at such talks) had gone on for some time, and the two SDP members agonised over whether to take in such an en bloc application for membership. They were afraid of the possibility of a hostile takeover. At that time, Chiam and he were also impatient about growing the party, as Lau admitted later.59 

Back at the Workers’ Party, Jeyaretnam was not to be cowed with his own disqualification from elections for a period of five years and the exodus of members that had been led by Wong Hong Toy. In May 1988, his party was enlarged by the merger with Barisan Sosialis, which included its leader, Lee Siew Choh. The standard bearer of the opposition cause in the 1960s had now subsumed its logo, its name and its entire identity within Jeyaretnam’s Workers’ Party. “Barisan to go under the hammer,” ran a cheeky Straits Times headline, in reference to the Workers’ Party logo of the hammer, and in allusion to Barisan being sold off.60 Earlier that January, the Singapore United Front of Seow Khee Leng had also merged with the Workers’ Party. By June, the Workers’ Party also managed to strike an alliance with the Malay-based party PKMS, in an arrangement that was just short of an outright merger. But not everyone in the Workers’ Party, such as CEC members like John Gan, were convinced that they should not have absorbed other parties like Barisan Sosialis into its fold. They felt the Workers’ Party brand was strong enough among voters, and that the party would not benefit from a dilution of its identity by co-opting members of other parties with their own political baggage. 

But there was also the NSP, a newly registered political party, but one that had been convened by politicians from other parties, including some who had left SDP. Its founding secretary-general was Soon Kia Seng, who had left Chiam’s SDP to form the NSP in early 1987. When Soon died suddenly at the end of that year, Ken Sun, another ex-SDP member who had fallen out with Chiam, stepped in to fill the position. 

The NSP president, Kum Teng Hock, had contested several elections and had previously been a member of the PAP and the Workers’ Party before retiring from politics in 1976. He said he was now making a comeback to politics because of his disappointment with Chiam’s performance in Parliament. “He kept mum,” Kum said with specific reference to Chiam’s failure to tackle Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s challenge to have all MP allowances cut across the board. “I was very disappointed. That is why I think I should come back to politics.”61 

This clash between the NSP and SDP had real consequences. The NSP announced its intention to contest Yuhua by fielding Peter Lim, an ex-SDP member who had contested that constituency in the last general election under the SDP banner.62 Eventually, Chiam was to field Michelle Toh Kim Kiat under the SDP banner there in Yuhua, and the NSP pulled out of that race. 

There was also a pact that was struck between the Workers’ Party and the SDP on 20 August, four days ahead of nomination day, in which they agreed on the delineation of their territory so as to avoid three-cornered fights in the general election—and of which the NSP was quite humiliatingly left out. It appeared that the NSP leaders were in talks with Jeyaretnam and the Workers’ Party leaders, but not with Chiam and the SDP.

Then there was Francis Seow, who had, for some time, indicated his interest to contest at the upcoming general election after his release from detention under the ISA. For him, the choice was clearly between the SDP and the Workers’ Party. M. P. D. Nair of the Workers’ Party, a fellow lawyer, tried to persuade Seow to contest with him in Cheng San GRC, albeit under the SDP ticket. Nair had nearly become Singapore’s first NCMP when he polled as the best losing opposition candidate in the 1984 general election, but was forced by Jeyaretnam to relinquish the offer of the seat by Parliament, so as to uphold the Workers’ Party stance of opposing the NCMP scheme, and was ostensibly upset with Jeyaretnam (and even more so when Jeyaretnam himself accepted an offer of an NCMP seat in Parliament after the 1997 general election). He went to see SDP Chairman Ling How Doong to propose the idea and to enlist Ling into the GRC team. 

Ling’s response was favourable, although he had already begun cultivating the ground in Bukit Gombak constituency for the election, which he would eventually win in the 1991 general election.63 Incidentally, Francis Seow’s son, Ashleigh, had already been in the SDP’s orbit and stood as an SDP candidate at the 1988 general election. In any case, Nair’s plan ultimately did not work out because Francis Seow had already set his sights on the Workers’ Party, despite his reservations that its leaders were “short-sighted and selfish.”64 But he was clearly more inclined towards Jeyaretnam’s approach to politics. And Seow looked set to contest in a GRC along with Lee Siew Choh. It was gearing up to be an exciting general election. 

But the issue of the GRCs was not what the general election of 1988 was going to be fought on. 

In anticipation of the next obstacle the PAP government would hurl at the opposition, Chiam tabled a parliamentary question on the same day the GRC bill was passed in Parliament on 18 May—was the government drafting laws to introduce the post of an elected President for Singapore? Yes, replied Phua Bah Lee, the Senior Parliamentary Secretary for Defence, on behalf of the Prime Minister—the attorney-general was indeed in the process of drafting such a legislation.65






8: President Lee Kuan Yew?

 

The elected presidency scheme 

 

The elected presidency scheme will be an election issue, Lee Hsien Loong said on 8 August 1988, since Chiam wanted it to be. It would be a way for the government to address calls for a referendum on the constitutional amendments necessary for that change. “If it’s a major issue in the elections, then after the elections we will have the mandate to proceed,” Lee Hsien Loong said. “A referendum then would not be necessary.”1 It was also a response to a call Chiam had made for one of the two options. 

When Parliament sat a few days later on 12 August to debate the proposals for instituting the elected presidency, Goh Chok Tong declared that he did not “believe in governing through referenda,” except on “life-and-death issues.” Parliament was to debate the white paper on the elected presidency that was presented earlier to Parliament on 29 July, and to form the basis of a bill that would be drafted. Goh presented the principles behind the proposal, meant to safeguard two key “assets” of the country: Singapore’s reserves and the integrity of the public service. Goh presented a straightforward series of questions to Parliament: “Do we want, or do we not want, to make changes to the Constitution in order to safeguard [those] two key assets? If we want to do so, how do we do so? Is the elected President proposal the best way to safeguard these two key assets? Are there better ways?”2 

The Minister for Finance, Richard Hu, reinforced Goh’s point that the country’s vast reserves, at home and abroad, needed to be looked after. Lee Hsien Loong said Singapore would be “living dangerously” if safeguards were not instituted.3 

Of the 22 MPs who spoke on the motion debating the issue, none disagreed with the need to protect the two “assets” that Goh had cited—not even Chiam. But where they disagreed was in the elected President proposal itself as a means of addressing those concerns. And not even Chiam was the sharpest critic of the elected President proposal in Parliament that day. 

Ong Pang Boon, a member of the PAP old guard and a former Cabinet minister, insisted that the present parliamentary system of the country had worked well and that voters had always acted responsibly; there thus was no need for “such a radical change.” Ong was concerned that the status of future prime ministers would be reduced if an alternative power centre were to be created around the new post of the elected President, and “especially if the elected President [is one who] has been a towering political leader for a long time.” That last reference appeared to be a jibe at Lee Kuan Yew, who was rumoured to be considered for the job. 

Tan Cheng Bock shared his misgivings about giving the elected President such wide powers as to result in a “lame duck prime minister.” Tan was also one of the MPs who called for a referendum on the proposal, in tandem with Chiam’s position—though without explicitly stating that—as well as for such a bill for constitutional amendments to be presented to a select committee. 

Toh Chin Chye also called for a referendum—on the basis that the present Parliament should not bind future governments from a constitutional arrangement that might prove unworkable. His concerns were that many details of the proposals, as in the white paper, were unclear and thus should not be “bulldozed” through.4 

Toh and Ong were not the only members of the PAP old guard to speak up so boldly on the elected presidency scheme. In the lead up to that August 1988 parliamentary debate, there was a heated quarrel between Lee Kuan Yew and Devan Nair, who had resigned as the President of Singapore three years earlier. 

 

Devan Nair’s feud with Lee Kuan Yew 

 

On 23 May 1988, Francis Seow, then in detention under the Internal Security Act, revealed in a sworn statement that an article highly critical of the Singapore government, published in the Asian Wall Street Journal on 10 May under Seow’s name, had in fact been drafted by Nair. That article accused the Singapore government of “systematically and drastically” changing the rules of the democratic game to ensure a tightly controlled media, and that Lee Kuan Yew had developed “obsessions that increasingly threaten the hard-won social and political stability of Singapore.”5 

Furthermore, it emerged that Seow had sought the advice of Nair, as well as some others, before deciding to contest the upcoming general election as an independent candidate.6 Nair said he “gave [Seow] my views on what I thought an intelligent opposition group should do if it expects to be taken seriously.” Nair also said that he told Seow that “in doing so, he did nothing exceptional,” as “he was in the distinguished company of Mr Lee Kuan Yew and the rest of us,” who had courted foreign groups when Singapore was part of Malaysia in the early 1960s and the PAP itself was on the opposition bench in the Malaysian Parliament. “I recall that Mr Lee himself visited establishment and opposition circles in capitals like London, Sydney and Wellington to court goodwill and support for the PAP’s goal of a Malaysian Malaysia.”7 

That last statement struck a raw nerve. Lee Kuan Yew’s press secretary, James Fu, responded strongly that Nair had been “dishonest” in making those statements about Lee.8 Within days, Lee Kuan Yew’s lawyer served notice on Nair, demanding that he retract his statements on Lee and pay damages, saying the statements “suggest that, like Mr Seow, our client was beholden to these foreign powers for their support and had allowed himself to be used by these foreign powers.”9 Nair denied that he had defamed Lee Kuan Yew, and insisted that he had no reason to apologise.10 The exchanges between Lee and Nair escalated from then on. On 23 May, Nair called on Lee to resign as Prime Minister, and accused the government, in reference to Francis Seow’s detention, of “brazen abuse of the powers of the ISA and of statutory declarations obtained from detainees under duress of detention, must now be evident to the most blind.”11

On 29 June, the government tabled a white paper on Nair in Parliament, which Chiam was seen reading earnestly in his seat even before the parliamentary lunch break was over. Lee Kuan Yew delivered a speech in the House in which he described the ex-President’s “uninhibited behaviour with various women,” including the wife of a Malaysian assistant minister and nurses who had looked after him, while on a visit to Sarawak in March 1985. “He outraged their modesty, propositioned them, fondled and molested them,” Lee said.12 On top of that, Nair was rumoured to have often beaten his wife. Nair had been drinking heavily from time to time since 1979, when Phey Yew Kok was arrested for embezzling union funds. Lee said the details of Nair’s behaviour had been withheld at the time because they would have embarrassed him and his family. But Nair’s recent public statements on political developments in Singapore as an active participant made it necessary to put the facts on the record so that Singaporeans could understand his motives and see through his statements.13 

It was revealed that, in the months before the Sarawak trip, Nair had been drinking a bottle of whisky a night. Mrs Nair had to send the servants off early “to avoid the disgrace of their seeing him totally drunk and incapable.” Nair also had an inappropriate association with a German woman, one Konstance Schunemann, whom he had first met on a trip to Germany during his days in the trade union. Besides bringing Schunemann to the Istana Lodge for dinner, Nair also met her outside. In the weeks before his Sarawak visit, Nair had been driving a car alone out of the Istana. He had disguised himself with a wig and gone without his security officer or his driver to meet Schunemann. One morning, after he had been out for the night, Mrs Nair discovered liquor bottles, glasses with lipstick marks and cigarettes at Changi Cottage. When his wife remonstrated, there was a row and he assaulted her. He was not in control of himself and of his temper in his drinking bouts. He had talked of divorcing her and marrying the German woman, Lee said. 

Responding from Switzerland, where he was holidaying, Nair accused Lee Kuan Yew of “trying to demolish an old comrade for political ends.” He said Lee had launched “a massive and incredibly vicious onslaught concocted of truths, half-truths and totally inaccurate stories.”14 Nair said this was because he himself had “the gumption to challenge [Lee’s] increasingly bizarre political judgements.”

Nair vehemently challenged the disclosures in the government white paper. He said that Lee Kuan Yew’s parliamentary speech was a “massive public exercise in the total denigration of a comrade of nearly 30 years,” and that “the entire exercise reeks of revenge, a motive which enabled you to throw overboard all ethical considerations, medical ethics, Confucianist, Christian, Hindu ethics, the whole lot,” Nair wrote in an open letter to Lee, which was circulated to media.15 Nair denied that he had ever been an alcoholic, explaining that he was under “extraordinarily heavy sedation,” having been dosed with 125mg of Valium daily for 10 days—“enough to dope an elephant”—when he had written those letters back in March 1985 in which he admitted to being an alcoholic.16 He accused Lee Kuan Yew of “shamelessly squeezing” political capital out of his medical condition; except for a New York-based doctor, none of the Singapore doctors named in the government white paper had ever shown him or any members of his family their reports, and yet had forwarded those reports to Lee Kuan Yew.17 

Nair again called for Lee Kuan Yew to resign, to allow the younger ministers to “develop their own style and to relate to the younger generation of Singaporeans in their own way without being burdened by the obsessions of an ageing man.”18 Nair said it was “abundantly clear” that Lee’s motivation was political revenge, because Lee “referred to my recent public statements on political developments in Singapore as having made necessary what you did.”19 Nair said all of Lee Kuan Yew’s old political colleagues bore a collective guilt for having not reined him in years ago. “We had a misguided sense of Boy Scout loyalty,” he said in an interview with the London-based Observer.20

 

—

 

In the midst of the debates in mid-1988 on the government’s elected presidency proposal, there had been growing criticism that the elected presidency was a move to ensure that Lee Kuan Yew would remain in power after stepping down as Prime Minister, which at least one PAP MP, Sidek Saniff, tried to dispel.21 The perceptions began as far back as 11 October 1984, when Lee himself had said, in a TV interview, that he would not rule out the possibility of standing for election as President if the Constitution was amended along the lines of the elected presidency scheme, “but I would not make a firm commitment that that is the job I will undertake.”22 At the same time, senior government ministers wanted to keep that possibility open. Lee Hsien Loong said that Lee Kuan Yew was one obvious candidate for the elected presidency, but qualified it by saying that he may not be the only one.23 During the hustings at the 1988 general election, an opposition candidate, Wee Han Kim of the Workers’ Party, said the elected presidency was “tailor-made” for Lee Kuan Yew. “Why don’t we bestow on him the supreme honour of being president for life with full powers to do exactly as he pleases?”24 

Chiam did not engage in these debates about Lee Kuan Yew himself. If the debate were to be won, it had to be won through the ballot box, given the way the debate on the elected presidency scheme had shaped up—and winning through the ballot box meant he had to explain the local implications of the otherwise abstract debate to voters. So Chiam took a different approach. 

“We may one day all be reduced just to town councillors doing municipal jobs and the President will be the sole person who will be taking charge of the affairs of the nation,” Chiam said during the Parliament debate of 12 August. “And the future prime minister might just be the Mayor of Singapore in charge of municipal matters.”25 Some of the PAP backbenchers and former ministers might have been even more vocal and outspoken than Chiam, the sole opposition MP, was on the elected presidency debate. But unlike them, Chiam was going to make it an election issue for the people to decide at the ballot box. 

It looked like the PAP government was going to enact its promise to make the elected President proposal an election issue without much delay. That same evening, 12 August, at a National Day dinner held in Potong Pasir by the PAP, Ong Teng Cheong explicitly told Potong Pasir residents to be prepared for the general elections, to vote for an MP who would be “honest” and “competent.” “I am not saying that it cannot be held next year, but it could be next month too. So be prepared.” 

“Please don’t treat Potong Pasir residents like little children,” Chiam retorted.26 

It would take just a few days. On 17 August, the PAP government dissolved Parliament and called the general election for 3 September. Upon hearing the news, Lee Siew Choh exclaimed, “My God! They should give us adequate time. This is just three weeks’ notice.”27 Lee eventually teamed up with Francis Seow to contest Eunos GRC on the Workers’ Party ticket in a keenly-watched race. Meanwhile, Jeyaretnam’s former constituency of Anson had disappeared from the electoral map, its territory having been absorbed into a new Tiong Bahru GRC. A three-man team that inluded Low Thia Khiang, a young and upcoming member of the Workers’ Party who was Jeyaretnam’s right-hand man in Anson, contested that GRC. Chiam and the SDP snapped into battle mode. However, Chiam still had unfinished business with the entry of Wong Hong Toy’s breakaway faction from the Workers’ Party into the SDP in February that year. Part of the deal for their crossing over to the SDP included promises on the part of Chiam of positions on the SDP CEC for key members of that clique in return for assurance that Wong and the others had sufficient say in shaping the SDP’s political strategy. Given that this took place in between the biennial party conferences of the SDP, during which CEC elections were held, Wong and the others entered the SDP CEC through the co-optation mechanism provided for by the party constitution. 

But Wong and the others did not deliver their part of the deal. There was no exodus of 70 to 80 members from the Workers’ Party to the SDP, which Wong had promised, and which would give the SDP the necessary base and wider pool of candidates for the general election. By the time the 1988 general election was called in August, only about 18 members from the Workers’ Party had crossed over to the SDP.28 It began to look like a mistake for Chiam and William Lau to have accepted the Wong clique into the SDP, as they had taken positions of leadership through the “ruse” of being able to bring over 70 to 80 Workers’ Party members. 

Chiam was aware of Wong’s criminal record. “But at that time, many members thought he could contribute. We gave him the benefit of doubt but things did not turn out as expected.” 

And so, there was mistrust between Chiam and Wong from the get-go. Chiam was to constantly complain about Wong’s lies subsequently. “Before that, the party was like a big family,” Chiam was to say later. “When Wong Hong Toy came, the whole relationship changed for the worse.”29 

 

1988 general election: Potong Pasir 

 

After all the national political debates that had consumed Chiam’s energies for the three and a half years since being elected, ultimately it boiled down to the local contest of the hearts and minds of the 19,852 voters in Potong Pasir constituency, for Chiam to have any continuity to wage his political battle. All eyes were on Mah Bow Tan, who had previously run against Chiam in Potong Pasir in 1984 and lost. Was the former President’s Scholar to be fielded in Potong Pasir again?

Ultimately, the PAP fielded Kenneth Chen, an architect. It turned out that Mah Bow Tan was moved to a GRC, Tampines, sparking off talk that the GRC scheme was precisely what the opposition alleged it was really meant to do—let junior PAP members ride into Parliament on the coat-tails of more senior, well-known ministerial figures. When confronted with the question, Lee Hsien Loong simply told the media: “Mr Mah can go anywhere. Mr Kenneth Chen can stand in Potong Pasir with the greatest conviction and credibility.”30 

The replacement of Mah by Chen, who was not touted as a potential Cabinet minister as Mah was, seemed almost like the PAP was conceding the Potong Pasir contest to Chiam. The media acknowledged that sceptics had labelled Chen the “sacrificial lamb” in the contest.31 Goh Chok Tong hinted at this when he described Chiam as an “acceptable opposition,” possibly the first time a PAP leader had ever described an opposition candidate as such.32 

But what perhaps made Chen come across as a concession candidate was his dismal portrayal in the media, even before nomination day of the elections. He said if Chiam were to win Potong Pasir again, that he and his group of grassroots leaders would “pack up and say: ‘good luck.’” When the Straits Times correspondent asked Chen how he could simply quit if he indeed felt so deeply for Potong Pasir, Chen said it was just not possible for him to carry on work with Chiam as the MP. Worse still, the New Paper carried a highly unflattering story of how Chen’s wife had broken down and cried when she learnt of her husband’s entry into politics just shortly before the general election. “It came as such a shock,” she told the New Paper. “It was like some unknown venture.”33 

When Kenneth Chen promised Potong Pasir residents that an Olympic-size swimming pool would be built if the PAP won there, that also became the butt of jokes. Chen had told a rally crowd that if he were elected, he would negotiate with the HDB to have it built exactly where he was standing as he said that—the plot of land at the junction of Potong Pasir Avenues 1 and 2.34 But as pointed out by the SDP candidates Jimmy Tan and Sin Kek Tong at a rally the next night during the hustings, that plot of land was not even large enough for such a pool. “An election gimmick!” they cried.35 Chen’s carrot for Potong Pasir mirrored that which the PAP dangled in Eunos GRC, the hot seat where Francis Seow and Lee Siew Choh were contesting—Teleview, “a multimillion-dollar two-way interactive public information system” would be rolled out on television, which viewers could use for leisure, educational purposes, and even for estate management, and which Eunos would be the first GRC in Singapore to have,36 but only if the voters returned the PAP at the elections. 

 

—

 

“Even PAP supporters must have winced when they read of these promises,” the Straits Times said.37 

Where Kenneth Chen’s and the PAP’s electoral strategy for Potong Pasir worked to some extent was their promise to link Potong Pasir up with neighbouring Kim Keat and Whampoa to form a single town council, in line with the government’s plan of devolving municipal responsibilities to local town councils. Residents would get a “formidable team” to run such a town council, Chen said, in reference to Ong Teng Cheong and Augustine Tan, who were MPs of those neighbouring constituencies.38 

Here Chiam had to play his cards carefully. He vowed that the SDP was willing to work with the neighbouring PAP town councils, especially if it would benefit residents.39 But that was countered the next day by Lee Hsien Loong. “If he wins, he runs his own town council,” Lee said, adding that it would be unfair for Chiam to “borrow” the PAP’s expertise.40 

 

Singapore’s first TV debate

 

Since both Chiam and the PAP had agreed to make the elected presidency proposal an election issue, Chiam focused the SDP’s slogan on calling for voters to deny the PAP a two-thirds majority in Parliament, so as to prevent the PAP from making constitutional amendments towards installing the system of the elected presidency. But it was J. B. Jeyaretnam who would steal everyone’s thunder, even though he was not contesting in any constituency that election because of his conviction in 1986.

On 26 August, Jeyaretnam called for a live television debate with the PAP on the elected presidency proposal.41 Goh Chok Tong, surprisingly, accepted the challenge quite readily, saying that the PAP “always welcomes opportunities to defend its proposals.” Goh tauntingly asked why Chiam and the SDP, unlike Jeyaretnam, had not asked for a debate, if they indeed prized the issue of the elected presidency as key to the election.42

Chiam immediately accepted the challenge to a television debate. But he threw out a few conditions to maximise the impact of such a television debate: that each party in the debate should be allotted equal airtime, that they should be notified of the debate 48 hours in advance, and that the debate should be televised live without editing. Most crucially, it should take place before an audience and be broadcast on the eve of polling day. “Absurd,” Goh responded.43 Jeyaretnam himself criticised Chiam for laying down so many conditions that would allow the PAP to wriggle out of the challenge, and said that, unlike Chiam, he needed no advance notice for the debate—all this, surely, to Chiam’s chagrin.44 

Ultimately, Goh Chok Tong agreed to a recorded but nevertheless unedited television debate, with Jeyaretnam representing the Workers’ Party and Chiam the SDP. A fourth party, the NSP, was also invited to take part, but its President, Kum Teng Hock, declined the invitation after an emergency party meeting: “We never asked for the debate.”45 

And so, on the night of 30 August, the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation aired the first political television debate in the history of Singapore, albeit pre-recorded, and not on the eve of polling day, as Chiam had requested. 

On one side were Goh Chok Tong and Lee Hsien Loong, representing the PAP, and on the other were J. B. Jeyaretnam and Chiam See Tong, who represented the opposition. The hour-long session debate on the elected presidency proposal was chaired by K. S. Sandhu, the director of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Chiam set out his case clearly in his opening statement.46 “The issue of safeguarding our financial reserves is only a deception, a distraction or diversion, from the real issue, and that is, the people of Singapore do not want an elected President,” he said. The elected President would end up with an increasing amount of executive powers, especially when the PAP felt that it was losing more seats and power to the opposition. That would then erode the principle of parliamentary democracy in Singapore, and subsequently the “one-man, one-vote” principle that, as Chiam pointed out, Lee Kuan Yew specifically wanted to modify to prevent voters from using the ballot box to pressure the government.47 

Almost immediately, Lee Hsien Loong challenged Chiam as to the need to safeguard the financial reserves of Singapore and to uphold the integrity of the civil service, which Chiam had agreed to in Parliament. “You have to concede [that] this is the purpose of the proposal,” Lee said. 

“We are saying that the purpose of the proposal is to have an elected President with executive powers, eventually leading us to a form of government which we do not want,” Chiam said. “Maybe a dictatorship. And then our reserves will really be lost.”

Lee challenged him on how the elected President’s powers, under the proposal, could be considered as executive, where all the President could do would be to say no to the government spending money that was accumulated by previous governments—a negative form of power. Lee said the elected President’s powers would thus be “custodial” rather than executive. 

Chiam’s innermost fear, as he expressed, was that if the PAP felt further threatened by the opposition at the general election, they would amend the Constitution and give even greater powers to the President. 

Lee replied: “Then why has the PAP not changed the Constitution earlier, when it had a majority in Parliament and could have done so easily?”

“The PAP had not perceived the opposition [as such a] threat before.” 

Jeyaretnam jumped on that point of exchange between Chiam and Lee. Why was the elected President proposal mooted only in 1982? he asked. “Was it because the 31st of October 1982 saw an opposition member in Parliament?”

“Mr Jeyaretnam, you flatter yourself,” Lee said. “Because by 1982 a sufficiently large amount of reserves had been built up, [and] we were worried for Singaporeans that should something happen, the savings would not be protected. Before that, there was no money.”

“Was there a large jump in the reserves from 1981 to 1982?”

After an exchange with Lee that was rapidly heating up and which left Lee rather vexed, Goh interjected, “There will always be a time to discuss certain amendments.” 

Goh said he was prepared to bring the elected presidency proposal to a referendum if there was still no consensus between him and Chiam after parliamentary debates and select committee hearings. That, according to the Straits Times, in a post-election review, “pulled the rug from under Chiam,”48 as much of the SDP’s campaign that election was predicated on calling for a national referendum on the elected presidency scheme. 

So Chiam tried to commit Goh and Lee, on television, to lock any further transfer of executive powers to the elected President to a national referendum, after the current white paper’s proposals. Goh’s consistent response, as it had been earlier, was that he did not believe in governing through referenda. “This is not ‘every issue’!” protested Chiam. Lee Hsien Loong did say, however, that the government had no intention of making further amendments in that regard, though he refused to commit to a referendum any further changes to the powers of the president, only guaranteeing “full discussion” and consultation. 

Finally, Goh addressed the elephant in the room—the widely held belief that the elected presidency was designed for Lee Kuan Yew. “In fact the PM has told the Cabinet that he was not interested in the job,” Goh said. “He wanted to say this publicly. I have told him not to do so, because I know there are many Singaporeans who would like him to be the first elected president. And anyway, he should not close the option, because I believe he has a lot to contribute to Singapore even after he has stepped down as prime minister. He is a national resource.”49 

In the end, it was not Lee Kuan Yew but Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong who contested the first presidential election in August 1993 and won. Ong’s challenger was Chua Kim Yeow, a former accountant-general who was widely called the “reluctant candidate” in that election and was urged by Cabinet ministers to enter the race to give voters a choice. The SDP, which was then led by Chee Soon Juan and was in the midst of a conflict with Chiam, was much too distracted to have been more actively involved in that presidential election. At that time, the SDP first backed Jeyaretnam’s candidacy for the presidency, but when he was disqualified for not meeting the eligibility criteria, the SDP issued a joint statement with the Workers’ Party urging Singaporeans not to vote for Ong.50 

 

Goh Chok Tong chosen as Lee’s successor

 

Another key part of the PAP’s general election campaign that year hinged on its leadership renewal plans. PAP leaders confirmed that year, after a period of public speculation, that Goh Chok Tong would succeed Lee Kuan Yew as Prime Minister.51 Back in 1985, the Cabinet ministers had decided that Goh would be the next Prime Minister. Goh asked his peers to reassess their choice in mid-1988, in light of what Goh saw as the emergence of Lee Hsien Loong as another potential leader, but they stuck to their original decision. “I am the first choice,” Goh declared. “I’m not the second choice.”52 Goh indicated that Lee would step down “some time after the election.”53 But the way Lee Kuan Yew paved the way for his successor puzzled many and even threatened to undermine Goh’s standing publicly in the lead-up to the 1988 general election. 

At the Prime Minister’s National Day Rally speech on 14 August 1988, Lee Kuan Yew revealed that right after the December 1980 general election, he had initially chosen Tony Tan as his possible successor because of his “quick brain” and “decisive quality.” But Lee realised later, after the 1984 elections, that Tan did not want the job of Prime Minister, and so Goh Chok Tong it was. Lee wrote off the other contenders on his list of possible successors such as Ong Teng Cheong (“He is not as quick in the English as would be convenient of a Prime Minister operating [in] English as the working language”), Lim Chee Onn (Lee cited Lim’s lack of eye contact as a problem) and S. Dhanabalan (Lee said he felt that Singapore was not ready for an Indian prime minister).54 The Prime Minister’s remarks must have made some of his Cabinet colleagues present at the speech deeply uncomfortable. Goh recalled later that “after the National Day rally speech, Tony Tan muttered to me. He said: ‘A very curious speech, a very curious speech.’ In other words, he did not understand what the Prime Minister was up to… I do not doubt PM’s good intentions, although my friends were a little confused. I don’t believe that PM was out to undercut me. Neither was he out to raise me in the eyes of the public. He was out to protect his own credibility.”55 

Lee Kuan Yew made a few more odd remarks about Goh Chok Tong that would count among the newsworthy events that took centre stage during the 1988 campaign and later haunt Goh during the campaign, and even at subsequent elections. “He is unable to convey publicly through television and through mass meetings what he can convey in individual, face-to-face or small group discussions,” Lee said at a public forum at NUS on 22 August. “I don’t know why. I have suggested to him perhaps, a bit of psychological adjustment, maybe a psychiatrist, something holds him back… Before a mass audience, he gets wooden—which he is not.”56 Tan Cheng Bock, the MP for Ayer Rajah and a good friend of Goh’s, said he was very upset at Lee’s remarks and said he would “tell the Prime Minister off.” S. Jayakumar was similarly puzzled that Lee chose to make such remarks just two days before nomination day of the general election.57 

Lee had good things to say about Goh too, of course. “He’s totally untouched and unspoilt,” Lee said.58 “So financially, you can’t buy and sell him, which is important. Socially, his interpersonal skills are first-class.” But even those compliments were laced with tough words. “He tries to please too many,” said Lee. “It’s his nature. He says he accommodates them. All right, fine. In normal times, it’s all right. In a crisis, you can’t spend time doing that. You got to make a decision quickly.” 

This was followed by the strongest public pronouncement yet by Goh, who reasserted that he was the choice of his Cabinet peers to succeed Lee Kuan Yew. Goh said he did not doubt Lee’s good intentions, but that he had told Lee that he reserved the right to reply if he disagreed with that assessment.59 “PM had advised me several times to see a psychologist—not a psychiatrist, who is for mentally distressed people—to remove my inhibition in public speaking. He felt there was a block somewhere. I do not believe that a psychologist could help me. A speech therapist and trainer will, and I have been seeing my speech trainer for over a year.”60 Earlier, in a July 1988 interview, Goh had felt the need to also clarify that the government’s move to have an elected President, with powers to block the squandering of the reserves, had nothing to do with whether Lee Kuan Yew trusted his successor.61 

The Straits Times wrote that “Singaporeans who prefer Mr Goh’s more consultative style of governing wondered what Lee was up to in assessing his hand-picked successor in such a candid and public fashion.”62 Francis Seow called Goh a “eunuch in Emperor Lee’s court,”63 saying that a Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong would have reduced powers under the proposed elected presidency scheme, and would be a “wooden door.”64 Goh said he did not mind being called a “wooden door,” but took exception to being called a “eunuch.”65 To such sentiments, Lee responded, at a polling-day-eve rally at Fullerton Square, that he was playing the role of a psychologist, to goad Goh to be less inhibited and be his own man.66 

Both the PAP and at least Chiam, from the opposition, had agreed that the elected presidency proposal would be an election issue on which the people would express their approval of the PAP’s programme. This meant the electorate could also deny the PAP a two-thirds majority in Parliament and thereby stymie their free hand in amending the Constitution in order to implement the elected presidency proposal. In this context, Goh Chok Tong also began to warn of the spectre of a “freak election result,” in which the opposition would win the general election and would have to form a coalition government. 

This was a message Goh delivered at a Potong Pasir rally of the PAP. “Now this is not a joke,” Goh warned. “I am not trying to scare you.” He spoke of how there had been an unexpected swing of almost 13 per cent at the last general election. And the PAP had been reminding their audience that the number of walkovers—uncontested constituency seats—this time was only 11, down from 30 in 1984. 

“Let us assume that there is this freak election result because Mr Chiam is so persuasive…and the PAP is out. Who will be the Prime Minister of Singapore? It will not be Mr Chiam. Mr Chiam has only 18 candidates. The Workers’ Party has 32 candidates. So, who will be the Prime Minister? It will not be Mr Jeyaretnam because he is not standing for election. Maybe it is Dr Lee Siew Choh. Maybe it is Mr Francis Seow. Who will be the Finance Minister?”67 The last question could only have been a dig at Chiam, who was known for his poor arithmetic during parliamentary debates in the past four years.

Chiam hit back hard some days later, choosing the prominent rally venue of Fullerton Square at which to deliver his rebuttal. There is a wide gap in leadership ability between Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and the second-generation PAP leaders, Chiam said. Lee occupied the top rung of the ladder, but there was no close second or third in command; Chiam said the position occupied by Lee’s heir apparent, Goh Chok Tong, was “only the 20th.” He also took a swipe at Goh’s communication abilities, saying Goh tended to speak more forcefully than what he was himself convinced of.68 

 

—

 

Chiam See Tong was returned in Potong Pasir, and was the only opposition MP elected. The Eunos GRC team consisting of Francis Seow and Lee Siew Choh was just a whisker away from victory, having garnered 49.1 per cent of the vote. Lee Kuan Yew’s demeanour was the complete opposite of the dour-faced countenance he displayed at the press conference on the night of the 1984 general election. “The transition is complete. The future is up to my younger colleagues,” Lee said.69 The next day, Lee Kuan Yew reiterated that the position of President was not created for him, and that if he had to campaign in a national referendum for that constitutional referendum, he would rule himself out as a candidate to strengthen his advocacy of the proposal.70 On 10 September, Goh Chok Tong said that he wanted Lee to remain in the Cabinet after stepping down as Prime Minister, perhaps in the capacity of Senior Minister, “which will allow me free access to him,” just as S. Rajaratnam had done after 1984. Goh said he considered it a waste of Lee’s “vast political acumen and experience” if he were to become the elected President, as Lee would have to be politically non-partisan and his role restricted to safeguarding the reserves and the integrity of the public service.71 That seemed to indicate a definitive ruling out, by the government and by Lee Kuan Yew himself, of Lee contesting the presidency. 

 




	
General Election 1988


	POTONG PASIR
	Votes
	%


	Chiam See Tong (SDP)
	11,804
	63.13


	Kenneth Chen Koon Lap (PAP)
	6,893
	36.87





 

Chiam, upon emerging from the counting centre on election night, immediately referenced the elected presidency issue and called for referendum. “The result of Potong Pasir is indicative of the people of Singapore—that you want to have a referendum.” He was also somewhat self-congratulatory: “I think I have become some sort of symbol for democracy, to show that other Singaporeans can also be elected and remain in Parliament.”72 

The Workers’ Party Eunos GRC team lost by a mere 0.9 per cent. They were eligible for two NCMP seats since the opposition had won only one seat at the general election. Francis Seow and Lee Siew Choh accepted the offer of the NCMP seats, after the Workers’ Party had decided to allow them to do so after a vote of the CEC, in spite of Jeyaretnam’s stance of opposing the NCMP scheme. Chiam said the Workers’ Party had compromised their principles by accepting the two NCMP seats.73 

However, Seow was charged with failing to pay contributions to the Central Provident Fund Board for employees in his law firm, for which he could have been fined up to $2,500. He was acquitted, however.74 Later in November, he was charged with several counts of tax evasion, but kept having the trial postponed as he insisted he needed to consult a cardiologist in New York, which he did.75 Tried in absentia, Seow was convicted and fined a total of $19,000 in December, which disqualified him from taking a seat in Parliament.76 The Speaker of Parliament announced, retroactively, soon after the opening of Parliament in January 1989, that Seow ceased to be an NCMP from the date of those fines that he received.77 

And so Lee Siew Choh, the other star candidate on the Workers’ Party Eunos slate, took his seat in Parliament again, after a hiatus of 25 years from the time he had lost his seat of Rochore, but this time as Singapore’s first NCMP. 

 

Jeyaretnam and the end of Singapore’s appeals to the Privy Council 

 

As late as October 1988, Jeyaretnam was still finding a way to have his conviction in the case of the cheque donations overturned. This would also allow him to stand for elections sooner than the five-year period following his imprisonment and fine, during which the Constitution forbade him to do so. This time, his attention turned to the Privy Council in London. At that time, the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council, comprising British law lords who were senior judges, still acted as the final court of appeal for Singapore, as well as other Commonwealth countries including New Zealand. While this was a remnant of British colonial rule, the role of the Privy Council for Singapore was reaffirmed with legislation enacted in the Parliament of Singapore the year after independence, in part because Lee Kuan Yew once felt that the Privy Council could provide an important safeguard for the Singapore judicial system. Lee had made the argument in 1967 that, as long as the rights of appeal to a “superior body” outside Singapore were retained, where “obviously undue influence cannot be brought to bear,” then there would be a higher degree of confidence in the integrity of Singapore’s judicial process.78 

And so on 24 October 1988, Jeyaretnam and his lawyer argued his case before the Privy Council in 11 Downing Street, the meeting place of the Privy Council, which adjoined the residence and office of the British prime minister. The Privy Council could not hear cases originating from Singapore’s subordinate courts, which was where the first verdict on Jeyaretnam’s case of the cheque donations had been pronounced. But the Privy Council could hear appeals from lawyers who had been disbarred in their own jurisdiction, which was what had happened to Jeyaretnam following his conviction. Accordingly, the Law Society of Singapore was represented at the hearing on Jeyaretnam’s case before the Privy Council. 

The Privy Council’s judgement was a rare bolt of victory for Jeyaretnam in those troubled times for him. The law lords concluded that Jeyaretnam and Wong Hong Toy had “suffered a grievous injustice” as a result of a “series of misjudgements” in which they had been “fined, imprisoned and publicly disgraced for offences for which they are not guilty.”79 However, their judgement also noted that the only redress was to petition the President of Singapore for a pardon. 

When it became obvious that the Singapore government was not going to act on the Privy Council’s judgement and petition the President for Jeyaretnam’s pardon, Jeyaretnam himself wrote to President Wee Kim Wee—not on the grounds of mercy, but for justice to be done. In reply, the President wrote that Jeyaretnam showed no “remorse, repentance, or contrition for wrongdoing.”80 

That was not the end of the matter. In January 1989, the new Parliament was sworn in, and soon after, the government tabled amendments to the Legal Profession Act which would end the right of Singapore lawyers facing disciplinary proceedings to be able to appeal to the Privy Council in London. The justification, as offered by Jayakumar in Parliament, was that the Privy Council lacked local knowledge of the legal profession in Singapore.81 In Parliament, Chiam asked why the amendments came so soon after the Privy Council had overturned the disbarment of Jeyaretnam, while Lee Siew Choh called it a “childish pique” on the part of the government. Chiam questioned whether the amendments had been “hurriedly put together” to also prevent Francis Seow from returning to practise law in Singapore.82 Besides reminding Parliament of Lee Kuan Yew’s justification back in 1967 for the retention of the Privy Council as the final court of appeal for Singapore, Chiam also questioned why lawyers would have to be worse off than murderers and rapists, who would still be able to appeal their convictions to the Privy Council, under a different channel for criminal cases. In any case, the amendments were passed, and in 1994, with the establishment of the Court of Appeal, Singapore ended all appeals to the Privy Council.

 

National ideology and ‘Asian values’ 

 

Lee Siew Choh tried to move an amendment of the motion of thanks for the President’s Address to express regret that the government’s programme “will tend to produce a thought-controlled society which will be detrimental to Singapore’s prosperity,” but Chiam abstained from the vote.83 This was because it was contrary in spirit to what Chiam’s own response to the President’s Address was, namely, calling for the government to accept more openly the idea of a constructive opposition. Chiam even conceded that the opposition in Singapore may have to be “more controlled” and more “Asian-like,”84 a stance that Jeyaretnam would never have taken. Lee Hsien Loong praised Chiam’s speech as a “most significant speech,” but tried implicitly to play Chiam against Lee Siew Choh by taking a tougher line on the latter. Chiam asked why the PAP MPs had to use such “heavy artillery” against Lee Siew Choh. 

A big debate on “Asian values” began after it was first raised in the President’s Address to the new Parliament. President Wee said that a “more Westernised, individualistic and self-centred outlook on life” was taking root in Singapore, as opposed to “traditional Asian ideas of morality, duty and society.”85 

Building on its initiatives in late 1988, the government was now proposing the creation of a “national ideology.” A committee led by Minister for Trade and Industry Lee Hsien Loong would be convened to identify the kinds of “values” that would constitute this national ideology. 

And this national ideology would incorporate largely “Confucian values.” This immediately set alarm bells ringing for Chiam. A few days before the opening of Parliament in January 1989, Chiam had said in an SDP forum that “basically it is the relationship between the people in higher authority and people in the lower. It thus becomes a question of obedience and it is worse if it is blind obedience.”86 

In his subsequent speech in Parliament, Chiam gave a substantial response to the proposal for a national ideology, which Chiam described as a political ploy by the PAP to remain in power: 


Why the sudden fear of Westernisation? It is precisely Westernisation that has brought us where we are today. I am therefore surprised to read now that Westernisation is a problem in Singapore. 

For the long term, I differ from the government. I would advocate a melting of our cultures. 

For successful nation-building, our guiding principle must be to cut down as many differences and divisive factors as possible. In the end, we hope one day to have a Singapore identity.87 



Lee acknowledged Chiam’s point as a “serious view” held by a “certain number of Singaporeans.” 

Goh Chok Tong praised Chiam, saying that Chiam had “ragged” some of the new PAP MPs and had on the whole been playing a “constructive role” during debates. Chiam’s performance in Parliament debates had noticeably sharpened. When John Chen, the MP for Hong Kah GRC, insisted that Western values like the concept of individual rights and freedom could not be the principles on which to build the nation, Chiam took him to task by reminding him that individual rights and freedom were in fact enshrined in the Constitution of Singapore. “What does [Mr Chen] propose to do if he knocks all these off?” Chiam demanded. Chen appeared somewhat rattled and tried to explain that he was actually referring particularly to Western concepts of individual rights and freedom of speech. 

When Chiam questioned Seet Ai Mei, the Minister of State for Community Development and Education, as to what the government was doing to prepare Singapore’s sportsmen for the next Olympic Games to be held in Barcelona, Seet replied that the “usual preparations” were being made. “The ‘usual preparations,’ and our sportsmen go to every Olympics to be knocked out in the first round,” Chiam shot back. “The usual preparation is not good enough for me.”88 

There was even considerable bonhomie between Chiam and Lee Kuan Yew. In the midst of the debates on the proposed national ideology and on Confucianism, Lee approached Chiam during a break in a parliamentary sitting and asked him, “Chiam, what is it about Confucianism that you are so against?” 

