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The political opposition in Singapore: Challenges in its work 

towards a two-party system 

 

Jason Lim 

 

 
 

Introduction 

 

In a celebratory statement issued in 1983, the Central Executive Committee of the PAP 

declared that ‘if there were no PAP there would be no Singapore as we know it today’1. The 

historiography of Singapore remains overwhelmingly about the social, economic and political 

achievements of the PAP. Little is known about the opposition parties in Singapore over the 

last 50 years. Officially, there are 29 registered political parties in Singapore with the PAP at 

the apex of the country’s political system.2  

 

In a political system with the PAP as the dominant party, the opposition has accused the PAP 

of constantly changing the rules through detention without trial under the Internal Security 

Act (ISA), gerrymandering, creation of Group Representation Constituencies (GRC), control 

of the print and broadcast media, and filing of lawsuits against opposition party members. 

The opposition has demanded greater transparency in government decisions, greater respect 

for human rights and the need to care for less well-off Singaporeans. There are calls for a 

more democratic political system with some parties advocating a two-party system. 

Singaporeans have consistently returned the ruling party to power in every General Election 

(GE) since 1959. The opposition parties were largely ineffective. However, fifty years after 

independence, the opposition parties have made themselves an indispensible part of the 

Singapore political scene.  

 

1 Raj Vasil, Governing Singapore: Interview with the New Leaders, revised edition (Singapore: Times Books 
International, 1988), p. 27. 
2 ‘Political Parties in Singapore’, in http://www.singapore-elections.com/political-parties.html, accessed on 23 
June 2014. The list includes 11 active parties (including Singaporeans First, the latest party registered in May 
2014), 10 parties that have never participated in any election campaign and eight defunct parties. 
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Is Singapore a democracy? 

 

In the relentless pursuit of economic development and social cohesion, ‘democracy was the 

first casualty of the PAP’s successes’3. The PAP explains it as the basis of a social contract 

with Singaporeans where the party fulfils its obligations and responsibilities in return for 

overwhelming majorities. Government publications celebrate the achievements of the PAP as 

if Singapore was a one-party state. C M Turnbull argues that ‘Singaporeans fell into the habit 

of following directions’ from the PAP, while the ruling party became intolerant of dissent as 

it worked towards nation-building.4 In an overview of Singapore’s modern history by Edwin 

Lee, the opposition is missing because ‘the PAP is at the heart of the nation’.5 Due to the 

dominance of the PAP, Singapore has been labelled a dictatorship 6 , a ‘non-liberal 

communitarian democracy’7 and an ‘illiberal democracy’8. It has ‘one-party dominance’9 or a 

‘competitive authoritarian’10 political system. From the opposition’s perspective, Singapore 

is not a democracy. The Workers’ Party (WP) calls the system ‘an elective dictatorship’ 

where the only semblance of parliamentary democracy is a GE held every five years.11 On 

the other hand, the PAP considers Singapore a democracy, but the label ‘Western’ or ‘liberal’ 

is deliberately dropped. The contradiction is that while democracy is seen as the casting of 

votes to elect political leaders, the PAP believes that ‘democracy does not depend on the 

existence of an opposition’12. Lee Kuan Yew, Prime Minister from 1959 to 1990, argued that 

since Singapore had a competitive political system that ensured peaceful change through the 

emergence of new leaders, ‘multi-party is not a must for democracy’13. Goh Chok Tong, 