“Wait, let me get my cup of coffee first,” replied Chiam brusquely, to which Lee laughed, “Okay, Mr Chiam, go and get your coffee.”89 

It was nevertheless stressful times for Chiam, who continued to be the sole elected opposition MP of Singapore who would soon have to run a town council, when municipal matters were devolved to MPs. In the aftermath of the election, he had said that his task was now to “completely dispel that fear” that an opposition MP could not maintain an estate, and that the results would be seen in Potong Pasir in two years’ time. 

Chiam also had to run a political party, which involved campaigning for his party in preparation for future elections. That meant going about weekly party activities, including the selling of party newsletters. And for that, Chiam was faced with two charges of publishing “illegal pamphlets,” which he described in his defence as supplements to the SDP’s Demokrat. He had not renewed the permit with the authorities for publishing the party newsletter and was held to be liable given his position as leader of the party that published the newsletter. He had to go to court in April to defend himself against the charges, which carried with them a fine of up to $5,000 or a two-year jail term—penalties that would disqualify him from Parliament.90 He was eventually acquitted of the charges.91

It was around this time that Chiam felt dizzy after selling SDP newsletters with his party at Aljunied one Sunday, 7 May 1989. His dizziness became worse when he got home that afternoon. 

Chiam had suffered a stroke. 






Part III: Boom and Bust (1989–1993)






9: By-election Effect

 

Chiam’s first stroke 

 

Chiam was admitted into the National University Hospital (NUH) as incognito as possible. His desire for tightly controlling information on himself and his party stemmed from his earlier experiences with SDP members like Soon Kia Seng, who had gone to the press to air unsavoury details of intra-party disputes, as is covered in Chapter 2. Even Ling How Doong who, as the SDP’s chairman, felt he was entitled to know what was going on with his party’s secretary-general, was not let in on Chiam’s situation. Ling was greatly dismayed to learn, much later, about Chiam’s hospitalisation only through the grapevine.1 (Similarly, Ling had had no inkling of Chiam’s distant familial link with Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, which Chiam had been open about early in his political career until friends alerted Chiam that it could be politically awkward for him if voters were to know that the leader of the SPD was a relative of the Prime Minister from the ruling PAP.2 Ling only found out at a social function at Chiam’s church, when a church member asked him: “Didn’t you know that Chiam is related to Lee Kuan Yew?”3) 

On 10 May, the third day Chiam was in hospital, he somehow had two parliamentary questions tabled for the next sitting of Parliament—they were on relations between Singapore and India, given the deportation of some Indian nationals for overstaying their work permits, and on the installation of water meters by the Public Utilities Board—which were reported in the media without any mention of his hospitalisation. That same evening, Chiam was due to attend a CEC meeting at the SDP and the following day, Thursday, he was due to appear at the Potong Pasir meet-the-people session (MPS). He missed these without explaining his absence. 

Somehow, a reporter with the Straits Times managed to get wind of Chiam’s hospitalisation. She started scouring for information among SDP members at the Potong Pasir MPS. Jimmy Tan told her that Chiam had indeed looked unwell on Sunday after the sale of newsletters at Aljunied, but he did not know that Chiam was in hospital. Jimmy asked the reporter for the ward number. Ashleigh Seow also told her he did not know about Chiam’s hospitalisation, but told her Chiam was going to be back in the law firm the coming Monday—presumably something that the law firm staff had told him when he turned up for the CEC meeting. 

The reporter decided to drop by NUH to find out for herself. By then, fortunately, he was visibly better. The Straits Times reported that Chiam “looked well in his hospital room” but “refused to speak” to the broadsheet.4

Eventually, Chiam did recover until most signs of the stroke were no longer apparent. On May 18, Chiam was discharged after 11 days in NUH. The day before, he already had to spring back into political action, albeit from his hospital bed, in response to a media query for his views. Chia Thye Poh, Singapore’s longest-held detainee under the Internal Security Act, was finally released that morning—23 years after he had first gone into prison when he was a Barisan Sosialis Member of Parliament—and spoke at a press conference. But his release was conditional as he would have to remain on the island of Sentosa; he was barred from visiting mainland Singapore and from taking part in any political activity without the ISD director’s approval. In a statement he made to the media, Chiam immediately called on the government to release Chia without any further conditions. The SDP regretted that Chia had been granted only a partial release by being moved to Sentosa, Chiam said. Chia had been detained long enough, he added, and there was no valid reason why he should not be fully reunited with his family. Chiam emphasised that the SDP believed that Chia was innocent and had never been a security risk to Singapore. Lee Siew Choh, the other opposition MP and a fellow party member of Chia in Barisan Sosialis, said, “I think the government is trying to save face now.” The government maintained that Chia’s release was granted because it was satisfied that the Communist Party of Malaya, with which Chia was linked, had been sufficiently weakened to be of no security threat to Singapore. 

Chiam applied for leave from Parliament, from 22 May to 21 June, still giving no public explanation for his hospitalisation. The media was only told that Chiam would now be recuperating at home. “I don’t want to discuss my sickness in public,” he said. “His ailment remains something of a mystery,” the Straits Times remarked.5 

There was also a major undertaking that Chiam had to busy himself with. By 1 July that year, the HDB would be divesting its municipal functions to an initial batch of town councils, of which Potong Pasir would be one. Moreover, Potong Pasir Town Council would be the only non-PAP-held town council and, of that initial batch of town councils, the only single-ward constituency that would have a town council to itself. Others were run as a GRC comprising three wards. Besides playing the role of the sole elected opposition MP, Chiam now also had to prepare to take on the additional role and responsibilities as municipal leader.

 

The Nominated Members of Parliament (NMPs) scheme

 

Chiam had spoken up much in Parliament. He could have been more aggressive and confrontational, as Jeyaretnam had been, but any motion against the government would have been outvoted by the PAP MPs anyway. Chiam kept up the town council in Potong Pasir, which now included increased responsibilities under the Town Councils Act, and there had been so much talk about a wave of political change sweeping Singapore since the 1984 general election. But all this had not led to more democracy—that slogan of Chiam’s when he first joined politics—in evidence. It was back to square one, with one opposition member in Parliament, as it had been in 1981. Of course there had been the new device, the GRC system, which added to the hurdles for the growth of the opposition. 

During the parliamentary debate on 18 January 1989 on “national ideology,” as Chiam was making his case for the PAP government to be more open towards a constructive brand of opposition politics, Lee Hsien Loong revealed that his colleagues and he had been mooting yet another innovation to tweak the parliamentary system—the creation of a category of non-partisan MPs. 

It was another case of tinkering with the political system after the elected presidency scheme and the GRC system. The Nominated Member of Parliament (NMP) bill was introduced in Parliament in October 1989. It would allow for the appointment for up to six non-elected MPs, or “NMPs” as they would be known, for two-year terms. They would be given the same voting rights as a Non-Constituency MP—meaning that they could not vote on constitutional amendments, on money bills or on motions of no-confidence.6 Such NMPs could be academics or professionals who could make a positive contribution to the country, but who did not wish to stand for elections.7 In a way, the PAP’s motivation behind the NMP proposal was reminiscent of Goh Chok Tong’s innovation of the Government Parliamentary Committees (GPCs) two years earlier, in which groups of PAP MPs, organised by policy areas, would scrutinise the policies and legislation. Goh explained that the PAP now had MPs that were better qualified and had successful careers—“they will not find the humdrum demands of constituency work challenging enough. They will want to seek greater satisfaction by having an influence on government,” he explained. “If we want better MPs, we have to listen to them, and to give weight to their political inputs.”8 

Chiam’s main objection to the PAP’s latest innovation was that NMPs would not represent anyone. The move was another erosion of Western-style parliamentary democracy in Singapore, he said.9 The change would be “a shame,” because it would create a group of “third-class” MPs, Chiam said later at an SDP forum, with elected MPs and Non-Constituency MPs being the “first-” and “second-class” MPs respectively.10 It was not the answer to the desire of Singaporean voters for an opposition, Chiam added.

There were even early signs of some rumblings from within the PAP. Chandra Das, in more ambivalent terms, said that the NMP system would be “a major deviation from the Parliament process.”11 Goh said he would be happy to refer the NMP proposal to a select committee if MPs wanted it. Chiam quickly declined to sit on such a select committee, because he was against the very proposal. Chiam said the committee had to be “manifestly seen” to have more non-PAP supporters but doubted that the government would do that.

By the parliamentary debate on the issue later that year on 29 November, even Arthur Beng, the MP for Fengshan, supported Chiam’s call in Parliament that day for a referendum on the NMP idea. Chiam had argued that NMPs would be a waste of public funds because they would only “talk for the sake of talking in Parliament,” and moreover could only represent the interests of the PAP government that ultimately put them in Parliament. Chiam therefore called for a national referendum on the issue. 

“I do not think it is right for anyone to enjoy the privileges and prestige of being a Member of Parliament without earning that right in a parliamentary election,” Chiam said, describing it as a retrogressive step that would wither down the parliamentary system. But NMPs would help raise the level of debate in Parliament, the PAP said. Chiam rebutted that PAP MPs already had ample sources of feedback and expertise to help them with their jobs. The real purpose of the proposal, Chiam said, was to keep the government in power forever and to perpetuate the myth that the government had generously amended the Constitution to meet the people’s wishes to have an opposition in Parliament.12 

Singapore has everything to gain and nothing to lose from experimenting with NMPs, Goh Chok Tong said as he tried to address the fundamental objections on the NMP idea by Chiam and the PAP rank and file. As many as 33 MPs spoke on the bill in a two-day parliamentary debate, and many PAP MPs such as Tan Cheng Bock, Chandra Das, Aline Wong and Arthur Beng described the proposed constitutional changes as undemocratic, unnecessary, and even an indirect indictment of the performance of elected MPs. The Straits Times described the MPs as having used “uncommonly bold language” during those parliamentary debates. Goh responded that the NMP scheme would be the most effective way to co-opt talented and distinguished Singaporeans who could contribute to shaping public policy, but who for “good reasons” could not be involved in politics as an MP with grassroots responsibilities. NMPs would also be able to represent “protest-voters” who had an “intermediate range” of political opinion, who wanted the PAP to form the government but still wanted alternative and balancing views. Goh also tried to explain the proposal as a step forward, perhaps in the direction of a bicameral Parliament. Although there were no plans to create an upper house, as was suggested by some of his own MPs, such a development could not be precluded as the Singapore political system evolved. “What we are trying to do is to introduce some elements of an Upper House to our Parliament,” Goh said, citing examples of the House of Lords in Britain and the Senate of Canada.13 

Goh made a compromise: at the select committee stage of the bill, he was prepared to insert a sunset clause that would provide for the law to self-destruct after a certain time, unless the NMP law was renewed in Parliament. He set the period at four to five years. After that time, if MPs remained unconvinced about the benefits of having NMPs, the law could be axed. This offer of Goh’s took even the PAP MPs by surprise. 

That offer of the self-destruct clause in the NMP bill was sufficient for even the MPs who had initially opposed the NMP idea, like Chandra Das, to reconsider their objections. Parliament then voted to send the bill to a special select committee to scrutinise the bill, as Goh Chok Tong had promised. Only Chiam voted nay. As an NCMP, Lee Siew Choh could not vote on the matter, since it concerned a constitutional amendment. 

Chiam reversed his position on declining to sit on the select committee and accepted the government’s appointment, probably sensing it better to be part of the process than to be out of it.14 Listening to representations from the public in January 1990, Chiam focused on criticising the NMP idea as that of “back door MPs.”15 

By the time of the third reading of the bill in Parliament on 29 March, Goh Chok Tong had introduced the new idea that NMPs could possibly be appointed Cabinet ministers in future, citing the example of countries like Japan, when particular technocratic talents may be required in the Cabinet. Chiam criticised this “irreconcilable position” of Goh’s, although Goh stated this was not his intention for the NMP scheme. “On the one hand, an NMP is said to be non-partisan,” Chiam said. “And, on the other hand, he is allowed to be appointed as a Minister. Once he is appointed as a Minister and he gets into the government, how can he be non-partisan?”16 Chiam also made PAP MPs laugh when he suggested that the debates in Parliament were already of a high standard, implying that PAP MPs were performing well enough that NMPs were not necessary. “Only the committed, the people who brave the vicissitudes of the electoral process[,] have a right to be in this House to transact such serious business,” Chiam said.17 

Nevertheless the bill was passed 77 to one. In November 1990, the first two NMPs were chosen—Maurice Choo, a cardiologist and medical lecturer, and Leong Chee Whye, the CEO of United Industrial Corporation.18 

 

Genesis of the by-election effect 

 

Chiam’s conclusion was that there was clamour for more opposition in Singapore, but there was a nuance to this. A growing number of Singaporeans wanted more of an opposition presence in Parliament, but the vast majority of them did not want an opposition government—certainly not when the state of the Singapore opposition was so underdeveloped—to be entrusted with running the country. In Parliament, there was just Chiam as the only elected opposition MP and Lee Siew Choh as an NCMP, representing two parties that were each dwarfed by the PAP in terms of size and resources at hand.

The accidental election of a majority of opposition candidates at a general election, without voters meaning for the opposition to form the government, was what the PAP termed a “freak election result,” as Goh Chok Tong had notably warned the public about during the 1988 election campaign, when the opposition left fewer parliamentary seats uncontested than before. But what was there to govern this game of coordination among voters across different constituencies, such that they could elect a sufficient number of opposition MPs without toppling the PAP government? What they really needed in response, Chiam and the SDP rationalised, was a strategy that had been floated in SDP circles in late 1988, which they had termed the “by-election effect.” 

The idea of the by-election effect was simple. If the opposition were to contest fewer than half of all parliamentary seats at a general election, the PAP would be guaranteed to form the government on nomination day. Therefore, when the time came for Singaporeans to cast their votes on polling day, the election would be run like a by-election, rather than as a general election where voters would effectively decide which party would form the government. Voters in the contested constituencies would not have to fear any “freak election result,” in which the opposition would be thrust into the position of having to form the government without being ready for it. In other words, these were voters who wanted a more incremental approach to growing the opposition in Singapore, and could feel free to vote for opposition candidates under a by-election effect. Perhaps the voters wanted time to size up the opposition parties before deciding whether they were ready for the role of government, or perhaps they were content with increasing the political pressure on the PAP. Anson, the first constituency to land in the hands of the opposition after years of PAP dominance, was won in a by-election after all.

In opposition circles, the by-election effect idea gained traction exponentially after Goh Chok Tong’s warning of the “freak election result” possibility in 1988. When the opposition performed less well than they expected, they felt Goh’s scaremongering had worked. 

The by-election effect was such a brilliant idea that more than one person was to claim credit for it. Some in the SDP, like William Lau, have claimed to be the one, at least in verbalising a notion that already had some salience in opposition discussions.19 Chiam had, at one point, even admitted that it was in fact Jufrie Mahmood who devised it, and this was corroborated by Ling How Doong. 

“It certainly wasn’t Mr Chiam’s idea,” Kwan Yue Keng told the Straits Times.20 “I remember very clearly being present at the pre-election meeting when Jufrie brought it up. Later, he told me that Maurice [Neo] had written about it first.” Chiam later became the public face of the by-election strategy, often articulating it at press conferences where he introduced SDP candidates. He was not only seen as the architect of the strategy, but was also the only figure in the SDP with the moral authority around whom support for the idea could be galvanised.

The by-election effect idea had actually had a long gestation, dating from the discussions and debates that Neo, a member of the Workers’ Party, had had with J. B. Jeyaretnam in the 1980s. Neo had disapproved of Jeyaretnam’s tendency to “flood the market with candidates” at elections in a drive to topple the PAP.21 That was the wrong strategy for an opposition party in Singapore’s situation, Neo felt, as he preferred a strategy of “tactical retreat,” a concept he drew from sports. But Jeyaretnam was not receptive to the idea, probably finding it untenable that an opposition party, as an aspiring government-in-waiting, should aim not to field candidates in all parliamentary seats. 

But Singapore’s political opposition could not possibly be a traditional Westminster-style opposition, given the peculiarities of Singapore’s political culture and climate. So because of the resistance from his party boss, Neo had to advance his idea for the by-election effect somewhere else. 

The most natural place for that was in the SDP, Singapore’s other major opposition party. Neo’s ideas had gained traction among SDP members around late 1988, after that year’s general election. Chiam and key CEC members at that time, like Jufrie Mahmood, who was, like Neo, originally from the Workers’ Party, warmed quickly to the idea and realised its importance. At the same time, Neo was getting better acquainted with SDP members, presumably because he felt more and more alienated from Jeyaretnam, given the latter’s stubbornness on election strategy. In any case, Neo had already been casually acquainted with Chiam back in the early 1970s, when both men were preparing for their bar exams in London. Hence it was into the SDP’s orbit that Neo went. Chiam and the CEC made him the editor of the SDP’s newsletter, the Demokrat. In a November 1988 editorial in the Demokrat, Neo expounded on the idea that he was to christen the “by-election effect strategy,” referring to it by its acronym BEES, and alluding to how Muhammad Ali said that a boxer should “float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”22 It was, after all, the language and tradition of sports, of “tactical retreat,” that Neo drew upon. In his editorial, Neo argued that the opposition would have performed better in the 1988 general election if it had contested fewer seats. He called for the by-election effect to be used in the next general election. 

The by-election effect idea was formally raised at a pre-election meeting of the SDP in 1991 by Jufrie Mahmood. Neo was away again in London for postgraduate studies at the time of this meeting, so he would not have been present to raise and discuss the idea with the SDP. To Kwan Yue Keng, however, this was because Neo was not a member of the SDP CEC, and hence someone like Jufrie had to table the idea for official discussion in the SDP. All these details are immaterial though, for Chiam had clearly accepted the need for the by-election effect strategy by then. 

The one key SDP member who gave the most resistance to the by-election effect idea was its chairman Ling How Doong. Yet Ling himself was to benefit from the by-election effect, winning Bukit Gombak constituency in that election. It was only reluctantly that Ling went along with the idea, and thereby the SDP CEC accepted it as the official SDP strategy. 

While the SDP had already reached a consensus internally on the by-election effect, it was clearly not going to be achieved by them on their own. It would have been necessary to negotiate with other opposition parties and even talk them out of fielding too many candidates. Enacting the by-election effect required a large measure of cooperation and discipline across the opposition parties. What was there to convince the other parties not to contest more than half the number of parliamentary seats, especially parties that had already invested resources in walking the ground?

According to Kwan Yue Keng, Chiam and Jeyaretnam had been in talks about a possible joint party ticket for the next general election, which, it was hoped, would be held after Jeyaretnam was free from his five-year suspension from political activity. Chiam and Jeyaretnam on a GRC team together—that was the dream ticket among people in the opposition fraternity like Kwan. But as each reported back to their respective CEC colleagues, Jeyaretnam always said that he could not work with Chiam, and Chiam likewise said he could not work with Jeyaretnam.23 It was clear in the approach to 1991 that the dream joint party was not feasible in the foreseeable future. 

Part of the reason, at this point, was their differences on electoral strategy. Jeyaretnam was uncooperative on implementing the by-election effect. He simply did not believe in it. As signs that a general election was nearing in the later part of 1991, Maurice Neo continued his debates with Jeyaretnam on the need for the by-election effect. “I told him not to flood the market with candidates. I envisioned instead a strategy of gradualism—we would field only quality candidates,” Neo said. “Step by step, we would prove to voters our technocratic abilities, and slowly convince them to vote more of us in. But in the meantime, we challenge fewer than half the seats, so voters have peace of mind when they give us their votes.”24 

But Jeyaretnam would not budge. So the SDP had to go ahead with implementing the by-election effect strategy to the best of its ability, which meant cutting down on the number of candidates they would field to just nine, down from 18 at the 1988 general election. They had to persuade several prospective candidates to back down, which was difficult for those who had already put effort into working the ground for some years. The SDP candidates from the 1988 election who took a back seat in the name of the by-election strategy included Ng Teck Siong, George Sita, Abdul Rasheed Abdul and Mohamed Shariff Yahya. George Sita, in particular, was convinced of the urgent need for the by-election strategy, as observed by Neo during the talks on the issue. 

Chiam was not always successful in this task. One SDP member, Kwek Guan Kwee, insisted on contesting in the upcoming election, but was told that the SDP would not support his candidacy. He eventually stood as an independent in Chua Chu Kang and lost.

Meanwhile, Jufrie and Neo had crossed back to the Workers’ Party so they could contest Eunos GRC with Workers’ Party veterans Lee Siew Choh and Wee Han Kim.

 

Goh Chok Tong becomes Prime Minister 

 

At the same time, the PAP was busy preparing for a major transition of its own. With the second generation of PAP leaders having chosen Goh Chok Tong in 1985 as their preferred candidate to succeed Lee Kuan Yew as Prime Minister, Lee decided that the 1988 general election would be the last in which he would lead the PAP. 

By October 1990, Goh Chok Tong had picked Ong Teng Cheong and Lee Hsien Loong as his deputy prime ministers. Goh also said, in an interview, that he would like Lee Kuan Yew to stay on as the secretary-general of the PAP for some time, so as to “serve as a link with the party’s past.”25 

Goh chose City Hall as the venue for his oath-taking ceremony on 28 November 1990, where Lee Kuan Yew himself was sworn in as Singapore’s first Prime Minister over 30 years earlier. To send the message that a new generation was now in charge, Goh picked a brown suit with a red tie for the ceremony—“something youngish and not severe.” Two days earlier, Lee Kuan Yew had formally tendered his resignation as Prime Minister to the President of Singapore,26 and then took his own oath as Senior Minister at the 28 November ceremony after Goh took his as Prime Minister.27 Wishing Goh well, Chiam said he looked forward to Goh’s premiership, hoping that it would herald an era of more open and tolerant government.28 

Goh Chok Tong, in his first address to the nation, emphasised the balance between continuity and a fresh approach and style in governance. Soon after the ceremony, he also indicated that the two priorities for the current Parliament were to get the Elected Presidency Bill passed and to debate a white paper on shared values.29 Indeed, the Elected Presidency Bill was passed in Parliament on 3 January 1991, with Chiam being the only MP voting no. 

While pushing hard on bills like that of the elected presidency, Goh struck a more conciliatory tone on other policies, as part of his promise to create a “kinder, gentler Singapore.” In February 1991, he said that Singapore’s censorship laws were too rigid and outdated, and were in need of a review.30 Meanwhile, Chiam himself was being criticised as being the “kinder, gentler opposition” in an article by Cherian George in the Straits Times, which questioned whether it was a winning strategy for Singapore’s opposition. “There is a fine line between being accepted and being co-opted; between being non-threatening to Singapore’s interests and being non-threatening to the ruling party’s,” George wrote.31 

 

1991 general election: the by-election effect

 

Signs of an imminent general election began appearing in early August 1991. On 9 August, National Day, the Electoral Boundaries Review Committee presented its recommendations for the next general election to Parliament, which saw the creation of 15 GRCs and 21 single seats.32 Speculations of an early election were confirmed when just a few days later, on 14 August, Goh Chok Tong called for a general election to be held on 31 August.33 This would be his first general election as the Prime Minister of Singapore. 

The opposition parties were caught by surprise and displayed dismay at the surprise announcement.34 A general election was not due for more than two years. It left them with a mere two weeks from the release of the new electoral boundaries report to nomination day, when they would have to field their candidates. Lee Siew Choh called it the “snappiest of snap elections.”35 And even some PAP members were similarly surprised at the announcement. 

Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said that the PAP had not been able to find suitable new female candidates for the general election. “If we have another year or two before the election, we would have been able to find them,” he said.36 

“It would appear that dealing with Mr Goh Chok Tong is even more unpredictable than dealing with Mr Lee Kuan Yew,” Chiam said. “Mr Lee reflected more confidence in this particular aspect of the election, [in that] at least he gave ample warning.”37 But while Chiam was reflecting the sense of unfairness of the surprise poll as felt by the opposition in general, he was already getting ready to spring his maverick strategy on the PAP. He let out a hint of admonition—by “playing unfair,” Chiam said, Goh was taking a risk that the PAP might lose even more votes, resulting in a bigger swing to the opposition. 

There was yet another explanation for the snap poll being called, others reasoned. Jeyaretnam called it a “disgraceful and desperate” ploy to keep him out of the election—the five-year period of his disqualification from contesting elections would only end in November that year.38 Ong Teng Cheong was quick to respond: “I suppose he thinks the whole world revolves around him.”39 But the sentiment on the ground was that people were not too convinced by the PAP’s denial of deliberately keeping Jeyaretnam out.40

As the PAP began introducing its star candidates, Chiam sprang his own surprise. “The SDP will fight the election as a by-election,” he announced.41 This meant that the SDP would field just nine candidates. He said that the SDP would also cooperate with the Workers’ Party, the other major opposition party, so that the opposition as a whole would contest fewer than half of all parliamentary seats. This would ensure that the PAP would be returned to power safely on nomination day, and voters could then vote freely for opposition candidates, without fear of a “freak election result” whereby the opposition would be forced to form the government. Singaporeans want the PAP to stay in power, but they also want more opposition MPs, Chiam noted. “We will give them both.” 

The long-term goal was to see the opposition institutionalised in Singapore and the evolution of a two-party system, Chiam explained. “But we cannot ask the people of Singapore to accept that this will happen overnight. Our message to the people is that we know what they want: they want good Opposition candidates, and they want the PAP to remain in government. We will give them what they want.” 

The first SDP candidates introduced for that season were also careful to present a moderate stance, tailoring their message to the political middle ground. Ashleigh Seow said that the opposition had a crucial role as a “feedback unit” while Sin Kek Tong, drawing from an accounting analogy, said the PAP needed an “external auditor.” 

The PAP was cognisant of the SDP-led by-election effect, and soon Goh Chok Tong sprang his own surprise on 17 August. He promised to hold by-elections within 12 to 18 months of the general election. This would allow the PAP to inject new blood into Parliament, Goh explained, and for Jeyaretnam to contest a seat after he was qualified to enter elections again. Goh said it was an “absurd and ridiculous allegation” from Jeyaretnam that he was afraid of him, and hence Goh made this by-election promise to neutralise his complaints.42

According to Kwan Yue Keng, the understanding within the SDP at this time was that Goh’s move was an attempt to counter the SDP’s by-election effect strategy, which was felt to be working, and the PAP was thought to be afraid of the groundswell. According to Kwan, it was not about giving Jeyaretnam a “chance” at an election—that would have been just a convenient ploy to explain the PAP’s move. 

“It is a desperate move to counter the SDP’s strategy,” Chiam said, dismissing the reasons cited by Goh for calling for by-elections in the near future.43 There had not been any by-elections since the deaths of former Minister for Finance Hon Sui Sen and former Minister for National Development Teh Cheang Wan. The PAP also knew that the opposition had a better chance of getting elected in a by-election, and it seemed counterintuitive that the PAP was fine with this prospect. Chiam also felt that the GRC system had effectively precluded the need for by-elections since under the GRC rules, a by-election could not be called unless all the MPs in the GRC were to die, cross party lines or resign—all highly unlikely probabilities. “Having gone to such great length to eliminate by-elections, it is not logical for the Prime Minister to go against the trend and call for by-elections within 12 and 18 months after the general election,” Chiam concluded. 

Another surprise came when Kenneth Chen, the PAP candidate in Potong Pasir at the last general election, suddenly announced on 17 August that he was stepping aside. Andy Gan Lai Chiang, a financial controller who was one of Chen’s “lieutenants” in the Potong Pasir grassroots organisations, would be taking on Chiam to reclaim the constituency for the PAP.44 

 

—

 

At 9am on nomination day, 21 August, Maurice Neo and Jufrie Mahmood were in Jeyaretnam’s law office, still trying to convince the Workers’ Party leader to withdraw more candidates in order to enact the by-election effect. The argument got more and more heated, until Neo tore up the nomination papers of one Workers’ Party candidate, Zeng Guoyuan, an acupuncturist who went by the salutation of “Professor” and who had the backing of Jeyaretnam. “He had a string of degrees leading up to a PhD from Sri Lanka, but he couldn’t speak ‘O’-Level English. No credibility whatsoever,” Neo told the Straits Times later.45 Jeyaretnam managed to prepare another set of papers for Zeng, who then proceeded to file his nomination to contest Bukit Timah constituency.

Neo nevertheless continued to talk at least three potential candidates out of standing for the election.

As noon approached, when the nominations for the general election were closing, 41 out of the 81 parliamentary seats saw papers being filed by opposition candidates challenging the PAP. This meant the PAP was one seat short of a parliamentary majority. Unbeknown to Chiam, the SDP leaders and Maurice Neo at that point, one independent candidate—an M. Ramakrishnan—was still waiting for his proposer to turn up for him to finalise his papers to contest Kreta Ayer, which was needed before his nomination papers could be accepted as complete by the Elections Department. But the proposer only arrived ten minutes after the nominations closed, and Ramakrishnan’s nomination was thrown out.46 

By a whisker, the PAP was returned to power at noon that day. There were walkovers in 41 of the 81 seats: a parliamentary majority of one had been secured by the PAP on nomination day. The stage was set for the by-election effect. 

[image: ]Beginning of the wave: J. B. Jeyaretnam, with his wife Margaret, at a Workers’ Party rally in Telok Blangah, 1979.
 

[image: ]Alone in the House: Jeyaretnam arrives at Parliament for Budget Day, 1983.
 

[image: ]Jeyaretnam speaking at a Workers’ Party rally during the 1984 general election.
 

[image: ]The “moderate” and the “confrontational” opposition: Chiam See Tong (left) enters Parliament to be sworn in after the 1984 general election, with Jeyaretnam.
 

[image: ]Jeyaretnam being sworn in as the MP for Anson for the second time, 1985.
 

[image: ]C. V. Devan Nair. In March 1985, he resigned as President of Singapore, to the shock of MPs and the public.
 

[image: ]Teh Cheang Wan, the Minister for National Development, October 1986. Less than two months later, he committed suicide, while being investigated on corruption charges.
 

[image: ]Jeyaretnam (left, standing behind the table) at the hearing of the Committee of Privileges on the complaint against him over allegations of executive interference in the judiciary, 1986. Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (seated at the table on the right) had called him a “mangy dog” and a “skunk.”
 

[image: ]Lee Kuan Yew (right) and Gregory Yong, the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Singapore, during a press conference on the Singaporeans detained under the Internal Security Act in 1987. Some of the detainees were church workers. Yong said he sought proof that the detainees were “really involved in possible clandestine activities.”
 

[image: ]The Workers’ Party’s Eunos GRC team, 1988: (from left) Mohd Khalit Baboo, Francis Seow and Lee Siew Choh. They lost to the PAP team by a mere 1.8 percentage points.
 

[image: ]Chiam at an SDP election rally in Potong Pasir, 1988.
 

[image: ]Leader of the opposition: Chiam on election night, 1991.
 

[image: ]Low Thia Khiang giving his victory speech after winning Hougang, 1991. He would later succeed Jeyaretnam as the secretary-general of the Workers’ Party.
 

[image: ]Maurice Neo, progenitor of the “by-election effect.”
 

[image: ]“The most courageous person in Singapore today”: Chee Soon Juan, as introduced during the Marine Parade GRC by-election, 1992.
 

[image: ]Chiam (far right), with the SDP’s Marine Parade GRC team: (garlanded, from left) Low Yong Nguan, Ashleigh Seow, Mohd Shariff Yahya and Chee Soon Juan.
 

[image: ]Outmanoeuvred by the SDP: Jeyaretnam on nomination day of the Marine Parade GRC by-election.
 

[image: ](Clockwise, from top left) Chee Soon Juan, Ling How Doong, Wong Hong Toy, Ashleigh Seow and Cheo Chai Chen.
 

[image: ](Clockwise, from top left) Low Yong Nguan, Kwan Yue Keng, Chiam See Tong and William Lau, and Sin Kek Tong.
 

[image: ]The Workers’ Party’s Cheng San GRC team, 1997: (from left) Abdul Rahim Osman, Tan Bin Seng, J. B. Jeyaretnam, Tang Liang Hong and Huang Seow Kwang.
 

[image: ] Jeyaretnam, at a rally in Cheng San.
 

[image: ]Chiam at an election rally of the Singapore Democratic Alliance (SDA), 2001.
 

[image: ]Chiam: the final victory, 2006.
 






10: Leader of the Opposition

 

The SDP wins Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central 

 

The media charged that the PAP was not campaigning as hard as it could have in Potong Pasir, especially when it fielded Andy Gan, a political newcomer, to retake that constituency at the 1991 general election. “There is no point in putting a minister to defeat Mr Chiam,” Goh Chok Tong rebutted.1 “Then the public will say, even Mr Chiam you can’t tolerate. So we will lose the argument. You put in a new candidate and match him against Mr Chiam, and let the people decide.” 

That was read as the PAP already conceding their chances in Potong Pasir. They even admitted that Chiam was already “entrenched” in that constituency.2

And so Chiam decided he could afford a little gamble and threw his weight behind Ling How Doong’s campaign in Bukit Gombak in an effort to grow the SDP further by attempting to capture that constituency. Chiam began to step up his appearances at the Bukit Gombak walkabouts and house visits too, even during the official campaign period after nomination day. He had never before, in previous elections, risked minimising his appearance in his home ward.

The SDP’s rallies in Bukit Gombak were fashioned after Chiam’s in Potong Pasir in past elections. Francis Tay, an opposition activist who had been active in those earlier campaigns for Chiam, pulled off the same post-rally processions for Ling How Doong.3 He would navigate the truck carrying the SDP’s candidate for Bukit Gombak with his supporters trailing him, carefully avoiding hitting anyone, while also creating a spontaneous procession of SDP supporters after the rally. Ling carried the aura of a winning candidate with a very visible groundswell of support, and this had a multiplying effect among Bukit Gombak voters. However, this practice bordered on the illegal, and Wong Hong Toy, who acted as Ling’s election agent, was later charged for violating the terms of a police permit for a post-election procession.4 

Ling made the rising cost of living the prime issue of his campaign and his rally speeches. By this time, mobile phones had become increasingly common, which Chiam and the SDP deployed to contact their election workers who had been planted at the rival PAP rallies that were being held concurrently at other rally sites. Any accusations the PAP made about the SDP during their rallies could be rebutted immediately by SDP candidates at their own rally, and addressed together in the newspapers the next morning. The PAP also probably had their own channels for feeding the happenings at the concurrent opposition rallies back to their own candidates, for their own rebuttals. And depending on how this game played out during the course of the night’s rallies, the SDP would fight to have the last word on a given subject, and thereby emerge victorious in a debate with the PAP that was essentially played out over mobile phone airwaves and recorded in the front pages of the morning newspapers.5 

 

—

 

The pressure on the PAP in Bukit Gombak had stepped up to a point that Goh Tong Chok felt he had to address an issue with the PAP candidate there, Seet Ai Mei. Seet was the Acting Minister for Community Development, and it was widely expected that she would become the first woman in Singapore to become a full member of the Cabinet after the election. 

At the last general election in 1988, the story had circulated that she had washed her hands after shaking hands with a fishmonger. This did not go down well with some voters who interpreted it as disrespect on her part for the fishmonger. Goh explained that Seet had “a good habit” of washing her hands frequently, but acknowledged it could be a liability in politics.6 “I have told Seet Ai Mei, ‘You are a politician now,’” Goh related. “‘Forget about your old habit. You are no more a pharmacist. Go shake people’s hands and don’t wash them.’” 

Goh also acknowledged that Seet reminded him of former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, because Seet “does tend to lecture a little.” He said that, over time, Seet might learn not to. “Whatever rumours you hear about her personality, ignore them. If they are true, let me know. I will try to get her to change her habits.” 

There was nothing the PAP could do to stem the sweeping tide of support for the opposition, which turned out even greater than it had in 1984. Chiam was returned in Potong Pasir with a staggering 69.6 per cent—the highest score by any non-PAP candidate at an election since Singapore’s independence. 

 




	
General Election 1991


	POTONG PASIR
	Votes
	%


	Chiam See Tong (SDP)
	12,582
	69.64


	Andy Gan Lai Chiang (PAP)
	5,486
	30.36





 

In a greater upset to the PAP, Ling How Doong won the Bukit Gombak contest. Seet Ai Mei lost her seat by 654 votes, or by a margin of 2.8 percentage points. She became the first Cabinet minister in Singapore—more precisely, an acting minister—since the 1960s to lose her parliamentary seat at an election.

The “hand-washing issue” immediately became the standard explanation for her loss, as the urban legend went. Eighteen years later, long after Seet had stepped back from politics after her loss, she offered a different version of the story. She clarified that she had washed her hands after shaking the hands of pork sellers in a market, not a fishmonger. “I washed my hands…simply because I thought that if I [shook] the hand of another person later who may be Muslim, it would be a religious offence,” she explained.7 She even contradicted Goh Chok Tong’s explanation of her hand-washing episode: “Did the press ask me why I washed my hands? No. Did the then Prime Minister ask me? No. Had both asked for an explanation, I would’ve told them. I didn’t know about the issue until the PM spoke about it at the General Election rally.”8 But by Seet’s own reckoning, it was not the hand-washing but an array of issues, from that of rising costs to the cancellation of bus routes in Bukit Gombak, that voters had been displeased about. 

As the majority of the SDP election workers were celebrating the victories in Potong Pasir and Bukit Gombak at their campaign headquarters, the news of another SDP victory was broadcast over television. In Nee Soon Central, the SDP’s Cheo Chai Chen beat the PAP’s Ng Pock Too by a wafer-thin margin of 168 votes. It was the recount that delayed the announcement of the Nee Soon Central result. This was the second time Ng had lost to an opposition candidate—the first time was in Anson in 1984, when he was pitted against Jeyaretnam to retake that ward for the PAP. Chiam and many of the party leaders had not expected this victory, nor had the PAP, which ascribed it to a very particular instance of grievance among residents at having been forced to use incense burning bins during the seventh month festival.9 The SDP now had three men in Parliament. 

As the night progressed, one more opposition victory came in—not the SDP’s, but the Workers’ Party. Low Thia Khiang, Jeyaretnam’s former right-hand man in Anson constituency, emerged as the winner of the Hougang contest. He garnered a convincing winning margin of 1,134 votes, or almost six percentage points over his PAP rival, larger even than that of Ling How Doong’s and Cheo Chai Chen’s. Most watchers did not expect this victory either. Low had steadfastly refused to speak to the press during his campaign and consequently received little media mention while he diligently worked the ground to his favour.10 

All the other SDP candidates also came within a whisker of winning. Low Yong Nguan in Nee Soon South, Kwan Yue Keng in Bukit Batok and Sin Kek Tong in Braddell Heights all garnered results in percentages of the high 40s. Ashleigh Seow in Ulu Pandan and Michelle Toh in Yuhua polled in the range of the low 40s. Only Jimmy Tan garnered a surprisingly low 30.3 per cent in Tanglin, which was explained by way of the affluent residents there having been in no way taken in by the SDP’s election manifesto of addressing rising costs of living. 

There were now four elected opposition members, and suddenly they were a force in Parliament to be reckoned with rather than just a lone opposition voice or a smattering of two, as was the case in 1984. 

This situation was recognised by Goh Chok Tong immediately. He was said to be surprised and downcast by the PAP’s showing in the elections. Goh declared that a real opposition had arrived in Parliament. He immediately acknowledged Chiam as the Leader of the Opposition, a position not heard of in Singapore for decades, and asked that “Chiam be conferred all the privileges and honour associated with that title.”11 He also credited Chiam for the SDP’s by-election strategy. Other PAP candidates who pulled through close fights with their opposition rivals—Lim Boon Heng, who faced off Ashleigh Seow in Ulu Pandan, and Teo Chong Tee, who faced off the Workers’ Party in Changi—told the media that the opposition’s by-election strategy had worked.12 

 

Chiam made unofficial leader of the opposition

 

There was excitement in the air. For the first time, Chiam and the SDP were tantalised by the possibility that they could actually form the government one day, perhaps with Chiam himself as prime minister13—the first who would not be from the PAP. (David Marshall and Lim Yew Hock had been chief ministers during the 1950s, in pre-independent Singapore.) Some SDP members, including Wong Hong Toy, were even telling Chiam that it was not out of question for the SDP to form the government at the next election.14 The Straits Times noted how some of the SDP’s supporters “obviously regarded him as Singapore’s prime minister,” judging by an SDP flyer for a lantern festival celebration in Potong Pasir.15 This clearly delighted Chiam who, while not normally inclined to boast, could not conceal the SDP’s newfound sense of ambition in politics. 

When the new Parliament was sworn in, in January 1992, Chiam was offered the title of “unofficial leader of the opposition,” which he accepted—it was unofficial presumably because a force of four opposition MPs could not be equated with shadow cabinets in other Westminster systems, which a leader of the opposition would preside over.16 Chiam would also not receive any additional salary or allowance, unlike other leaders of the opposition in other countries. But years later, in 2011, when Low Thia Khiang was himself offered that same title, he declined it as he thought it was “derogatory.” “Let’s not kid ourselves,” he said. “Either you have a leader of the opposition, or you do not have it. There’s no need to have an unofficial leader of the opposition.”17 

But with regard to matters of protocol, Chiam did have a specific request about which he was quite adamant. As the leader of the opposition, he wanted the seat in Parliament directly opposite that of the Prime Minister. “Frankly, I do not know what the fuss is all about, but I am prepared to accommodate Mr Chiam,” Tan Soo Khoon, the Speaker of Parliament, said.18 Ling How Doong and Cheo Chai Chen were assigned seats in the row behind Chiam. Low Thia Khiang was less happy about where he had been assigned to sit in Parliament. “I am marooned in a sea of PAP MPs,” he complained. “PAP MP in front of me, to the left, to the right.”19 

The politicking between the new unofficial leader of the opposition and the still-new Prime Minister at the 1991 general election was still not finished. Goh Chok Tong had promised to hold a by-election by early 1993. Chiam said he predicted that the opposition would make a clean sweep of seats at any by-elections Goh would call for, citing continued anxieties over the rising costs of living by the average Singaporean. In taunting Goh to advance the by-election date, Chiam also said he believed the PAP would delay the by-elections for as long as they could, because the PAP was “bankrupt” of election strategies.20 

Over the course of his first year as leader of the opposition, Chiam told the PAP government that they should “loosen up.”21 One area of concern for him was how students in Singapore’s universities were being stifled, given the culture and accompanying regulations that kept campus activism in check. “There is only fear on campus. How can they develop to be leaders when they are not given the environment to do so?” he asked. Education issues had long been a topic close to his heart, as he had once been a schoolteacher, and he continued his calls for smaller class sizes in schools.22 

These early forays of the expanded opposition were written off by Cherian George of the Straits Times who, in a stock-taking article on 26 March, wrote that “if PAP backbenchers expected the enlarged opposition to take on their role of providing reasoned critiques of government policies, they were mistaken… their contributions were generally mediocre.”23 

“I don’t have the same expertise that’s available to the government,” Chiam said,24 as he had before, in response to an incident later in September 1992 unrelated to George’s article. Chiam was tackling the issue of the rising costs of living in Singapore but was taken to task by government ministers for neither backing up his arguments with rigorous facts and figures nor being able to offer a detailed alternative economic policy as the opposition.25 

Chiam also had to address a barrage of municipal issues in Potong Pasir constituency. A key bus service serving the estate was withdrawn, prompting Potong Pasir residents to sign a petition for its reinstatement. But the Prime Minister’s response was that an “education drive” should be held to explain the bus route changes to the people.26 More blatantly, Goh Chok Tong said that constituencies that gave the PAP a clear vote in elections would get priority in the HDB’s upgrading programme.27 But Chiam “deplored Goh’s line as unconstitutional, undemocratic and dangerous, which he said had the effect of browbeating Singaporeans into voting for the PAP,” reported the Straits Times.28 The PAP’s new electoral strategy “fails to distinguish between the party’s interests and the government duties,” said Chiam.29 And conversely, while the PAP had used to warn that the value of public flats in poorly managed opposition wards would fall, which did not happen, Prime Minister Goh now explained that the value of flats in Potong Pasir had been “skyrocketing” because of the extent of the government’s market subsidy and the political stability and economic growth of Singapore.30 

Things grew ugly when the HDB tore down Chiam’s MP office at the void deck of Block 108 Potong Pasir Avenue 1 on 13 October after it had decided not to grant a request from Chiam’s town council to convert it into a library. In an open letter to Potong Pasir residents, Chiam accused the government of not showing respect to the sitting MP of the constituency, and warned them of the “implications” behind the tearing down of his office.31 He continued holding his MPS at the now-empty void deck of Block 108, which viscerally represented the kind of “shabby treatment” that the PAP government dealt to the leader of the opposition, and probably won more sympathy from the public in the process.32 

As the leader of the opposition, Chiam was more clearly identified as its front man. Petir, the PAP’s party newsletter, began lampooning Chiam and the SDP with political caricatures,33 although the use of political cartoons in Singapore had previously been frowned upon by Lee Kuan Yew and the older generation of PAP leaders.34 

Chiam, who had by then spent eight years as an MP, was also becoming known for his role in upholding decorum in Parliament. In a well-known incident of a PAP MP’s racist reference in Parliament to the “pitch-dark” skin colour of Indians, it was Chiam who called him out—during the debate in March on the government’s budget statement for 1992, Choo Wee Khiang, an MP for Jalan Besar GRC, called for controls on the number of foreign workers in Singapore, in particular those from India.35 “One Sunday night,” Choo said, “I went to attend a dinner function. I drove to Little India. There was complete darkness, not because there was no light, but because there were too many Indians around there.” 

Chiam, interjecting to raise a point of order with the Speaker of Parliament, said, “I think it is not proper for him to make fun of other races.”

“Mr Chiam has once again misunderstood me,” Choo said. “He does not have enough sense of humour. What I have said is that they are non-Singaporean Indians.” That probably embroiled Choo in deeper controversy. He was to apologise for his statements later during that parliamentary sitting. Still, public disquiet raged until Goh Chok Tong had to step in to say that as Choo had apologised, the matter should be put to rest.36 When the PAP continued to field Choo at the next general election, there was discomfort in some quarters as to how the party had let Choo off with impunity.37 

 

—

 

Soon after the 1991 general election, Chiam wanted to meet with Low Thia Khiang, the new Workers’ Party MP, and his party leaders to discuss “opposition unity” in Parliament and the possibility of the two parties eventually merging into one. “The idea of a merger is based on feedback I have been getting from the ground,” Chiam said.38 “Everywhere I go, people say to me, ‘why [doesn’t] the SDP merge with the Workers’ Party?’” 

But Low Thia Khiang was not the chief of the Workers’ Party, a position that was still held by J. B. Jeyaretnam, who was not sitting in Parliament. That must have created an awkward situation in which the Workers’ Party’s only sitting MP was subordinate to Jeyaretnam in the party hierarchy. 

In the SDP no such awkward situation existed. Chiam was the leader of the party and the leader of the Singapore opposition, and his overwhelming 69 per cent of the vote share in Potong Pasir validated that mandate comfortably. The hierarchy was clear, even though this state of affairs did not have the benefit of the prearranged party machinery that institutionalised opposition parties in other countries had. 

But Potong Pasir was dwarfed by Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central in terms of the sheer land area and number of residents. The town councils of Gombak and Nee Soon would therefore collect more revenue from estate conservancy charges.

It soon dawned on the leaders and members of the SDP that their MPs for Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central commanded far more resources than their party leader, the MP for the minuscule constituency of Potong Pasir, did. But Chiam was a household name, a respectable one at that, which mattered more to the public for an opposition politician in Singapore to be credible. For the most part, the large swathe of the public would have been indifferent to the relative sizes of the constituencies. But all these things mattered to the members and people associated with the SDP, especially if they were helping in the running of the town councils under the SDP’s charge. 

After the 1991 general election, one of Chiam’s most trusted men in the SDP, Lim Ah Koon, began to warn Chiam privately that he sensed that Wong had designs on the control of the SDP. After all, that was what Lim and the other SDP activists had heard about Wong’s manoeuvres in the Workers’ Party, which had led to his fallout with Jeyaretnam. Compared to Chiam, Lim had more interaction with Wong and the grassroots activists of the SDP, all of whom were often on the ground in Potong Pasir, and hence he felt it his responsibility to alert Chiam. But Chiam felt that prospect to be far-fetched. Chiam and William Lau were, however, wary about the presence of unfamiliar people who often accompanied Wong on his tours of Potong Pasir constituency. Nevertheless, Chiam thought no further about these matters.

Lau was to later admit that Chiam and he might have been too impatient in growing the SDP.39 The two men, who were the primary SDP members negotiating with Wong Hong Toy’s clique from the Workers’ Party to cross over to the SDP, began to feel the first pangs of regret for taking in such an en bloc membership application rather than growing the SDP organically. Four years on, the membership of the SDP was indeed growing as Chiam and Lau wanted, but the newcomers mainly came through Wong and hovered only around Wong’s own clique. 

In February 1992, Wong was charged by the police for violating the terms of a police permit for a post-election victory procession the previous year—he had had five vehicles in the procession rather than the two that had been permitted.40 This was perhaps a technicality, but it was not so for an internal SDP matter that same year. The SDP CEC carried out an internal investigation after receiving a complaint against Wong from some of the veteran SDP members, involving party funds. Although Wong was cleared of any wrongdoing by the CEC, many members were unhappy with the outcome of the investigation.41 They even filed police reports against Wong.42 

Soon, Lau himself was voted out of the SDP CEC at a party conference held after the 1991 election. Lau had been Chiam’s right-hand man in the SDP for many years, and although the two men had their fair share of disagreements when working together, this latest development was a setback for Chiam. What it meant was that Chiam’s allies within the SDP were dwindling. In Lau’s own reflection, his greatest transgression, which had caused him to be voted out of the CEC, was telling Ling How Doong, Cheo Chai Chen and the others during the party’s internal post-mortem following the 1991 general election that they were getting too big for their boots. Worst of all, Lau had told Ling and Cheo that they had forgotten that their electoral victories had largely been due to the Chiam factor. 

 

Disagreements in the SDP on town council management

 

According to Kwan Yue Keng, serious problems in the SDP began after the dust of the 1991 general election had settled. The issue at hand was the staffing of the town councils of the two new constituencies that had been won by the SDP. The increasing tension was played out at CEC meetings and additional meetings that were convened to work out an agreeable arrangement for the SDP’s town council operations. Chiam refused to “share” the services of Ashleigh Seow with the other two town councils. Seow had set up much of the apparatus of Potong Pasir Town Council in 1989 in his role as secretary, or effectively, its general manager. He would thus have had all the know-how needed to set up the town councils of Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central. Seow was regarded as most suited to that role in the SDP also because of the legal drafting skills that he had picked up during his work in his father’s law office, Kwan said. Naturally, Seow was very much in demand by the MPs-elect of the two new constituencies of the SDP. Nevertheless, Chiam was to later say in court, with a smirk, that he “took [Seow] in when he was in desperate need of a job.”43 

But Chiam wanted the party to exert central control over the Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central town councils. He feared that the town councils, if mismanaged, would tarnish the SDP’s name, which was precisely what the PAP was counting on to discredit the opposition. One of the ideas Chiam considered in controlling the three SDP town councils was forming a company, much like how EM Services was set up by the HDB and won the contracts to run the PAP town councils. But when Cheo Chai Chen raised his disagreement with the idea of forming such a company, he recalled Chiam being “very angry.”44 

Chiam’s fears arose from his discomfort and increasing suspicion of what Wong Hong Toy and his people who came over from the Workers’ Party were trying to do in the SDP. Moreover, to Chiam, some of the staff who were working for him in Potong Pasir Town Council had been lured by higher salaries to work instead at the Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central town councils, which those town councils, given their larger pool of resources, could afford.

Kwan and some of the others accused Chiam of being “selfish.” They felt that Chiam did not regard the rest of the SDP leadership as a “band of brothers” who had done battle in election together in 1991.45 

There were other causes for grievance too. Ling How Doong countered that Chiam himself had denied the CEC of SDP the chance to scrutinise the Potong Pasir Town Council when it was being set up in 1989.46 Why was Chiam then sticking his nose into how Ling, himself the chairman of the SDP, was running the Bukit Gombak Town Council?

In the end, a compromise of sorts was agreed upon after an emotive wrangling over the appointments for the two new SDP town councils. Ashleigh Seow would continue to be secretary, but his appointment and his services would be shared by all three SDP-run town councils. Consequently, his salary of about $5,000 would be provided by the funds from the three town councils.47 A similar arrangement was struck for the finance manager and the estate maintenance manager at Potong Pasir Town Council, because Ling and Cheo appealed to Chiam for such help when they were given just 30 days after the general election to set up their town councils. However, Seow and the two managers quit Chiam’s town council six months into the sharing arrangement. Seow’s explanation was that differences had emerged over how the three town councils were to work with one another, and things became awkward.48 

As for Kwan himself, he was to take on two appointments in the two new SDP-run town councils. He became deputy secretary of Nee Soon Central Town Council, a paid position, ostensibly to support Seow’s work since Seow could not devote his entire time there given his three-way appointment. Kwan also became deputy chairman of Bukit Gombak Town Council, a role for which remuneration was of a token nature. Kwan took on the latter role because of the SDP’s election manifesto for 1991, which included the creation of a common town council body for the constituencies in the western regions of Singapore that they had contested. Kwan had contested in Bukit Batok, which bordered Bukit Gombak; together with neighbouring Yuhua, which was contested by Michelle Toh, the SDP had pledged to pool resources and form a common town council to achieve economies of scale in. Bukit Gombak was the only one of the three constituencies that the SDP won, but Kwan and the others wanted to follow through with their amalgamated town council plan in view of future elections. Kwan’s appointment in Bukit Gombak Town Council would thus be a key way of building up the SDP’s preparations towards running more town councils in the future. 

“There was an exodus of supporters which the plaintiff did not like,” Seow was to tell the court that heard Chiam’s case against the SDP in 1993.49 “It did not help that there was a strong novelty element in the two constituencies. Many people who had worked a long time at Potong Pasir found it dull and wanted to see something new. Chiam felt that people were abandoning him, and that others were instigating that flight.” Wong was one of the key SDP members who had left the Potong Pasir orbit—before that, he had helped out at the weekly meet-the-people sessions, organised SDP events in Potong Pasir and took on other such operationally-demanding roles. His departure from the SDP left Chiam in the lurch and a void back in Potong Pasir, and Ling was of the opinion that Chiam could not forgive Wong for that.50 Wong went to Bukit Gombak to work for Ling’s town council, but rather than seeing it as an act of betrayal or abandonment, Ling and Wong felt it to be a natural move. Wong had been Ling’s election agent in Bukit Gombak during the 1991 election campaign, a role that effectively placed him as Ling’s right-hand man. Now that Ling had won that constituency, Wong was the first choice to help run that town council for Ling and the SDP, whatever Wong’s prior commitments in Potong Pasir had been.

In Chiam’s eyes, however, things had gone awry. Along the way, Chiam disapproved of how Ling and Cheo were running their town councils. Ling had a grandiose clock tower built in Bukit Gombak Central. Cheo had a statue of Lim Nee Soon, the rubber and pineapple plantation magnate of the early 20th century after whom the neighbourhood had been named, erected in Nee Soon Garden.51 These extravagances were unheard of in Potong Pasir. The responses of Ling and Cheo, however, were that these projects had been started by their PAP predecessors.52 Chiam was particularly unhappy with how lavishly Ling had renovated the Bukit Gombak MP’s office. “Chiam told me, ‘how can you build up your MP office like a palace?’” Ling recounted. Chiam further described its facilities as being “out of the galaxy,” and asked why Ling needed to include shower facilities in the office. “I went to the town council almost every day, and I just wanted a place to shower, which he was not happy about,” Ling said. “The important thing is efficiency, that you do your work.”53 Ling suggested that Chiam was merely “jealous” over what the Potong Pasir MP’s office lacked.

It was not just town council issues that raised tensions within the SDP at this time. The increasing tension within the CEC of the SDP also spilt over into the question on the party’s strategy and direction, as well as its general activities. Sometime in 1992, Chiam complained about the SDP embarking on island-wide canvassing instead of the more targeted constituency approach that he had been advocating. He was unable to get his way on this and other issues at CEC meetings.

Leaks about party affairs to the media were another major concern for Chiam as he grew to distrust Wong and some of the members of his clique. The possibility of public criticisms of him as the party leader, made by the likes of Wong, was also something Chiam feared. So he hearkened back to an idea that he had first thought of in 1986, when Wong had publicly criticised his former party boss, Jeyaretnam, and things between those two men became nasty. Chiam wanted to ensure he would not be in the same predicament as Jeyaretnam if Wong were ever to leave the SDP. The idea Chiam had was put into effect in May 1992—Chiam made his CEC members undertake oaths of secrecy, which would be underwritten by a deposit of $1,000, and which would be forfeited to the party if any CEC member breached the oath. This was to be payable in instalments of $250. Wong and the other members of the SDP CEC felt unfairly targeted by these new measures. 

The rest of the CEC, led nominally by Ling in his chairman position and Wong in his grassroots leadership, found Chiam’s leadership style to be increasingly intolerable, and they claimed that they were forced to bypass him to get anything done. 

As Cherian George put it in a reflection on the state of politics within the SDP at this time, Chiam felt the party he founded to be gradually slipping out of his control.54 The election victories of 1991 were bittersweet for Chiam because, despite having increased his party’s presence in Parliament, he had not settled what he would do with the Wong Hong Toy clique. He did not quite trust them, yet they were in the ascendancy within the SDP. 

In the midst of this, what happened one day in June 1992 must have come as a game-changer—there was a new arrival on the scene, that elusive new factor that Chiam had been searching for to take the SDP’s game to the next level after the gains of 1991. A man had come to Chiam’s law office, but he was not in. So the man left a note in which he indicated his interest in joining the SDP. It was signed by a Dr Chee Soon Juan. 

 

Chee Soon Juan and opposition talks on the Marine Parade by-election 

 

Chiam had always openly admitted that he never subjected his party’s potential candidates to ultra-rigorous background checks that the PAP did for theirs, such as psychometric tests. For if Chiam were too picky, the opposition would be left with no candidates at all. It was hard to convince Singaporeans to take the risk of running for elections under the opposition banner. 

But the 30-year-old Dr Chee Soon Juan had the stellar qualifications, unmatched among the opposition in Singapore, to be a star candidate of the SDP. He had a PhD from the University of Georgia and was an up-and-coming lecturer in psychology at NUS. Moreover, he was a fresh, energetic young face that was well placed to represent the future of the opposition cause. Chiam even began to see Chee as the possible heir to his leadership of the SDP.

Chiam asked Ashleigh Seow to check up on Chee’s background and to dig up any possible dirt that the PAP could potentially throw at him at election time. This usually meant checking whether the SDP’s candidates were bankrupt or were involved in any activities that could be painted by the PAP as being immoral or unbecoming. Seow said he found Chee to be “clean” and that he had “no problems.”55 

Chiam began to spread the word in opposition circles about the SDP’s new catch of a candidate. Among its ranks, the SDP had PhD holders such as Chiam’s own brother Joon Tong, a founding member, but they had never stepped forward so publicly as to stand as election candidates. There was also Fok Tai Loy, the founding chairman of the SDP, a Colombo Plan scholar who ran in Cairnhill in 1980 under the SDP banner but died shortly before the 1984 general election. Now the SDP could herald the first PhD-qualified opposition candidate in Singapore. 

But it would be most impactful to introduce Chee to the public at an election. According to Chiam, Chee also wanted to run in an election soon. The next general election would be at least a few years away, as Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong was unlikely to call another one so quickly. Goh would not do so without first trying to reverse the trajectory of the opposition’s upward swing. Goh also needed to consolidate his power base in the PAP and improve his overall standing in the eyes of the voting public. 

But Chee did not need to wait long. Goh had, after all, promised a by-election in his own ward of Marine Parade. The problem was that Goh said the by-election would be meant for Jeyaretnam, who could not participate in the 1991 general election because of his disqualification from politics, and hence Goh would give Jeyaretnam the chance to run soon after. 

Would it be unethical for opposition politicians other than Jeyaretnam to contest that by-election? It seemed quite straightforward that Goh called the by-election to keep his promise to Jeyaretnam. To SDP members like Kwan Yue Keng though, as mentioned earlier, the Marine Parade by-election was never really about Jeyaretnam, and Goh was merely trying to counter the SDP’s by-election effect strategy, which was felt to be working out into a groundswell of support for the SDP at the 1991 general election.

“At the last minute, Chee Soon Juan came in,” John Gan, the Workers’ Party vice-chairman then, complained.56 Jeyaretnam was apparently furious. What followed were meetings between the SDP and the Workers’ Party, involving primarily Chee, Chiam and Ling How Doong representing the SDP, and Jeyaretnam and John Gan representing the Workers’ Party. 

In mid-1992, talks between the SDP and the Workers’ Party were initiated. A clash between the two parties wanting to field candidates for the impending by-election was looming. The SDP’s proposal was twofold, and bordered on the ruthless. If the by-election were to be for a single constituency seat, the SDP would give way to Jeyaretnam to contest it—on the condition that Jeyaretnam would call a joint press conference with the SDP to say that the SDP had given way to him. If the by-election were to be held for a GRC, the slate of candidates would be a mix of SDP and Workers’ Party members running as independents. 

Jeyaretnam would have none of that. The seat-sharing formula was too unwieldy anyway, and such a slate of candidates would have hardly attracted the confidence of Marine Parade voters. For John Gan, the impression was that the opposition parties had reached a consensus that if a by-election were to be called, as Goh Chok Tong had promised, then Jeyaretnam and the Workers’ Party would have the first right of refusal to enter the contest. Jeyaretnam had already prepared a slate of candidates to stand with him—John Gan, Tan Bin Seng, and either Khalid Baboo or Jufrie Mahmood. 

Gan claimed that Chee was the one at the negotiating table who was most insistent on entering the by-election. Chiam would fight hard to help his protégé get elected, riding on the wave of support for the opposition from the 1991 general election. 

The talks were stalling—not that either of the parties were genuinely open to any sort of deal-making, given the desire of both of them to contest the by-election. Jeyaretnam publicly denounced the SDP’s seat-sharing plan as one that “amounted to sham and fiction.”57 At the same time, Chiam said that the SDP had not ruled out the possibility of a three-cornered fight with the Workers’ Party. 

It was not lost on the public and writers of letters to the press that the opposition politicians and parties seemed not to be able to trust each other.58 

The issue took its next turn when, on 16 November, the government announced that both Deputy Prime Ministers Lee Hsien Loong and Ong Teng Cheong had been diagnosed with cancer. Lee had localised cancer of the rectum and had begun chemotherapy treatment on that day. His doctors said there was a high chance he would recover fully. Meanwhile, Ong was diagnosed as having a low-grade malignant lymphoma in the neck. But his doctors recommended that no treatment was necessary for the moment.59 

The government had apparently issued the statement following a sharp fall in the Singapore stock market, as rumours that the two deputy prime ministers were ill led investors to dump their stocks.60 Goh Chok Tong said his most urgent task was to find people of ministerial calibre to renew the ranks of the Cabinet. Goh said that he would persuade S. Dhanabalan, who had stepped down earlier that year in September, to rejoin the Cabinet. Dhanabalan was said to have been “uncomfortable” with the way the government had dealt with the arrest without trial of the alleged Marxist group in 1987, and had therefore decided to leave politics for the moment.61 The two men had lunch one day, and Dhanabalan agreed to come back, returning to the Cabinet on 7 December to take over Lee Hsien Loong’s trade and industry portfolio.62 

 

—

 

On 2 December, Goh Chok Tong resigned his own parliamentary seat in Marine Parade GRC and called for a by-election for that four-member GRC for 19 December. Marine Parade residents were surprised, even though talk of a by-election in their ward had been swirling for some time. If he were not re-elected on 19 December, Goh said, he would resign as Prime Minister.63 And as if to up the ante further, the PAP announced in a statement on 3 December that Goh Chok Tong had replaced Lee Kuan Yew as secretary-general of the party, one year after Goh had become Prime Minister.64 

Later that same day, Chiam indicated to the press the SDP’s interest in contesting the by-election while saying the SDP would do everything it could to avoid a multi-cornered fight with other opposition parties.65 

That sparked off another meeting between the SDP and Workers’ Party, at which Chiam, Chee Soon Juan and Ling How Doong represented the SDP, and Jeyaretnam and John Gan, the Workers’ Party, ostensibly to work out an “electoral pact” between the two parties. But it was really a battle between the two parties over the exclusive right to contest Marine Parade GRC.66 

The SDP and the Workers’ Party had just a week, from Goh’s call for a by-election to nomination, to work things out among themselves. But it was clear within days that there was no possibility for the two parties to agree on any electoral pact.67 Jeyaretnam announced that he and his party would contest the by-election, with or without the SDP’s support. The next day, Chiam announced that the SDP was contesting the by-election as well, without making it clear if he would do so in cooperation with the Workers’ Party.68 Furthermore, two more political parties also announced their entries into the race—the Singapore Justice Party (SJP), which had invoked their candidacy in the Marine Parade ward at the previous year’s general election, and the National Solidarity Party (NSP). M. Ramasamy, the SJP leader, implored the other opposition parties “to give way to the SJP to have a direct fight with the PAP.” Yet it was the only party that could not confirm the names of their candidates until nomination day itself, which disadvantaged it in negotiations with the other parties.69

Chiam could have had considerations of his own as well. If Jeyaretnam’s team were indeed to win that Marine Parade by-election, the Workers’ Party would have four additional MPs to add to their lone voice, Low Thia Khiang, in Parliament. Their total of five MPs would then tilt the axis of power on the opposition benches towards the Workers’ Party and away from the SDP, which had three MPs. These were still small numbers, bearing in mind the size of the Singapore Parliament at 81 seats. At best, the SDP and the Workers’ Party would be at par, equals in their common endeavour to check on the PAP—just how Chiam and Jeyaretnam were two Parliaments ago. 

But Chiam would not have been comfortable with Jeyaretnam’s style of parliamentary politics and his antics. At the outset of his years in Parliament, Chiam had been made to feel like the junior member of the parliamentary opposition. He would not want to be subjected to an opposition force larger than his, and certainly not one that was inclined towards aggressive politicking. If the PAP decided to push for the disqualification of Workers’ Party MPs such as Jeyaretnam himself in 1986, Chiam’s carefully built-up SDP force could be dragged along with it. 

Such a scenario would have been undesirable for Chiam. The SDP, to him, would have the brighter of two futures for the opposition and a rising star in the person of Chee Soon Juan. And so, Chiam, Chee and the SDP were determined to enter the Marine Parade by-election. 

 

—

 

“Dr Chee Soon Juan is the most courageous person in Singapore today,” Chiam declared at the press conference at Potong Pasir Town Council, during which he introduced the SDP’s slate of candidates for the Marine Parade by-election, two days before nomination day.70 “Since the time the PAP took office, never has a university lecturer gone over to the opposition side,” Chiam said. “I hope this will pave the way for more academics to come forward and identify with the opposition.” 

Ashleigh Seow, Low Yong Nguan and Mohamed Shariff Yahya were the other candidates on the SDP ticket, but the press clearly noted that the spotlight was on Dr Chee. “Mr Goh Chok Tong has called on younger Singaporeans who are capable, competent and of ministerial quality to serve Singapore in politics,” Chee said. “I have decided to heed this call.” It was an indirect reference to his being the first PhD-qualified candidate in opposition politics in living memory, but Chee was adept at not overblowing the point. When asked by the press about how equipped he was for a political career, Chee replied, “No qualifications at all. Just a good brain and a strong heart.” As to whether he thought his academic career would be in jeopardy because of his decision to enter opposition politics, he responded, “But that must come second place to what I would like to do for my country.”71 

Why did he join the opposition if he had been a beneficiary of the PAP system? Chee pointed out that he was not really a product of that system. Because his less-than-stellar ‘A’-Level results had not qualified him for a place at NUS, he had had to go abroad for his university education. “I was considered not good enough to be a student of NUS, but good enough to teach in NUS. Therein lies the irony and the strangeness of the system.” 

The PAP was not to be outdone. The day after the SDP held its press conference, the PAP unveiled Commodore Teo Chee Hean, the Chief of the Singapore Navy, as one of its candidates on the Marine Parade slate. He had only just resigned from his navy position the day before, sparking off speculation that he was the PAP’s pick for the by-election.72 

 

Four-cornered fight in Marine Parade

 

Until this point, Jeyaretnam had stood his ground, saying that he and the Workers’ Party were, as always, open to negotiations with Chiam and the SDP.73 However, Jeyaretnam continued to firmly reject the SDP’s seat-sharing formula. In private though, there was an air of crisis and grievous hurt as to how the SDP had entered the fray and spoiled the contest for Jeyaretnam. 

Jeyaretnam knew that with the SDP and the Workers’ Party in the same contest, the opposition vote would very likely be split equally and both opposition parties would lose by a great deal.74 The SDP could very well have the edge over Jeyaretnam’s own candidacy, especially if the SDP could present a fresh face such as Chee Soon Juan and campaign for Chee as the most qualified opposition candidate in recent years. Jeyaretnam and his men also sensed that the SDP was playing a game with the Workers’ Party to see who would blink first. 

It was very difficult for Jeyaretnam up until the eve of nomination day. To go ahead with the Marine Parade by-election with the SDP also in the fray would be a folly; to pull out of the race at this late stage would be humiliating. It was necessary for Jeyaretnam to stand his ground if he were serious about having the SDP back down. But according to John Gan, the Workers’ Party’s prediction was that it was a very hard by-election to win, given Goh Chok Tong’s status as Prime Minister, and whom Lee Kuan Yew seemed to be increasingly supportive of. Yet it would be of a greater loss to Jeyaretnam, the leader of the Workers’ Party, than to Chiam, who was not going to be on the SDP ticket for Marine Parade. According to Gan, Jeyaretnam left the decision to him as to whether he wanted to participate in the by-election, and so Gan pondered over it.

Gan wanted to wait until the morning of nomination day to see which and how many of the opposition parties were going into the contest. When he got wind that not only the SDP, but also the NSP and the SJP were on their way to the nomination centre, Gan decided to drop out of the Workers’ Party team and, in effect, pulled his party out of the contest. 

“So I deliberately came late,” Gan said. “I didn’t want to go in.”75 

By 11.40am on nomination day, Jeyaretnam, Tan Bin Seng and Jufrie Mahmood arrived at the nomination centre, when the PAP, SDP, NSP and SJP were almost all done with their paperwork. John Gan had indeed not showed up. As the noon deadline for nominations approached, Jeyaretnam went down to the crowd of Workers’ Party supporters repeatedly asking, “Where is John? Where is John?”76 At this point, the Workers’ Party MP Low Thia Khiang, who was in the crowd, rang Tan Chee Kien, who was leading the NSP slate of candidates, on his mobile phone. The NSP had said that it was prepared to make way for the Workers’ Party if they had the better candidates. But because not all the members of the Workers’ Party’s team were present, the NSP therefore proceeded to file its nomination papers in the hall. The Workers’ Party had to stay out of the Marine Parade by-election. At seven minutes past the nomination deadline, John Gan dashed through the gates of the nomination, muttering that he was late. Gan was then bundled into the car of Low Thia Khiang, with the rest of the Workers’ Party’s presumptive Marine Parade team, and they drove off. 

At a press conference later that day, the explanation Jeyaretnam gave the media was that the fourth Workers’ Party candidate, “a graduate businessman in his thirties,” had apparently decided to pull out.77 John Gan, purportedly his reserve candidate, was then contacted—but Gan was late because of the long distance he had to travel to get to the nomination centre.

John Gan did not inform Jeyaretnam in advance of his decision to pull out of the nomination process, only explaining it to him after the nominations were closed. Gan said Jeyaretnam was understanding of his decision, aggrieved as he was at the SDP and Chee Soon Juan. It was the best face-saving climb down possible for Jeyaretnam and the Workers’ Party, and Gan was willing to be the sacrificial lamb to protect Jeyaretnam’s honour. But then Jeyaretnam had never seemed to be the sort of person to leave his political career to chance. More likely, Jeyaretnam had already made up his mind long ago to stay out of the contest, once the SDP was in the fray.78 

 

—

 

From the get-go, Chee took on Teo Chee Hean. At the press conference right after nominations closed, Chee challenged him to a face-to-face television debate. Right across the canteen of the school that was designated as the nomination centre, Teo gave his reply immediately at the PAP’s concurrent press conference—he declined to participate in a television debate, saying he would instead slug it out at the rallies.79 

Ashleigh Seow urged voters to support his teammate Chee, so that other young, talented Singaporeans would be more encouraged to step forward for the opposition’s cause. 

Chee compared the PAP’s promise of upgrading HDB flats and its shop-ownership programmes for the residents of Marine Parade to the giving of “goodies” to “dogs,” prompting some writers of letters to the newspapers to call for an apology from Chee for insulting the voters of Marine Parade.80 These rhetorical attacks that Chee launched made some party activists wince, but they were on the whole taken in by the sincerity and conduct of the young man’s rapport with his election workers in the SDP.81 

Even with the focus on Chee among the SDP’s slate of candidates, the by-election was of course very much a referendum on Goh Chok Tong’s performance as Prime Minister. If voted out, Singapore would see a change of Prime Minister again. “The stakes are very high,” Goh said. “The issue is whether the Goh Chok Tong government continues, and the stakes are what follows after the 19th [of December]—whether we have certainty of government, or whether we enter into a period of uncertainty.”82 

By voting out Goh Chok Tong, Chiam responded, Marine Parade voters would be doing Singapore “a great service,” as that would force the PAP to put forward its best man for the job of prime minister—the former Education Minister Tony Tan, who had been Lee Kuan Yew’s original pick to succeed him.83 Chiam also explained to voters that the Central Executive Committee of the PAP would “just hold a meeting” to choose another prime minister for Singapore, and then the PAP would call a cadre conference to find a new secretary-general for the party.84 Ashleigh Seow reminded voters how Lee Kuan Yew had undermined Goh’s standing as leader when Lee remarked back in 1988 that Goh was wooden and needed a psychologist to help him. “Mr Goh is a nice, capable man, but he is not the master of his own political destiny,” Seow said. “Who is eroding Mr Goh’s authority? It is not the SDP. It is someone else.”85 In fact, Lee Kuan Yew had just announced, in the course of the PAP’s campaign for the Marine Parade by-election, that Tony Tan would be returning to the Cabinet soon.86 “We did tell you that the PAP line-up has more than one captain,” Seow said. “The PAP is planning a possible change of prime minister.”87 

Goh retorted that he knew he had not been Lee’s first choice, but that he was the first choice among his Cabinet colleagues, which mattered more—his old defence since the 1988 general election. Furthermore, Tony Tan had declined the position anyway. “So don’t be seduced by clever Mr Chiam,” Goh said.88 When Goh told voters that both his deputy prime ministers, Lee Hsien Loong and Ong Teng Cheong, had cancer, the SDP chided him for “exploiting” the issue of their health for electoral purposes. 

But the victory was not to be the SDP’s. Goh Chok Tong’s Marine Parade team garnered 72.9 per cent of the votes, not too far off from the 77.3 per cent they had garnered at the general election the previous year. The SDP team took 24.5 per cent, while the NSP and SJP teams lost their election deposits with just around 1 per cent each.

 




	
By-election 1992


	MARINE PARADE GRC 

	
Votes
	%


	PAP:

	
48,965
	72.94


	Goh Chok Tong
		

	Othman Haron Eusofe
		

	Teo Chee Hean
		

	Matthias Yao Chih
		

	SDP:

	
16,447
	24.50


	Chee Soon Juan
		

	Low Yong Nguan
		

	Md Shariff bin Yahya
		

	Ashleigh Seow Chuan Hock
		

	NSP:

	
950
	1.42


	Sarry bin Hassan
		

	Ken Sun
		

	Tan Chee Kien
		

	Yong Choon Poh
		

	SJP:

	
764
	1.14


	A. R. Suib
		

	Lim Teong Howe
		

	Theng Chin Eng
		

	Yen Kim Khooi
		




 

“We entered this by-election knowing that it would be the hardest political battle of our political lives,” Ashleigh Seow told the media. “The Prime Minister chose Marine Parade precisely because it was the safest seat for the PAP in Singapore.”89 He added that the SDP would most likely have polled better results if the by-election was held in Eunos GRC for instance, which the opposition had been very close to winning since the 1988 general election. 

“Taking things into perspective, I think we have done well,” Chee said. “I will continue to stand up for what I believe in. The results have only strengthened my resolve to build a strong, credible alternative party, which is the SDP.”90 

Chiam tried very hard to fashion the results as indicative that the SDP was the main opposition party, given the large margin the SDP had held over the competing NSP and SJP. “The Workers’ Party, because of their debacle, were a non-starter,” Chiam said. “And they have really disqualified themselves to be a contending opposition party.”91

It was a hard sell though, given the true circumstances behind the Workers’ Party’s absence from the ballot paper. Jeyaretnam earlier told the media that he would not bother staying up on polling night to find out the results of the by-election.92 

After the result came out, Chee, Chiam and their wives, all downcast, had roti prata for supper together at a Marine Parade coffee shop in commiseration. Some PAP supporters came by and, seeing the SDP group there, taunted Chee: “Mad doctor, go back, we don’t want you.”93 This was presumably in response to Chee’s audacity for daring to contest the Prime Minister in his home ward. Chiam felt very sympathetic about what his younger comrade had to endure on his electoral debut. 

 

—

 

In January 1993, the SDP held a party conference, elected several other new names into the CEC, and appointed Chee Soon Juan as its assistant secretary-general. While Chee’s fast rise through the SDP ranks was expected, the conference was hardly peaceable. Lim Ah Koon, an SDP cadre relatively unknown in the public eye and who had earlier warned Chiam about Wong’s purported designs to usurp the leadership of the SDP, challenged Ling for the chairmanship of SDP—with Chiam’s tacit approval. This must have surprised the cadres who had turned out for the CEC vote. In any case, Lim Ah Koon lost in the vote, but it was to leave a bitter aftertaste in Ling’s mouth. Convinced that Chiam was plotting against him by using Lim Ah Koon, Ling found his relationship with Chiam rapidly disintegrating. 






11: Chee’s Hunger Strike

 

NUS dismisses Chee

 

Chee Soon Juan and his wife, Chih Mei, had tea with the Chiams almost every weekend at the Chiams’ Coronation Road home, especially after the Marine Parade by-election. The Chiams gave them advice, as somewhat mentors to the younger couple on a difficult political journey. 

At one of these afternoon teas in late March 1993, Chee came to discuss a serious issue with Chiam.1 Chee had been dismissed from NUS, which he felt was due to his involvement in opposition politics. When he said he was thinking of going on a hunger strike to protest his sacking, Chiam thought Chee was joking. Chiam was sympathetic to the younger man’s circumstances but could not hide his ridicule for Chee’s suggestion of a hunger strike. Such a method of protestation was alien to the SDP. It had also not been heard of in Singapore politics for decades, not since the hunger strikes in the 1960s by members of Barisan Sosialis and the trade unions. 

“If you’re really serious about going on a hunger strike, do it publicly like Gandhi did,” Chiam said, half-sarcastically. “Do it at the void deck of Potong Pasir Block 108 for all to see.”2 The two men pursued the matter no further that day.

Chee’s dismissal was announced by NUS to the media on 30 March.3 Naturally, it sparked off a public debate as to whether Chee’s dismissal was politically motivated, given the public interest he had generated at the recent Marine Parade by-election when he ran on the opposition ticket. Hence, NUS released further information the next day to explain their decision to dismiss him. It was because of “dishonest conduct” related to the “improper use of research funds” that Chee was dismissed, NUS said. Furthermore, Chee had “attempted to mislead” NUS, they said.4 Chee’s immediate rebuttal was that the university research funds had been used by him openly and without any intention of cheating NUS.5 

On 2 April, Chiam and the CEC of the SDP were compelled to respond to the issue that concerned their newly-installed assistant secretary-general. They released a statement showing their full support for Chee. They believed that Chee’s dismissal was indeed politically motivated and must have been linked to his candidacy in the Marine Parade by-election. Speaking to the Straits Times after issuing the statement, Chiam said that Chee’s dismissal from NUS was unfair and “a very vindictive action” by the PAP government.6 

 

Chee begins his hunger strike

 

What happened next took Chiam by surprise. Chee announced to the media that he would be going on a hunger strike, which made headlines on Monday, 5 April.7 It did not take place at the void deck of Potong Pasir Block 108, however. As reported by Lianhe Zaobao, Chih Mei prepared a breakfast for her husband at 5.30am, which comprised vegetables, beans, mushrooms, chicken and rice. And then at 6am, Chee sat on a sofa in his living room, read the newspapers and thus began his hunger strike.8 

Chiam’s first reaction was that it was a “stupid move.”9 He had not realised that Chee had been serious about going on a hunger strike. Chiam felt that such a drastic course of action should have been properly discussed with him and the SDP. As Chee was the assistant secretary-general of the SDP, his actions would obviously have ramifications for the party. Chiam was thus caught off guard when the media began sending him enquiries about Chee’s hunger strike: What were his thoughts? Did Chiam sanction Chee’s actions?10

Other CEC members of the SDP, especially Wong Hong Toy, visited Chee’s home immediately and almost daily for the duration of Chee’s hunger strike. That irritated Chiam immensely.11 Some of them supported Chee’s plan of a hunger strike as a means to protest his sacking from NUS and encouraged him further to make his point publicly. Earlier, even before Chee’s hunger strike had started, some SDP members opened a book for party members to write in their support and well wishes for Chee.12 

Chiam was embarrassed and angry. He had been against Chee’s hunger strike from the outset, although he had not been resolutely so in getting the point across to Chee, but Chiam was now caught in a bind. Should he lend moral support to Chee, his comrade and deputy at the SDP, or should he condemn the hunger strike as an inappropriate response? He did not share this conundrum he faced with the media, nor even with his own party members.13 

In any case, Chiam felt compelled to visit Chee’s home, which he did together with his wife, Lina, after a few days. They went with Wong Wee Nam, a doctor and a friend who was in the orbit of politics, in order to get Chee’s physical condition checked. Wong found him physically very weak, with his health in potential danger. He gave orders that Chee drink some glucose water, which Chee did.14 

On behalf of the SDP, Chiam issued a statement to the media on the situation on 5 April. He called on Chee to stop his hunger strike while sympathising with his dismissal from NUS, and while also respecting his personal decision to do so.15 Chiam said that the SDP would pay for a doctor to check on Chee’s health daily.16 

According to Chee, however, this statement of Chiam’s was issued unilaterally by Chiam himself without the consensus or consultation with the rest of the party leadership. This put some CEC members in a difficult position, especially when it came to voting on a motion to censure Chee on his hunger strike at a critical CEC meeting later that tore the party apart.17 Some of these CEC members, like Wong Hong Toy, were utterly convinced of the political need for Chee to go on a hunger strike yet felt bound by Chiam’s public statement that was purportedly issued on behalf of the SDP. This, as Chee was to later imply, was yet another example of Chiam throwing his weight around as the SDP’s secretary-general. 

When speaking to the media, Chiam tried somewhat to defend Chee. S. Vasoo, Chee’s superior at NUS who was head of the Department of Psychology and Social Work and incidentally also a PAP MP, had accused Chee of surreptitiously recording private conversations between the two of them that seemed to trap Vasoo into making damning remarks about Chee’s involvement in opposition politics.18 Chiam called on Vasoo to return to Chee the tape recorder, which Vasoo had allegedly got hold of. “By taking it, it is theft, you know,” Chiam said.19 

As Chee’s hunger strike entered its fourth day, Chee urged his party and his supporters to put pressure on NUS to back their charges against him or drop them. “You should be asking NUS to reveal their evidence,” he said.20 

A very public debate ensued as to why Chee would not bring NUS to court to challenge the legality of his dismissal. The weight of the political pressure emanating from Chee’s hunger strike was too much for NUS to tolerate, and on 11 April they retracted their earlier offer of a three-month notice period for his dismissal. They decided instead to dismiss him on the spot for “gross misbehaviour, misconduct.” Chiam agreed to act for Chee when S. Vasoo, Ernest Chew and an accounts officer at NUS sued Chee together for his allegedly defamatory remarks about them in the context of Chee’s dismissal from NUS. 

Things came to such a head with all the media coverage and public furore that it was raised in Parliament. A parliamentary motion was tabled on 13 April to debate whether Chee Soon Juan’s dismissal from NUS had indeed been politically motivated. It was tabled not by the SDP MPs but by the Nominated MP Chia Shi Teck, who felt it warranted a debate given the serious allegations about NUS that had been brought up by Chee. Another Nominated MP, Toh Keng Kiat, seconded it to carry the motion.

 

Chiam defends Chee in Parliament

 

Taking to the dispatch box in Parliament, Chiam mounted a full defence of Chee. He maintained that Chee’s dismissal from NUS was politically motivated. “Dr Chee was not just an ordinary university lecturer and his abrupt termination of service cannot be viewed as just a straightforward employer-employee matter,” Chiam said. “The public sees more into it than just that.”21 

Chiam then laid out the context in which he suspected that NUS’ questioning of Chee’s alleged misuse of university funds was politically motivated. Starting in late 1990, Chee had written a series of letters to the Straits Times criticising the government policy on the early streaming of children in primary schools—itself an issue that Chiam had frequently critiqued throughout his political career. S. Vasoo, Chee’s superior at NUS, had advised him, in a friendly manner, not to write such letters. But Chee did not heed Vasoo’s advice and continued writing to the press, this time criticising aspects of the pre-university ‘A’-Level system. By now, Vasoo informed Chee that “every letter Dr Chee wrote would count against him,” ostensibly referring to his career at NUS. Still, Chee wrote to the press, and the cycle of responses with Vasoo rolled on. 

By early 1993, Chee was engaging Matthias Yao, the parliamentary secretary at the Ministry of Defence and the second organising secretary of the PAP, in a long and heated exchange of letters to the press. Chee was also giving interviews to Asiaweek and an NUS student’s magazine on political matters. By that time, Chee had run in the Marine Parade by-election and, about a month later, assumed the post of assistant secretary-general of the SDP. 

It was on 4 March that Chee was summoned to meet Vasoo and Ernest Chew, the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at NUS. After the two senior men raised their displeasure at Chee’s public statements and writings, Vasoo questioned Chee, for the first time, about two parcels that he had sent via courier to Pennsylvania State University in the United States the previous year. That was what constituted the misuse of university research funds, of which Chee was accused. Chiam said Vasoo was “wearing two hats,” one as Chee’s supervisor and his head of department, and the other as a PAP MP. “Can he objectively decide on this particular matter?” Chiam asked, making reference to Chee’s brave decision to contest the PAP at the Marine Parade by-election of December 1992. Moreover, on the proper use of NUS’ research funds, Chiam alleged that there had not been clear guidelines issued or procedures set by NUS to guide Chee. “So if there are any grey areas, what is he supposed to do?”