3 C M Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2009), p. 326. 
4 Turnbull, Modern Singapore, p. 322. 
5 Edwin Lee, Singapore: An Unexpected Nation (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2008), p. 453. 
6 Dan Slater, ‘Strong-State Democratization in Malaysia and Singapore’, in Larry Diamond, Marc F Plattner and 
Yun-han Chu (eds), Democracy in East Asia: A New Century (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2013), p. 183. 
7 Beng-Huat Chua, Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore (London and New York: Routledge, 
1995), pp. 184-202.  
8 Hussin Mutalib, ‘Illiberal Democracy and the Future of Opposition in Singapore’, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 
21, No. 2, 2000, pp. 313-342. 
9 Chan Heng Chee, The Dynamics of One-Party Dominance: The PAP at the Grass-roots (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1976). 
10 Larry Diamond, ‘Introduction’, in Diamond, Plattner and Chu (eds), Democracy in East Asia, p. xiv; and 
Stephan Ortmann, ‘Singapore: Authoritarian but Newly Competitive’, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 22, No. 4, 
October 2011, pp. 153-164. 
11 Workers’ Party, Towards a Caring Society: Programme of the Workers’ Party 1994 (Singapore: The Workers’ 
Party, 1994), p. 15. 
12 NAA: A1838, 3024-2-2, Pakir Singh, ‘Just No Time for Tomfoolery in the Political Arena’, New Nation, 21 
March 1973, article attached to letter from the First Secretary at the Australian High Commission in Singapore 
to the Secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, 30 March 1973. 
13 Peh Shing Huei, ‘Multi-party “Not a Must for Democracy”’, The Straits Times, 19 May 2006, p. 10. 
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Prime Minister of Singapore from 1990 to 2004, called Singapore an ‘adapted democracy’14 

or a ‘pragmatic democracy’15 which worked well.  

 

Political parties in a democracy exist for two reasons: to win public office and to implement 

policies favoured by the parties.16 Political parties are expected to be organised around a 

dominant ideology and formulate its policies and programmes based on it. A two-party 

system assumes that the main opposition party is merely a government-in-waiting until the 

ruling party gets popularly voted out of office. With an authoritarian regime in Singapore, the 

opposition calls for a two-party system to keep the government in check is not mere rhetoric. 

Its call for a two-party system is not new. In October 1967, the Alliance Party Singapura 

(APS) said it was time for Singapore to have it in place.17 During the 1972 GE, the People’s 

Front (PF) declared it wanted a two-party system.18 Until the 1980s, however, Singaporeans 

could not accept the viability of this system due to the amateurish campaigns by the 

opposition and the continued acceptance of the dominance of the PAP. The British High 

Commission noted that ‘some Singaporeans are critical of the Party [PAP] and its autocratic 

methods but few see any credible alternative to it’. 19  In the 1988 GE, the Singapore 

Democratic Party (SDP) argued that a significant number of opposition Members of 

Parliament (MPs) will ‘institutionalise the concept of a two-party system where opposing and 

dissenting views can be ventilated without fear of persecution’.20 In 1997, Chiam See Tong 

from the Singapore People’s Party (SPP) suggested that the opposition parties should merge 

to be an effective alternative to the PAP, a view not shared by fellow opposition MP Low 

Thia Khiang from the WP.21  

 

Obstacles to a two-party system 

 

14 Chee Soon Juan, Democratically Speaking (Singapore: Chee Soon Juan, 2012), p. 125. 
15 Cherian George, Freedom from the Press: Journalism and State Power in Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 
2012), p. 77. 
16 Jon R Bond and Kevin B Smith, Analyzing American Democracy: Politics and Political Science (New York: 
Routledge, 2013), p. 224. 
17 TNAUK: FCO 24/289, extract from Singapore Fortnightly Summary No. 22, 25 October 1967. 
18 NAA: A13883, 1203 PART 1, ‘PF: We are a Leftist Pro-China Party’, The Straits Times, 31 August 1972. 
19 TNAUK: FO 15/1904, draft background note, ‘Singapore Internal Situation, Foreign Policy and Anglo-
Singapore Relations’, attached to letter from South East Asia Department of the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office to the British High Commission, 26 June 1974. 
20 LCKRL, accession number RCLOS EPHE O127 V1.11, open letter from Chiam See Tong of the SDP to the 
voters of Potong Pasir, 1988 General Elections, p. 1. 
21 ‘S’pore Should Have a Two-Party System: Chiam’, The Straits Times, 30 January 1997, p. X. 
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Many countries in Southeast and East Asia embarked on a road of liberalisation and 