Some days later, after Chee’s 4 March meeting with Vasoo and Chew, a letter notifying Chee’s dismissal from NUS was served on him. Chiam felt that letter to be “one of the most biased letters I have read… It is a very aggressive way of rejecting an appeal.” He cited what he felt to be emotive language in the letter, such as how it accused Chee of explanations that were “convoluted and devious” and that had “no merit whatsoever.” “I do not think even the judges in court [would] use this type of language to dismiss an appeal,” Chiam said. 

Legally, Chiam’s defence of Chee rested on the nature and method of the termination of Chee’s employment with NUS. After all, the PAP leaders had challenged Chee to bring his case to court if Chee felt that he had been wrongfully terminated.

“The fact is that it is unwise of Dr Chee to bring the matter to arbitration or to the courts,” Chiam said. “He shall surely lose his case. The reason is that Dr Chee’s services were terminated in the first instance under clause 4(a) of his employment contract. Clause 4(a) is contractual in nature in that there is no element of fault attributed to Dr Chee. Clause 4(a) states that either party can give three months’ notice and walk out of the contract.” 

The reasoning given in the letter dismissing Chee was therefore “twisted,” Chiam said. “If Dr Chee [were] really dishonest, then he should have been dismissed under clause 4(c)”—on grounds of misconduct—“instead of under clause 4(a), which is contractual in nature. I think if this matter is brought to court, the writer would have difficulty defending his position.” 

“May I ask the Prime Minister—in the circumstances, what options has Dr Chee? There [are] none. So he went on a hunger strike to highlight his plight. Is that stupid? I do not think so.” 

Chiam also sought to show how Chih Mei’s dissertation was relevant to Chee’s research, and hence that Chee was justified in his use of the amount of $226 from the university’s research funds for the delivery of Chih Mei’s dissertation to the US. Chiam read out from a letter recently sent to Chee from George W. Hynd, one of Chee’s own professors at the University of Georgia, where he had obtained his PhD:


Dear Soon-Juan: 

 

I received your letter of April 8, 1993 and am somewhat surprised that anyone would question the relevance of these two research papers. You may recall that you sent me the reviews and manuscript abstracts (and additional manuscript pages) to read. 



Finally, Chiam addressed the issue of the tape-recording incident between Vasoo and Chee, which Vasoo had raised in public, and for which Chiam publicly called on Vasoo to return the tape recorder to Chee. “If he is an upright man, as he alleges, then there is nothing to worry,” Chiam said of Vasoo. 

 

—

 

S. Vasoo went up to the dispatch box to give his side of the story. His was an emotional account of how he felt betrayed by Chee, a younger colleague at NUS, whom he had helped to nurture almost as a friend. According to Vasoo, it was he who had fought for Chee to be appointed as a teaching fellow, and then as a lecturer, at the Department of Social Work and Psychology at NUS, in the face of NUS’ lack of interest in appointing Chee due to his weak grades in secondary school and pre-university. “I speak more in sorrow than in anger, because he was a staff of mine,” Vasoo said. “I have nurtured him. I have supported him. I have given him the best possible, but he was trying to play politics.” 

Indeed, there was the awkward issue of Vasoo’s PAP membership and Chee’s increasingly anti-establishment stance as was borne out through his letters to the press, which Vasoo acknowledged. When Chee approached Vasoo on 7 December 1992 to inform him about his candidature on the SDP ticket in the Marine Parade by-election, Vasoo discovered that Chee was recording their conversation without telling him: 


When I asked him, he denied it and said that the tape recorder was for his classes. He said in no uncertain terms, “This is for my class, without doubt, for my class.” I then took the tape recorder from him and showed him that the cassette was still running. With the cassette running, who is so blind as not to see what it is? He still denied it. He swore blue and said, “It is not. I am not recording you.” I removed the tape. When I played the tape later, it showed that he had not only recorded that conversation but had also recorded a previous conversation of ours. There were third parties and other people involved. In the tape, there were two conversations. After I listened to it, I said to myself this is a chap whom I cannot trust, because he had not told me about the tape recording…

How can one do such an unreasonable act, if you ask yourself? A man who treats you openly, deals with you honestly, and you come and do such a thing! It is indeed a betrayal.

What is worse was that he persistently lied and he said that he was not recording when I showed him that the tape recorder was running. He did not even apologise after being caught. I thought he would do it, but he never did. He behaved as if he had the right to do it. He displayed no human dignity or honour. He was not remorseful for his actions. 

Then, in his press statement, he said that I snatched his tape and then alleged that I would terminate his service. A man like me would say such a thing? 



At this moment, Vasoo shot Chiam a very pointed rebuttal. “I wish to inform Mr Chiam and honourable Members that both the tape recorder and the cassette are the property of the Department of Social Work and Psychology. They were purchased with University funds and allocated to Dr Chee for departmental use,” Vasoo said. “I believe Mr Chiam owes me an apology.”

Chiam was taken aback. Chee had not told him that. Koo Tsai Kee, the MP from Tanjong Pagar GRC, said: “I think Mr Chiam See Tong has also defamed my friend and colleague, Dr Vasoo. I want to ask Mr Chiam whether he will personally apologise to Dr Vasoo.”

“If it is the property of the University, then I certainly owe an apology to Dr Vasoo,” Chiam later responded during the parliamentary debate, painfully and almost sheepishly. 

Vasoo said he did not raise the issue at all of Chee’s antics at NUS with his PAP colleagues, which would have made for very useful fodder for the PAP’s Marine Parade by-election campaign that month. Vasoo said he “did not even breathe a word,” preferring instead to “let the people judge Dr Chee” for themselves. Nevertheless, the incident of Chee’s surreptitious tape-recording caused Vasoo to question Chee’s character. And so, during a regular review of his department staff’s work and use of funds in early 1993, Vasoo paid special attention to what Chee was doing in his research projects with NUS, as he had the inkling that something was not right.

Vasoo discovered that Chee had sent a parcel in his name on 8 September 1992 using NUS’ research fund, which cost $74.50 to mail. This did not come across as anything unusual to Vasoo, who thought that the parcel contained Chee’s research material. 

However, Vasoo became suspicious when he discovered that Chee had subsequently mailed two parcels on 9 November 1992. Going through the invoices, Vasoo found that one of the two parcels was sent to the Department of Psychology at Pennsylvania State University and was billed and paid for under the name of Huang Chih Mei, Chee’s wife. This cost $53.50. And because it was sent in Chih Mei’s name, Chee was not eligible to charge it to his own research account. 

The other of the two parcels was sent to the Department of Human Development and Family Studies at Pennsylvania State University in Chee’s name and charged to his research account at NUS. This cost $151.50. However, Chee had no known research connections with Pennsylvania State University.

“The bubble burst,” Vasoo said, when coincidentally, Chih Mei herself came to see him for a job at his department on 15 January 1993. Vasoo asked her for details of her PhD studies. Chih Mei said she was enrolled in the Department of Human Development and Family Studies at Pennsylvania State University, and that she had defended her PhD oral examination at the end of November 1992. She gave Vasoo the names of her three examiners in that department at Pennsylvania State University and of a fourth examiner, who was an external examiner from the Psychology Department at the same university. 

The dates and addressees mentioned by Chih Mei corresponded with the invoices that Vasoo had found in Chee’s NUS research account. Vasoo thus concluded that it was copies of Chih Mei’s dissertation that Chee had sent by courier service on 9 November 1992 and charged to his research account at NUS, in advance of Chih Mei’s oral defence of her PhD examination at the end of that month. Vasoo also concluded that because Chih Mei’s fourth examiner, the external examiner in the Psychology Department of Pennsylvania State University, would have been less familiar with who Chee was, Chee had to send that particular parcel in Chih Mei’s own name—which meant it had to be charged to Chih Mei’s name even though Chee had sent the parcel off through the staff of NUS. 

All of this was improper because Chih Mei was not a staff member of NUS and was certainly not part of Chee’s research project at NUS. Chih Mei had indeed worked part-time and done some research for NUS for a period of six months in the past, but it was clear that there was no way she would have been entitled to use NUS’ research funds. 

Vasoo arranged for a meeting with himself, Chee and Ernest Chew on 4 March 1993 to discuss Chee’s work and his use of research funds. Vasoo brought Chew into the meeting as an impartial witness because he no longer trusted Chee. The two senior academics discussed Chee’s academic interests and goals because Chee had made statements in the Ridge, NUS’ student magazine, that he felt political involvement was more important than academic involvement. “Surely, [as an employee of] an academic institution, he has…to establish what [his] priorities are,” Vasoo told Parliament. Chew asked Chee why he felt it necessary to run the university down. Chee’s response was that he had been misquoted by the newspapers, to which Chew said, “Why didn’t you clarify in the papers, if it was wrongly quoted?” Chew and Vasoo told him that if it were so, then “I think it is right that you write in to clarify the situation.”

The men then went on to discuss Chee’s use of his research funds. Their notes from the meeting said: 


[Chee] admitted that he had on both occasions sent his wife’s dissertation. It was drawn to his attention that it was a misuse of the University’s fund. He did not dispute that but explained that he thought Mrs Janice Chen [a staff member in Vasoo’s office in charge of research accounts] was supposed to alert him and give him the bills to make payment. However, when confronted that he could send his wife’s dissertation by courier service on his own expenses as he had done so for one parcel which was charged to his wife’s account, he could not give a satisfactory explanation. He was informed it was wrong to use the University research fund to send his wife’s materials, he added that he had intended to make payment. His answer was not satisfactory.



Chee thus indicated that he had already intended to pay the postage costs for Chih Mei’s dissertation. At the end of that meeting, Chee was asked to give his explanation in writing because Vasoo wanted to ensure it was down in black and white.

Almost immediately after the meeting, Chee went to see Janice Chen. Chee told her that the invoices should have been sent to him and not charged to his research account with NUS. But she told him that they had already been charged to his research account, as she had been instructed by him earlier. 

Later that same afternoon, however, Chee went to see Janice Chen again. This time, Chee said it was all right for her to have charged the invoices to his NUS research account.

Chee’s written explanation was delivered to Vasoo’s office some days later, on 9 March. But it was dated 4 March, the date of Chee’s meeting with Vasoo and Ernest Chew. “I could not understand the difference of five days,” Vasoo said. “But he backdated it, no doubt,” Vasoo said. More surprisingly to Vasoo, in his letter Chee shifted his position from that which he had presented at the meeting of 4 March, when he said that he had intended to pay the bills. Now, Chee was saying that the two documents he had sent belonged to research by his wife, Chih Mei, which contained data on Singaporean children that was relevant to his own research at NUS. He argued that those documents he sent were of a completed dissertation rather than for the purposes of Chih Mei’s PhD dissertation for examination. Chee asserted:


In this instance, I used the funds for the above-mentioned purpose to enhance the chances of getting my research published. To the best of my judgement, I feel that I am justified in using the funds in my research accounts for mailing the completed dissertation to the university involved so that the results could be quickly reviewed and validated, and subsequently incorporated into my own research.



The university’s director of personnel, J. J. Isaac, received a carbon copy of this letter on 10 March. 

This was a very different account from that which Chee had presented at his 4 March meeting with Vasoo and Ernest Chew. Therefore, another meeting with Chee was called for 11 March, this time with J. J. Isaac in attendance in addition to Vasoo and Ernest Chew. 

At this 11 March meeting, Chee, for the very first time, confirmed that it was in fact his wife’s dissertation that he had mailed for her PhD examination. “He had suppressed the information earlier,” Vasoo said. Chee also confirmed the names of the examiners of Chih Mei’s PhD dissertation. As in his letter of explanation delivered to Vasoo on 9 March, Chee had now dropped his initial position that he had intended to pay NUS back for the courier fees and shifted to saying that he was justified in sending his wife’s dissertation using NUS research funds because her dissertation contained data relevant to his research. “That is his argument now, a new line has developed,” Vasoo said. “This was an untenable excuse.” 

In any case, Vasoo sought the opinion of two senior lecturers in NUS’ Department of Psychology and Social Work as to whether Chih Mei’s research field in her PhD dissertation was relevant to Chee’s own NUS-funded research project. One senior lecturer in psychology, John M. Elliott, stated unequivocally that “I cannot see that it has any direct relevance”:


Mrs Chee’s research has no particular basis in neuropsychology. It is in a fundamentally different branch of psychology. Moreover, [she] is dealing with children [toddlers two to three years old] younger than the range covered by Dr Chee’s research, and she does not examine ethnic differences. Her work has no connection to Dr Chee’s projects that I can see.



Another senior academic in psychology at NUS, Ramadhar Singh, also concluded that he did not find a direct relation between Chih Mei’s dissertation and Chee’s research projects. 

But ultimately, it was irrelevant whether or not Chih Mei’s research was related to Chee’s research, Vasoo went on. “The basic thing is that he had sent his wife’s PhD thesis for examination, which is already wrong in the first place.” 

Two days after that meeting, on 13 March, NUS served its notice of termination on Chee. In the later statement in Parliament given by the Minister for Education, Lee Yock Suan, it clarified that “Chee has not only misused NUS research funds, but has also tried to mislead NUS in its investigations.” Chee’s dismissal from NUS was thus made “considering the nature and gravity of the offence.” 

“Had he admitted his mistake and offered to resign,” Lee Yock Suan told Parliament, “NUS might have accepted his resignation instead of terminating his services. But when he tried to cover up his misdeeds by successive untruths and prevarications, it became necessary for NUS to terminate his contract.” 

Chee would have continued to draw a salary from NUS while serving out his three months’ notice. But Chee subsequently “launched a political attack on the university, declaring himself on hunger strike,” Lee continued. “He has asked a political party, the SDP, to put pressure on the NUS to withdraw its charge of dishonesty. Such actions by Dr Chee are calculated to bring NUS into disrepute and are wholly unbecoming of a staff member. The NUS cannot ignore such gross misbehaviour [that] aggravates his original misconduct. In view of his gross misconduct, NUS dismissed him on 10 April 1993 with immediate effect, without notice or compensation.” 

 

—

 

Vasoo said that the chain of events that led him to suspect Chee’s honesty also led him to check up on all aspects of Chee’s claims. Among Chee’s transport claims charged to the university, Vasoo found 50 taxi trips with rounded sums of $12 for each of the trips, which made Vasoo suspicious. Those trips were made between NUS and First Toa Payoh Primary School, and between NUS and Braddell Primary School, ostensibly for Chee’s research projects. 

To verify those taxi claims, Vasoo travelled those same routes in a taxi belonging to a taxi driver friend of his. He came up with lower taxi fees of $8.50 to $9 for those very same journeys. Vasoo reported what he deemed to be an abuse of transport claims to the university, although this issue of Chee’s taxi claims was not taken into account in NUS’ dismissal of Chee. As Lee Yock Suan was to explain, Chee’s dishonesty and his conduct during NUS’ investigations already warranted termination of his contract. “There was therefore no necessity to investigate Dr Vasoo’s other complaint that Dr Chee had over-claimed for taxi fares,” Lee said. 

Chee has said he found it “amazing” that Vasoo even checked on him for something as mundane as taxi claims. Chee explained the allegedly inflated taxi claims as the result of an additional taxi booking fee, which Vasoo supposedly did not compute into his estimates, and also as a result of additional travelling time in weekday peak-hour traffic.22 It should be pointed out, though, that Vasoo specifically stated in Parliament that he had conducted his taxi trip tests in weekday peak-hour traffic as well, yet came up with those lower taxi fees he reported to Parliament. 

 

—

 

Chiam predictably faced a barrage of attacks from the PAP. S. Jayakumar, the Minister for Law, challenged the SDP in Parliament that it should make clear its stance on “clean government.” The pressure was on the SDP, and Chiam as its leader, to uphold its credibility. 

The Minister for Education Lee Yock Suan played good cop. “I sympathise with Mr Chiam,” Lee said. “He is in a very difficult position. He is a good lawyer and he tries to make a good case. He sets out all the facts. Alas, he has got to defend himself. I will be very generous to him. Maybe he had not known the full facts beforehand and so he had been misled. He opened his mouth too soon in public. He saw that there was a case for him to attack the PAP. So he went for it. Now he is in a fix.” 

However, Chiam continued to argue for Chee’s innocence. “There are no clear-cut procedures and no detailed rules and regulations in regard to use of the funds,” Chiam repeated. 

“I can show him that it is clearly stated in the University the amounts you can spend,” Lee rebutted. “Equipment, $2,000; consumables, so much. Are you saying that these rules must contain items that you cannot spend this on your wife’s dinner; you cannot spend this on your wife’s thesis? This is a professional man who is entrusted with big sums of money to spend on research. You must have the integrity to decide whether it is relevant or not relevant.”

Chiam was left with all his arguments demolished, except one last point that he hung on to. “This argument can turn both ways,” he said. “If you say that Dr Chee is dishonest, then [his dismissal] should be under clause 4(c)(iii) straightaway. But you dare not go under clause 4(c)(iii). You go under clause 4(a), and now you say, ‘We give him a chance.’ Is that being kind? But it does not match all your allegations of dishonesty. We look at the facts. The fact is that you went under clause 4(a) and we take what you mean. It is in writing. Now you try to explain away a point of fact which you have taken.” 

“The NUS was, in fact, being lenient with him,” Lee Yock Suan explained. “It could have dismissed him on the spot.” Lee then cited two examples of previous cases of dishonesty handled by NUS, in which the offenders in question were also dismissed with a notice period, for leniency, even though those two cases involved far larger sums of university money being misused, up to tens of thousands of dollars. Those two offenders even returned all the misused money in question. Lim Hng Kiang, the Minister of State for National Development, added to Lee’s explanation: “In the University, I must say, like Mr Lee Yock Suan, they take a more lenient and more charitable view of Dr Chee’s case and avoided the ignominy by giving him three months’ notice of termination.” 

Lee Yock Suan also explained that Chee also had options to challenge or arbitrate on his dismissal, if he really wanted to: 


After Dr Chee received the notice of termination and the rejection of his appeal, he has not pursued any of the proper remedies open to him. If he considered that the NUS had breached any of the terms of the Agreement for Service, he could have asked for arbitration as provided for under clause 17 of the Agreement for Service with the university. If he thought NUS’s press statement or letters had defamed him, he could sue NUS for defamation, as he had publicly threatened to do. He has done neither. Instead, he has impugned the motives of NUS and sought to work up public feelings against the University.



It was K. Shanmugam, the MP for Sembawang GRC, who jumped in towards the end of the debate. Using his lenses as a lawyer to rebut Chiam, Shanmugam said:


What Mr Chiam has to distinguish is between the act of termination and the reasons for the termination. The act of termination could either be contractual or by summary dismissal. The reasons for the termination have been repeated several times in writing. And the reasons are, as we heard from the Minister for Education, the dishonesty. So Mr Chiam can say what he likes about the mode of termination. He could say that Dr Chee should have been summarily dismissed instead of being given a contractual termination. What he cannot dispute is that the University has always said that the reason why it is terminating Dr Chee’s contract was for reasons of dishonesty.



With that, Parliament moved that it “deplores the SDP’s action in politicising an internal NUS disciplinary matter, and pressuring NUS to rescind its action against a dishonest staff member.” Only the three SDP MPs voted against the motion, as well as Low Thia Khiang of the Workers’ Party. 

 

Chiam censures Chee, and resigns

 

On the night of 14 April, Chee called off his hunger strike at a press conference at his house, saying, “I’m at peace with myself.” He claimed that he had been able to refute every allegation about his honesty, and maintained that NUS was wrong to sack him.23 Separately, Chiam told the media that Chee “has a PhD. He won’t want to go round looking into drains seeing whether the place is clean or not.” Chiam was trying to explain it was unlikely that Chee would need a town council job at Potong Pasir. 24

That was not, however, the end of the whole affair. Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew entered the fray on 23 April, mocking Chee’s drinking of glucose water during his hunger strike, which was reported in the media. “I would go into the glucose-making business,” Lee said. “If you have a lot of brave political leaders on hunger strike taking a glass of glucose every other day or every few hours, I will become a small glucose manufacturer. And I will add vitamins and minerals.” 

After the parliamentary debate on Chee, people—even random members of the public—came up to Chiam to tell him that Chee’s hunger strike had been a bad idea, a “stupid” and “childish” move. Even the coffee boy at High Street Centre, where Chiam’s office was, approached him and asked in Hokkien if Chee had “eaten on the sly.”25 The humiliation for Chiam was great. 

First, there was Chee’s glucose-water-drinking incident that the press had reported, which made a mockery of the seriousness of his hunger strike. Then there was the incident of Vasoo’s snatching of a tape recorder, for which Chiam felt like a fool for speaking out for Chee because that tape recorder was in fact the property of NUS. In the parliamentary debate on Chee’s hunger strike, Chiam also realised that Chee had been dismissed because Chee had been misleading NUS in its investigations into his alleged misuse of research funds rather than only the misuse of research funds itself, which admittedly involved a relatively small amount of money. Chee had not told Chiam the whole story, which embarrassed Chiam when Vasoo and the Minister for Education produced facts and evidence for NUS’ dismissal of Chee that Chiam had not been aware of earlier. What bothered Chiam the most was that the reputation of the SDP had been tarnished because of the circumstances surrounding Chee’s hunger strike. 

Chiam also began to feel that Chee was making use of Chiam’s name to advance his own political career, as well as that of the SDP as the leading opposition party in Singapore that had emerged after the 1991 general election. Additionally, Chiam felt that Wong Hong Toy, with whom Chiam already had immense disagreements, had been egging Chee on in his hunger strike, an act that, to Chiam, was now inimical to the reputation of the SDP. 

Yet Chiam never quite told Chee about his grievances at being shown up in Parliament.26 That certainly did not get communicated to the CEC members of the SDP either.27 Chiam was simply upset, and his grievances were seething inside him—so upset that at the next meeting of the CEC on 17 May, which took place at Chee’s Jalan Pemimpin home, he decided he had to take action to rein Chee in. 

Before that, however, the usual CEC business was discussed. Chiam even proposed that funds would be raised to finance the costs and expenses for Chee’s legal action, as he was being sued by Vasoo, Ernest Chew and others at NUS. A committee comprising Cheo Chai Chen, Francis Yong and Tan Peng Kuan would look into raising the funds and also act as trustees of that legal fund for Chee. Chiam would represent Chee, while Ling and another lawyer would assist in the case. In return, Chee thanked everyone for their help. 

And then suddenly, after topics on the agenda for the meeting had been discussed, Chiam moved a motion to censure Chee for going on a hunger strike, which was “childish” and had brought the SDP into disrepute. 

The CEC was surprised. Some of them, such as Kwan Yue Keng, were also confused. Kwan thought, when Chee had initially been sacked by NUS, that the CEC had issued a rather unambiguous statement that it was in full support of Chee. So why the sudden reversal of that stance? Aside from Chiam and the two SDP MPs, Ling How Doong and Cheo Chai Chen, the other CEC members did not know what exactly had transpired in Parliament during the debate on Chee’s dismissal from NUS, let alone Chiam’s own feelings about being humiliated in Parliament. When Kwan was presented with this information in an interview in 2016, it was news to him that Chiam’s real grievance was that he was being shown up in Parliament while trying to defend Chee to the very last moment of the debate.28 

Ling said the matter should be dropped and no censure be made. Chee, he said, had approached a number of CEC members, and none of them had expressly told him not to carry out his hunger strike.29 This included Chiam himself, who Ling noted had even offered Chee the void deck of Potong Pasir Block 108 as the site for his hunger strike. In the absence of a CEC ruling on the hunger strike, Chee should not be censured, all the more so since it was done out of Chee’s own personal conviction, Ling said. Low Yong Nguan clarified that the advice given to Chee by some of the CEC members was that he should think it through carefully and seek the support of Chiam and the others. Chee was hurt—he said he could not accept that his hunger strike was “childish” because of how much he cherished his job at NUS. He knew that the day he joined an opposition party was when he had effectively handed in his resignation to NUS given the political climate in Singapore. Chee emphasised that the hunger strike was a personal decision and that he was an individual as much as he was a member of the SDP. Others disagreed. Tan Peng Kuan said there was no such thing as a personal decision in such case, given the very public nature of Chee’s hunger strike. 

Chiam said that when Chee came to his house to discuss his intention of going on a hunger strike, it should have been clear that Chiam was against it. His comment about Chee “doing it publicly like Gandhi did” and carrying out his hunger strike at Potong Pasir Block 108 had to be seen in that light. He questioned if Chee had thought it through. As he spoke to the CEC, Chiam grew more agitated. Chiam began to accuse Chee of trifling with him by ignoring his advice—he, a politician who had increased his share of votes from 30 per cent at his electoral debut to 69 per cent at the last general election. Chiam said he was willing to resign as the leader of the SDP if the CEC wanted to follow Ling’s direction and for Ling to take over the reins. “There must be discipline and the hunger strike was a political action,” Chiam said. 

“This is a collective leadership, not a single leadership,” Ling shot back, as tension mounted in the room. He said that the decision of prohibiting Chee to carry out his hunger strike was not for one person to make with the expectation that the CEC would then censure Chee. Moreover, there was no conclusive evidence that the SDP had suffered any adverse effect from the hunger strike. 

Chiam continued to insist on moving the motion against Chee. According to Chiam, his motion was actually on “whether leave should be granted for my motion of censure to be allowed.”30 In other words, the vote being taken by the CEC was for Chiam to have permission to propose a motion on the censure of Chee. The vote that was subsequently taken was not on the motion proper. However, the nuances of all this were naturally hard to comprehend in the heat of the moment. The severe air that hung over that CEC meeting was briefly interrupted by a comic moment, in which one CEC member quite innocently asked what the word “censure” meant. He did not understand what the CEC was being asked to vote on, an indication of how some at the meeting were simply lost amid Chiam’s argument with Ling and Chee.31 

Chiam was stunned that no one voted for the motion. No one even seconded his motion for it to be voted on. He was the only one to raise his right hand in support of the motion to censure Chee for his hunger strike. Without a seconder, the motion did not even carry. This had never happened before in the SDP. 

Chiam had been upset over the parliamentary debate on Chee’s hunger strike, but he was now livid. Chiam had been suspecting that Wong Hong Toy was behind a conspiracy to remove him as leader of the SDP, and that he was trying to split the party. He saw how Wong had been actively supporting Chee’s hunger strike, against Chiam’s own wishes, and assumed it was Wong who had been egging Chee on through all the trouble that the SDP was now facing publicly. Hence, Chiam immediately took the lack of support on his motion as confirmation of a conspiracy against his leadership. 

Chiam said that the failure for his motion was in effect a vote of no confidence in him as the SDP’s leader, and so he was going to quit. Chiam tore out a sheet of paper from a notepad and wrote out his letter of resignation as secretary-general of the SDP, handing it to Ling How Doong:

 

Chairman

SDP

Singapore

 

Dear Sir,

 

Resignation as S-G of the Party

 

In view of the whole CEC voting against me on the question of the hunger strike of Dr Chee Soon Juan, there is in effect a no confidence vote in the S-G.

 

The only decent thing for [me] to do is to resign.

 

According I resign as the S-G of the party forthwith.

 

Yours faithfully,

[signed]

Chiam See Tong

 

“The press will get to know about this tomorrow,” Chiam said in a huff as he began walking out of the room. 

“If you do it, I will sack you from the party,” Ling shouted at Chiam. In Ling’s account, he had in fact said “we”—referring to the CEC as a whole—rather than him as an individual, when threatening to sack Chiam from the party altogether.32 Ling later explained, convincingly or not, that this was a “good intention threat” of his to Chiam, to stop Chiam from telling the media.33 

Chiam went off to his car. Chee and some other CEC members chased after him, urging him not to be so rash about the whole matter. Chee tried to persuade Chiam that there could be disagreements among party members and that there was no necessity for Chiam to resign. But Chiam seemed intent on driving off, and he did.34






12: The SDP Unravels

 

The CEC members of the SDP who remained in the meeting at Chee Soon Juan’s home were stunned. They could not believe Chiam had just quit in a fit of anger after his motion to censure Chee for his hunger strike garnered no support among them. Moreover, they were at a loss as to how they would explain Chiam’s resignation to the public. 

Justice Warren Khoo’s later ruling on Chiam’s suit against the CEC of the SDP presented a more nuanced assessment from the sum of all the accounts presented in court. The judge said that Chiam’s resignation, though “apparently precipitate,” was “not an impulsive thing.”1 Chiam had said in court that differences between him and the rest of the CEC had been brewing for some months, and the issue of his motion to censure Chee was “the last straw” for him.2 In an interview with academic Hussin Mutalib, Chiam described his motion of censure against Chee’s hunger strike as “an act of protest—no more, no less.” He felt that “if the CEC is not behind me on this issue, then I should step down as Secretary-General, and let somebody else take over.”3 

Not all the CEC members reacted in the same manner to Chiam’s resignation. In Kwan Yue Keng’s account, Ling did not say or do anything after Chiam had stormed out of the meeting—he just sat quietly. It was Chee who said that the CEC had to get Chiam back and convince him to withdraw his resignation.4 Chee nominated Kwan, who had a car, to go after Chiam, who was most likely heading home. Francis Yong went along with Kwan, because Kwan and Yong were known to be the ones closer to Chiam within the CEC and might thus better persuade Chiam to change his mind.5 

It was already around 1am when the three men arrived at Chiam’s home. They rang the doorbell. When Chiam emerged, he was visibly fuming. Wagging his finger at Yong, he exclaimed, “You betrayed me!” Yong tried to convince Chiam otherwise—that among the CEC members, at least Kwan and he were genuinely confused about what Chiam wanted to achieve by tabling the motion to censure Chee. Kwan and Francis Yong were ultimately unsuccessful in this mission, and nothing said between the men in those wee hours of the morning could make Chiam change his mind. 

For Kwan, it was this CEC meeting of 17 May that started the whole unravelling of the SDP. 

 

Chiam and Chee: the meeting of 15 June 1993

 

Later in the evening of 18 May, the CEC met again, though without Ling present. Kwan’s delegation, which had visited Chiam at his home in the early hours of that morning, reported that they had been unable to convince Chiam to rescind his resignation as secretary-general. The CEC unanimously resolved that they still had to ask Chiam to reconsider his decision. Chee produced a letter addressed to Chiam signed by himself, on behalf of the CEC, urging him to withdraw his letter of resignation. This was to be delivered by hand by Ashleigh Seow, who was now the one given the task to approach Chiam to bring him back.6 

While Chiam’s resignation as secretary-general was seemingly made in the heat of the moment, he did come to realise that it could be his only way to reassert his hold over the SDP. He regarded it as a way to “frighten” the CEC to fall into line as he knew that the SDP as a whole would be less credible without his presence to front the party, and that they would ultimately capitulate to his demands. 

In rationalising this strategy of his, Chiam invoked what Lee Kuan Yew had done at a crucial party conference of the PAP back in August 1957, in the midst of Lee’s own tussle with his left-wing rivals in his party.7 After some tough bargaining, Lee and his faction in the PAP gambled to let the left-wing faction take all the key offices of the party leadership, including Lee’s own position as secretary-general of the PAP.8 Members of the left-wing faction were nervous, and felt vulnerable. After being in office for a mere 10 days, all the left-wingers on the new CEC of the PAP were detained by Special Branch, except for the new secretary-general, T. T. Rajah, who quickly resigned out of “fear and worry.” Lee Kuan Yew then reassumed the post of secretary-general of the PAP, with his standing in the party further strengthened after this episode.

Nevertheless, there was never any intention on the part of Chiam to tell the press about his resignation as the SDP’s secretary-general. He saw it as a party matter, to be resolved without external pressure or any public airing.9 

It emerged that one of Chiam’s conditions for his returning to the position of secretary-general was the removal from the CEC of Wong Hong Toy, whom Chiam pinpointed as being the prime troublemaker in the party. This was a difficult condition for the CEC to accede to. 

Things did not move very much in the ensuing weeks. Chiam still made no move towards withdrawing his letter of resignation. Thus at the next CEC meeting on 14 June, it was decided after some discussion that the CEC could not wait any longer. They were frustrated, and the sentiment among them was that Chiam was playing games with them. They found it increasingly impossible to move on with the party’s programme and plans while having to keep Chiam’s resignation as party leader a secret from the public. An ultimatum was set—if Chiam did not withdraw his letter of resignation by Friday, 18 June, at 4pm, his resignation would take immediate effect. As a concession, they would co-opt Chiam as an ordinary member of the CEC. Chee was tasked to convey this message to Chiam.10 

Chee went to Chiam’s law office the next day, 15 June. He asked Chiam if he had changed his stance on his resignation as the secretary-general of the SDP. As Chee was to report back to the CEC later at a meeting on 21 June, Chiam had not. According to Chee, Chiam continued to insist on his condition that Wong Hong Toy be removed from the CEC before he would return to the SDP leadership. Chee asked if that was his last word, and Chiam confirmed it to be so.11 

This, however, was completely different from Chiam’s account of the meeting—Chiam said he had in fact handed Chee a deadline of 30 June to give him a reply from the SDP CEC as to whether this condition for returning as the secretary-general of the SDP could be met.12 

In an interview in 2016, Chee was unable to recall precisely the details of this 15 June meeting or whether there was any discussion with Chiam about the 18 June deadline for withdrawing his resignation. What Chee chiefly remembers from this meeting was that Chiam detailed what he felt to be the workings of the power play within the SDP. It was at this meeting that Chee said he began to realise the full extent of the bad blood that had built up between Chiam and the Ling How Doong–Wong Hong Toy clique over the past few years—incidents that had preceded Chee’s membership in the SDP. Chee had only witnessed the heated arguments at CEC meetings between Chiam, Ling and the others, but had not fully appreciated the extent of the animosity between the two factions.13 

Chiam, in his submissions of 6 August to the SDP disciplinary committee to which he was later summoned for a hearing, stated that it was precisely what had happened during this 15 June meeting with Chee that had caused Chiam to “stop believing” in Chee.14 The implication here, it would seem, was that Chee deliberately omitted to convey the ultimatum and the deadline clearly for Chiam to withdraw his resignation before the SDP CEC would announce it to the press. However, Chiam could not recall this 15 June meeting with Chee at all when asked about it in an interview in 2016.15 

So did Chee intentionally withhold information about the ultimatum and the deadline from Chiam?

To Chee, the CEC had already given Chiam ample opportunity and time to withdraw his resignation—a whole month. Chee himself had urged Chiam verbally, as well as in a letter, to retract his resignation. As such, Chee’s assertion is that the details of the 15 June meeting with Chiam are not important. Chee and the CEC were frustrated by Chiam’s intransigence on the conditions attached to the withdrawal of his resignation, and therefore concluded that that further delay would not change his mind.16 

This, however, contradicted Chee’s own testimony at the 1996 court hearing against the SDP, in which Chee said that as far as he could recall, he had informed Chiam about the 18 June deadline.17 

Upon meeting Chiam that day, Chee could have reasonably surmised that there was no possibility of Chiam compromising on his demand that Wong Hong Toy be removed from the CEC as a precondition for Chiam’s return to the CEC or to the position of secretary-general. Given such clarity, there was no further need to convey the deadline of 4pm on 18 June for Chiam to withdraw his resignation. As to Chiam’s account that he had given Chee his own deadline of 30 June to accept his conditions for his return as secretary-general of the SDP, there could have been a possibility that Chee had genuinely not registered it. But we will never know what exactly transpired during that 15 June meeting between the two men, which no one else witnessed. 

Up to this point, it seemed that the whole issue surrounding the 15 June meeting had been a misunderstanding. However, the documents that were released in the course of the lawsuit later between Chiam and the CEC of the SDP, in which more details of the meeting between Chiam and Chee were revealed, suggest that the meeting had not actually been just about conveying a deadline or an ultimatum. 

In the charge sheet sent to Chiam later, in advance of the disciplinary hearing for 6 August, Chee, on behalf of the CEC, accused Chiam of bargaining for Chee to “cross over to his side,” in return for offering Chee’s wife, Chih Mei, a job at the Potong Pasir Town Council.18 It was implied that this had taken place at the 15 June meeting between the two men—the last such meeting they ever had. This would then hint that the 15 June meeting was in fact the final drawing of battle lines in the SDP as to whose side Chee was on during the spat within the SDP. 

At least, that was how the rest of the CEC saw it. But Chiam clarified, in a submission to the SDP disciplinary committee later on 6 August, that he had made no such bargain with Chee at that 15 June meeting. He simply asked Chee whose side he was on. Chiam also clarified that he did not offer Chih Mei a job at Potong Pasir Town Council (PPTC) as part of a deal: 


I did not “bargain” with Dr Chee to cross over to my side. That is again an untruth. I asked Dr Chee and also Tan Peng Kuan whose side were they on. I thought Dr Chee was fishing [for] a job for his wife at PPTC. He told me that she had worked at two positions in NUS—one to assist a research worker or lecturer and the other as a tutor. The former job was not renewed as the research worker finished his assignment and that latter was not renewed. He said probably due to his involvement (or suspected involvement) in politics. Then I told him that if she wants to work, she may be able to fit in at PPTC. I certainly did not go out of my way to “offer” her a job at PPTC.19 



When asked in an interview in 2016, Chee said he did not remember clearly the discussion with Chiam about Chih Mei “crossing over” to Potong Pasir Town Council.20

In his 6 August submission to the SDP CEC, Chiam said that Chee failed to accurately report to the CEC what he had told Chee on 15 June about a separate matter that was also raised—a matter that could possibly have compounded Chee’s confusion about Chiam’s final position on his resignation. The government printing permit for the Demokrat was expiring, and Chiam would be forced to report to the Registrar of Newspapers that he was no longer secretary-general if the CEC did not give its reply to Chiam’s condition for returning as the secretary-general of the SDP. This was because the personal details of all CEC members and their positions held in the CEC were required for a licence for a political party’s newsletter. Chiam then gave Chee until 30 June to give him a reply from the CEC on this. But Chee, “either negligently or otherwise,”21 told the CEC that Chiam would be reporting to the Registrar of Societies—the body that registers societies and political parties in Singapore, rather than the Registrar of Newspapers—that Chiam had resigned as secretary-general, which Chiam denied saying. 

Chiam substantiated his account by saying that the printing permit certificate was hung on the wall of his office and that he had pointed to it when speaking to Chee. Therefore, it could not have been the Registrar of Societies that he was referring to. Also, the forms for the renewal of the printing permit had incidentally arrived in his office by mail that day, and he gave them to Chee, who “absent-mindedly” left them in Chiam’s office.22 

Nevertheless, Chiam has maintained there was never any correspondence, official or otherwise, from the SDP CEC about the ultimatum and deadline of 4pm on 18 June for him to withdraw his resignation as secretary-general. And if that ultimatum was ever properly decided on at an SDP CEC meeting, Chiam said he was never made aware of it.23 

While all of these might appear to be minutiae, they are at the heart of Chiam’s claims that Chee “could not be trusted” and had usurped his position as secretary-general of the SDP.24

 

The SDP announces Chiam’s resignation

 

By that evening, reporters had camped outside Chiam’s home. They showed Chiam a press statement from the SDP announcing that he had resigned as its secretary-general and that Chee Soon Juan was now the acting secretary-general.25 “I was shocked, when I was confronted by the press, that the fact of my resignation had been made known to them,” Chiam was to say later. “It was at that point that I knew straight away that [Chee] could not be trusted.”26 

Released earlier that day, that press statement from the SDP CEC, signed by Ling How Doong as its chairman, said that the SDP “wishes to inform Singaporeans that Mr Chiam See Tong has stepped down as secretary-general of the party,” and that Chee Soon Juan would be the acting secretary-general, as provided for by the party constitution. It also said that Chiam’s resignation would “further the party’s policy of nurturing a younger generation of leaders for the next century.” Noting that Chiam had borne a “very heavy burden” as an MP, a party leader and a professional lawyer, Chiam’s resignation would “enable him to concentrate on the party’s parliamentary affairs and on his constituency.”27 

Apparently, Ashleigh Seow had faxed a draft of the press release to Chiam’s office at 3.56pm that day, just minutes before the deadline set by the CEC to release the news. In that fax, Seow included the following note to Chiam: 


I am sending you a draft of the press release [that] the CEC will be sending out to announce your resignation and the appointment of Chee as Acting Secretary-General. Registrar of Societies will be informed as per your instructions. 

Please revert [sic] to me as soon as possible.28 



It was not known whether Chiam had seen this fax from Seow, a copy of which was produced in the final submissions of the SDP CEC members in the 1993 case in which Chiam challenged the legality of his expulsion from the SDP. In fact, when Ling How Doong was cross-examined in court in a separate, unrelated case in 1996, Ling could not recall who had sent Chiam the press release draft in advance, nor was he able to produce evidence of it being sent. Ling did admit, though, that he had “jumped the gun” before Chiam had had a chance to respond. Ling also acknowledged that the reasons cited in the press release for Chiam’s resignation were untrue, but rather were crafted in a way that would hopefully make Chiam relent on the conditions he had imposed for his return as secretary-general of the SDP (although this would not have made sense either, since it would be hard to see how a press release announcing Chiam’s resignation as the party leader could be meant to convince him to return to his position).29 

Chiam took grievous offence at how the statement had been worded. This was the turning point, and led Chiam to suspect a full-blown coup against him had been in the works. He had originally thought the situation was an internal SDP problem to be resolved privately. 

That night, Chiam told reporters outside his Coronation Road home: “This statement does not reflect the true reasons for my resignation. The act of resigning is basically to show members of the SDP and the people of Singapore that there are people in the party who do not share the same vision as myself—of institutionalising the opposition.”30 

 

The SDP’s first attempts at reconciliation with Chiam

 

The next day, 19 June, Cheo Chai Chen, Ashleigh Seow, Jimmy Tan, Tan Peng Kuan and Francis Yong of the CEC, as a group, met Chiam at the coffee shop near Chiam’s law office, conveying to Chiam that the CEC had offered to co-opt him back into the CEC, but as an ordinary member. They urged him to accept that appointment, saying that their statement of 18 June announcing Chiam’s resignation from the party leadership bore no malice towards him. 

Chiam was in no mood for negotiation. The idea of the CEC members co-opting Chiam, the founder of the SDP, back into the party CEC was a “joke” to him. He did not reject the appointment outright, but the delegation of the CEC reported that “it seems clear that he will not accept it.” Chiam said that the SDP needed him but he did not need the SDP. According to the account of the SDP delegation, Chiam said that the SDP was his party and he was its “general.” “If he has orders to charge, all must charge,” the delegation reported Chiam as saying. “There was no such thing as democratic decision making.” 

The delegation also told him to refrain from making public statements attacking the CEC and its members. At this point, as the delegation reported, Chiam “became rude and loud,” saying that “he tells us what to do, not we tell him what to do.” Chiam said there had to be “central control” of the SDP-held town councils, and complained of the appointments of Low Yong Nguan, Ashleigh Seow, Wong Hong Toy and Chee’s wife to Bukit Gombak Town Council, and also of Francis Yong to Nee Soon Central Town Council. The SDP MPs could not be employing their own party members, Chiam said. 

Chiam also repeated his demand—what he had set as his minimal condition—for Wong Hong Toy to be removed from the CEC before he would consider returning as secretary-general. The delegation agreed to convey his views to the CEC.31 

Earlier that morning, on 19 June, Chiam had separately called Francis Yong to tell him that the SDP “should not wash its dirty linen in public.”32 This was perhaps yet another piece of evidence corroborating Chiam’s assertion that he had intended for his resignation as secretary-general to be a bargaining tool in the regaining of control of the SDP and not something to be announced to the press. Chee and Tan Peng Kuan also visited Chiam separately on that same day, during which Chiam’s wife, Lina, told Francis Yong that the “matter” was near resolution. But Chee denied this, saying that Chiam had “tried to pressurise him” to be on his side and to tell Wong Hong Toy to quit. Tan Peng Kuan corroborated Chee’s account and said there had been no such dialogue and resolution of the conflict as Lina had claimed.33 

Also on 19 June, Chiam discharged himself from defending Chee in the libel suit that S. Vasoo and Ernest Chew had served on him for Chee’s response to his dismissal from NUS.34 This, the CEC accused Chiam, was because Chiam had purportedly bargained with Chee to cross over to his side and had made an offer for Chee’s wife to work in Potong Pasir Town Council; when these overtures of his were rejected, Chiam then discharged himself from Chee’s case.35 

At its next meeting on 21 June, the SDP CEC deliberated, with Wong out of the room, whether Chiam’s demand for the removal of Wong could, once and for all, be acceded to. It was the one major condition that Chiam was adamant about for his return to the SDP leadership. In the end, a motion that Chiam’s condition could not be accepted was proposed by Low Yong Nguan and seconded by Chee. The CEC adopted it unanimously. Wong was also absent from the vote. The SDP CEC therefore moved that “it is unacceptable for any member to demand the removal of any other CEC member as a condition of his willingness to serve on the CEC.”36 They then issued a circular to all SDP members explaining that Chiam had been in disagreement with the rest of the CEC, and then resigned at a particular CEC meeting. Chiam, the circular added, had imposed an unacceptable condition for his return.37 

 

—

 

“The CEC cannot even tell the truth,” Chiam told the press on 26 June in reference to the SDP CEC’s press statement that Chiam’s resignation was made to rejuvenate the party. It was his very first damning remark on the SDP CEC in public. “I am 58 and I am fit, hale and hearty. So there is no reason for me to step down because of health and age. They think they have great powers and they can even co-opt Chiam See Tong, the founder of the SDP. This is the sort of men we have at the helm now.”38 

Chiam revealed to the media that day that he had tabled a motion at the 17 May CEC meeting to censure Chee for his hunger strike, for which Chiam accused Ling How Doong of not even allowing for a discussion. Chiam said that eight out of the 14 members of the SDP CEC were employed in Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central town councils, whether directly or indirectly, and hence could not vote according to their conscience. His implication was that the employees of Ling and Cheo—the MPs of those town councils—could never vote against the decisions of their paymasters.

“I have never been authoritarian,” Chiam added. “If I [had been] authoritarian, I would certainly control the membership of the cadres who control the membership of the CEC. In fact, if there is any label to be put on me, it is that I was too democratic. I opened the doors wide for all sorts of people to come in.”39 

On 2 July, in a statement to the media, Chiam accused Chee Soon Juan of usurping his post of secretary-general in the party for the first time. He challenged Chee to resign if he had not really sought out the position of secretary-general criticising Chee for “hopping onto a power vehicle, a ready-made party” that Chiam had founded 13 years ago.40 

“I cannot resign,” Chee responded, citing the provisions of the SDP constitution. “My post is an acting position. I did not go out of my way to seek it. Now that the responsibility has been placed on me, I can’t just discard it.”41 

In an interview with Hussin Mutalib some years after the incident, Chiam said, “I thought when things [cooled down], and when they can see the light, I [could probably] come back. But I did not realise they took the opportunity to oust me. So, in a way, I can say, I have been misjudging people. I am not afraid to say this. I did not really foresee the reaction of the group, which probably involved Wong Hong Toy.”42 

Frustration was mounting among the SDP’s CEC members on what they regarded as Chiam’s increasingly unacceptable remarks to the press. At a 12 July meeting, the SDP CEC decided to write to the parliamentary leader of the House that they considered it inappropriate for Chiam to continue as the unofficial leader of the opposition or as the parliamentary leader of SDP, given that Chiam was no longer the secretary-general of the SDP. At the meeting, Ashleigh Seow also raised another complaint of Chiam’s antics, saying that Chiam had written twice to Ling to accuse the Bukit Gombak Town Council of “obstructing the course of justice,” presumably in reference to its employment of party members of the SDP. The CEC agreed that all these amounted to “irresponsible actions” on the part of Chiam.43 

Then, an invitation from the Singapore Press Club came to Chiam and Chee for them to speak at an event, which escalated the crisis to a whole new level.

 

Chiam’s speech at the Singapore Press Club

 

Because of the considerable public interest in what was going on in the SDP, and given the lack of clarity even to journalists as to what had transpired, the Singapore Press Club invited Chiam to address them and field questions. Chee was also invited to the event, but Chee thought that the mainstream press in Singapore was no friend of the opposition and could not be guaranteed to portray the opposition in good light. Chee also did not want to “add fuel to the fire and play into the hands of the media,” so he said that he would prefer not to speak on the SDP’s fight with Chiam, but would talk on the SDP’s alternative policy ideas. Han Fook Kwang who, according to Chee, had invited him on behalf of the Singapore Press Club, then rescinded the invitation.44 

Egged on by the probing questions from the journalists present about Chiam’s resignation as the leader of the SDP, the event in front of the members of the Singapore Press Club at Times House on 16 July was one that Chiam would come to regret.45 

“I had to disassociate myself from people who are definitely going in the wrong direction,” Chiam told the audience. “I think it is very sad for the party. But there cannot be any other way.”46 

He explained that after the SDP had won three seats at the 1991 general election “differences soon surfaced. The control and running of town councils became problems [that] split the party. Self-interests soon emerged. With such tendencies, it was clearly not possible for the party to move in the direction [that] the early founders of the party wished it to move.” 

“Little kingdoms,” fiefdoms of power, were being established in the newly won constituencies of Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central, Chiam said.47 It was this remark that hurt the SDP CEC members the most, according to Kwan Yue Keng.48 Chiam kept talking on the theme of the credibility of the opposition in Singapore in a manner that the reporters described as “often candid but sometimes cautious.”

“I have nothing against them being town councillors. But not town council staff. These were people who cannot find a job outside.” Town councillors only received token allowances for their service, whereas town council staff were fully salaried employees. This therefore put them in an employer–employee relationship, which meant they could not vote according to their conscience when it came to making decisions on SDP matters. He pointed out that Nee Soon Central Town Council had an annual turnover of $2 million, Bukit Gombak Town Council slightly less than that, and Potong Pasir Town Council the least of the three given the small size of the constituency’s population. 

On the SDP CEC’s accusation that he was being authoritarian, Chiam said, “A political party is like a military. There must be somebody giving the orders and expecting the orders to be followed. It is not authoritarian. It is a necessity. This collective leadership idea is nonsense. Somebody has to give the orders. You cannot have, every time a decision comes, all 13 of us sign the papers or give the orders at the same time. When the captain of the army says, ‘Charge!’ everybody has to charge. How can some people say, ‘Let’s take a vote’?”

Chiam was also challenged on his selection of candidates—a perennial question for him from the press since the 1980s given the PAP’s fixation on questioning the credibility of opposition candidates. 

“We welcome any graduate who wants to join the party. We can only hope for the best. If you are trying to screen them like the PAP does, I don’t know how many we will have left.” 

Asked if he was willing to just let the SDP disintegrate, he replied, “Are you saying that I should just go on, pretend that everything is fine? And, come 1995, two or more members are elected, my problems will be solved?” This could in fact mean a further setback for the opposition if the men lacked credibility, he said. 

Some CEC members who were eligible to stand in the general election had questionable records, including party vice-chairman Wong Hong Toy, who had a criminal record, and Chee Soon Juan, who was “sacked over $200.” “Why should people join a party where a leader goes on a hunger strike and does foolish things like that, or you have a vice-chairman who has been jailed and has been fined and who has been given the chance but never repents. Who wants to join his party?”49 

He also turned his attention to addressing the case of Chee’s sacking by the NUS over the misuse of research funds to send his wife’s PhD dissertation to the US.

“If I were Dr Chee, I would certainly have felt that it was not a clear-cut case where the university research funds could be used.” Dr Chee should have tried to “mitigate the situation” instead of trying to talk his way out when he was charged for using the funds improperly. Chiam also said that Chee had “admonished” the SDP in public for not taking up his case with NUS and that Chee had ignored a party directive to him to stop his hunger strike. “And I believe Gandhi fasted for 40 days. And he did it in public, not behind closed doors.”50 

 

Chiam summoned to SDP’s disciplinary hearing 

 

The members of the CEC were enraged. Ling claimed that he received many phone calls from SDP cadre members who were angry at Chiam’s remarks to the Singapore Press Club, although Ling could not substantiate these calls when asked to do so in court later.51 Cheo, Chee, Ashleigh Seow, Francis Yong and Tan Peng Kuan phoned Chiam to express their anger at his remarks to the press.52 

Chee was probably the most incensed, furious that Chiam had been denigrating him and his wife with regard to his dismissal from NUS in a dramatic turnaround from Chiam’s earlier defence of Chee in Parliament and in public. 

Chee was frustrated at how he could be expected to hold the ship together as the SDP’s acting secretary-general. He must have felt powerless to rein in a renegade party member, albeit the party’s former leader, who was disparaging the party leadership to an audience of the opposition’s enemies—the press. As the party’s acting leader too, Chee would have a lot to lose if the press managed to turn public opinion against him. He was particularly upset that Chiam himself had previously required all CEC members to take an oath that bound them to secrecy with regard to party matters and refrain from making public criticisms of the SDP and its leaders. In the first place, this oath was instituted precisely to guard against the kinds of antics that Chiam was now guilty of. Chee was also exasperated that the media kept churning out op-ed after op-ed on the rumblings in the SDP, as well as sharp attacks on the rump SDP leadership, following Chiam’s speech to the press club.53 The Straits Times even observed that while Chiam “was gaining political capital from the public at the expense of the SDP’s ‘collective leadership,’ the CEC has maintained a stony silence.” Despite all this, the CEC “held its counsel,” Chee wrote later.54 

 

—

 

The CEC members of the SDP then held a meeting on 26 July and initiated disciplinary proceedings against Chiam. Strangely, though, there were no minutes kept of this meeting that could be presented to court later during the suit between Chiam and the CEC. Also, Ling could not recall whether all CEC members were present for this meeting, and there was even a dispute in court as to the veracity of a signed attendance list at this CEC meeting. No resolution seemed to have been passed, as with most motions at CEC meetings of the SDP. Ling was to later call it an “informal meeting,” perhaps indicating that not all procedures for initiating such disciplinary action were adhered to, as a result of the CEC members being too hasty and angered by Chiam’s remarks to the Press Club.55 

As admitted by Ling later in court, the CEC had, before their 26 July meeting, already formed the opinion that Chiam’s remarks to the Press Club were derogatory of the party leadership and detrimental to the SDP’s interests, and that it was for Chiam to convince them otherwise at the disciplinary committee hearing set for 6 August.56 

Chee was tasked to draft the charge sheet to be sent to Chiam. On 28 July Chee signed the letter summoning Chiam for a disciplinary hearing. Chiam was bewildered by the list of charges, including charges that had nothing to do with the Press Club talk:


1.	Your remarks made on various occasions including the interviews, conferences, and speeches you gave to the press (see photocopies of reports enclosed) that were derogatory of the Party leadership and detrimental to the Party’s interests: These include your statements about: 

a.	disassociating yourself from CEC members “who are definitely going in the wrong direction” when in fact that is not the reason stated in your letter of resignation;

b.	the opposition needing “members who were credible, clean and trustworthy” and that the party’s present leadership does not accept the idea of establishing an opposition party that is accepted and recognised as trustworthy;

c.	the “control and running” of the town councils run by the party’s MPs causing “problems which split the party” and “central control” over the party’s town councils which was originally meant by you to be an arrangement in which you attempted to involve the other MPs in a scheme whereby the central control would be through a private company run by Mr William Lau with the three MPs as shareholders;

d.	CEC members being employed by the town councils as “people who cannot find a job outside” and that these CEC members could not “vote according to conscience—but obligation—when it came to party matters”;

e.	CEC members having questionable records such as Mr Wong Hong Toy’s previous criminal conviction, who was the co-accused with Mr J. B. Jeyaretnam, without clarifying that the convictions had been criticised by Singapore’s highest judicial authority, the Privy Council, as wrong, and that these two persons were convicted of offences for which they were not guilty of and when in fact you and Mr William Lau were the ones who invited him to join the party; 

f.	Mr Wong Hong Toy’s dishonesty and that you gave him “the benefit of a doubt but things did not turn out as expected”;

g.	Dr Chee Soon Juan’s dismissal by the NUS “over $200” when you had in fact defended him previously including in a Parliamentary debate and had subsequently bargained with him to cross over to “your” side even after your resignation was made public including an offer you made to ask Dr Chee’s wife to go over to work in PPTC; 

h.	your dropping of Dr Chee’s case whom you were representing when he refused to go “over” to your side and Dr Chee’s; 

i.	the party’s present leadership collapsing as a result of clashes in personalities’ self-interests and that Mr Ling How Doong, MP (Bukit Gombak) and Mr Cheo Chai Chen, MP (Nee Soon Central) were building “little kingdoms” to serve their own self interests; 

j.	Mr Tan Peng Kuan, former Potong Pasir Town Councillor, whom you implied was too busy to attend council meetings when in fact he had attended almost all of the meetings since his appointment in December 1991 and your bargaining with Mr Tan and Dr Chee that if they crossed over to “your” side, you would step down to stand with them in a GRC; 

k.	the PPTC only employing one party member when in fact there are two and not mentioning the fact that the PPTC was the first to employ party members; 

l.	your claim that the PPTC annual turnover is much less than $2m when in fact the PPTC’s turnover itself is well over that amount; 

m.	the CEC blocking you on “many issues”; 

n.	Mr Ling How Doong not allowing the CEC to debate on the motion to censure Dr Chee when in fact the CEC did discuss the issue even though no CEC member seconded your motion; 

2.	your opening of a bank account in your own name and that of another and paid in party funds collected from an SDP arranged dinner into that account which was in breach of the party constitution;

3.	your failure to contribute 10 per cent of your MP’s allowance to the party despite the fact that you had signed a pledge to do so during the 1984, 1988 and 1991 general elections;

After hearing your explanation and all other evidence, the committee will decide on the course of action to take which may include a suspension, demotion, or expulsion. Should you fail to be present at the appointment date and time, the committee may proceed to deliberate the case in your absence.57 



Enclosed with the letter were cuttings of newspaper articles over June and July containing Chiam’s remarks in the press that the CEC were aggrieved over. 

Chiam understood why the CEC would have been upset about the Press Club incident, yet there were a lot of other charges, mostly grievances between Chiam and the CEC that had been festering, that were thrown into the charge sheet for good measure. There was even mention of Chiam under-reporting the turnover of Potong Pasir Town Council, which Chiam retorted was a “genuine slip,” like some of the mistakes in figures he had given in Parliament. And there was even the charge of Chiam opening a bank account in his name and Francis Yong’s, into which funds from an SDP dinner event were channelled—Chiam argued that this was in fact a temporary measure advised by Tan Peng Kuan, a CEC member, as a means of better accounting for large sums of cash.58 

 

Sin brokers a ceasefire

 

At around this time, Ashleigh Seow approached Sin Kek Tong, who commanded sufficiently high respect within the SDP—Sin had performed well in Braddell Heights constituency, which he had nearly won at the 1991 general election. Sin had declined to stand in the party’s internal elections for its CEC due to his work commitments. Seow hoped that Sin could resolve the conflict as a neutral person who was not on the CEC. Separately, Chiam also approached Sin, telling him about what he faced with the others in the CEC, and that he did not know how to resolve it, but did not fill Sin in with the details of the parliamentary debate on Chee’s dismissal and hunger strike. 

Sin brought along a few of his associates in the SDP who were in the pro-Chiam faction, such as Eddie Tay, to a meeting with Chee, Ling and Seow at the old Hotel Equatorial at Stevens Road. Sin said he regarded that the fault for the conflict in the SDP lay fifty-fifty between the two camps, and it was imperative that they patch things up. Ling and his men did try to persuade Sin to come over to their side, but Sin preferred to stay neutral.59 

There were already murmurings as to the possibility of Chiam being expelled from the SDP. The first thing Sin got Ling’s camp to commit to was to not sack Chiam. Next, they explored a new condition that Chiam had conveyed through Sin as a means of resolving the conflict—Chiam wanted six new party members to be co-opted to the CEC, in addition to the 12 who were already members. The maximum number provided for by the SDP constitution was 18. Chiam’s intention was to balance the tilt in the CEC, which by that time consisted almost wholly of members against him. There was no consensus yet as to whom the six new CEC members could be and how many of them could be constituted by Chiam’s loyalists, but the idea itself was agreed upon through Sin’s mediation at that Hotel Equatorial meeting.60 

 

Chiam at the SDP disciplinary hearing

 

In a letter on 3 August, Chiam wrote back to Chee to ask for an adjournment of the 6 August disciplinary hearing so that he would have sufficient time to prepare a proper defence. Chiam also requested that it be an open hearing with all CEC members, as well as 10 SDP members of Chiam’s own choice, to be present. And Chiam asked that the verdict for each charge be put to an open vote, such that it would be clear how each member voted in relation to each charge.61 But in a written reply dated 4 August, Chee turned down all of Chiam’s requests.62 

Chiam had the reassurances from the ceasefire brokered by Sin Kek Tong between the two camps in the SDP. But his confidence in Ling’s camp holding to their commitments began to fray with a new development. On 31 July, Lianhe Zaobao reported that Tan Peng Kuan had told the paper that he did not believe that things were so serious that it would result in Chiam’s expulsion at the 6 August disciplinary hearing, but that “the possibility can’t be ruled out.”63 This was taken by Chiam later in court to show that the CEC had already determined his guilt in advance of the 6 August disciplinary hearing.64 

And so, on the morning of 6 August, the pro-Chiam SDP cadres made a requisition for a special party conference, at which they would presumably pass a vote of no confidence in the current CEC.65 The CEC did not accede to this requisition and did not reply to them. 

That evening, William Lau drove Chiam and Lina to the hearing at the SDP’s new headquarters on the second floor of a shophouse at Upper Thomson Road. The Chiams were surprised that the SDP had so quickly acquired new premises since Chiam attended his last CEC meeting on 17 May, and wondered how much the rent was costing the party.66 

Chiam asked for Lina to sit in on the hearing, but the CEC denied her entry into the room in which it was held. She then went, with a few other SDP members, to the coffeehouse at Hotel Royal to await news from the hearing. Lau was also denied entry into the hearing and waited for Chiam outside the new SDP headquarters.67

The CEC of the SDP sat as the disciplinary committee for the hearing, which was chaired by Ling How Doong too. One of Chiam’s requests was for the proceedings to be taped, because he said he might wish to take the matter to court. Ling refused, saying that “the constitution did not provide for it.” Ling also said he had never seen it being done in other disciplinary proceedings, including two previous ones within the SDP.68 Instead, Ling appointed three CEC members—Chee, Ashleigh Seow and Jimmy Tan—to take notes of the proceedings. But it did not occur to Ling to order for a verbatim record to be made. As Justice Warren Khoo was to say in his ruling on Chiam’s suit against the SDP CEC, “there seems to have been an attempt to make it difficult for the plaintiff [i.e. Chiam] to seek a judicial review of the proceedings.”69 

Chiam had prepared a six-page written submission that answered all the points of charges in the summons sheet the CEC sent him. He said he wished to make a general submission on the basis of that document he prepared. But Ling, as chairman, insisted on going through the items raised in the summons letter individually. He kept telling Chiam that he had to “explain” the remarks he made to the press, as was laid out in the charge sheet. Chiam then proceeded to read the first two pages of his written submission:70 


I have only spoken of the truth and what is true may or may not be derogatory of Party Leadership, depending on who views it. If I say a CEC member has been dishonest (which is true)[, that] may be derogatorily looked at from the point of view of that CEC member concerned, but from the person who spoke it, it certainly is not derogatory because it is the truth. When a person suffers a criminal conviction he has to live with that fact, unless the conviction is overturned by appeal. Until then, there is no wrong for any person to repeat that fact…

The SDP was founded with a view to make it a credible party. Therefore to maintain SDP as a credible party [is something that] cannot be compromised. Any action by any member of the party [that] is deemed to tarnish its image as a credible party cannot be tolerated. The SDP has grown from strength to strength because the public view is that it is a party that can be trusted. 

New members do not appreciate this fact. All along[, during my 13 years with the party,] I have done everything to keep [its] good name. Suddenly this very premise has been challenged. Not only it has been challenged, but my attempts to maintain the good image of the party and keep it as a credible trustworthy party has been deemed to be wrong, and I am to be punished for it! The very foundation, the very premise upon which the SDP was able to win three Parliamentary seats at the General Election, which no other opposition party has achieved since 1968, has been questioned. 

Who has acted against party interests? The person who has worked 13 years for the party, the person who initiated the by-election effect, the person who led the SDP into victory in [the] 1991 general election or members who have joined the party only six months or less[?]

Who has the party interests uppermost in their minds??71 [sic] 



But again, Ling reminded Chiam that he should “explain” the remarks he made to the press. This fixation by the CEC members on asking Chiam to “explain” himself appears to have been driven by a very literal reading of the SDP constitution, in a clause governing disciplinary hearings that said that a party member summoned for such a hearing “may offer an explanation” of his conduct to the disciplinary committee. 

Chiam challenged the makeup of the disciplinary committee, pointing out that Wong, who was involved in one of the charges of opening a bank account, was sitting on the committee:

 

Chiam:	What are these “charges” called?

Ling How Doong: 	[They are] points you have to explain.

Chiam:	[I] wish to illustrate the point. Point (k) and (f) show [that Wong Hong Toy is] involved…

Ling:	[I] suggest you object to any person when you come to the point.

Chiam:	Preliminary objections should be made at [the] beginning, not middle of [the] trial. Are you disallowing objections?

Ling:	No. [It is] simpler to go point by point.

Chiam:	My objection is to [this very] meeting going on.

Ling:	Your argument is premised on [the] assumption that if you attack the rest of the committee then all are not able to judge you as they are interested [parties].

Chiam:	[The so-called] “Charge” [number] 3—[the] accomplice in opening the bank account is on the committee.

Jimmy Tan:	These proceedings cannot be submitted to some “neutral” arbiter. You have legal remedies if you are not satisfied.

Ashleigh Seow:	[I ask] for [Chiam’s] preliminary objections to be heard in full.

Tan: 	[The] proceedings should carry on. Maybe those involved should withdraw from consideration of that particular point. As to [Chiam’s] point that his co-accused is not being charged, this can be considered. 

Chiam: 	[Continuing with his preliminary objections] How is Wong Hong Toy going to vote? Chee [is] involved in point 1 (h). Ling How Doong and Cheo Chai Chen [are involved] in point 1 (i). Tan Peng Kuan [is involved] in point 1 (j). Also this concerns Potong Pasir Town Council [as] a separate legal entity. For example, if Tan Peng Kuan had been sacked by his company, we cannot query it. 

		The next point is [the] element of bias. Some of committee are employed by fellow judges and cannot vote freely. Based on all these points the whole CEC is not qualified to hear this matter because:

	i)	bias;

	ii)	judges in their own cause;

	iii)	no objectivity. Some judges are employed by others. 

	[This is the] end of [my] submission [of Preliminary Objections.]

Ling:	[Your] preliminary objections [are] overruled. Reasons need not be given.72 

 

And following that, various members of the disciplinary committee—primarily Ashleigh Seow, Chee, Low Yong Nguan, Jimmy Tan and at least two others—took random turns to question, challenge and refute Chiam on the various remarks he made. 

Facing these inquisitors was the most difficult thing that Chiam had ever had to do. He felt that the whole atmosphere of the disciplinary committee was tense from the outset, and everyone was glaring at him, as he later testified in court. He felt he was not given an opportunity to explain, and the committee was not interested in his written submissions that constituted his defence against their charges. Chiam said Ling, sitting as chairman of the disciplinary committee, was “pouncing on him all the time” and disallowing every one of his objections and explanations. Chiam felt that the committee was trying to impose their own explanations on him rather than accept those that he was giving.73 

The hearing, which started slightly after 8pm, lasted a whole three hours and 36 minutes. Even though the hearing was constituted to try Chiam for running down the SDP in public, the whole gamut of grievances between the two warring SDP factions was aired during that time. It soon degenerated into a full-scale verbal brawl: 

 

Ling:	You have said that the CEC “lacks self-restraint and discipline.” Please explain what you mean.

Chiam:	You had not replied to my request to discipline Dr Chee. I asked the CEC to discipline him. He went on a hunger strike without permission, and failed to stop when ordered to do so.

Ling:	You went to his house to support him and to give a press conference.

Chiam:	I did not give a press conference.

Chee:	I sat next to him.

Ling:	You spoke to the press.

Chiam:	This was casual talk. There was no press conference.

	[…]

Tan:	What was your intention for making these comments [to the press]?

Chiam:	I wanted to advance the cause of the party. 

Chee:	By doing this, you’d advance the cause [of the party]?

Chiam:	I gave grounds. I had to disassociate [from the party if it was going in the wrong direction]…

	I ask all present [here]—which opposition party you joined. You did so because of me.

Ling:	If they’re crooks, why take them in?

Chiam:	There are reports to the police about Wong Hong Toy.

Ling:	What did you mean by “going in the wrong direction”?

Chiam:	I have answered in page six of my written submission.

Chee:	What did you mean by [telling the media at the Press Club talk that “unlike him [Chiam], the collective leadership [of the SDP] did not seem to understand that political stability was important in Singapore as it relied on investors for its economy”]?

Chiam:	[Those] points should be within your grasp. 

Chee:	Did you say it?

Chiam:	Yes.

Chee:	You went on to say: “This means collective leadership is not clean, credible or trustworthy.” 

Chiam:	I have said Wong Hong Toy has a record.

Ling:	You referred to “collective leadership.”

Chiam:	Yes.

Ling:	“…in the past, SDP…” You mean it is not working [now]?

Chiam:	When I was the leader, there were no such scandals. I know of one other CEC member being investigated by the CID [Criminal Investigation Department]. 

Cheo Chai Chen:	Until the courts have investigated, [you] cannot make such statements. 

Chee:	“Its good name…” Was Wong Hong Toy in the SDP then?

Chiam:	Why was Ling and Cheo elected [into Parliament]? Because I made sure the party was credible.

Ling:	But in 1991, this “crook” was helping in the election?

 	[Elaborate why you said to the press that] “the party should have frowned on employing CEC members as town council staff”…

Chiam:	I did not capture the party.

Ling:	At the 17 May [CEC] meeting, there was no notice of [your] motion of censure [against Dr Chee]. No chance for me to knobble the CEC. The vote was spontaneous.

	[…]

Chee:	Your statement [said that] “a political party has to be run like a military outfit.”

Chiam:	You don’t agree?

Chee:	Of course.

Ling:	What is collective leadership?

Chiam:	[There is] no such thing. Where in the [SDP] constitution is it mentioned?

Ling:	The CEC.

Chiam:	Why are there different appointments—the Secretary-General, etc.

Kwan Yue Keng:	[It is the] functional division of tasks.

Chiam:	Someone must lead. Who initiates? The leader. 

	[…]

Chee:	You are saying I am a crook.

Chiam:	I never said “Chee was dishonest.”

Seow:	[You told the press about Chee that] “…it was not a clear cut case where the university research could be used…” he “tried to talk his way out of the charge that he had used the money improperly…should have tried to ‘mitigate the situation’ [suggesting that Chee was guilty]. Does this help him? [He had] three suits. 

Chiam:	[My] answers are in the [written submission]. [I was the] only one who fought [for Dr Chee in Parliament].

Ling:	I was ready. But we agreed that you’d go [and defend Dr Chee in Parliament]. 	

Chiam	I never said “dishonest.” I had never criticised him.

Ling:	It was at the press club.

Chiam:	Read my answer.

Seow: 	30 June. [You said that] after that, [you] did not believe Chee any more…

Chiam:	[My] reply [is] on page six. 

Tan:	Are you going to continue?

Chiam: 	I have never made derogatory remarks.

Tan:	[It was] put to you that it was not possible to tell the “truth” without hurting the party?

Chiam:	No.

Low:	You’re no longer working within the party. 

Kwan:	You’re saying that if one has a criminal record, all are tainted, and you can attack them.

Chiam:	I did not attack all.

Ling:	You failed to specify who. 

Ling:	Clause 10 [of the SDP constitution]—are you aware of it?

Chiam:	I am aware.

Ling: 	At that time, you were not Secretary-General?

Chiam:	Yes[, I was.]

Ling: 	Did you send this circular out on keeping confidentiality [on party matters]?

Chiam:	I am aware of it. 

	At the CEC meeting on the sacking of Dr Chee, only a few knew of it. There was a leak. 

Ling:	You have breached the constitution.

Low:	The last paragraph of the circular [says that] “if party members…” [These are] your own words.

Ling:	Before you spoke to the Press Club, you told us not to wash dirty linen [in public].

Low: 	You should know better. The party kept your resignation quiet for six weeks [sic]. How can the party enforce discipline if you do it yourself?

Ling: 	If you resigned from the party, your attack would be understandable. Refer to [the case of] Lee Siew Choh.

Chiam: 	I have spent 17 years in politics, and in the party. This point is not appreciated by others. 

	The hunger strike [of Dr Chee] was the last straw. You treat me as a joke.74

 

At 11.40pm, Chiam was asked to leave the hearing and told that he would be informed of the disciplinary committee’s decision. Chiam said he left “without being given an opportunity to mitigate in the event that the CEC rejected his explanation.”75 He stepped out of the room to the eagerly awaiting pressmen outside, but said nothing. William Lau, who had been waiting for Chiam outside the SDP headquarters for three and a half hours, drove him home.76 

 

Chee expels Chiam from SDP

 

Ashleigh Seow and Jimmy Tan called on Chiam at Chiam’s office the next day, 7 August, saying that they were still trying to effect a reconciliation. They wanted to see if Chiam would reconsider his stand and statements. As Chiam confirmed later in court, Seow had told him at this point that the CEC was inclined to expel him from the party.77 Seow and Tan reported back to the CEC that they found Chiam neither “belligerent nor accommodating.”78 

Later again, on 12 August, Seow and Tan, together with Kwan Yue Keng, rang Chiam, who hung up on them. They then faxed Chiam the next day with a request to meet, to which Chiam replied that it was not convenient to do so.79 

Nevertheless, on 14 August, Chiam sent a letter to Chee to request for the notes of evidence of the disciplinary committee hearing, saying he required the notes before considering whether to appeal against the CEC’s decision to possibly expel him.80 But neither Chee nor others in the CEC replied.81 The next time Chiam heard from them was through a letter delivered via registered post to his office on 20 August. It read: 


Dear Mr Chiam,

The Central Executive Committee of the Party after listening to you has unanimously decided that your explanation of your conduct is not acceptable.

Accordingly, the Committee is of the opinion that it is in the interests of the Party that you be expelled from the Party forthwith. 

You may, if you wish, appeal to the ordinary Party Conference. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dr Chee Soon Juan

 

Ag. Secretary General82







13: Expelled

 

When Chiam opened the letter in his law office, he turned white as death.1 

Chiam had seen trouble coming, but he could not have imagined that Chee Soon Juan and the SDP CEC would actually enact their threat to expel him from the party—the party that Chiam had founded and built up. Chiam also stood to lose his seat in Parliament. Unlike in other Westminster systems, such as Britain’s, an MP loses his parliamentary seat under Singapore’s Constitution if he resigns from the political party under which he stood for election or if he is expelled from his party. This move to prevent MPs from “crossing the floor” within a parliamentary term was made by Lee Kuan Yew after his nascent PAP government narrowly survived a no-confidence vote in July 1961 by 27 to 24, even though the PAP had won a landslide victory at the preceding general election. Thirteen dissident PAP members who later left to form the opposition party Barisan Sosialis abstained in the vote of no-confidence, as did Ong Eng Guan and two other PAP MPs who had already defected to form the United People’s Party—all within just one term of the Legislative Assembly.2 

Since the 6 August hearing, Ashleigh Seow had conveyed news of a possible expulsion to Chiam, but Chiam did not make much of it. There was certainly no official communication on the expulsion decision, just talk by the visiting delegation of CEC members on “reconciliation.” The expulsion letter thus came as a shock to Chiam. 

The Speaker of Parliament, Tan Soo Khoon, received a letter from Chee Soon Juan informing him of Chiam’s expulsion from the SDP, after which the Clerk of Parliament immediately contacted Chiam for a confirmation of the situation.3 Meanwhile, Tan told the media that Chiam’s status as MP could only be decided on after Chiam had confirmed his own expulsion, and “right now, he is still MP.”4 

Lim Hng Kiang, the Minister of State for National Development, said that Chiam would not be chairman of the Potong Pasir Town Council if he were no longer MP. The remaining town councillors would have the option of appointing one of their members to act as chairman, with the approval of the National Development Minister. “If the town councillors fail to do so, the Minister for National Development shall appoint any of the town councillors to act as chairman.”5 

Chiam told the media that he intended to fight back, and added that 12 of the 13 CEC members of the SDP were “out to get him.”6 The member left out of this list was Michelle Toh, which suggested to the public that she was the sole dissenting voice among the CEC. That Friday night, 20 August, some SDP cadre members went to Chee’s home to petition for Chiam’s reinstatement. 

What transpired during the deliberations of the SDP’s CEC in the early hours of 7 August, after Chiam had exited the disciplinary hearing? 

 

The SDP CEC’s deliberations on Chiam

 

On the night of 6 August, from 11.40pm until 1.30am on 7 August, the CEC deliberated on whether they would accept Chiam’s explanations. This is Chee’s account, from his book, of that evening’s disciplinary hearing and the post-hearing deliberations: 


Mr Chiam duly showed up at the party’s office on the evening of 6 August to answer 16 charges brought against him. In the course of the hearing, Mr Chiam did not express any regret about his talk at the SPC. Instead he maintained that he was only speaking the truth when he questioned the integrity of the CEC members. He then accused the CEC members of being biased and insisted that the hearing was not conducted in a fair manner.

After the hearing, which lasted more than three hours, the 13-member CEC debated the course of action to take against our former leader. Three questions were posed:

1.	Did we find Mr Chiam’s explanations acceptable? The response was a unanimous no. 

2.	Did we agree that he ought to be disciplined? Everyone said yes.

3.	Finally, what disciplinary action did we want to take: Expulsion, suspension or demotion?

It was an agonising decision to make. We were acutely aware of the consequences if we decided to expel him… But Mr Chiam left us no choice because he would have continued to criticise us through the years given his stance. Where would that leave the SDP then?

The arguments went back and forth until close to five the next morning. In the end, 11 of the 13 chose expulsion[,] including me. Two opted for demotion.

But even after the decision [had been] made—and this is an important point that readers must note—we still wanted to avoid having to expel Mr Chiam.

We assigned three members to meet with Mr Chiam that very morning to convey to him our decision and to see if there was any way that we could avoid sacking him.7 

It was, however, not true that the CEC’s response as to the acceptability of Chiam’s explanations was a unanimous no. When the time came for the CEC to decide on whether Chiam’s explanations before them were acceptable, a sheet of paper was passed around, on which the CEC members wrote down their verdict.



All followed Ling who wrote that “I do not accept Chiam’s explanation,” except Michelle Toh who expressed the sole dissenting opinion. Up against the rest of the CEC, she wrote, in Chinese, on that same sheet of paper:



I do not completely approve of Chiam See Tong’s statements to the press on 17 July 1993; however, I feel deep regret about the occurrence of the entire episode.8 



She had inserted the word “completely” seemingly as an afterthought. The implication therefore, it would seem, was that Michelle Toh concurred somewhat with Chiam on his remarks to the press about the SDP’s new leadership. 

From 1.30am to 3am, the CEC deliberated on the punishment to be meted out to Chiam—expulsion, demotion or suspension.9 

Eleven CEC members voted to expel Chiam from the SDP. Two members, Michelle Toh and Jimmy Tan, voted for Chiam to be demoted from his cadre membership, to become an ordinary party member with no voting rights in CEC elections. 

Why did 11 of the CEC members like Chee vote to expel Chiam where a demotion of Chiam’s cadre membership status, or a suspension of his membership for a set duration, would have sufficed according to the SDP constitution? The SDP constitution in no way bound the disciplinary committee to impose expulsion as the only option for punishment. And why would they have chosen expulsion for Chiam if, by losing his party membership, he would also lose his hard-fought parliamentary seat?10

Ling claimed in court that he had not known of the consequences of expelling Chiam from the SDP, namely that Chiam would, under the Constitution of Singapore, lose his seat in Parliament. Chiam’s charge against Ling was that Ling had intended to deprive him of his seat. Ling’s claim, however, contradicts Chee’s assertion in his own account cited above, that the CEC was “acutely aware of the consequences if we decided to expel him.” 

For Chee, the ultimate punishment of expulsion had to be meted out by the CEC to show Chiam that he was “way out of line” with regard to his remarks to the Press Club. Chee was also concerned about the consequences of allowing Chiam’s actions to continue unabated—if the SDP were to form the government one day, how would they deal with this renegade CEC member who could not be restrained from criticising the credibility of the party leadership?11 

“I don’t think [Chiam] would have accepted a demotion,” Cheo Chai Chen said. “It would also be hard to continue working with him.”12 

In Kwan Yue Keng’s account of what had transpired during the early morning deliberations, many of the CEC members were simply very upset with Chiam’s remarks at the Press Club and even more so with his complete lack of remorse. It was thus unsurprising that they eventually meted out to Chiam the ultimate punishment of expulsion. Kwan was of the opinion that Michelle Toh did not agree with expelling Chiam and that Jimmy Tan abstained from that vote, presumably because they were conscious of the political consequences of expelling a sitting MP. Additionally, albeit in a somewhat sexist manner, Kwan thought that Toh adopted the softer approach because she was a woman (the only one on the CEC).13 

Michelle Toh told the Chiams some time after the 6 August hearing that it was Ling How Doong who had urged all CEC members to expel Chiam during the course of the deliberations.14 

The ballot taken of the decision to expel Chiam had not been secret, although this was not something that Toh had specifically complained about when she told Chiam about the intense pressure on the CEC members from Ling to vote for Chiam’s expulsion. The CEC members were instead made to indicate their vote for Chiam’s punishment on a common sheet of paper that was circulated among all the CEC members, and everyone could see what the others had written. This left it open to accusations that key CEC members such as Ling applied pressure on his comrades to vote to expel Chiam. 

Ling later said in court that it was he who had circulated that sheet of paper for the CEC members to vote on, as Chiam had earlier requested for an open vote on the outcome of his disciplinary hearing. Ling, however, did concede that if each of the 13 CEC members were given individual slips of paper to vote, there might have been a greater chance of them exercising their independent judgement on Chiam’s guilt and on the appropriate punishment.15

According to Chee, a secret vote was not held because it was not good for the CEC to go with their gut feelings on the choice for Chiam’s punishment, which a secret ballot could engender. This was a major issue to be debated openly among the CEC members, including, presumably, by making each CEC member reveal their preference of vote for Chiam’s punishment. Chee said that after all, CEC members were elected by the party’s cadres “for their ability to lead” and should not be “cowed by anyone.”16 

 

Breakdown of the ceasefire in the SDP

 

Having voted 11 to two to expel Chiam early that morning of 7 August, the CEC nevertheless also agreed to postpone notifying Chiam of that decision and to delay making a public announcement about it. This decision was unanimously voted on by the CEC, which authorised Ashleigh Seow, Jimmy Tan and Kwan Yue Keng to make one more attempt at reconciliation with Chiam. 

But why would the majority of the CEC still agree to such a late-stage reconciliation attempt with Chiam after making a rather firm decision to expel him? 

The Straits Times, which spoke to some SDP members, later reported that “some members were not comfortable that this would be the final parting of ways. They asked if the CEC could postpone implementation of the decision.”17 This shift in the CEC’s stance is bewildering given that they had already made a fairly clear collective decision to expel Chiam from the party. 

According to his later ruling, Justice Khoo found that the disciplinary committee was indeed anxious to see if some way could be found of “not having to carry out the decision” of expelling Chiam.18 This would suggest a few possible explanations. In the heat of the verbal brawl during the hearing on the night of 6 August, the disciplinary committee, with the exception of Jimmy Tan and Michelle Toh, had rashly decided to expel Chiam. They then entertained second thoughts because of the consequences of expelling the founder of the SDP from his own party. Alternatively, the majority of the CEC members could have been under pressure to vote to expel Chiam at the meeting; after having done so, some of them still wanted to make a last-ditch attempt at reconciling with him. 

And so, later that same morning at 11am, Ashleigh Seow, Jimmy Tan and Kwan Yue Keng approached Chiam to see if “some way could be found of not having to carry out the decision.” Seow described the meeting as an “exploratory one.”19 The trio’s objective was to get Chiam to retract his press remarks as one possible way of reconciliation, although Seow was aware that it would be difficult for Chiam to do so without hurting Chiam’s own credibility with the public. In fact, Chiam had asked the CEC to put, in writing, the remarks in particular that they wanted him to retract. The CEC decided not to respond to this request because, as it emerged in the later court hearings, they were afraid that it could be used as evidence against them. 

On 14 August, when Chiam wrote to ask for the notes of the disciplinary proceedings and heard nothing back, the CEC had presumably decided not to accede to his request.20 

There was one more CEC meeting on 16 August that Chiam did not know about at that point in time, at which they concluded that “further overtures would be fruitless.” This put in motion their earlier decision to effect Chiam’s expulsion and release news about it to the public on Friday 20 August.21 

Chiam’s final request in his 14 August letter, for the notes of his hearing, was curiously not mentioned at all in the CEC minutes of that 16 August meeting. 

That 16 August CEC meeting also saw the requisition for a Special Party Conference being struck down—the request for which had been put in by pro-Chiam SDP cadres on the day of the disciplinary hearing of Chiam. The CEC cited irregularities in the membership and arrears of some of the signatories of the request. The meeting also reviewed the status of 22 SDP members who were in arrears with their annual party membership fees. And the CEC proceeded to delete them from the membership roll, with the note that those 22 could still reapply for membership if they wished.

 

—

 

When he received the SDP CEC’s letter of 20 August notifying him of his expulsion, Chiam’s priority was to take immediate measures to secure his parliamentary seat. He was also urged to do so by his supporters in the SDP. 

Chiam immediately prepared a response for the Clerk of Parliament, declaring the SDP CEC’s letter of expulsion sent to him “not valid” and “illegal.” Chiam asked that the Speaker “hold his hand until the legality of his expulsion from the SDP would be decided at the next Party Conference of the SDP, which has already been properly requisitioned.” The supreme authority of the SDP was the party conference comprising all party cadres, Chiam wrote.22 

Chiam and a handful of SDP cadres again requisitioned the CEC for a special party conference to pass a resolution calling for the CEC to retract their expulsion of Chiam from the SDP and for the members of the existing CEC to be replaced.23 

By then, Sin Kek Tong, who had earlier negotiated a ceasefire between the two factions in the SDP, had now thrown his weight fully behind the pro-Chiam faction. 