democratisation from the late 1980s. This road had been difficult for some countries but it 

became clear that a democratic system of government was favoured by people in response to 

authoritarian regimes and dictatorships in the region. Yet, Singapore remains a one-party 

dominant state. One obstacle to a two-party system is the electoral system and the PAP has 

dismissed any proposals for changes. The first-past-the-post (FPTP) system used in 

Singapore produces disproportional election results and discourages the development of a 

two-party system.22 When the PAP won 87% of the votes in 1968, it captured all the seats; in 

2011, although it won just 60% of the votes, it still managed to capture 93% of the seats 

contested. The unfair system was pointed out not long after independence. In 1972, six 

opposition parties sent a proposal to Lee Kuan Yew, calling for reforms to the electoral 

system including the appointment of an independent Election Commission and an election 

campaign of 30 days. The government ignored the calls for an independent Election 

Commission. It asserted that the number of days for campaigning was ‘based on British 

legislation’ and the opposition should prepare for elections long before a GE was 

announced. 23 When Tommy Koh, then Dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of 

Singapore, proposed the implementation of a system of proportional representation in 

Parliament in 1974, Lee dismissed it with the comment that ‘jokers may get in’24.  

 

The PAP has never favoured a two-party system as it concentrated its efforts to provide an 

environment favourable to foreign investment so as to provide jobs. A two-party system 

means that the PAP had to pay more attention to public grievances and remove unpopular 

policies that could prove costly at the polls. It gives the opposition the right to scrutinise the 

government and question the wisdom of new policies. Moreover, the PAP sees itself as the 

only party fit to govern Singapore.25 Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong slipped his tongue 

during the 2006 GE when he said that if there were more opposition MPs, he would have to 

spend more time ‘fixing’ them.26 The SDP notes that ‘the biggest fear of the PAP is the 

22 Arend Lijphart. Electoral Systems and Party Systems: A Study of Twenty-seven Democracies 1945-1990 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 20. 
23 NAA: A1838, 3024/2/2, letter from the Third Secretary at the Australian High Commission in Singapore to 
the Secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, 28 April 1972. The six parties are the Angkatan Islam (AIS), 
PKMS, Persatuan Melayu Singapura (PMS), SCP, SIC and WP. 
24 TNAUK: FCO 15/1904, letter from the British High Commission to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 
5 February 1974. 
25 ‘PAP the Only Party Fit to Run S’pore, Says BG Lee’, The Straits Times, 13 November 1987, p. 22. 
26 Sue-Ann Chia, ‘WP Attacks PM over Comments on Opposition’, The Straits Times, 5 May 2006, p. 6. 
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thought of having to share political power with other parties’. 27  It dismisses the PAP’s 

argument that a system of checks and balances could lead to unnecessary debates and a delay 

in decision-making by counter-arguing that ‘with the complexities of the modern world, no 

party or individual can claim sole propriety to all ideas and solutions’.28 

 

The lack of a two-party system means that ultimate power rests not with Parliament, but with 

the ministers. With a one-party Parliament from 1968 to 1981, the PAP decided to create its 

own version of an ‘opposition’ by keeping a check on itself. Its first attempt was to introduce 

non-elected parliamentarians. One week after the 1972 GE, Lee Kuan Yew proposed 

reserving a few parliamentary seats for university graduates. 29  It collapsed because the 