When the CEC ultimately decided to expel Chiam from the SDP, thereby breaking their side of the bargain, they had also not bothered to continue to keep Sin in the loop. So Sin called on Chee at his home after Chiam’s expulsion had been announced to the public, again with other SDP members like Eddie Tay, to ask Chee why he had gone back on his side of the bargain. In return, Chee said that he had never agreed to take in the additional six party members as the co-opted members of the CEC, a condition proposed by Chiam to reconcile the two factions. Chee then yelled at Sin to get out of his house.24 

Sin was puzzled. His impression was that an agreement clearly had been struck on that, even if the names of the six additional members on the CEC had not yet been agreed on. “How do we move on from here?” Sin asked Chee. Sin said he had to prove himself, as his integrity as an honest broker—as well as his personal integrity—had been besmirched. So as he left Chee’s house, Sin told Chee to check back with his people on the record from their previous meeting at the Hotel Equatorial: “Later, when you settle everything, you can get back to me.” 

Eventually, Chee apologised. But any hopes for the ceasefire were, by then, clearly futile. 

 

Chiam tries to form a new CEC

 

Having obtained support from the requisite number of party cadres, Chiam wrote back to the CEC of the SDP on 21 August, calling into question the authority of the existing SDP leadership. He accused the CEC of pre-empting a decision by an Ordinary Party Conference, which had been requisitioned by SDP cadres on 6 August, by expelling Chiam. That party conference had sought to remove the existing CEC, and Chiam’s inference was that his expulsion had been swiftly effected so as to put a stop to that possibility. “It is obvious that the CEC is afraid to face the wrath of the cadres, [and] that is the reason why it quickly sent out the expulsion letter,” Chiam wrote. 

In doing so, Chiam said that the CEC had acted against the will of the majority of the party membership. He complained that the CEC had not even deigned to reply to those party cadres who had requisitioned for an Ordinary Party Conference. He reserved his sharpest remarks for Chee and the CEC right at the end of that letter: 


You have now shown your true colours. You dare to take steps to do the unthinkable and that is to wreck the opposition cause by trying to expel me from the SDP. You, [the] 12 members of the CEC[,] are the ones who are most guilty of acting against the interest of the SDP by trying to get rid of me[, an] incumbent MP for three terms.25 



Predictably, the SDP CEC rejected the second requisition of the pro-Chiam cadres for a party conference. The CEC had, by that point, already deleted the names of some members whom they said were in arrears with their membership fees, from the SDP’s membership register. Thus 10 of the 19 pro-Chiam requisitionists were now deemed to be non-party members and were no longer empowered to petition for a special party conference. On another technicality, in reference to the SDP constitution, the CEC members argued that only the CEC could call for a special party conference and that only specific subjects were allowed to be discussed at such a conference, rather than a re-election of the CEC body. 

On 25 August, Chiam commenced a suit against the members of the SDP CEC and obtained an interim injunction to preserve his own membership in the SDP. That secured his parliamentary seat for the time being. The court ruled on the basis of Chiam’s assertion that the disciplinary hearing that had led to his expulsion from the party had been illegally constituted and conducted. 

The next time Chiam attended Parliament, at the end of August, the PAP MPs expressed their concern for him. Even Lee Kuan Yew went up to Chiam and told him that he should go to court to challenge his expulsion from the SDP. Lee recommended several prominent lawyers who could help Chiam, although Chiam eventually went with his own choice of lawyers.26 

Meanwhile, the pro-Chiam faction of the SDP put up a notice in the newspapers calling for a special party conference and party congress for 28 August. At that meeting, the attendees, comprising only members of the pro-Chiam faction, voted to dissolve the current CEC and elected a new slate of CEC members, with Chiam as the chairman of the SDP. Sin Kek Tong also turned up for the extraordinary conference and was elected by the turnout as one of the 10 other office bearers of this new CEC. The other members included Lim Ah Koon, who had previously challenged Ling How Doong for the chairmanship of the SDP. 

This new CEC, led by Chiam as chairman, held its first meeting the next day, 29 August, at which it decided to inform the Registry of Societies of the 28 August party conference and of the office holders of the new CEC of the SDP. The banks with which the SDP held accounts would also be informed that Chiam, Lim Ah Koon and another member would sign all cheques in place of the SDP’s authorised signatures henceforth. Around 30 August, Chiam and Sin informed the Registry of Societies and the banks as such. 

Chee and his CEC members were disturbed by what this new “CEC,” which it deemed to be illegally constituted, was doing. In turn, Chee’s CEC obtained an interim injunction on 31 August from the courts against Chiam and his 10 new CEC members “pretending” to hold those positions, holding further meetings under the authority of the SDP, and carrying out any actions as would be expected from the party’s CEC until the trial. 

On 11 September, Chiam and Sin, through their lawyers, attempted to freeze the SDP’s bank account, an act that Ling said was in defiance of the interim injunction the SDP CEC had obtained from the courts.27 

Ling and Chee failed to get Chiam’s suit quashed. And so, the case Chiam See Tong v Singapore Democratic Party went to trial at the High Court on 15 November. 

 

Chiam sues the SDP

 

Although Chiam was himself a lawyer, he was not in the right frame of mind to represent himself in court.28 He engaged the services of Edmond Pereira and Steven Lee, whose firm neighboured Chiam & Co. at High Street Centre. Peter Low and Patrick Seong acted for the 12 members of the SDP CEC—Michelle Toh was the only SDP CEC member whom Chiam did not sue. Justice Warren Khoo sat as the judge. 

Through Pereira, Chiam asked the court to determine whether he had been given a fair hearing at the SDP’s disciplinary hearing of 6 August, and whether the decision-making process of his punishment—expulsion from the party—was then properly carried out. In this, Chiam argued that Ling and the 11 others on the disciplinary committee were already biased and had predetermined his guilt even before the hearing began. The committee had ignored and disregarded the written submissions that he tried to read out at the hearing. In legal terminology, Chiam’s chief complaints on the SDP’s disciplinary proceedings were that it did not comply with the rules of natural justice, and that the CEC did not act in good faith in the best interests of the party but were driven by other motives unrelated to Chiam’s charge of tearing down the party’s image at the Press Club event.

Representing the 12 members of the SDP CEC, Peter Low presented a defence that probably took Chiam and Pereira a bit by surprise because it had not really been a point of focus during the 6 August hearing. Low alerted the court to an oath that had been taken by Chiam on 25 May 1992, as did all other CEC members when they took office in the SDP’s top leadership body. That oath bound him from doing or saying anything “which may be detrimental to the SDP or undermine the standing of the leadership of the party within or without the party.” Low also referred to a deed signed on the same day, whereby Chiam undertook “to keep absolute secrecy in relation to all information obtained from the party, its meetings, activities, members or documents or in any way whatsoever” and not to criticise, say or make any comments that would be adverse on the party’s policies, publications, acts, organisation or any member of the CEC, cadre member or member of the party.” 

The oath and the deed had, in fact, been introduced by Chiam himself when he was still the secretary-general of the party. 

Low also cited an SDP directive, issued on 13 January 1993 by Chiam to all CEC members and cadre members of the party, in which he reminded everyone that the SDP constitution provided for only the chairman and the secretary-general to issue press statements on behalf of the party. In that directive, Chiam wrote that: 


If party members have any complaint, please hand them to the Secretary-General, Chairman or CEC member with specific instructions to table them at the next available CEC meeting for discussion and decision. Please do not wash our party’s dirty linen in public. It will only hurt the reputation of our party. Leaking confidential information to the press is an anti-party activity and no member who is loyal to the party should do that. The party shall take disciplinary action against those members who disobey party directions and orders.



Low’s case, therefore, was that Chiam had breached the oath and had totally disregarded the directive, issued by himself no less, when he publicly criticised the SDP CEC at the Singapore Press Club event on 16 July.

These undertakings and the directives of the SDP were very important, Ling How Doong told the court. He said that it was these very undertakings and directives that had been considered during the deliberations after the disciplinary hearing of Chiam on 6 August. Yet the point of Chiam breaching these undertakings was only broached briefly, at the end of that long disciplinary hearing, when Ling and Low Yong Nguan questioned Chiam.

However, Justice Khoo said he had difficulty understanding what exactly the SDP CEC members’ position was with regard to the oath, the deed and the directive. In their pleadings at the start of the court hearing, the 12 CEC members seemed to take Chiam’s breach of the oath of secrecy over SDP affairs as the basis for the 6 August disciplinary hearing. Yet that disciplinary hearing was “completely overshadowed by the arguments over the rights and wrongs of the statements made by the plaintiff to the press,” Justice Khoo said.

In other words, Chiam had not been told with clarity the case he had to answer for at the 6 August hearing. Yet this point was not pleaded by Chiam himself at all in his case against the SDP CEC in court. Rather, it arose from the SDP CEC’s plea in their defence case, as mentioned earlier. Nevertheless, to Justice Khoo, the point had “presented itself so starkly that it could not be ignored if justice was to be done.” Justice Khoo therefore asked Peter Low to make a further written submission for his clients on that point, which appeared to have been the whole point of the 6 August disciplinary hearing. 

In that further submission, Peter Low explained that there were two ways that the SDP CEC could have characterised Chiam’s misconduct. Firstly, Chiam had made public statements that appeared to be derogatory of the party leadership and were detrimental to the SDP; secondly, Chiam had broken his oath and his own directive to SDP members when he made those public statements. Low argued that these two things were, in fact, different sides of the same coin. “If, in the process of seeking an answer to this question, the committee made reference to the oath, or the deed, or the directive, it would do violence to the language to say that the complaint was now that the plaintiff was in breach of the oath, deed and directive,” Low wrote.29 

This was all rather baffling, Justice Khoo responded. He appreciated Peter Low’s clarification on that point for him, but ultimately said: “I do not think that the letter of 28 July notifying the plaintiff of the disciplinary proceedings is capable of such sophisticated reading.” Such an interpretation of the case of misconduct was also being contradicted by Ling How Doong. Ling testified in court that what Chiam was expected to do at the 6 August hearing was to explain the meaning of what he said at the Singapore Press Club event, and why he said those things. 

 

—

 

Chiam’s other major argument in his case against the SDP CEC was that they were biased against him.

Chiam objected to a number of persons sitting on the 6 August disciplinary hearing—namely Ling How Doong, Wong Hong Toy, Chee Soon Juan, Tan Peng Kuan and Cheo Chai Chen—because those were the very persons he had referred to in his remarks to the Press Club. As such, those persons, in sitting on the committee that sought to discipline and punish Chiam, were judges in their own cause. Moreover, other members of the CEC were employed in the town councils of Ling and Cheo, who were the chairpersons and MPs of Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central respectively. These other CEC members were not able to vote freely and independently because their own jobs depended on Ling and Cheo. 

Chiam also reminded the court that he had tried to raise a preliminary objection at the 6 August disciplinary hearing, but that the CEC had already predetermined his guilt. Chiam cited what Tan Peng Kuan had told a Chinese newspaper—that Tan himself did not think that Chiam would be expelled, but that “such a possibility could not be ruled out.”30 Chiam explained since the SDP had now adopted the concept of collective leadership, Tan’s predetermined views on the possibility of Chiam’s expulsion from the SDP would represent the views of the entire CEC. It was therefore inappropriate for the disciplinary hearing to have proceeded at all. 

It seemed that Chiam had “formidable difficulties” on this issue of bias, Justice Khoo said. Peter Low reminded the judge that the relationship between Chiam and the SDP CEC members was based on a contract, and that contract was the constitution of the SDP. Chiam was bound to the terms of that constitution even as he was in the special position of being the founder of the party. The very constitution of the SDP clearly designated the CEC as the body of persons responsible for disciplining party members. There would be no alternative tribunal for settling disciplinary issues committed by party members. Chiam, by virtue of being a member of the party, would therefore have agreed that the members of the CEC should act as adjudicators as provided for by the SDP constitution. Justice Khoo commended Peter Low for his “able and well-researched submission.” 

Edmond Pereira also raised the argument of bad faith on the part of the CEC members. In his cross-examination of members of the SDP CEC, Pereira suggested that the object of the disciplinary hearing was actually to make Chiam lose his parliamentary seat of Potong Pasir. Why did the CEC not give Chiam the notes of the disciplinary proceedings even when they were promised to Chiam, and also when Chiam wrote to ask for them on 14 August? Ling simply told the court that he did not know why. He even claimed he did not know whether the CEC discussed his request. Justice Khoo said that was “implausible.” 

 

—

 

The SDP CEC accused Chiam of not exhausting all internal remedies within the SDP before bringing the matter to court, especially the option of making an appeal to the SDP’s ordinary party conference. They argued that Chiam had the contractual obligation, as a member of the SDP, to do so. They also argued that Chiam was abusing the court process. After obtaining the court injunction that secured his parliamentary seat, he proceeded to hold a “stage-managed” party conference and had himself elected as the SDP chairman, and “attempted to usurp the power of the CEC.”

Chiam said that the next ordinary party conference of the SDP would have been too late for him because his seat in Parliament hung in the balance due to his expulsion from the party. There was an urgent need for Chiam to resolve the matter. The last party conference was held only in January that year and according to the party constitution, the next party conference would not need to be held for another two years from that date. 

Hence Chiam said he was compelled to take the matter to court immediately, to which Justice Khoo agreed. Justice Khoo reinforced Chiam’s point through another line of argument. An appeal by Chiam to the party conference would tend to deliberate on the rights and wrongs of Chiam’s expulsion from the SDP, he said. However, Chiam’s case, as was brought before the judge, was that the rules of natural justice had not been followed by the SDP CEC in their handling of the 6 August disciplinary hearing. That was inherently a matter for the courts to decide, not for the party conference, which was a convention of the party’s cadre members. 

 

Chiam See Tong v SDP: the verdict

 

After five days of intense hearings on the case and after adjourning for deliberation, Justice Warren Khoo delivered his judgement on 10 December.31 

Fair hearing is an important element of natural justice, Justice Khoo said. The principle is that a person brought before a tribunal should be told clearly what case he was to meet. It should not be left to conjecture. In the case of the 6 August disciplinary hearing of Chiam See Tong by the SDP CEC, “it is clear that the plaintiff was misled.” 

“There is a world of difference between saying that the CEC did not accept the plaintiff’s explanations, and saying that he breached the terms of his undertakings and party directives,” he said. In the first instance, it could simply mean that the CEC disagreed with Chiam’s remarks to the Press Club. In the other instance, it was much more conceivable and clearer as an offence to be disciplined at the party level. “It may be that the plea based on the oath, the deed and the directive is nothing but an afterthought, but I must resist speculating.” Nevertheless, whatever it was that the SDP CEC wanted Chiam to answer for was definitely not made clear in the notice to him or when he appeared at the 6 August disciplinary hearing.

To Justice Khoo, that disciplinary hearing was “nothing but a confrontation between individual members of the CEC and the plaintiff over the rightness, or otherwise, of his press statements. It was a confrontation from which, on account of the sheer numbers on the other side, the plaintiff was bound to come out the loser.” The tone and manner in which the disciplinary hearing was carried out was prefigured in the notice of 28 July served to Chiam, which was “couched in a rather curious argumentative form.” 

Nevertheless, as Justice Khoo ruled, Chiam was never told what the real grievance against him was. Chiam was merely asked to “explain” the statements he made to the press, which was exactly what Chiam did. 

On the thorny issue of whether the members of the CEC were biased in their case against Chiam and hence could not be qualified to sit on the disciplinary committee, Justice Khoo said: 


Theoretically, of course, it would have been possible for the nine members to whose participation the plaintiff objected to withdraw, leaving four members to adjudicate. It seems to me, however, that the constitution does not contemplate that disciplinary proceedings against a member should be conducted by such an emaciated body. The CEC would not have the character of a CEC if a substantial majority of its members were left out of it. I venture to suggest that the reason for having in the constitution the CEC as the disciplinary tribunal is to have a body whose members could bring their individual views and judgment to bear on a disciplinary matter. A hearing by the remnants of the CEC cannot possibly equate in quality a hearing by the whole CEC. This does not mean that individual members cannot be disqualified. However, where it is alleged, as in this case, that the overwhelming majority, including all the office bearers, should disqualify themselves, a serious question arises whether what is left is the kind of body which the constitution contemplates should be the body to take charge of such matters.



Therefore, it seemed to Justice Khoo that Chiam’s position was not viable in the context of the case. Chiam was not able to suggest what an alternative tribunal would be within the SDP framework for the purposes of adjudicating on his disciplinary offence. “In the absence of an alternative tribunal, it seems to me that out of necessity, the CEC had to sit in judgment of the plaintiff, as otherwise the defendants would be powerless to act against the alleged infractions of discipline.”

Justice Khoo therefore did not think that “the issue of bias, as raised by Chiam, as a whole is of any consequence to this case, having regard to my finding that the plaintiff was not given a fair hearing.” He also threw out Chiam’s related argument of bad faith on the part of the SDP CEC members: “I do not think there is very much in these suggestions, having regard to the fact that the CEC even when they had decided to expel him were making efforts to seek a reconciliation with him.”

At the conclusion of his ruling, Justice Warren Khoo declared on the balance of things that the SDP CEC’s decision to expel Chiam was unlawful and invalid. He also granted a court injunction to restrain the SDP from any further actions to expel Chiam from the party. 

And so Chiam’s parliamentary seat was saved. However, Justice Khoo only awarded him one-third of costs. “The plaintiff, when he made the press statements about his party and its leader, must have been aware of the possibility of a disciplinary action being taken against him. It may be fairly said that he brought the disciplinary proceedings and the court action on himself. It was a stroke of luck for him that the disciplinary proceedings were conducted in such an inept manner, and he has succeeded in court on that account.”

 

Reflecting on a political fratricide

 

Cherian George, who was the Straits Times correspondent covering the events surrounding the split of SDP, summarised the whole affair as one involving a power struggle in the context of its growth. “At the core of the conflict,” he wrote later in his book The Air-Conditioned Nation, “was an old conundrum especially faced by the opposition—how to attract new members to the party while maintaining control?”32 Hussin Mutalib, who had previously interviewed Chiam, Chee and Ling, traced the “deeper cause” of the conflict to a “clash of personality between Chiam and other party leaders, particularly with Wong Hong Toy and Ling How Doong,” even as the fissure in the SDP was “precipitated by the different views on the issue of Dr Chee’s hunger strike.”33 

In addition to these considerations, an opposition party in Singapore also had to play the larger game against a dominant PAP with all its devices and schemes said to be aimed at limiting the growth of the opposition, ranging from the GRC system to the Town Councils Act. That latter innovation, which devolved more municipal responsibilities to the political party running a town, was very much the key to the SDP’s undoing after their triumph at the 1991 general election—it engendered a power play between the MPs of Bukit Gombak and Nee Soon Central constituencies, with their larger pool of resources, and Chiam, the MP of the smaller Potong Pasir constituency, which tore the party apart. 

Comparisons with what happened in the Workers’ Party in 1986 are unavoidable. After all, it was the same clique of politicians led by Wong Hong Toy who had left the Workers’ Party en bloc and joined the SDP. Wong and his clique had had similar altercations with J. B. Jeyaretnam in 1986. Wong had also called Jeyaretnam “dictatorial”—the same terms with which Wong had described Chiam’s leadership style of the SDP. As such, it would be natural to pinpoint Wong Hong Toy as the troublemaker in both parties he was involved in. Whereas Wong’s altercations with Chiam in the SDP ended with Chiam’s expulsion from the very party he founded, Jeyaretnam stood his ground until Wong’s clique felt that the only way forward was to leave the Workers’ Party, to Jeyaretnam’s relief. When Jeyaretnam learnt about the tussle in the SDP in 1993, he felt vindicated in his reading of Wong, saying “this is the man who turns everything upside down.”34 

The events surrounding the split in the SDP, however, had been most damaging for Chee Soon Juan’s political career. Even though Ling and Wong had arguably played a stronger role in the SDP split, it was Chee who came under the spotlight. In fact, Chee has accused the PAP of using the whole SDP affair against him to destroy his electoral credibility, from the 1997 general election right until the 2016 by-election in Bukit Batok constituency, which Chee contested and lost. “The issue is still being used by the state media to discredit the SDP and me,” Chee wrote in 2012. “When Chiam’s resignation as Secretary-General was made public, the PAP wasted no time in exploiting the issue. The ruling party knew that it could inflict maximum damage if it pitted Mr Chiam against me.”35 

It has indeed been framed in the dominant narrative that Chee Soon Juan had ousted his former political mentor, Chiam, from the very party that Chiam had founded, and usurped his position of secretary-general. Chee has continued to deny this vehemently. 

In the years since, Chee has been right to correct that narrative—it was Chiam who had first resigned as secretary-general of his own volition, and Chiam’s subsequent expulsion from the SDP had been warranted given Chiam’s remarks to the Singapore Press Club, which undeniably constituted a disciplinary violation. Chee accepts that the SDP’s disciplinary hearing of Chiam had not been conducted properly, as Justice Warren Khoo had ruled Chiam’s expulsion from SDP invalid. 

But it would be selective to not consider, in totality, the chain of events that led to Chiam resigning as secretary-general on the basis that the SDP CEC did not support his censure of Chee’s hunger strike at his dismissal from NUS. At that point, Chiam felt that the whole credibility of the SDP had come under threat, yet he could not get the CEC to fall in line with him to protect the SDP’s reputation. Chiam had mounted a full defence of Chee in Parliament, but then the government showed him, to his humiliation, that Chee had been dismissed from NUS not just out of political motivation arising from the misuse of a mere $226 of research funds. Rather, it had been Chee’s misconduct and dishonesty during NUS’ investigations that had resulted in Chee’s dismissal—although Chee continues to dispute the grounds for his dismissal to this day, and has characterised NUS’ investigations into his alleged misuse of research funds as having been coloured by his involvement in opposition politics. Chee also maintains that a panel of his university peers should have been convened for the purposes of deciding on his dismissal from NUS in an open hearing rather than in a private meeting with S. Vasoo and Ernest Chew.36 However, Ernest Chew has clarified that the 11 March 1993 meeting Vasoo and he had had with Chee, like the earlier one on 4 March, did not constitute a disciplinary inquiry, but rather was “a meeting to give Chee an opportunity to respond personally to the allegation of misusing NUS funds.”

“In all my dealings with Chee, I acted in good faith as a conscientious university administrator,” Chew said. “And I was certainly not politically motivated, in favour of the PAP, or against the opposition. Chee made decisions that led inexorably to his dismissal from an academic institution. He refused to admit that he had been dishonest or even mistaken in misusing his research grant; in the latter case, he might have been shown clemency. He could have avoided the final court judgment and damages [relating to the suit against him for defaming Vasoo and Chew for “fabricating evidence”] if he had accepted responsibility and apologised—but he refused for reasons which only he knows.”37 

To make matters worse, Chee had decided to go on a hunger strike to pressurise NUS, which Chiam had not supported, although Wong Hong Toy and other CEC members had egged Chee on. Finally, at the 17 May CEC meeting, when Chiam’s motion of censure against Chee had been tabled, all of Chiam’s prior struggles with Wong Hong Toy and Ling How Doong over the running of the SDP’s town councils had dramatically combusted with the otherwise unrelated issue of Chee’s hunger strike—but for Chiam, this was the “last straw.” 

So to answer the question of whether Chee was responsible for ousting Chiam from the leadership of the SDP, one would also have to ask: Did Chee intentionally withhold the CEC’s deadline for Chiam to withdraw his resignation during his meeting with Chiam on 15 June 1993? The implication is that by keeping Chiam in the dark, Chee was inducing Chiam to effect his resignation as the SDP secretary-general where he had not really intended to do so. Such an act may fall short of a wilful attempt to oust Chiam, but that, nevertheless, is at the heart of the question. The answer to that, unfortunately, would only be conjecture. 

It has also been speculated by some that rather than taking direct action in usurping Chiam’s position of leadership, Chee could have taken advantage of the Wong Hong Toy clique to oust Chiam from the party. But Kwan Yue Keng thinks this impossible. According to Kwan, Chee and Wong were caught up in a very serious argument on the eve of the 1997 general election, at the headquarters of PKMS, over the SDP’s signing of a cooperation agreement with PKMS. The two men could not see eye to eye on this pact with the PKMS. Their argument was so heated and protracted at that meeting that other SDP CEC members simply decided to walk out and leave the venue. Kwan’s reasoning is that if Chee and Wong had really been in cahoots to oust Chiam from the SDP, ostensibly so that they themselves could run the SDP the way they had deemed fit, then it was counterintuitive for them to fight between themselves to such a serious extent to the detriment of their whole strategy for the 1997 general election. Similarly, Chee and Ling increasingly differed on the direction of the SDP. Things later came to a head when Ling sued Chee for failing to pay damages for a subsequent suit by Chiam, when Chiam sought to claim further damages from the SDP CEC members.

When asked, Chee has said that he had not been aware of any possible ploy on the part of Ling and Wong to oust Chiam. “I was not aware it was in the works,” he said. “I don’t think there was a ploy.” To Chee, even if Wong harboured the intention of getting rid of Chiam from the SDP, it was not a “deliberate strategy.” 

When he spoke to the author in 2016, Chee maintained, in retrospect, “I think we did the right things.”38

As for Cheo Chai Chen and Kwan Yue Keng, they left the SDP in 2006 after they became mired in a libel suit with PAP leaders over defamatory articles in the SDP newsletter, which the two men did not condone but had to accept collective responsibility for as CEC members. At this time too, Abdul Rasheed Abdul complained that Chee had been running the SDP “like a one-man show,” making most of the party’s decisions himself without consulting his colleagues39—the very same accusations that Chee, Ling and the CEC members had hurled at Chiam during the verbal brawls of 1993. Eventually, these three men then joined the NSP, under whose banner they continued contesting in elections. As a result of the same incident relating to the defamatory articles in the SDP newsletter, Ling How Doong and Wong Hong Toy fell out with Chee and even told the media that they were considering ousting Chee from the SDP CEC.40 

On the possibility of Wong Hong Toy planning a coup to oust him, Chiam has admitted that he “cannot prove it.”41 Chiam was of course familiar with what happened between Jeyaretnam and Wong, when Wong was still with the Workers’ Party. In the SDP, Lim Ah Koon had been warning Chiam about Wong’s designs to take over the party, although Ling and Kwan have questioned Lim’s motive in planting such thoughts in Chiam’s mind.42 

To Chiam, the split in the SDP was first and foremost about his being betrayed as the party’s founder. He also felt that Chee, to whom he thought himself a mentor in politics, had turned on him. 

For himself, Chiam had to consider his own political future in view of the next general election. His parliamentary seat of Potong Pasir was secure for the time being, but the new leaders of the SDP had every right not to field him in Potong Pasir at the next election. The split in SDP had sapped Chiam’s political will and destroyed his plans. This was accentuated by a personal tragedy that came soon after in October 1995, when Chiam’s elder brother Joon Tong passed away from cancer. Chiam Joon Tong had been, together with his brother, a founding member of the SDP in 1980, and the brothers had been campaigning together since See Tong’s first foray into politics in 1976 as an independent candidate. Joon Tong had moved to Kuwait for a work assignment shortly before the 1984 general election and had not been as involved in brother’s political work since then, when See Tong was elected to Parliament.43 Nevertheless, for Chiam See Tong, along with his estrangement from the SDP, another part of his political and personal self had died. 

When he was a boy, Chiam had read about the history of India, and at the time he could not understand why the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb would have had the heart to imprison his own father, Shah Jahan, to hasten his own ascension to the throne. After 1993, Chiam said, he now understood.44






Part IV: Plan B (1994–2011)






14: Regrouping

 

The Williams College affair: the redrawing of opposition lines 

 

MPs from both the PAP and the SDP were astounded as Chiam spoke in Parliament on 3 November 1995. 

Parliament was debating remarks that had been made by Chee Soon Juan and Francis Seow criticising the independence of Singapore’s judiciary. In September that year, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong had visited his alma mater, Williams College in Massachusetts, to receive an honorary degree. George Crane, a faculty member at Williams College, organised an “alternative panel discussion” in protest of his college’s award of the honorary degree to the head of a government that “severely represses freedom of expression.”1 Francis Seow was invited by Crane to speak at that event, as was Chee Soon Juan, who was accompanied by Wong Hong Toy. Also speaking at the event was Christopher Lingle, the research fellow who had recently left NUS after being prosecuted for contempt of court. Seow said that “the judiciary in Singapore is neither independent nor free. It is pliant. It is corrupt. It is beholden to the Prime Minister and the establishment.”2 Chee then responded: “I must say that I do agree very much with many things that Mr Seow and Dr Lingle have said and that even as we speak, me and my colleagues that are here this evening are going through some of these difficulties.”3 

“To me, [being the] opposition means that we have to be honourable,” Chiam said in Parliament. “We must be honest and not dishonest. To me, the opposition must be truthful, and not be liars and cheats.

“To me to be, above all, in the opposition we must be good, patriotic Singaporeans. We must not go around the world denouncing Singapore.4 

“It saddens me that the SDP is now run by a megalomaniac. This man wants the centre stage. He wants the centre stage all the time. I think it is this character which sent him to Williamstown.”5 The PAP MPs broke out into laughter at his reference to Chee.

Chiam was not intending to vilify Chee but was responding to Ow Chin Hock, the MP for Leng Kee, who had tabled the parliamentary motion for debate to ask Chiam to state his stance on the actions of his SDP colleagues. Chiam was estranged from the SDP leaders by then, but remained a member of the party. Meanwhile, the title of unofficial leader of the opposition in Parliament had been passed on to Ling How Doong. 

It was at this Parliament sitting, during an intense 40-minute exchange between Ling How Doong and Lee Hsien Loong, that Ling uttered the phrase “Don’t talk cock,” which became famous for all the wrong reasons in the annals of Singaporean parliamentary history. Ling, while engaging with Lee, was concurrently exchanging a series of heated whispers with Chiam when Ling used the unfortunate phrase on him. Chiam made an official complaint to the Speaker of Parliament about Ling using “unparliamentary language” at him. Ling’s explanation was that Chiam was castigating him for being the leader of the opposition and yet not knowing how to do the job, presumably in handling the SDP’s response to the Williams College affair. Ling alleged that Chiam had in fact called him a “bumbling idiot,” which Ling construed to be equally unparliamentary, and wanted Chiam to retract that too. “If Mr Chiam was unparliamentary, why should I be parliamentary?” Ling countered.6 

(Ling, however, was not the first to use the word “cock” within the walls of Singapore’s legislature—that distinction belongs to Kenneth Byrne, who, when he was the Minister of Law debating the National Referendum Bill in 1962 on merger with Malaysia, said that he had been “listening to a lot of cock from the Member for Anson,” who was David Marshall.7 On being questioned by the Deputy Speaker, Byrne clarified that by “cock,” he had meant “hooey,” or nonsense, in Singaporean parlance.)

In another parliamentary debate earlier that year in May, Chiam had similarly sided with the government in its refusal to delay the execution of the Filipino domestic worker Flor Contemplacion for murder charges despite appeals from President Fidel Ramos of the Philippines for clemency. That incident sparked protests in the Philippines that featured the burning of the Singapore flag, straining relations between the two countries. Chiam said he would not condemn the Singapore government’s decision to turn down President Ramos’ appeals. “All Singaporeans, whether they are supporters of the ruling party or the Opposition, have to be loyal to Singapore,” Chiam said. “And when there is a dispute with a foreign country, they must close ranks with the ruling party and all Singaporeans and stand united.” He also said that he “would not allow the foreign press to use the opposition as a club to hit at our government.”8 That won the plaudits of PAP MPs, including Ong Chit Chung, the MP for Bukit Batok, who said: “I think he speaks well for the development of democracy and the growth of a responsible opposition as represented by Mr Chiam.” 

Nevertheless, furious at Chiam’s remarks on the Williams College affair, the SDP called on him to resign his membership of the party immediately, and for him to declare his “real interests and intentions.”9 Chiam replied that he was willing to resign, but on the condition that Chee were to stand against him in a by-election in Potong Pasir.10 

Goh Chok Tong was willing to seriously consider Chiam’s request for such a by-election, although that would mean a three-cornered fight in Potong Pasir, as the PAP would field its own candidate too.11 

But the SDP threw a counter-challenge at Chiam—to stand as a PAP candidate. Chee would then agree to contest him.12 “Of late, Mr Chiam has been highly praised by the PAP and he has also been very supportive of the ruling party in attacking the SDP,” Chee said in a SDP statement. “That being the case, he should join the PAP.”13 

“An impossible condition,” replied Chiam, who then sued the SDP CEC again, this time for defamation.14 

The New Paper did a straw poll in Potong Pasir and found that 58 per cent of their respondents did not care for a by-election for this purpose.15 Chiam still polled better than the PAP given such a scenario though, and Chee polled even worse as a potential candidate for Potong Pasir. SDP members like Kwan Yue Keng have suggested that Chiam remained popular with the electorate despite his difficult relationship with party colleagues because the PAP had shaped it that way to their own benefit in the aftermath of the SDP split.16 Moreover, they complained, Chiam had developed a penchant of suing opposition politicians in the same way as the PAP. 

Chiam was certainly careful not to be seen as being too close to the PAP. He had kept hidden his distant familial link to Lee Kuan Yew so well that even Ling How Doong, the chairman of the SDP, knew nothing of it until a chance encounter, as recounted in Chapter 7. Neither was it that the PAP had come to embrace Chiam as one of their own. For as long as Chiam was active in opposition politics, the PAP continued to give him a very hard time at elections, devising all sorts of electoral strategies and schemes to knock him out of Potong Pasir, as will be seen in the rest of the book. The PAP did not regard him as a shoo-in opposition MP whom they could rely on not to rock the boat, as some hardened opposition supporters would suggest. 

 

Chiam and the Singapore People’s Party (SPP)

 

Chiam invited a number of leading opposition politicians, such as J. B. Jeyaretnam and Lee Siew Choh, to his house during the Chinese New Year of 1994, leading many to speculate that he was setting up a new political party.17 Such a move was inevitable, after Chiam’s plan of setting up a new leadership body for the SDP to challenge the CEC that was led by Chee Soon Juan was struck down by the courts.18 Subsequently, more than 20 pro-Chiam members of the SDP were expelled by the CEC in a move towards tightening control and discipline over party members.19 

Having concluded that there remained no prospect for making up with the SDP CEC, the pro-Chiam faction of the SDP looked to register a new party.20 On 5 July 1994, they applied to register the Singapore People’s Party (SPP).21 

All this while, Chiam remained coy as to whether he would cross over to the SPP. In any case, he had to sit out his parliamentary term as a member of the SDP as he would otherwise be constitutionally disqualified from his seat. At the National Day Parade that year, he appeared in the MPs’ box without donning the SDP badge that he proudly had in previous years.22 

When the Registry of Societies approved the SPP’s registration on 21 November, Sin Kek Tong, who held the position as the SPP’s secretary-general, said he would invite Chiam to stand as one of its candidates at the next general election.23 

There would be one more showdown between the two factions in the SDP at the party conference of January 1995, where the CEC positions would be up for election. Both factions, including Chiam’s that still had paid-up members of the SDP, tabled resolutions criticising the behaviour of Chiam and of Chee respectively.24 

Chiam and some of his supporters present at that party conference questioned the intent of some of the SDP’s fund-raising activities, which Ling said was for building a new headquarters for the party. “Anyone having doubts as to the veracity of the financial statements can always lodge a police report,” Ling retorted.25 Pro-Chiam members also asked Chee and the CEC to account for deposits of cash—comprising mainly donations—in bank accounts that the party kept specifically for Potong Pasir constituency for the two years since the SDP split but that were now under the control of the SDP CEC.26 

However, it was a resolution calling on Chiam to quit the SDP that passed, because Chiam and his supporters were greatly outnumbered at that party conference. Chiam was heckled whenever he tried to address the party.27 

Nevertheless the SDP began to prepare for the next general election. Chee wrote Dare to Change, a book that laid out alternative plans and policies for Singapore in areas from the economy, education, transport, to law and order issues, which the SDP adopted as its manifesto.28 It was probably the most comprehensive manifesto of an opposition party in Singapore hitherto, but any of its effect in impressing the electorate was neutralised when the PAP government hounded on a key error in it—the book stated that the government’s share of total health spending in 1990 was 5 per cent, when it was in fact 23.6 per cent. Chee cited the errant statistic in his appearances before the Cost Review Committee and the Parliamentary Select Committee on Health Care Subsidy, which was televised nationally, to argue that the PAP was not doing enough to keep health care affordable. Predictably, Chee was taken to task for the error, which he described as a “typo,” and was accused by the government of deliberately misleading Parliament and the public.29 

In January 1996, Chee announced that the SDP would fight the next general election as a by-election in what appeared to be a continuation of Chiam’s strategy of contesting fewer than half of all parliamentary seats, so that voters would feel unhindered in voting for opposition candidates without worrying about a “freak election result” where the PAP would lose power.30 That seemed to indicate a continuation of the winning electoral strategy implemented by Chiam in the 1991 general election, but it also meant that it would constrain the other opposition parties wanting to field a healthy number of candidates—particularly a new party such as the SPP. The SPP would support the by-election strategy too, Sin Kek Tong sportingly announced at first.31 But by November 1996, as the elections neared, Sin indicated that the SPP could be “squeezed out of polls,” as the other opposition parties were finding it hard to agree to setting aside a few single-seat constituencies for the SPP to contest.32 This was the case despite the SPP having earlier signed a memorandum of understanding with the NSP to cooperate ahead of the elections.33 

 

1997 general election: the PAP’s ‘local election’ strategy

 

Meanwhile, the PAP hatched a plan to counter the opposition’s by-election effect head on. In November 1996, Goh Chok Tong unveiled his party’s “local election” strategy, where the fight in each constituency would be treated like a local government contest.34 This was tied to an “upgrading programme” of HDB flats to be financed by the government, in which constituencies that voted strongly in favour of the PAP would get priority. As the general election neared, Goh upped the stakes when he told voters that if they voted for the opposition, it meant that they rejected the programmes of the PAP. “If you reject it, we respect your choice,” Goh said. “Then you’ll be left behind, then in 20, 30 years’ time, the whole of Singapore will be bustling away, and your estate through your own choice will be left behind. They become slums.”35 

Potong Pasir estate is growing jaded and is in a sad state, said Andy Gan, who would contest again as the PAP candidate for the constituency. “I suppose the sad state of Potong Pasir can still distinguish itself from other housing estates,” Gan said sarcastically. “In a way, it has kept an identity of its own.”36 Gan should help to improve Potong Pasir and not make unjustified criticisms, Chiam retorted.37

There was another local issue for the upcoming Potong Pasir contest. Back in 1995, when the government had announced plans for a new Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) subway line traversing Singapore from downtown to the northeast, Chiam asked if it would pass through his constituency.38 The answer he got was yes, but the then-Minister for Communications overseeing transport—incidentally Mah Bow Tan, who had been his PAP opponent in Potong Pasir at the 1984 general election—said that consultants had advised the government that the proposed Potong Pasir station would be the “weakest” one on that MRT line, ostensibly because of concerns over sufficient ridership in that estate. The opening of Potong Pasir station could therefore be deferred even to after the opening of the line.39 

In a survey the following year by the Potong Pasir grassroots organisations, of which Chiam’s PAP opponent was the adviser, 5,000 Potong Pasir residents expressed their wish for a station on the North East MRT line.40 Potong Pasir had had bus services withdrawn back in 1992, ostensibly for the audacity of returning an opposition MP,41 and the estate certainly was concerned about the MRT station. In that 1992 incident, Chiam deplored the government for failing to distinguish between the interests of the ruling party and the duties of the government,42 while Goh Chok Tong merely said that an “education drive” would be held to explain the bus route changes.43 Given this pressure on Chiam, he petitioned—probably with little hope of any impact—the Minister for Communications to start construction of the North East MRT line as soon as possible.44

In an expected turn of events, Andy Gan, the PAP’s candidate for Potong Pasir, pledged to make sure that an MRT station would open in Potong Pasir if he won the constituency.45 Chiam assured Potong Pasir voters that the government would build the station as scheduled and that residents had nothing to worry about.46 

That was not all from the PAP. In October, Goh tabled amendments to the Parliamentary Elections Act to raise the maximum number of MPs in GRCs from four to six.47 This sparked an outcry among the four opposition MPs, who said the move was a ploy to entrench PAP rule and hobble the opposition, which would find it hard to assemble such large teams of consistently good candidates.48 They were of course unconvinced by Goh’s explanation that the move was needed to facilitate the creation of Community Development Councils (CDCs), which would coordinate the grassroots organisations of the People’s Association (PA) across constituencies so as to “ensure social cohesion” through the better disbursement of welfare funds and management of towns.49 Even the Straits Times asked rhetorically if this amounted to a “cunning PAP plan to win the 2010 election” by eventually dividing the entire electorate of Singapore into just four mega-GRCs.50 

 

—

 

As late as November 1996, Chiam still would not publicly confirm whether he would stand in the upcoming general election as an SDP or an SPP candidate, though one journalist thought Chiam had very much decided early on, “judging from the number of SPP members gathered around him at a press conference.”51 Chiam said he was willing to accept an offer to lead the SDP again, his condition being that SDP’s 12 CEC members had to leave.52 

Finally, on 17 December, just days before nomination day ahead of the general election, Chiam resigned from the SDP, the party he had founded 16 years earlier and led until 1993, and submitted his application to join the SPP. At the same time, he warned the SDP of the “consequences” if it fielded another candidate to contest his constituency of Potong Pasir, and wanted a written confirmation from the SDP that they would not do so.53 Despite Ling How Doong’s verbal undertaking not to dabble in Potong Pasir, Wong Hong Toy, whether as a matter of principle or as a negotiation tactic, had declared the SDP’s interest in Potong Pasir at a joint opposition party meeting ahead of the election.54 Andy Gan argued, probably tongue-in-cheek, that the SDP should defend the constituency, which would have benefitted the PAP because the SDP now polled worse than Chiam.55

The opposition pulled off the by-election effect again, and the PAP was returned to power on nomination day on 23 December.56 Polling day would be two days into 1997. To the surprise of the SDP and the public, Syed Farid Wajidi, a former SDP member who was now the chairman of the SPP, showed up at the nomination centre for Bukit Gombak to challenge Ling How Doong. This created a three-cornered fight along with the PAP’s Ang Mong Seng, who was battling to reclaim the seat from the opposition.57 Syed Farid Wajidi said the SPP decided to contest Bukit Gombak because the SDP failed to give a written assurance that it would not stand in Potong Pasir.58 In the SPP’s internal deliberation in the lead-up to the general election though, Chiam reportedly insisted that he deserved to field a candidate in Bukit Gombak, because he had put in considerable personal resources and time to campaign for the SDP in that constituency at the 1991 general election.59 In any case, Syed Farid Wajidi was painted by the media as Chiam’s “revenge-candidate,” designed to guarantee the defeat of Ling.60 The SPP did not field a candidate to challenge Cheo Chai Chen in Nee Soon Central, however.

 

1997: the Workers’ Party in Cheng San 

 

At least one SPP member was disillusioned by the party’s decision, regarded as fratricidal to the opposition cause, to field a “revenge candidate” in Bukit Gombak—Abdul Rahim Osman, who had come from the SDP like Chiam and Sin, resigned his membership of the SPP on the spot after the decision of fielding Farid sparked a mini-quarrel. But Rahim was keen to continue his involvement in opposition politics and stand as a candidate, so in late 1996, he joined the Workers’ Party. With Tan Bin Seng, the chairman of the Workers’ Party, Rahim began working the ground in a northeastern neighbourhood of Singapore, which had just been incorporated into an enlarged Cheng San GRC. While Rahim’s initial forays into Cheng San were promising to him in terms of voter sentiments, nothing was to prepare him for what was to happen subsequently.61

On nomination day, some of Rahim’s fellow Workers’ Party candidates for Cheng San GRC received instructions from the party leadership to be refielded to other constituencies. After the nominations had opened, to everyone’s surprise—including Rahim, who would now be his teammate—J. B. Jeyaretnam strode into the nomination centre to file his papers for Cheng San. In the lead-up to the elections, Jeyaretnam had been on walkabouts in Kampong Glam, which had recently become a single member constituency again after the electoral boundaries were redrawn, and hence probably made sense for the Workers’ Party leader to gun for. Yet Jeyaretnam, always playing his cards close to his chest for fear of the PAP preempting his election strategies, had pulled off a major surprise in what would be his final electoral contest. 

Equally surprised perhaps were the PAP candidates for Cheng San GRC, which did not see an eleventh-hour switch of candidates in the same manner as they had in 1988 when the PAP received ground intelligence the night before nomination day about the formidable Francis Seow–Lee Siew Choh Workers’ Party team making a surprise appearance in Eunos GRC.62 Lee Yock Suan, the Minister for Education who led the PAP’s team in defending Cheng San GRC, lodged a technical complaint against Jeyaretnam’s nomination papers regarding the wrong placement of the commissioner of oath’s signature in relation to his rubber stamp. The election officers overruled Lee’s complaint, though not without tempers flaring.63 

Also newsworthy was the candidacy of Tang Liang Hong in Cheng San GRC. A relatively affluent lawyer, Tang first hit the headlines in mid-1996 when Lee Kuan Yew and Lee Hsien Loong sued him for libel over remarks that were run in Yazhou Zhoukan, a Hong Kong-based journal, with regard to the Lees having received discounts on purchases of condominium units from Hotel Properties Limited. An investigation commissioned by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong and led by Richard Hu, the Minister for Finance, cleared the Lees of having done anything improper. Yazhou Zhoukan paid damages to the Lees, but Tang refused to apologise, instead feeling that “it was time to stand up to Lee Kuan Yew.”64 

All of this guaranteed that the Cheng San contest was to be a lightning rod of controversy that election season, which, as has been famously pointed out, completely belied its name (“quiet hill” in Cantonese). During the campaign, the PAP branded Tang as a “Chinese chauvinist” and a “dangerous man” with extremist views on Chinese education and on religion. They made references to a speech Tang had given three years earlier to a grassroots body in Joo Chiat on the occasion of National Day, in which he observed how there were English-educated Christians in Cabinet and among the permanent secretaries of the ministries, with the implication that this had taken place at the expense of Chinese-educated Buddhist and Taoist Singaporeans.65 Goh Chok Tong reminded voters of Singapore’s race riots of the 1950s and 60s, while Lee Yock Suan invoked the spectre of Singapore going the way of Sri Lanka and its violent ethnic conflict.66 In his defence, Tang said he was able to speak Malay, that he had even performed Indian dance, and that his fellow Cheng San candidate Jeyaretnam was an English-educated Christian. But the onslaught on Tang from the PAP showed no signs of abating, with Goh Chok Tong framing the issue for Cheng San voters as one in which Tang had to be “stopped.”67 

 

1997: Potong Pasir 

 

For all of the PAP’s professed support and respect for Chiam after his split with the SDP, with Lee Kuan Yew even telling him in Parliament on one occasion in 1996 that he hoped Chiam would be re-elected,68 the PAP was hardly giving him an easy ride back into Parliament. Lim Hng Kiang, the Minister for National Development, asked why Chiam had been postponing the repair works in Potong Pasir estate if the position of his town council’s sinking fund was indeed strong. “If they deteriorate further, the repair bill will accumulate,” Lim said, “and it will affect the asset value of the properties in the town.”69 

The PAP’s attacks on Chiam during that election campaign were intended to hit him hard. At a PAP rally, PAP candidates said that Chiam was a decent and sincere man but that it would take more than that to be a “good and effective leader.”70 Goh Chok Tong urged Potong Pasir voters to replace Chiam with Andy Gan if they wanted their estate to be upgraded by the government and if they wanted an MRT station in Potong Pasir to open. “Another five years of kosong, I think Potong Pasir will be Potong Kosong,” Goh jibed, using the Malay word for “zero.”71 “Twelve years of the opposition in Potong Pasir is enough,” still other PAP ministers chimed in.72 Similarly, in the contest against the Workers’ Party in Cheng San GRC, the PAP unveiled plans for a Light Rail Transit (LRT) system for the Punggol and Sengkang districts that were part of the constituency—plans that were contingent on the PAP being returned in Cheng San.73 Chiam upped his defences against the PAP’s attacks. “All this talk about Potong Pasir having a deficit, not enough money for repairs and renovation, not completing or developing facilities, all this is not true,” he said.74 He also warned that the PAP’s electoral tactic of linking votes to the upgrading of estates had opened a dangerous Pandora’s box, which would force the PAP to offer voters even greater material incentives at the next election.75 Sooner or later, all HDB estates in Singapore would get the upgrading programme, he said, because “HDB flats are very badly built.”76 

Hougang appeared immune to the PAP’s “votes-for-strategy,” as the Workers’ Party’s Low Thia Khiang was returned in that constituency with 58 per cent of the votes, an increase of 5.2 percentage points from the last election. But not Potong Pasir, which, together with the impact of the negative press generated from the messy split in the SDP, dealt Chiam with a 14.7 per cent swing in the PAP’s favour.

 




	
General Election 1997


	potong PASIR
	Votes
	%


	Chiam See Tong (SPP)
	9,709
	55.15


	Andy Gan Lai Chiang (PAP)
	7,895
	44.85





 

Ling lost Bukit Gombak, having garnered just 28.4 per cent of the vote. Even with the SPP’s 6.4 per cent—Syed Farid Wajidi lost his election—the combined opposition vote was hardly sufficiently to take on the PAP candidate, who won a whopping 65.1 per cent in that constituency. “I was really shocked by the swing of votes,” Ling told reporters.77 Cheo Chai Chen lost Nee Soon Central by 5,623 votes, or 22.6 percentage points, to the PAP’s Ong Ah Heng. More dramatically, Chee Soon Juan, his family and his supporters all wept openly as the results showed that he was decisively beaten by the PAP’s Matthias Yao in MacPherson, garnering only 34.9 per cent of the vote there.78

Rumours grew that some SDP members, disgruntled that Chee was bringing down the SDP with him, were seeking to remove him as the SDP secretary-general at the next party conference.79

The SDP, which had swept three constituencies at the 1991 general election—the most that the opposition had ever won since independence—was now been wiped out of Parliament. As Lee Kuan Yew presciently remarked ahead of the 1997 general election, Chee “destroyed in three years” what Chiam had taken 13 years to build.80 “Chiam was constructive and could have built up a sizeable party had he been a shrewder judge of people,” Lee wrote in his memoirs.81 

Goh Chok Tong was particularly buoyed by the popular vote at the 1997 general election, of which the PAP had recouped four percentage points from its showing at the previous general election. This also represented a reversal of the trend of the PAP’s declining share of the popular vote since 1984, when Chiam first got elected. Before the 1997 election, Goh Chok Tong had said that the PAP stood an even chance of regaining Potong Pasir from Chiam.82 He was now certain that Potong Pasir could be won back at the next general election.83 

 

Jeyaretnam and the ‘Molotov cocktail’ lawsuit 

 

While Chiam sailed back into his Potong Pasir ward relatively unscathed even after his ugly split from the SDP and the PAP’s enticing offer of flat upgrading to its residents, it was a rougher election campaign for Jeyaretnam, who called the 1997 election a “very dirty chapter” in Singapore’s political history.84 The Workers’ Party team lost Cheng San to the PAP, not by a whisker as his supporters and he had expected, but by a sufficiently convincing margin of 9.6 percentage points, or almost 9,500 votes.

 




	
General Election 1997


	CHENG SAN GRC 

	
Votes
	%


	PAP:

	
53,553
	54.82


	Heng Chiang Meng 
		

	Lee Yock Suan 
		

	Michael Lim Chun Leng 
		

	Yeo Guat Kwang 
		

	Zainul Abidin Rasheed
		

	WP:

	
44,132
	45.18


	Abdul Rahim Bin Osman 
		

	Huang Seow Kwang 
		

	J. B. Jeyaretnam 
		

	Tan Bin Seng 
		

	Tang Liang Hong
		




 

This led Jeyaretnam, who was enthused by the huge turnouts at his rallies in the tens of thousands that election campaign, to cry foul. As Low Thia Khiang sardonically put it, Jeyaretnam was sometimes “very optimistic about the ground.”85 

Jeyaretnam learnt that Goh Chok Tong and Lee Hsien Loong had visited polling stations in Cheng San on polling day despite not being candidates in that constituency, which he believed was in contravention to election regulations that stipulated that anyone except voters, election officials and candidates of the constituency in question were not to be found within 200 metres of polling stations. He lodged an official complaint, but Attorney-General Chan Sek Keong dismissed it six months later after investigations, explaining that “plainly, a person inside a polling station cannot be said to be within a radius of 200 metres of a polling station.”86 Jeyaretnam was confounded. (The investigation to Jeyaretnam’s complaint also found that four other PAP candidates not contesting Cheng San had also entered the polling stations, as had Low Thia Khiang and another Workers’ Party member.87) When Jeyaretnam threatened to bring his complaint to the United Nations, Goh Chok Tong said he would “laugh his head off.”88 

The day after polling day, Tang Liang Hong, feeling his life to be in danger, left Singapore by the Causeway to Johor Bahru, and eventually to Australia, never to return home. He was served with 13 libel suits by PAP leaders, in which he was unsuccessfully defended in court by Jeyaretnam, the only Singaporean lawyer willing to act for him. But the PAP’s personal attacks and legal action on Tang were not the crux of the rough and tumble for the Workers’ Party. 

 At the final rally of the Workers’ Party that election, right before that rally was to conclude, Jeyaretnam was to utter one sentence that was to unleash the entirety of the PAP’s arsenal against him: “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.”89 

Tang said he had begun to receive death threats after the PAP’s personal attacks on him, and that if they did not withdraw their accusations, he would be left with no choice but to lodge a police report for their defaming him and putting his life in danger.90 He did ultimately make the police report, and placed the envelop containing it on the speaker’s podium just as Jeyaretnam was concluding his final rally speech of the campaign. 

Goh Chok Tong said that Jeyaretnam’s announcement of the police report was a “Molotov cocktail”—that it was like a petrol bomb hurled in the closing hours of the election campaign that was calculated to damage the PAP leaders politically. A highly watched trial began in August 1997, in which Goh and his 10 PAP compatriots, and Jeyaretnam, engaged top Queen’s Counsel from London to fight their cases. 

However, the resulting judgement was a qualified victory for the PAP leaders. Justice S. Rajendran awarded Goh only $20,000 in damages, one-tenth of what Goh had sought. He said that Goh’s case had been “overstated,” largely because he had been unable to pinpoint any incident to demonstrate that his reputation had indeed been harmed as a result of Jeyaretnam’s words. Moreover, in the course of Goh’s cross-examination by George Carman, Jeyaretnam’s lawyer, Goh admitted that he had himself authorised Lee Kuan Yew and Lee Hsien Loong to leak Tang’s police reports to the Straits Times, which was how the reports came to be public knowledge.91 

In any case, Goh filed an appeal on the ruling with the Court of Appeal, which then awarded him the full amount of damages he had originally sought from Jeyaretnam. Together with the lawsuits filed by the other PAP leaders, which brought his damages owed up to, Jeyaretnam was headed for bankruptcy. 

Just when Jeyaretnam’s supporters thought his predicament could not be any worse, Jeyaretnam lost another libel suit, which compounded the damages and settlement costs he owed by a further $700,000. Back in 1995, the Hammer, the Workers’ Party’s newsletter, published an article by the former WP treasurer A. Balakrishnan, which accused five Tamil PAP MPs—including S. Jayakyumar, then the Minister for Foreign Affairs—of hypocrisy for officiating at various Tamil Language Week functions, even they were actually more comfortable speaking in English than in Tamil. Balakrishnan also criticised the organisers of Tamil Language Week of exploiting the issue of Tamil language education to “nakedly prostitute themselves” in search of political office. Even though Jeyaretnam was not involved in writing the offending article—his command of written Tamil was poor, in any case—he was legally liable for it by virtue of being the editor of the Hammer.

 

Jeyaretnam returns to Parliament—and is disqualified again 

 

After the 1997 general election, the Workers’ Party team that contested Cheng San was offered one NCMP position, because the opposition as a whole had only won two parliamentary seats. It was a dilemma for Jeyaretnam, who had hitherto spoken against the NCMP scheme, but who would then lose his foothold in Parliament and any meaningful role in politics. He ultimately decided to accept the NCMP offer, explaining that it was a chance to represent the 45 per cent of Cheng San residents who had voted for the Workers’ Party, and that it was the CEC of the Workers’ Party who had voted for him to accept the seat on a balance of different considerations.92 That greatly upset M. P. D. Nair, the Workers’ Party’s candidate for Jalan Kayu at the 1984 general election. As the best losing opposition candidate that election, Nair could have been the first ever NCMP but had been forced to decline the offer by the Workers’ Party leadership as a matter of party principle.93 For Jeyaretnam though, he felt it was “crystal clear” that if he had not accepted the NCMP seat, the PAP leaders may not have proceeded with their lawsuits against him in the aftermath of the 1997 election.94 

Jeyaretnam strode into the Parliament chamber again on 26 May 1997. “I am delighted to be back,” he said after he had been sworn in. “My delight is all the more when I see the delight of the faces of the front bench in front of me.” While Jeyaretnam was to tear into the PAP government with the same vigour as he did back in the 1980s, his chastisement of the PAP for failing to uphold democratic values now rang with less authority. That was because he had now entered Parliament “by the grace of the government,” as Wong Kan Seng, then the Minister for Home Affairs, put it, as a result of the NCMP scheme.95 

In any case, because he lost his final appeal on his bankruptcy that was the result of owing the PAP leaders more than half a million dollars from the cases of his “Molotov cocktail” speech and from that of the Tamil Language Week, he was disqualified from Parliament again, in July 2001. It was a sad end to a parliamentary career for which Jeyaretnam had fought so hard for so many years.

Sylvia Lim, who later became chairman of the Workers’ Party and its MP for Aljunied GRC, first got to know Jeyaretnam in the aftermath of the 1997 general election. While she admired him and felt incensed at what the PAP did to him for a single sentence uttered in the closing hours of that election campaign, she nevertheless had questions about “the path that he had chosen, the price he paid and whether it made sense.”96 

All of this also led Abdul Rahim Osman, Jeyaretnam’s teammate in Cheng San, to ask too: was it worth it? Rahim had tried to focus on addressing “bread and butter” issues during his rally speeches, believing them to be the key to swinging undecided voters towards the Workers’ Party. But he was rebuffed by Jeyaretnam who sniggered at the “economic programmes” that Rahim was presenting to Cheng San voters.97 That led Rahim, as well as others in the opposition camp, to seriously contemplate politics outside of Jeyaretnam’s Workers’ Party, and new pathways for advancing their cause.






15: Alliance

 

The genesis of Singapore’s opposition coalition

 

After the 1997 election, Sin Kek Tong entertained the idea of quitting politics after a journey of almost 10 years.1 He was particularly disillusioned when the constituency of Braddell Heights was absorbed into Marine Parade GRC. Sin had worked the ground in Braddell Heights through two successive elections and garnered 47.7 per cent at the 1991 elections. The ward would have been ripe for the picking for him in 1997. Instead, Sin was forced by circumstances to contest in Ayer Rajah, where he performed below expectations against Tan Cheng Bock, a strong PAP candidate. The Straits Times wrote of “rumours of trouble brewing” at the SPP2 as the party struggled to find a role for itself, four years after its leaders and members had split with the SDP, from which they had come.

The answer to the SPP’s search for its place in Singapore politics took shape at a forum of opposition politicians and would-be politicians around 1998 that took place at the old Hotel Asia on Scotts Road—a forum that was to shape the ensuing elections in Singapore. The attendees included figures who went on to become key players in the Workers’ Party and the NSP. This included people associated with Think Centre, an independent non-governmental organisation (NGO), such as Yaw Shin Leong, a young politician who had had a brief stint in Chiam’s SPP, and NSP members James Gomez and Steve Chia. 

According to some sources, the forum was the brainchild of Wong Wee Nam, a medical practitioner who had contested as an NSP candidate at the 1997 election. He wanted to throw up a major idea for the opposition politicians to consider seriously—the formation of a coalition of their parties. Chiam also attended this 1998 forum. In fact, he had been persuaded to hold the forum under the SPP’s banner, but some of its convenors sensed little interest on Chiam’s part.3 

The coalition idea was not novel, nor was it the first time Chiam—in lending support to Wong’s proposal—had bandied the idea to his colleagues in the opposition. Since the 1980s, Chiam would typically convene a meeting of the opposition parties ahead of general elections, where he would call for opposition unity and for them to avoid three-cornered electoral contests with the PAP, which generally benefitted the PAP due to the dilution of votes for the opposition. 

“I think the discussions had probably started a decade earlier, but there was no feasible model to adopt,” recalled Steve Chia. “I believe it was the PKMS who went to the UMNO gatherings in Kuala Lumpur and brought back the idea of the Barisan Nasional model”—in reference to the then ruling Malaysian coalition of parties. “Somebody wrote a draft constitution, and we began working on it to make such an alliance feasible.”4 According to Abdul Rahim Osman, he had separately been mooting with Maurice Neo the coalition idea for Singapore, in the aftermath of the Cheng San GRC contest at the 1997 general election. Rahim was in touch with the PKMS as well as Chiam on his coalition proposal.5 But at the 1998 Hotel Asia forum, given the mix of the people in attendance and perhaps also the post-1997 election circumstances, that idea received more traction than it previously had. This was to eventually grow into a coalition of opposition parties known as the Singapore Democratic Alliance (SDA). 

Eric Tan was one of the attendees at the forum. He had been helping out in the election team of Chia Shi Teck, the NMP who then contested as an independent candidate at the 1997 general election. After his dismal showing in the four-cornered contest in Chua Chu Kang, Chia indicated that he had no intention of forming a political party thereafter to further his ambitions. So Tan went to meet with other opposition candidates. His first port of call was the NSP, where he was acquainted with Wong Wee Nam and Patrick Kee, both of whom contested as part of a team in Hong Kah GRC. This was also at the time that the PAP vanguard Toh Chin Chye was informally advising members of the NSP on matters of strategy and policy. To Tan, Toh was a “leftist at heart” who was of the opinion that the PAP had deviated from the spirit of its early ideals, and presumably felt that the omnipotent PAP needed some balancing. This was also around the time President Ong Teng Cheong, who was a former PAP Cabinet minister, clashed publicly with the PAP government on matters related to his role in safeguarding the reserves, in the sale of the Post Office Savings Bank as a statutory board.6 All this lent an air of excitement among some quarters in the opposition who were enthralled at the possibility of senior PAP figures joining in their cause, but it was not to turn out that way. Toh declined to speak at the rallies of opposition parties,7 while Ong disengaged himself from politics after stepping down from the presidency. Nevertheless, members of Eric Tan’s clique were ultimately not comfortable with the direction the NSP took, and therefore left. 

Tan also met personally with Chiam around this time, first approaching him at the void deck of Potong Pasir Block 108 during one of Chiam’s meet-the-people sessions. He found Chiam to be “gun-shy after Chee,” with regard to Chiam’s political ambitions in growing the opposition. According to Tan, Chiam also “wasn’t keen” on the SDA idea, but was in fact “under pressure to join SDA,” ostensibly because Low Thia Khiang of the Workers’ Party was keenly courting people like Tan, Yaw and Gomez to join the Workers’ Party. Chiam realised he needed to act decisively and build up a fighting force for his own goals. After Low took over the leadership of the Workers’ Party in 2001, all three signed up as Workers’ Party members. By August 2001, Gomez and Yaw assumed CEC positions in the Workers’ Party.8 

Tan was eventually introduced by Wong Wee Nam to Low, at a time when Low was also meeting with James Gomez and Yaw Shin Leong. 

While Tan viewed the formation of the SDA as a “knee-jerk reaction” to the snap election of 2001 that the PAP had called, he nevertheless felt it was the SDA that was in the ascendency at the 2001 general election. The Workers’ Party’s Aljunied GRC team was disqualified at that election because of issues with its nomination papers. Steve Chia, who stood in Chua Chu Kang constituency on the SDA ticket, received more votes than Poh Lee Guan, the Workers’ Party candidate who stood against the PAP’s Ho Peng Kee in a more keenly watched contest in Nee Soon East, which even featured Lee Kuan Yew campaigning alongside Ho there. 

 

Chiam forges a coalition

 

In the late 1990s, Chiam had been publicly calling on the opposition to “go all out” and win a GRC. He also began to suggest that the by-election strategy should be put aside in view of this goal.9 As the 2001 general election neared, Chiam even publicly mooted the possibility of Potong Pasir being absorbed into a neighbouring GRC, as Braddell Heights had been, and that he would be forced to contest in a GRC—as if to test the public’s reaction.10 He might also have been genuinely fearful of suffering the same fate as Sin Kek Tong with regard to the disappearance of Braddell Heights from the electoral map. To do so, the opposition would have to “present a united front,” Chiam said, implying also that he expected other opposition politicians to step up.11 Over the years, Low Thia Khiang had begun to gradually indicate an openness to the idea of moving out of his single-seat ward of Hougang to contest in a GRC.12 The GRC system had to be surmounted by the opposition for them to grow in spite of such hindrances to their full political participation, since there were no signs of such hindrances going away. And there were always new measures thrown out, particularly before elections, that shackled the opposition. In May 2000, for instance, a new law was passed banning political parties from receiving foreign donations, and restricting how much they could accept from anonymous sources.13 This further constrained the cash-strapped opposition parties, which Singaporeans had always been wary of supporting publicly. 

By April 2001, Chiam was able to get the NSP, the PKMS and two smaller parties—the Singapore Justice Party and the Singapore National Front (SNF)— to join his alliance of parties and submit an application to register the coalition with the Registry of Societies.14 It was named the SDA; the similarity of its name with the SDP’s made it seem almost as if Chiam had named it in defiance of having lost control of the SDP, the party Chiam had founded and whose name he continued to cherish. 

The goal that galvanised the SDA’s constituent parties was winning its first GRC.15 In his attempts to form a good GRC team, Chiam found it hard to get candidates from the Malay community, and so he went against the preferences of a number of SDA members to pull in the Malay-based PKMS and SNF parties, the latter of which was formed by a breakaway faction of the former party. Eventually though, the SNF decided to not register itself under the alliance because of unresolved debates with the SDA’s lead players about multi-racialism and race-based politics.16 

During the debates on the GRC system back in 1988, when Goh Chok Tong had made the suggestion to Chiam that he should team up with the PKMS, Chiam said Goh’s suggestion was “just to poke fun at the SDP.”17 “The SDP will never for the sake of political expediency join the PKMS with a view to get Malay candidates to stand in GRCs,” Chiam wrote emphatically in a letter to the Straits Times. “The very thought of such an idea nauseates us.”18 Others like Eric Tan were well aware of PKMS’ outlier status given its “different ideology”; its leader had, back in 1988, enunciated his party’s main role to “fight for Malay rights as recognised in the Singapore Constitution.”19 The PKMS also attracted controversy when it was forced to clarify, during the 2001 general election, whether it had a foreign agenda given its historical relationship with UMNO, Malaysia’s ruling party.20 The PKMS had its post-war origins as the Singapore branch of UMNO, and was renamed the PKMS when Singapore political parties were forbidden from affiliating themselves with foreign counterparts after independence. When disagreement between Singapore and Malaysia over the sovereignty of the disputed islet of Pedra Branca flared up in the early 1990s, the PKMS controversially sided with the Malaysian government.21 

Chiam managed to get the agreement of the constituent parties of the SDA for him to sit as the chairman of the alliance, additionally giving him the powers to appoint the secretary-general, vice-chairman and other top officials of the SDA.22 Moreover, a constitutional provision was made that SDA members elected into Parliament would not be able to be expelled, in what appeared to have been a lesson Chiam had learnt from the ugly split in the SDP. Even if a constituent party were to leave the alliance, its MPs, if it had any elected, would have to stay with the alliance.23 

In May 2001, another development in the opposition landscape took place—after almost 10 years as an MP, Low Thia Khiang assumed the position of secretary-general of the Workers’ Party, taking over from Jeyaretnam.24 It was reported that Jeyaretnam had agreed to step down to “let new blood take over the leadership,”25 allowing Low to be elected to the position unopposed.26 Subsequent rumblings suggested that the leadership transition was not as smooth as had been publicly portrayed, when some disenchanted party cadres took to the platform of Think Centre, an NGO, to question the legality of the party conference during which Low had been elected leader.27 Think Centre had been involved in a “Save JBJ” campaign to raise funds to settle Jeyaretnam’s debts of almost $550,000 arising from defamation suits against PAP leaders so that Jeyaretnam could qualify to stand as a candidate again at the upcoming general election,28 but received far less than their targeted amount. Jeyaretnam and his supporters wanted the party to also raise funds to settle his debts. But Jeyaretnam, realising that the majority of the party cadres were not in favour of that, decided the most decent thing for him to do was to step down.29 “I knew, even before 2001, that they weren’t prepared to go along with me and they found me a liability,” Jeyaretnam said.30 Since then, Jeyaretnam had been clearly disgruntled with the new developments in the Workers’ Party and with the opposition movement as a whole. As the opposition parties were preparing for the 2006 general election, he accused both Chiam and Low for not being daring enough to challenge and change Singapore’s political system.31 

Low’s ascent to the leadership of the Workers’ Party marked a fresh start, a development that Chiam certainly tried to tap. Chiam sent out invitations to the SDP and the Workers’ Party to join his fledging alliance, telling them that “Singaporeans do not want small parties but a strong group against the PAP.”32 But his overtures were not met with commensurate enthusiasm.33 The SDP predictably declined Chiam’s invitation. “Not at this stage,” Chee said. “We feel that the beliefs and policies of the party can be more effectively communicated if it remains as it is.” Naturally, the elephant in the room—his clash with Chiam in the SDP in 1993—was raised, to which Chee responded, “I don’t think the clash of personalities should influence the course of opposition politics in Singapore.”34 

The Workers’ Party also declined. Low, in a 2016 interview, said that he had been under “immense pressure” in 2001 to join the SDA. He decided, however, that it was more important to build up the Workers’ Party and preserve its legacy. He did not feel that his party had reached a stage where it could contribute to an alliance. Clearly, as he admitted, he also feared a repeat of the 1997 election, when the PAP had used the internal rifts within the SDP to “tar all opposition parties with the same brush.” As a result, the opposition lost the ground that it had gained in 1991, although Low was immune to this phenomenon in Hougang. This was why the Workers’ Party had decided after the 1997 election to “forge its own path,” he said.35 The CEC of the Workers’ Party had apparently pondered deeply on the invitation to join the SDA. Low was reportedly insistent that the Workers’ Party had to have control over its alliance partners and how they acted, which would imply that he was fine working with Chiam but found some of the other constituent parties of the SDA questionable. Even Eric Tan’s clique in the Workers’ Party, which was involved with the discussions behind the formation of the SDA ultimately decided against the idea of joining the SDA on the principle that a party had to have “consistent branding.”36 

The SDP and the Workers’ Party were each larger in membership size than the parties that joined the SDA —with the possible exception of PKMS—and also stood above those smaller parties in stature by virtue of having had elected MPs among their ranks. They understandably did not see the need for collective strength as urgently. 

Despite Chiam’s calls for the opposition to capture a GRC, it was not clear yet what his own role in realising that goal would be. Occasionally, he would still indicate his intention of staying in Potong Pasir to fight the PAP, suggesting that he was not ready to gamble with his own political position. “Where can I go? I am not the type who will just abandon my voters,” he said.37 

After all, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong had declared Potong Pasir to be “a fruit ready to drop in the next election”38 after Chiam’s winning margin had been significantly reduced at the 1997 election. If Chiam, one of the only two opposition MPs, were to lose his base of Potong Pasir, any grand schemes towards the opposition’s capture of a GRC would be a non-starter. 

Meanwhile, a new face from the PAP camp was revealed in Potong Pasir. Sitoh Yih Pin, a 37-year-old accountant who had been making his rounds and meeting residents in Potong Pasir for a few months,39 was confirmed as the PAP’s new candidate for the constituency in February 2001.40 He unveiled his masterplan for Potong Pasir, promising MRT stations, more bus services, a new park, and even covered linkways between HDB blocks. He gave the caveat, however, that the starting dates for these infrastructure projects would depend on the government’s schedule. “It is not for me to say whether I am [at the] front or [the back of] the queue, but we all know there is a queue,” he said.41 

Chiam continued to stand his ground in Potong Pasir.42 He observed that “the PAP has gone on record to say that it fights to win,” yet the PAP did not field a political heavyweight such as a Cabinet minister, or a potential one, offering all sorts of explanations for why it did not do so. “All this talk of not fielding a minister here is rubbish,” Chiam said.43 

 

2001 general election: the alliance underperforms

 

Chiam called on Singaporeans to give the ruling PAP a “wake-up call” by electing all 29 opposition candidates for that election into Parliament.44 That meant even Chee Soon Juan and the SDP, whom Chiam mentioned specifically. “We don’t want to show there’s any split in the opposition ranks,” Chiam explained.45 It was all in the name of opposition unity, which Chiam needed to build to fulfil his grand aims of winning a GRC and to further enlarge his opposition alliance. 

However, a campaign incident in Hong Kah effectively demolished Chiam’s call. Chee was giving a press conference when a contingent led by Goh Chok Tong came into his vicinity. Almost spontaneously, Chee stood up and headed towards the PAP contingent. “Mr Goh! Come here, Mr Goh!” Chee said. “I want to talk with you, come here! Where is our money, Mr Goh? You can run, but you cannot hide.”46 He then approached Harun Abdul Ghani, a former MP who was with Goh’s contingent, and said in reference to Goh: “He took $17 billion, [in] 1998, you cannot run away! $17 billion, you lent it to Suharto.”

Chee was referring to a US$10 billion loan that had been offered to the Suharto government of Indonesia during the 1997–98 Asian financial crisis. Goh, however, clarified that the loan had had conditions attached to it and was ultimately not taken up.47 Goh responded that Chee’s allegations on the loan made to Indonesia by the government had to be, in Goh’s words, “defeated,” and Chee denied entry to Parliament. Lee Kuan Yew also took Chee to task, slamming him as a “political gangster.”48 Chee apologised soon after the incident, but the PAP leaders wrote it off as a “political ploy.” “He is not sincere, the apology is aimed solely at getting public sympathy and so is totally inadequate,” Goh said.49 

Goh went head-on to demolish Chiam’s designs for opposition unity. Goh had initially said that he would let Sitoh Yih Pin fight his own battle against Chiam in Potong Pasir, but then reversed his decision.50 When Goh and Chiam crossed paths in Potong Pasir while on the campaign trail, they engaged in friendly but barbed banter, albeit with a clear purpose of electoral manoeuvring:51 

 

Goh: 	When Mr Chiam sees me, he says, “Hello, prime minister.” He doesn’t say, “Come here, come here.”

Chiam:	We are very happy to welcome you here.

Goh: 	I’m going to put some heat on you.

Chiam:	Well, I am used to it.

Goh:	Because I [said] I will leave [Sitoh] to campaign, but now I’m going to say a few words for him. And I shifted my position because you are supporting Chee Soon Juan to get into Parliament. You want all 29 in. So I’m shifting my position. To say a few words in Mr Sitoh’s favour. 

Chiam:	Fair enough, fair enough. 

Goh:	The 29 seats…which includes Chee Soon Juan, which means you support his behaviour, which means his allegations against me… 

Chiam:	Not really. It still has to depend on the voters, whether they want him in or not. 

Goh: 	You endorse [him]… You [have] influence… Why did you want him to be in?

Chiam:	I [have] influence? Anyway, I should be asking the Prime Minister what he thinks of Potong Pasir. 

 

Furthermore, Goh assured Potong Pasir voters that even if Sitoh were to win, Chiam would still return to Parliament as an NCMP, since Chiam would in all likelihood be the best loser among all opposition candidates.52 

Goh had beaten Chiam to it. Chiam dropped his call for the electorate to vote in all 29 opposition candidates in order to distance the SDA and himself from the confrontation that was brewing between Goh and Chee Soon Juan.53 

The Prime Minister had another carrot with which to entice Potong Pasir residents to switch allegiances. Earlier that year, Chiam had said that many HDB residents in PAP wards who had opted for the upgrading programme at the 1997 general election were in a fix. The Asian financial crisis had set in soon after that election, and property prices fell amid the ensuing recession. Residents in PAP wards were forced to make copayments for the upgrading programme under the difficult economic circumstances, while residents in his constituency of Potong Pasir nevertheless had their estate spruced up without needing to pay any money in addition to the town council’s service and conservancy charges.54 

Goh sharpened his offensive and offered Potong Pasir residents a new deal—to get upgrading, the PAP would not need to win the whole constituency but at least half of residents of the older precincts—subdivisions—should vote for the PAP.55 The PAP expected to give Chiam “a run for his money” in Potong Pasir, said Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. “He’s been working extra hard these last few days.”56 

Chiam was not even able to hold his final rally of that election—considered the most critical given its proximity in timing to polling day—in his home ground of Potong Pasir as the sole rally site in the estate had already been booked by the PAP. Sitoh’s PAP election workers had camped overnight outside the office for rally permits so that they would beat others to the queue—which Sitoh said showed his team’s knack for planning, a trait that would be important eventually for running the estate.57 So Chiam and the SDA had to settle for a rally site in Jalan Besar GRC.58 The plot of empty land in front of Block 142 in question had traditionally been the site of Chiam’s election rallies, but some time after the 2001 election it was leased to the Potong Pasir CCC, a decision that Chiam alleged was politically motivated as it denied him of the use of a key rally spot at the next election.59 

By the eve of polling day, Chiam was sounding out a desperate message—don’t snuff the light out of the opposition, he told the audience at that final rally in Jalan Besar. There would be “total darkness” in Singapore if the PAP were to get a clean sweep of votes, he said.60 At the same time though, Goh Chok Tong, in apparent contradiction to his campaign stance, said that the PAP “would not try very hard” to win back the opposition-held constituencies of Potong Pasir and Hougang. “Supposing the people had sensed that we were going to win Hougang and Potong Pasir, I believe the opposition forces would then gravitate to other parts which they contested, example, Nee Soon East or Chua Chu Kang,” Goh later explained.61 Nee Soon East and Chua Chu Kang were seeing keen contests against the PAP by the Workers’ Party and the SDA respectively.

Ultimately, Chiam himself was to have a “nail-biting finish” in Potong Pasir, as the Straits Times put it.62

 




	
General Election 2001


	potong PASIR
	Votes
	%


	Chiam See Tong (SDA)
	8,107
	52.43


	Sitoh Yih Pin (PAP)
	7,356
	47.57





 

Sitoh Yih Pin, the PAP novice, was to deliver Chiam the toughest blow since he had won the constituency in 1984, finishing with just 751 votes short of victory. Potong Pasir was now “within striking distance” of the PAP, Goh Chok Tong said.63 

Meanwhile, Steve Chia, the SDA’s candidate for Chua Chu Kang, was offered the position of NCMP as the best losing opposition performer. During the campaign, Goh Chok Tong had strangely made very glowing remarks about Chia, describing him as “a decent young man who looks like a PAP candidate,” to the dismay of the PAP’s candidate for Chua Chu Kang, Low Seow Chay. Goh later explained that this was because of his preference for Chia over the Workers’ Party’s Poh Lee Guan, who had fought the keenly contested ward of Nee Soon East sufficiently close to Low Thia Khiang’s Hougang constituency. If Poh had polled better than Steve Chia and entered Parliament as NCMP instead, the Workers’ Party would build up an enclave of support for itself in that northern region of Singapore.64 

 

Potong Pasir: lift upgrading and the MRT station 

 

Chiam pointed to the Potong Pasir precinct of Sennett for his dip in votes—the only one of the five Potong Pasir precincts that polled a majority for his PAP rival65—and vowed to work harder than ever to win back the support of Sennett residents.66 This result in Sennett must have at first appeared strange since the owners of the predominantly private, landed homes of that estate had the least to gain from the PAP’s carrot of the upgrading programme, which was targeted at the HDB estates. But it soon emerged that Sennett residents were unhappy about the perennial problem of flooding during heavy rains in their estate, which was due to the ageing drainage infrastructure that was even older than the Potong Pasir HDB estate.67 

This created a catch-22 situation for the PAP, which actually made it easier for Chiam to win back the support of Sennett estate voters. If the PAP acted on its promise to carry out the upgrading programme in the precinct that polled a majority for them, Sennett residents would have their wish for upgrading fulfilled and would thus be free to vote for Chiam at the next general election without fear of repercussions. As it turned out, Chiam managed to turn the situation to his full advantage, even beyond his imagination. When the PAP government dragged its feet on upgrading works in Sennett, presumably in part because the PAP did not expect Sennett estate residents to bite the carrot it dangled, Chiam pressed the government on it in Parliament. Mah Bow Tan, the Minister for National Development, replied that upgrading depended on the budget available, among other factors. “What you are saying is that despite promises made at the elections, these promises are still subject to the rules and regulations of the Ministry of National Development, which means the promises are just promises and mean nothing at all,” Chiam retorted.68 He succeeded in calling the PAP’s bluff, whatever the PAP’s real intentions were. 

In November 2002, Chiam closed his law practice, Chiam & Co., and became a full-time MP,69 which gave him the opportunity to devote himself more fully to municipal issues in Potong Pasir. 

In September 2004, Chiam asked if the government would allow the Potong Pasir Town Council to upgrade lifts in the estate for the benefit of elderly residents such that the lifts would stop at every floor, where they had previously stopped only at selected floors in the original design of the flats. (An additional challenge was that the HDB had built the corridors in some Potong Pasir flats in a segmented manner, and so there were sections that had only two home units facing each other on each floor landing. Even if lifts were upgraded and made to serve every floor, residents living in these units would still have had to walk to another floor to access the lifts, unlike their neighbours on the same floor. Building new lifts for these segments with only two households per floor would have posed a further financial burden.) Cedric Foo, the Minister of State for National Development, replied that Chiam’s town council was free to carry out their own lift upgrading programme, but would not be able to finance major upgrading works using substantial funds from the town council’s coffers, under the provisions of the Town Councils Act at that time.70 Town councils’ funds, collected through service and conservancy charges from residents, were not intended for the purpose of major upgrading works, Foo explained. That was why town councils had been required to lock away 30 to 35 per cent of their budget into a sinking fund. “I have been the Chairman of the Potong Pasir Town Council for 15 years now,” Chiam countered.71 “And I think we know what funds can be used for lift upgrading and what funds cannot be used.” Chiam found it practically impossible for Potong Pasir to receive grants from the HDB for lift and other upgrading works, which was not the case for PAP-run constituencies. “All things being equal, residents who support and vote for the Government policies would be given higher priority in upgrading,” Foo contended.

By July that year, the government amended the Town Councils Act to allow town councils to tap on a proportion of their sinking funds for lift upgrading works. The town councils would just need to obtain the approval of at least 75 per cent of residents of the block in question.72 However, Chiam sensed a political trap with the insertion of yet other new clauses into the Town Councils Act.73 For instance, it would now make it a criminal offence on the part of the chairman—the MP—and secretary of the town council for certain breaches of the Town Councils Act, even if only through negligence. “This kind of draconian punishment will certainly hold back the chairman and secretary of the town council from showing initiative to do good for the residents,” he said.74 “I would say this is purely on political grounds because a Member of Parliament who is the Chairman of a Town Council can be debarred for five years without being dishonest or corrupt but for doing good deeds, [which may be] a breach of the Town Councils Act after its amendments.” To the PAP, however, it would appear that Chiam the opposition MP was always finding fault with the government.

The amendment was clearly going to be made an election issue following the upgrading programmes that had been offered as carrots by the PAP in the previous two elections. A number of PAP-run constituencies indicated they were gearing up for the lift upgrading programme.75 In early 2006, Sitoh Yih Pin, who looked set to contest Potong Pasir again for the PAP, unveiled a 10-year “facelift plan” for the constituency, which crucially featured a proposal to have lifts stop on all floors in the estate.76 Ultimately, Sitoh’s plan for Potong Pasir morphed into a whopping $80 million upgrading programme for the estate by the eve of polling day of the 2006 election.77 Chiam slammed the PAP for using “money politics” to regain opposition seats.78 

Nevertheless, Potong Pasir residents were in fact enjoying the services of “two MPs for one,” reaping the benefits from the tiff between two suitors hoping to win the hearts of residents.79 “Potong Pasir residents are somewhat used to getting double of everything,” the Straits Times wrote, in reference to a new bus stop that was set up within three metres of an existing one.80 Chiam told Singaporeans to go for the “two-in-one” option and vote opposition candidates into Parliament, as this would get them the services of two representatives.81 

 

—

 

During the 2001 election campaign, the issue of the MRT station for Potong Pasir cropped up again, as it had at the 1997 election. While Sitoh Yih Pin did not claim that it was in his power to have MRT stations in Potong Pasir open or not, he explained that he could help generate the traffic needed to justify the opening of the stations through his masterplan for Potong Pasir.82 The proposed name for the station also emerged as an issue. The MRT station would be called “Sennett” rather than being named after the constituency because the government does not want to remind people that it is an opposition stronghold, Chiam said. But he felt that the name of “Sennett” for the station was “wrong.”83 

“It is strange that the Government should accept a colonial name in preference to a local indigenous name,” Chiam had written in a prepared speech in 1999.84 Sennett estate had been named after a British colonial officer who took charge of building the estate only in the 1950s, whereas the Potong Pasir name had a much longer usage. An alternative name that Chiam floated was “Alkaff,” after Alkaff Lake Gardens, the public leisure site opened by the illustrious Alkaff family in the Potong Pasir area that had flourished before World War II. It was over much of the former grounds of Alkaff Lake Gardens that Sennett estate was built.

Some months after the election in early 2002, the Land Transport Authority announced that MRT trains would stop at Potong Pasir after all. “It’s not about politics but ridership,” Yeo Cheow Tong, the Minister for Transport, insisted. Potong Pasir would get the MRT service because the Land Transport Authority now expected enough passengers from the estate to justify the station’s opening.85 Moreover, the station would be named “Potong Pasir.”86 

Did the PAP government acquiesce at last, perhaps fearing a backlash? In any case, the opening of one other MRT station in the Potong Pasir area on the North East Line—Woodleigh station—was on hold, even as the rest of the line opened in June 2003. “If you want to make Mr Chiam See Tong smile,” the Straits Times wrote, “the magic words are ‘Potong Pasir MRT.’”87 On the red-letter day of Potong Pasir station’s opening, two separate celebration events were held—one by Chiam and another by Sitoh Yih Pin.88 

 

Lee Kuan Yew’s GRC challenge to Chiam and Low

 

In the lead-up to the 2001 elections, Lee Kuan Yew called on Chiam and Low Thia Khiang to run in a GRC, “if they are serious about forming viable alternative to the PAP.”89 Chiam dismissed Lee’s challenge as “just electioneering talk.” “He is trying to put us in a bad light,” said Chiam.90 

During the post-election analysis that the SDA leaders tabled for discussion, Sin Kek Tong slapped a newspaper cutting of those remarks by Lee in front of Chiam, and asked what Chiam was planning to do about it. Lee was effectively concluding that Chiam had no desire of building up his own party because he had ignored Lee’s challenge to lead a GRC team.

Sin was already upset at Chiam for not lending him support when he wanted to contest the single-seat constituency of Chua Chu Kang, his first choice, during the SDA’s pre-election deliberations on fielding candidates. Instead, Chiam himself supported the young Steve Chia, from the NSP, for Chua Chu Kang, and instead told Sin to lead the SDA’s team in the five-person GRC of Jalan Besar.91 Sin was also deeply hurt because he had offered unquestioning loyalty at the point Chiam needed it most during the split in the SDP, and had had to contend with the disappearance of the Braddell Heights constituency through its absorption into the neighbouring Marine Parade GRC. Naturally, Sin felt vindicated when Chia failed to gain much headway in Chua Chu Kang at the following general election, widely perceived to be the result of a scandal in which Chia was investigated for having taken semi-nude photos of his domestic worker.92 (The police found no crime to have been committed by him.) In fact, Chia had improved his vote share in Chua Chu Kang by nearly 5 percentage points in 2006, but failed to reenter Parliament as an NCMP—because the best performing losing candidate that general election was not him but Sylvia Lim, the Workers’ Party candidate for Aljunied GRC. In 2011, Lim became the first NCMP ever who went on to win a parliamentary seat outright. 

Sin, along with other leaders of the SDA, was to keep urging Chiam to lead a GRC to forward the opposition cause at the next election. But Chiam always replied that he had to be loyal to his Potong Pasir residents. Sin would then cite the example of Lim Kit Siang of the Malaysian Democratic Action Party who, through the course of his long political career, had contested constituencies all around the country and in different states, in an effort to build up the Malaysian opposition.

Unfortunately, the relationship between Chiam and Sin in the course of the SDA years was turbulent, often descending into quarrels at party meetings. During heated moments where they differed on matters of party strategy, Chiam would sometimes tell Sin: “I will sack you.” In response, Sin would dare him to carry out his threat.93 

It was not because Chiam was reluctant to step out of Potong Pasir and contest a GRC. Rather, he had other ideas as to who his GRC partners should be—he was looking to form a GRC team with Low Thia Khiang and the Workers’ Party, even as they declined to join the SDA. He had to find the right time to revisit the proposal with the Workers’ Party.

 

The Chiam-Low GRC team that never happened

 

Forget about the by-election effect, Chiam declared in March 2006, as the general election neared—opposition parties should instead try to contest as many seats as possible.94 Chiam was gearing the opposition camp up to aim for a GRC win and told the media that it was his birthday wish, three days before he turned 71. “The psychological effect will be tremendous,” Chiam said.95 “If one stronghold is toppled, the rest may just follow like falling dominoes.”

“I think the by-election strategy has been used more than once,” he added, implying that it may have outlived its usefulness. “It may not capture the imagination of the voters as much.”

Chiam wanted to step out of Potong Pasir to contest a GRC but he needed a strong team of candidates, and Low Thia Khiang was the natural choice, being the only other opposition MP. But Low continued to resist the SDA idea, even as intermediaries tried to pull Chiam and Low together. But the goal now for some in the opposition was for a joint GRC team of these two opposition MPs. 

The Workers’ Party’s Yaw Shin Leong was one of the key players trying to realise the Chiam-Low dream team. He was excited when he got wind that Chiam was going to make a proposal to team up with Low to contest a GRC.96 

“There were ideas being floated around that time by several people—Yaw Shin Leong, myself and several others—for a Chiam-Low GRC team,” Steve Chia, the SDA’s NCMP, said.97 

Aljunied GRC, it was said, was identified by the leadership of the Workers’ Party as the best potential GRC for Chiam and Low to contest together because its territory surrounded Low’s Hougang constituency.98 It made perfect sense for the Workers’ Party, in the event that Hougang was absorbed into that GRC. But Eric Tan, a CEC member of the Workers’ Party at this time, thought East Coast GRC a better choice because the PAP bigwigs in that GRC, such as S. Jayakumar and Tan Soo Khoon, were retiring. All of this was presented to the Workers’ Party leadership for deliberation in CEC meetings. However, the dream team never worked out. Eric Tan recounted: 


Yaw Shin Leong said that Chiam approached him, and asked him to tell Low that they were willing to go together. Low was very uncomfortable. I was there when the suggestion came about. He didn’t say “oh great.” If he had said “no” publicly, he would look bad. At that time, Chiam’s political capital was higher than his. 

So Low said that he would go back to Chiam in Parliament to ask him directly. Then he came to report to us that Chiam had never made such an offer. Shin Leong was of course unhappy, because he knew it was not true. Shin Leong shared with us later that he was sure Chiam had made Low an offer. But he didn’t want to stir up the issue, because everyone was getting ready for elections, and he didn’t want the two of them to quarrel. 

When I met the Chiams years later, they told me they had made Low an offer. So they validated the story. Mrs Chiam told me that Chiam had always wanted to stand with Low—she mentioned the 2006 election. Chiam nodded, saying that Low never wanted to stand with him.99 



Steve Chia revealed what had stymied the GRC dream team: “The key requirement [from the SDA] was for the Workers’ Party to join the SDA as a component party and fight under the SDA banner, instead of the Workers’ Party banner. I think this caused uncertainty with the Workers’ Party, and the idea was probably rejected internally. Nothing materialised as no official or unofficial meetings were ever held.”100 

The deal was off—if there ever was one—and so for the 2006 general election, Chiam stood again in Potong Pasir and Low in Hougang. Chiam’s GRC dreams had to be deferred, perhaps to the next general election. 

As these talks were going on between the intermediaries of the SDA and the Workers’ Party, Lee Kuan Yew once again challenged Chiam and Low to vacate their single-seat wards and contest in a GRC. Lee said that was what he would do if he were the opposition.101 Meanwhile, Goh Chok Tong told them that “to be a leader, you must be prepared to lead a team into Parliament. Don’t just stay in your own single constituency.”102 

Chiam responded that he would not abandon Potong Pasir, but that he was prepared to contest in a GRC only if Potong Pasir became part of one.103 

 

2006: Goh Chok Tong campaigns in Potong Pasir

 

Lee Hsien Loong took over as Prime Minister in August 2004, two years before that general election, while Goh Chok Tong became Senior Minister. Lee Kuan Yew then took on a newly-created position of Minister Mentor, which was still a Cabinet position. 

The PAP gave Goh Chok Tong the special assignment of helping to win back the opposition wards of Potong Pasir and Hougang during the 2006 election, as the party aimed for a total win, especially since Goh’s own Marine Parade GRC was uncontested.104 Some observers said the PAP was not actually fixated with winning back those two constituencies, but rather, Goh’s move was a strategy to force Chiam and Low to focus on defending their own seats instead of venturing out further to grow the opposition.105 Goh made at least two visits to Potong Pasir and Hougang each during the 10-day campaign period.106 “He will come here and give new carrots,” Chiam predicted.107 

Goh said he would consider lifting the party whip for Sitoh Yih Pin so that Sitoh would not come across as the PAP’s yes-man. Chiam said, “When I heard this, my first reaction was that it’s unbelievable [that the PAP] can go to such an extent to try to win the election with such gimmicks. Maybe [the MPs are] exempted from the whip for six months only. After that, they have to revert…to party discipline.”108 

Goh also said that he would support Sitoh even “well after the elections were over.” “That means that whatever he wants to do for Potong Pasir, if I am convinced that is a good idea, I will push for him in Cabinet,” Goh said.109 “I’ll be his resource person in Cabinet.”

There were, however, awkward moments when an overbearing Goh Chok Tong threw Sitoh off balance during the campaign trail. At a press conference with Sitoh, Goh said, “I came up with a slogan for him, but found that the theme he’s going to use is better than what I had discussed with him.” When reporters asked what it was, Goh turned to the Potong Pasir candidate and said, “Sitoh, why don’t you say a few words? You are fighting the battle.” Sitoh said he would reveal his own slogan later, on nomination day of the election. But an overenthusiastic Goh coaxed him once again, “You tell them what your slogan is.” Sitoh insisted, “Senior Minister, if you don’t mind, I’ll let them know on nomination day.” Amused, Goh turned back to the reporters, “Once you print it, there will be no element of surprise and freshness. Fair enough, fair enough.”110 

 

—

 

Chiam made the promise that within five years all HDB blocks in Potong Pasir would have lifts stopping on every floor.111 He admitted, though, that he was still working out the sums to fund Potong Pasir’s lift upgrading programme and if residents had to make co-payments like in the PAP constituencies.112 PAP MPs did the arithmetic for Chiam and told him and voters that Potong Pasir Town Council would not have sufficient funds for the lift upgrade, based on what the town council collected from monthly service and conservancy charges from residents.113 (By the 2011 general election, Chiam had 29 new lifts for residents of the Potong Pasir precinct of Lorong 8 Toa Payoh, without co-payment from residents, and without any CIPC funding from the government of course. He stated that his town council would have been financially able to complete the Lift Upgrading Programme throughout Potong Pasir by 2014, had the SPP held on to the constituency.114) 

Finally, Goh Chok Tong and the PAP brandished one more weapon against Chiam—they made Chiam’s age an election issue. At the PAP rallies, Goh described the 71-year-old Chiam as a man “running out of energy, ideas and time,” implying that Chiam was too old to run Potong Pasir for another term.115 Chiam quickly nipped the PAP’s final weapon in the bud, saying that he still swam 25 laps a day in the pool, and that “I can do my work because I’ve got the good backing of an excellent team.”116 More lethally for Goh Chok Tong, Chiam called the Senior Minister “an embarrassment” for the PAP for making such an ageist remark, not least because Lee Kuan Yew—who at 82 years old was Chiam’s senior by more than a decade—was contesting his 13th general election. The voters of Potong Pasir were not impressed by Goh’s increasingly personal attacks on their incumbent MP. 

 




	
General Election 2006


	potong PASIR
	Votes
	%


	Chiam See Tong (SDA)
	8,245
	55.82


	Sitoh Yih Pin (PAP)
	6,527
	44.18





 

“What was deemed a close contest turned out to be a clear victory for Mr Chiam with 55.82 per cent of the vote,” the political analyst Derek da Cunha later observed. It looked like things had come full circle from Chiam’s maiden victory at the 1984 general election, when then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew compared Chiam’s average ‘O’-Level results to the stellar academic achievements of the PAP candidate, Mah Bow Tan. “Every time Mr Chiam came under personal attack by senior PAP figures, voters showed their displeasure by rallying around him,” da Cunha added.117 A letter writer to Today pointed out the irony of the government’s comments on Chiam’s age and energy level in the context of the government’s efforts that year to change the mindset of employers towards older workers.118 

As the dust settled after the election, Chiam pushed the government—perhaps cheekily—for the $80 million upgrading offer that Sitoh had promised Potong Pasir, since “the government has the money” earmarked anyway.119 Mah Bow Tan, the Minister for National Development, replied that that was out of the question and suggested that Chiam use the town council’s existing funds.120 When a squabble subsequently ensued between Chiam’s town council and the Ministry of National Development over who should fix the damaged solar lights along a pathway in Potong Pasir that had been installed by Sitoh, Mah reproached Chiam to “stop playing games” as the election had ended.121

And so Chiam soldiered on with the often tiresome municipal battles with the authorities into his sixth term as the MP of Potong Pasir, until he suffered a stroke on 6 February 2008—almost 19 years after his first stroke.122 This time, however, he could not hide it from the public and had to miss two months of Parliament sittings during that year’s budget debate.123 Chiam clung to his desire of forming a GRC dream team, but time was ticking away for him.






16: Two political gambles

 

The SDA’s protracted fracture

 

After a two-month break from Parliament because of his stroke, Chiam came back armed with questions for Wong Kan Seng, the Minister for Home Affairs, as to how the terrorist Mas Selamat Kastari could possibly have escaped from a high-security prison.1 But over the ensuing months, MPs became increasingly aware of Chiam’s frailness. To address the house, Chiam would walk slowly to the dispatch box. It would take a minute before he could start speaking, and then only in a barely audible voice. He would speak so slowly that his allotted time would be up before he could finish his speech. As the Straits Times observed, eyebrows raised and jaws dropped whenever Chiam spoke in Parliament.2 

One resident of Potong Pasir was of the opinion that Chiam “should take a break. It’s time for him to stop taking care of the people and start taking care of himself.” Less charitable members of the public told Chiam to “call it a day.”3 Other Potong Pasir residents, however, insisted that Chiam was “the soul of Potong Pasir. As long as he still wants to help residents, he should continue his good work.”4 When asked whether he was planning to retire, Chiam replied resolutely: “I’m not quitting any time soon. I’m fighting for a GRC next.”5 In December 2008, Lina, Chiam’s wife, was co-opted into the CEC of the SPP “to provide greater help to her husband who is recovering from a stroke.”6 

Soon after the 2006 election, the SPP chairman Sin Kek Tong publicly lambasted Chiam for not renewing the party leadership and its ranks,7 which must have come like a bolt from the blue given the buoyant mood in the wake of the SPP–SDA’s continued success. There were other parties such as the SDP, which, under Chee Soon Juan’s leadership, still had not been able to be voted into Parliament at all. But it soon became apparent that new fractures were emerging in the SDA. 

Abdul Rahim Osman, who had been in the orbit of both the SPP and the Workers’ Party, said, “Mr Chiam is not concerned about opposition politics. He does not bother to grow the opposition with political full-battle-order. He only cares for his own ward.” Agreeing with others, Rahim found Chiam to have “failed to understand and engage the Young Turks and the greenhorns,” which seemed to suggest that Chiam was also uninterested in succession planning. Rahim acknowledged that “Mr Chiam is a good man. I treat him like I would my own father. However, I cannot help but dislike his political game.”8 

Steve Chia, the SDA’s NCMP who had failed to re-enter Parliament after the 2006 election, said that “Mr Chiam is not interested in growing the SDA,” which Chia felt needed to be run by a new chairman and committee. 

“Mr Chiam must step down,” Chia said. “He can be an adviser to the committee. [The SDA] must dissolve its component parties and become a party, so that it can be more organised. There are people who say they want to join the SDA—only to be told they cannot join the SDA, they instead have to join one of the component parties…and they become confused and don’t join. If the SDA does not reorganise itself, the other option is that we all join the Workers’ Party.”9 

Chia later provided a fuller context to those remarks. “From my perspective, [and] for whatever reasons, the SDA was not able to meet regularly to plan and organise alliance strategy before the general election,” said Chia. “So it became that the general election was fought very much on an individual party basis, instead of on a common alliance basis. I was disappointed in that sense, and personally more disappointed with my own results then, thus my rumblings.”10 

In January 2007, after months of murmurings, the NSP, the component party of which Steve Chia was a member, decided to split with the SDA.11 Chiam’s response was that he felt the NSP’s departure “caused widespread sadness” among the rump of the SDA, which had only been in existence for just over five years.12 

Just 18 months later, though, the NSP approached Chiam to explore rejoining the SDA.13 But soon, Chiam was to set his sights instead on yet another possible addition to the alliance.

 

The Reform Party and the Jeyaretnams

 

After his second disqualification from Parliament in 2001, Jeyaretnam spent much of his time selling two of his books in public—one on his parliamentary speeches and another on his legal trials. He would stand for hours on end at a spot outside Centrepoint Shopping Centre on Orchard Road, hold a copy of one of his books in one hand and call out to passers-by, “Make it right for Singapore?” It was, in part, a way for him to draw some income to pay off his debts resulting from lawsuits the PAP leaders brought on him, so that he could be discharged from bankruptcy and re-enter active politics. More importantly, perhaps, it was the avenue for him to continue meeting Singaporeans who would stop to buy his books, and to see if his messages were getting through to people. 

He was surprised at the positive response he usually got, which heartened him in those depressing days he spent battling to be discharged from bankruptcy. People would come up to him saying, “You are our hero,” or “Don’t give up, please.” More soberingly, they would sometimes tell him, “We are really ashamed of ourselves, but you must understand we dare not raise our voice.” Indeed, the sight of Jeyaretnam selling his book outside Centrepoint was how a whole younger generation of Singaporeans came to know of him and more about opposition politics in the country. Some even returned to meet him after buying his book to say how much of an “eye-opener” his book had been for them. 

In 2007, Jeyaretnam was finally discharged from bankruptcy. True to form, he started a political party within a year, which he named the Reform Party. Because of his “complete dissatisfaction with the system,” he felt what was needed was a new party whose main plan would be “a replacement of the way Singapore is being governed today.” “I couldn’t see the Workers’ Party accepting that,” he said. “They are quite happy with the system.” So too were Chiam’s SPP, the NSP, and even Chee Soon Juan’s SDP, in Jeyaretnam’s opinion. He was obviously raring to have a go again at an election, but it was sadly not to be. 

“We were trying to surmount the last hurdle,” said Ng Teck Siong, who was the founding chairman of the Reform Party. “But we were not able to do that. He had to leave us.”14 Jeyaretnam died suddenly on 30 September 2008 from heart failure, having collapsed at home hours after arguing his last case in court. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong sent a letter of condolence to his sons Kenneth and Philip, which many found bizarre because of how it went on at length about Goh Chok Tong’s efforts to help them elude discrimination from potential employers in Singapore due to the Jeyaretnam name.15 Jeyarenam’s son, Kenneth, found the letter “disgraceful.”16 

Two senior PAP leaders, Tharman Shanmugaratnam, the Minister for Finance, and Vivian Balakrishnan, the Minister for Community Development, Youth and Sports, attended Jeyaretnam’s wake, as did Chiam and about a thousand other Singaporeans. At the wake, Chiam made his way to Jeyaretnam’s open casket and stood staring at Jeyaretnam’s open casket for a full minute. 

In a statement read out to the media, Chiam was keen to keep the political momentum of the opposition going. “He made great sacrifices—he suffered imprisonment, paid fines, lost personal finances,” Chiam said. “But most of all, Mr Jeyaretnam taught the opposition that it cannot win the battle against the mighty PAP monolith single-handedly or with a small party. The opposition must change its strategy, that is, to unite and contest the PAP with a bigger force.”17 

By mid-2009, Kenneth Jeyaretnam took over as secretary-general of the Reform Party, and Chiam soon began talks with him about a tie-up ahead of the next election.18 

After a key dinner celebration held in Potong Pasir in December 2009 to celebrate the 25th anniversary of Chiam’s win in the constituency, talk began to swirl that Chiam would indeed leave the constituency to contest a GRC.19 

In April 2010, Chiam and Kenneth Jeyaretnam held a highly publicised walkabout in Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC to gauge public support for their possible new alliance.20 “We cannot be like little ants running all over the place,” Chiam explained to the media. “We should show unity and come as a solid fighting force.”21 The GRC was chosen largely because it was just next to Potong Pasir, perpetuating an old strategy of the opposition targeting GRCs that shared boundaries with opposition strongholds. The walkabout was so well-received that the two party leaders were able to announce that they were in the process of seeking approval from their respective parties to go ahead with an alliance.22 

But things did not go smoothly thereafter.

Initially, it looked like the negotiations for an alliance between the SDA and the Reform Party were just facing the usual pains of arranging a political marriage. The Reform Party wanted it to be billed as a partnership of equals rather than it being a case of the Reform Party joining the SDA as a constituent party. There were suggestions that the resultant alliance be renamed the “Singapore Reform Democratic Alliance” and that Jeyaretnam be offered the position of chairman or secretary-general of the alliance.23 Jeyaretnam was also negotiating for Chiam to contest with him in West Coast GRC, where Jeyaretnam himself had already been holding walkabouts, instead of in Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC, which held more of an advantage for Chiam.24 The fact that all these negotiating details were leaked to the media from an unknown source irritated Jeyaretnam and probably put a dampener to deeper talks between the two party leaders.25 

The bigger problem was a rumbling conflict within the SDA. It was reported that some SDA members were dead set against any collaboration with the Reform Party, especially in the manner outlined by Jeyaretnam.26 There had been suggestions that Chiam had not fully consulted with his party leadership in the course of negotiating the alliance with Jeyaretnam, further fomenting discontent among his ranks. That boiled over into a confrontation in July at the party conference of the SPP, Chiam’s constituent party of the SDA, in which Desmond Lim, the SPP assistant secretary-general, tried to get 60 people registered as cadre members.27 (The media reported the number of members that Lim tried to get registered as 30; out of the initial 60, the 30 were presumably the applicants who turned up at the party conference in person.) Chiam and many SPP members had never before met those 30 who showed up, and were bewildered by their appearance. It was claimed that these people had already been registered as ordinary members for some time and hence were eligible to be promoted to cadre membership, which would give them voting rights at the party conference to choose the party CEC for the next two years. That would have effectively given Lim and the 60 people the necessary majority at the party conference to elect the party leaders they wanted. Chiam immediately read it as Lim’s attempt to overthrow him from the party leadership. Sin Kek Tong, in exercising his powers as the SPP chairman, challenged the veracity of the membership status of the 60 men, and overruled their promotion to cadre status.28 

Desmond Lim declined to be interviewed for his account of the events, saying that he had no wish to dredge up matters relating to an old feud. The only point he did make, though, was that it was fully within the provisions of the SPP’s constitution for the 60 new membership applications to be considered for approval at a party conference. Moreover, he revealed that another faction of the SPP had also attempted to get new members registered at that time—19 new membership applications—which had not been reported in the media. Lim said he would be willing not to pursue the 60 membership applications he brought along if the other faction of the SPP withdrew their 19. Lim has also resolutely denied any intention to overthrow the incumbent SPP leadership.29 

It looked like a repeat of the fracas in the SDP in 1993. At least one observer—Alex Au—has cited the SDP and SDA party crises as suggesting that Chiam showed a pattern of failing to build a “consultative collective team leadership” and being unwilling to “cede iron-fisted control.”30 

It had been widely understood by many that the core issue behind the SPP’s internal crisis at that party conference of July 2010 was the question of Desmond Lim succeeding Chiam in contesting Potong Pasir constituency as well as in the SPP leadership. Up to that point, Lim had given at least 10 years of service as Chiam’s “right-hand man” in the Potong Pasir Town Council and in the SPP–SDA.31 Sin Kek Tong’s opinion was that if Chiam was unwilling to pave the way for Lim to succeed him, Chiam should have made it clear to Lim early on to avoid raising his hopes falsely.32 

At the close of that raucous party conference, Chiam, Lim and Sin were duly re-elected to their positions of secretary-general, assistant secretary-general and chairman, respectively.33 Lina Chiam was formally elected into the CEC, having previously been co-opted into it.34 There was now an irreconcilable feud between the Chiams—Lina, in particular—and Lim because of what Lina deemed as Lim’s machinations at the controversial party conference to overthrow her husband from the party leadership.35 For the Chiams though, the greatest damage lay in the unruly manner in which the party conference was conducted, which the media lapped up to the Chiams’ dismay and embarrassment. This added to a whole string of bad press that the SDA had been getting, including another unrelated conflict between two main factions in PKMS that had been brewing for the preceding three years. That conflict even resulted in a brawl at the PKMS headquarters in 2009 that spilt onto the streets.36 

A month after the party conference, Chiam announced at last that he would leave Potong Pasir at the upcoming general election to lead a team in contesting a GRC. However, he continued to have doubts about being able to form a GRC team, or at least one with a profile high enough to give the PAP any real competition. It was unclear what drove him to have made this announcement then, aside from, perhaps, sending a strong public message about his commitment towards that goal rather than just before the election was called by the government. He probably needed to generate greater momentum among opposition circles and potential candidates so that the sort of strong candidates he was seeking would step forward. He also named his wife Lina as his successor—his “natural successor,” he explained, given that she was one of the few people who had accompanied him throughout his political career since his electoral debut in 1976—in contesting Potong Pasir, in the same breath.37 

 

—

 

“Why didn’t Chiam ask?” the author of a letter to the Straits Times wrote. Chiam should have “spared a thought for loyal voters” and consulted constituents before announcing his plan to leave Potong Pasir and stand in a GRC, he added.38 The Chiams had been conscious that the framing of Chiam’s move to contest in a GRC could be spun by the media as his abandonment of his loyal Potong Pasir residents and therefore damage his party’s credibility both in Potong Pasir and the GRC in which Chiam would contest. But they also could not help wondering if such sentiments had been engineered by their PAP opponents, because there had also been letters from readers, published in the newspapers, calling on Chiam to quit after his stroke of 2008. In any case, it did not make sense that Potong Pasir voters, who ostensibly felt spurned by Chiam’s departure from their constituency to contest a GRC, would then heartily proceed to vote for his PAP opponent. 

In any case, Chiam knew he had to craft his response with great care. He said that he would be standing in a GRC to help the opposition in Singapore grow. Vacating his Potong Pasir seat would be a “personal sacrifice” to strengthen opposition.39 “I must balance the interest of Singapore and the interest of the residents of Potong,” Chiam wrote, almost as if pleading with his loyal voters for their understanding.40 

As the infighting within the SDA continued unabated, Chiam sought to remove Desmond Lim from his post of secretary-general of the SDA, whom the media regarded as the key obstacle to the Reform Party’s application to join the SDA.41 In an immediate clarification, Lim said that he was merely trying to halt the complete “selling out” of the SPP to another party through the 11 points of the proposal Chiam had worked out with Kenneth Jeyaretnam.42 By November though, Jeyaretnam and the Reform Party probably realised they had hit the wall in their talks with the SDA, with the situation complicated by the alliance’s infighting. The Reform Party subsequently announced that it was withdrawing its application to join the SDA, which had been one of the thorny issues fuelling the spat between the Chiams and Desmond Lim.43 Nevertheless, the Reform Party said it still wanted a tie-up with Chiam’s component party, the SPP, in order to form a “dream team” to contest a GRC.44 Even as the SDA kept making the news with all the unsavoury details of endless recriminations, the chairman of the Socialist Front, a newly formed party largely composed of ex-members from other opposition parties, indicated that they were keen to join the SDA—though perhaps to fulfil their own aims of fielding a joint team with Chiam’s party in Pasir Ris–Punggol GRC at the upcoming election.45 

Chiam and the CEC of the SPP set up a disciplinary committee to probe Desmond Lim’s public remarks on the state of affairs in the SDA,46 only to stir up a chain of legal reprisals from Lim.47 At this time, a bizarre twist occurred in the SDA saga. Sin Kek Tong, who had loyally defended Chiam’s status at the latest party conference of the SPP despite his previous gripes with him, told the media that Chiam had been contributing less than 10 per cent of his MP’s allowance as stipulated by the SPP’s constitution.48 MPs would have been getting around $13,000 a month at this time but Chiam had only been contributing $1,000 per month. Before the beginning of that year, Chiam had only been contributing $500 per month. Sin said that he had raised the issue with Chiam but was unable to resolve it, adding that his intention was to promote transparency and accountability in the SPP and the opposition at large. Given that a general election was looming, it was odd for him to be openly denigrating his party’s secretary-general. The Straits Times perhaps held the answer—it speculated that it was Sin’s attempt to show his colleagues in the other opposition parties that he was “no pushover,” with the view that the Reform Party had indicated interest in contesting the constituency of Chua Chu Kang, a favourite constituency of Sin’s, over which Sin was seeking to reassert his claim.49 In light of Desmond Lim’s remarks that the proposal hammered out between Chiam and Jeyaretnam—for the parties of the two men to enter into an alliance—amounted to a “selling out” of the SPP, one could understood why Sin felt the need to protect his own political interests. 

The Straits Times also quoted an unnamed source who revealed that Chiam had promised Sin that he would fight for him to stand in Chua Chu Kang in return for Sin’s support for the SDA’s proposed alliance with Jeyaretnam’s Reform Party. But because the SDA–Reform Party alliance proposal was almost dead, along with the deals and terms that went with it, it was purported that Sin had decided to take action in the event his claim to contesting Chua Chu Kang was challenged by other opposition parties. Whatever the case, it was apparent to the public that intraparty unity and trust in the SDA—and even within Chiam’s SPP—was in short supply. Annoyed, Chiam quickly responded to the media that the issue raised by Sin was an internal matter that had already been resolved. 

The SDA continued in its downward spiral into chaos, which culminated on 28 February 2011 in the leaders of the SDA relieving Chiam of his duties as chairman of the alliance, on the basis that he had been missing too many meetings.50 The SDA needs a proactive leader, said the leader of PKMS.51 Chiam emailed the other leaders of the SDA a few days later, on 2 March, to inform them that he was pulling the SPP out of the alliance in his capacity as the SPP’s secretary-general, thereby ending 10 years of Chiam’s involvement in the coalition.52 Desmond Lim, whose membership lay with the SPP, was inevitably forced by circumstances to quit. He then joined the SJP, another component party of the rump SDA, with whom he stayed to contest the upcoming election.53 

On 19 December 2010, Sitoh Yih Pin announced that he wanted a third crack at winning Potong Pasir. He said his New Year’s wish for 2011 was to be fielded again as the PAP candidate for the same constituency he had been trying to wrestle back for the ruling party.54 The implication was that Sitoh did not want to be fielded in a GRC as Andy Gan, a previously unsuccessful PAP candidate for Potong Pasir, had been, which would have been a smoother ride for entry into Parliament. On the eve of the general election, Sitoh told Potong Pasir residents that it was “time to vote for yourself,”55 implying that they had borne the burden of keeping an opposition MP in Parliament long enough.

Goh Chok Tong said he would not reprise his role at the 2006 general election of campaigning hard for the PAP candidates in the opposition strongholds of Potong Pasir and Hougang.56 Either Goh realised that his involvement in those contests had backfired, especially when he made Chiam’s age a campaign issue that year, or the PAP was getting more confident about its chances in Potong Pasir. 

 

Chiam tries to form a GRC team

 

After all the drama in the SDA, precipitated in part by Chiam’s negotiations with the Reform Party on forming an alliance, Chiam was still not able to form a team of candidates to contest a GRC. 

The team that ran the Online Citizen, a Singaporean political website, organised a forum for opposition leaders in December 2010. There, Chiam again met Wong Wee Nam, the former NSP member who had been one of the key players behind the formation of the SDA back in the late 1990s. According to Wong, Chiam invited him to coffee at his home and asked Wong to consider joining him to contest in a GRC team. Wong said he had a better idea, one that would become a “historic moment” for Singapore’s opposition—that Chiam rejoin the SDP and contest a GRC with his old party. 

“He would be like a patriarch returning home to his roots,” Wong wrote. “It would be the ultimate symbol of opposition unity. There would also be [a] sense of reconciliation and closure. We believed the reaction from the public would be positive.”57 Wong told the Chiams that “the public perception of Mr Chiam as a one-man show needed to be addressed,” and that Chiam should not be remembered as “someone who could not hold the SDA together,” comments that Lina took as an affront. 

So Wong brokered what he called an “informal meeting” between the Chiams and Chee Soon Juan in January 2011, in what was their first meeting since the acrimonious court battles between them in the 1990s. “The initial awkwardness gave way to a frank and cordial discussion,” Wong wrote of that meeting. “We proposed that Mr Chiam return to SDP as a mentor-like leader to lead a team to contest a GRC. No decision was reached that night, and everyone was asked to return home and think about it.” Another meeting was held between Chiam and Chee at the coffee house at Hotel Royal that Chiam’s old SDP had used as its election headquarters. Chiam had apparently chosen the venue for reasons of nostalgia. Again, no decision was reached, yet again. 

Two weeks later, they met again at the coffee house. “Mr Chiam finally said he was keen to go with the proposal to contest the next general election under the SDP,” Wong wrote. “Dr Chee had no objection. He even showed that he had thought the whole thing through by bringing out a master plan listing out the sequence of events for Chiam’s homecoming. He would draft out Chiam’s speech to be released the following week on the SDP web-news at 6pm. This would be followed by Chiam’s official return at the SDP Annual Dinner.”

That was when Chiam and Lina began to feel uncomfortable. “Among their proposals was that Mr Chiam should return to SDP by himself to take on a non-CEC position as honorary chairman, or a similar position that would acknowledge his role as the founder of SDP,” Lina wrote later. Furthermore, the SDP laid down a condition that “the proposal had to be accepted within one week, among other terms.” According to her, the deal proposed by the SDP was that Chiam—and Chiam alone—would rejoin the SDP within a short period of time. It was understandable given that talk of an impending general election was in the air. But how was Chiam going to explain his sudden departure to the members of his SPP, effectively abandoning them on the eve of the election?58 Given the drastic moves that the SDP side was asking for within the short space of one week, Lina regarded the deal as a “non-starter.”

At the time of the talks, Chee and some other SDP members were awaiting the outcome of an appeal against a court decision concerning a case of illegal assembly, which was due around February 2011.59 Chiam bluntly asked Chee if he was expected to foot Chee’s legal bills and fines.60 

The deal was not pursued further by either side after that second meeting at Hotel Royal. According to Chiam, Chee gave him a “very good deal,” apparently emphasising to Chiam that “we have always respected you as the founder of SDP.” “And he asked me to join the party and stand in a GRC with them, and [they would] take [me] as a leader and founder of SDP,” Chiam said. “The offer was to have a high position in the party, and he [would] publicly recognise me as the founder of the SDP.”

“He has ideas; [he’s] a dynamic person. He tells me he has changed and the party is well organised, but their whole philosophy and style of governing have not changed,” Chiam said, by way of explanation as to why he eventually turned down the SDP offer.61 

Chee declined to comment publicly on what the media considered a “surprising turn of events.” In fact, Chee was incensed that Chiam had broken what he thought was an undertaking to keep the talks under wraps. “It was they who came to me for candidates!” said Chee, when asked about these talks in a later interview.62 It appeared that Wong had brokered a deal for the return of Chiam to the SDP, in which Chiam’s desperation for candidates to stand with him in a GRC would be met while Chee and the SDP’s public image as a party prone to advocating civil disobedience could have been changed for the purpose of broadening its electoral reach. But Wong, who was for some reason so determined for Chiam and Chee to reconcile and join forces ahead of the 2011 general election, may have overplayed his hand. 

As the opposition made its preparations for the general election, it looked like all parliamentary seats were set to be contested for the first time in Singapore since independence—a total of 87 seats.63 Yet Chiam was frustrated that he was still not able to assemble a strong team to contest Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC. At this nadir, he came close to deciding to retire from politics.64 This was only the second time he had done so in his political career. The only other time was back in 1980, after he had failed to get elected after three tries. 

 

—

 

The other opposition parties were getting worried about Chiam’s electoral chances in Bishan–Toa Payoh given the visible lack of a team campaigning together with him. Some of the party leaders showed up at the SPP’s events to lend moral support.65 Sebastian Teo, the President of the NSP, offered Chiam a number of young NSP members who could join him to contest Bishan–Toa Payoh, although the precise mechanism for them to do so was not worked out—candidates forming a GRC team have to all either be members of one political party or independent candidates.66 

Then, quite suddenly, the stars finally aligned. 

With just a month leading up to nomination day, Wilfred Leung, an SPP member, brought to the party Benjamin Pwee, a long-time friend of his who had just decided to join the ranks of the opposition. Pwee had been a government officer in the elite Administrative Service and had once served as chairman of the youth wing of the PAP’s Thomson branch that, incidentally, formed part of Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC. Pwee, in turn, brought Jimmy Lee, another former senior government officer who was working with Pwee in a business consultancy at the time. Leung, Pwee and Lee formed the SPP’s Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC team along with Chiam and Mohamad Hamim Aliyas, a founding member of the SPP. 

“At that time, while I was convinced of the need for political alternatives, I had never considered stepping forward myself,” Jimmy Lee said. “In the end, when asked, I decided to step forward to support Mr Chiam in what I had a hunch would be his last fight.”67 

Chiam, after many years and numerous attempts, had finally pulled together a GRC team of “some very credible individuals who were clearly the equal if not the better of a number of PAP candidates,” as da Cunha described.68 The PAP was sufficiently nervous for Ng Eng Hen, the Minister for Education and a candidate in the PAP’s slate for Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC, to caution voters to “avoid freak results” at that general election, which could weaken or even change the government entirely without voters meaning to. “Elections can never be about just having a few seats in Parliament,” he said.69 But looking at the slate of opposition candidates that election, which included high-profile persons and a larger number of former government scholars than ever before, Chiam declared that the opposition would be “ready to govern in five years.”70 

 

Chiam’s gamble and the Workers’ Party’s

 

On nomination day, Chiam and his four GRC teammates took Chiam’s signature Volkswagen Beetle to the nomination centre to submit their papers—the same Beetle, nicknamed Herbie, that had accompanied Chiam on his maiden election campaign in Cairnhill constituency in 1976. “It is my warhorse and I never go to battle without it,” Chiam had said of Herbie.71 “Mr Chiam held himself up admirably for someone who had suffered a stroke,” Jimmy Lee recalled.72 “There were occasions when the medication he was taking interfered with his speech making, but I don’t think he was more unwell than he was normally, certainly not to the point of collapse. He just needed to occasionally sit down and rest wherever he went.” 

Chiam said that despite his slow movements and visibly hunched posture while walking, he had been given the green light by his doctors to take part in the upcoming general election. He clarified that his symptoms, especially his tremors, came not from Parkinson’s disease but Parkinson’s syndrome, an umbrella term that describes abnormal movements such as stiffness and slowness of movement. In Chiam’s case, the symptoms had been triggered by his stroke.73 

“It was only during the election campaign that many could see he was in ill health,” da Cunha wrote.74 “A segment of voters in Bishan–Toa Payoh would clearly have been torn between their fondness for the man and their real concerns about whether the state of his health would allow him to be an effective MP.” Today reported that a voter had asked: “Can Chiam last five years?”75 According to some of the SPP activists who went campaigning with Chiam, some swing voters genuinely loved Chiam but said they could not bear the thought of making an ailing Chiam work through another half decade as an MP and so did not vote for the SPP team. They either voted for the PAP team or, if they had strong sympathies for the opposition, spoilt their votes. 

It was not meant to be for Chiam. The Workers’ Party five-person GRC team for Aljunied, led by Low Thia Khiang—who, like Chiam, left his home base of Hougang to make a gamble for opposition growth—beat their PAP opponents, which included George Yeo, the Minister for Foreign Affairs. The Workers’ Party thus made history as the first opposition party to capture a GRC. Together with Hougang, which the Workers’ Party retained through its candidate Yaw Shin Leong, the Workers’ Party cemented their position as the main opposition party in Parliament, starting what looked to be a new wave of opposition politics in Singapore. Low’s gamble had paid off handsomely; it also validated his long-time stance of not entering into any political alliances that would entangle and consume him. Chiam’s gamble, unfortunately, had not.

 




	
General Election 2011


	Bishan–Toa PAYOH GRC 

	
Votes
	%


	PAP:

	
62,385
	56.93


	Hri Kumar Nair
		

	Ng Eng Hen
		

	Josephine Teo
		

	Wong Kan Seng
		

	Zainudin Nordin
		

	SPP:

	
47,205
	43.07


	Chiam See Tong
		

	Jimmy Lee Yeong Wee
		

	Wilfred Leung
		

	Mohamad Hamim Aliyas
		

	Benjamin Pwee
		




 

After emerging from the counting centre, Chiam calmly told the media that “we achieved 43 per cent, which is very good,” and thanked his supporters in Bishan–Toa Payoh.76 Earlier in the campaign, when asked by the media if he would accept an NCMP position if offered one, he had said: “I am not interested.”77 He had, after all, been speaking against the NCMP scheme ever since it was introduced in 1984. In any case, the results in Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC did not qualify as the SPP’s candidates was one of three best performing opposition candidates in that general election. (The Workers’ Party won six seats, so Parliament could offer three NCMP positions that election because the total quota of opposition MPs set by the NCMP scheme for such offers was nine.) 

The mood was far more sombre at the counting centre for Potong Pasir constituency. After all the votes were counted within about two hours, the PAP’s Sitoh Yih Pin was ahead of Lina by just over 100 votes. As this thin margin fell within 2 per cent of votes in the constituency, Lina was eligible to apply to the Returning Officer for a recount and did so. The counting assistants poured the sorted ballots onto their tables and started organising them again according to votes for the PAP and for the SPP. 

By the end of the night, some of the SPP agents were in tears. When the recount was done, the PAP was still ahead by 114 votes. (The SPP team could still turn to the overseas ballots that would arrive in Singapore over the next few days from nine overseas polling stations.78 But when they were counted, later on 12 May, Potong Pasir constituency had received 38 overseas votes, which were divided right down the middle, reflecting the vote share in the local votes almost exactly—19 overseas votes for Lina, and 19 overseas votes for Sitoh Yih Pin.79)

It was past 3am, seven hours after the close of polls, when Yam Ah Mee, the Returning Officer, took to his podium to announce the last results for that general election, and to declare that Sitoh Yih Pin of the PAP was the candidate elected for Potong Pasir constituency. “Anger and disbelief as Potong Pasir falls to PAP,” said a Straits Times headline in the morning,80 while Today newspaper said that Sitoh “got third time lucky.”81 “Double defeat for Chiams: end of an era,” reported the New Paper.82 

“Don’t cry, we will be back,” Lina told residents during her thank-you parade through Potong Pasir the day after polling day. Many of the residents who turned up were visibly upset and tearful as Lina shook their hands. “Please listen to your new MP while I am not here,” she said.83





Epilogue

 

J. B. Jeyaretnam and Chiam See Tong, the two opposition figures who fronted the first wave of democratic awakening in Singapore, had fundamentally reconceived and rebuilt the opposition after its absence from Parliament for much of the first 15 years of independence. However, the use of the wave analogy also implies that the initial surge of democratic awakening would eventually ebb, or give way to new protagonists, consistent with the ups and downs of political cycles. 

While it may not have been Chiam See Tong’s destiny to win Bishan–Toa Payoh GRC, his greatest role has surely been to normalise opposition politics in post-independence Singapore. When he first stood for election in 1976, being an opposition politician was anything but a normal path to take in Singaporean society. Perhaps no one else has summed up Chiam’s legacy better than he did in an interview with Today in 2004:


I’ve often told people that my contribution to politics is that at least I have opened up a bit of Singapore and reduced the fear factor among the people.

I have shown that any Singaporean can stand for elections under the constitution and get elected. Not only was I elected, but was also re-elected subsequently. People who voted for the opposition have not been victimised. This is my contribution.1



Almost diametrically opposite to Chiam’s political temperament was J. B. Jeyaretnam, who was loved and loathed by different Singaporeans in equal measure, depending on their politics. What they would not disagree on, though, was how tenacious he was in fighting for what he believed to be right and just. That he did to his very last days. In his own words:


I have taken the view always, that nothing outside the person can destroy the person. That no force outside can destroy a person. That the human spirit is indomitable.2
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