University of Singapore and Nanyang University did not support it. The PAP also insisted 

that its own backbenchers can keep Cabinet ministers in check. In April 2006, Lee 

commented that from 1965 to 1981, when there were no opposition MPs, Singapore 

developed economically at a phenomenal rate. 30 Lee did not point out the limits of the 

backbenchers. Former PAP MP Teo Chong Tee admitted that PAP MPs ‘should not 

embarrass our own ministers because they are… [from the] same party’. They could not 

criticise ministers over fundamental issues and there was little debate on government 

policies.31 The NSP mocked the system by arguing that ‘MPs will only be singing the same 

tune just like members of a choir’.32  

 

When the opposition began making electoral gains from 1981, the PAP introduced nominated 

parliamentarians. It wanted to ensure public debate on government policies by marginalising 

the elected opposition. The Non-Constituency Member of Parliament (NCMP) Bill was 

passed in August 1984. In 1990, the government introduced the Nominated Member of 

Parliament (NMP) scheme to bring non-partisan views into the chamber. Both the NCMPs 

and NMPs were no threat to the dominance of the PAP as they could not vote on bills 

amending the Constitution and on no-confidence motions against the government. The 

27 Chee Soon Juan, Dare to Change: An Alternative Vision for Singapore (Singapore: Singapore Democratic 
Party, 1994), p. 39. 
28 Ibid., p. 40. 
29 Tan Wang Joo, ‘In Quest of An Opposition’, The Straits Times, 9 September 1972, p. 14. 
30 National Archives of Singapore, The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, volume 
16, (Singapore: Gale Asia and Cengage Learning Asia, 2013), p. 530. 
31 TNAUK: FCO 15/2231, letter from the British High Commission to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 
11 March 1977. 
32 ‘The Challenge for the Opposition in the Face of Political Changes’, in James Gomez (ed), Publish and 
Perish: The Censorship of Opposition Party Publications in Singapore (Singapore: National Solidarity Party, 
2001), p. 97. 
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opposition has scoffed at these schemes. In 1994, the WP counter-proposed by calling for an 

independent Elections Commission, the use Parliament as a check on executive power and 

the removal of all non-elected MPs.33 The PAP has argued that the two-party system was part 

of ‘Western’ democracy that had failed, pointing to the frequent change of governments in 

Western Europe, political squabbles in Taiwan, and the determination by those in opposition 

in the United States to work against their democratically-elected President. The PAP 

emphasised the political gridlock in these countries. With a resounding victory by the PAP in 

the 1997 GE, Goh declared that the voters had rejected ‘Western-style’ democracy.34  

 

The PAP has often been accused of gerrymandering in order to ensure that seats which could 

have fallen to the opposition in a GE would disappear from the electoral map. The official 

announcement of changes in electoral boundaries would be made two weeks before a GE, 

leaving the opposition little time to work the ground in new seats. It also means that 

opposition candidates who had worked the ground in existing constituencies suddenly found 

that the constituencies’ boundaries had changed or that the constituencies had disappeared 

altogether. The PAP also modified the Westminster system of democracy in order to ensure 

its continued stranglehold on power. Following the loss of two seats to the opposition in the 

1984 GE, the PAP government proposed the creation of ‘twin MPs’ where one candidate 

would be a non-Chinese. Arguing that the Westminster model did not protect minority 

interests, it wanted a multiracial Parliament by ensuring that minority candidates would not 

be rejected in a GE on the basis of race. In January 1988, then First Deputy Prime Minister 

Goh Chok Tong told Parliament that the creation of the GRCs would be the best way to 

ensure multiracial representation in Parliament. 35  The Parliamentary Select Committee 

appointed to study the issue approved the GRC system with teams of three candidates taking 

part because multiracialism must be ‘scrupulously observed and assiduously practised’.36 

Underlying the GRC concept is the recognition that the weak opposition parties in the 1980s 

could not challenge the PAP effectively. The GRC system also buttressed gerrymandering by 

merging single constituencies that opposition parties had done well with other constituencies 

or a GRC that enjoyed huge PAP support. Anson, which had returned Jeyaretnam in the 1981 

BE and the 1984 GE, disappeared in the 1988 GE – it had been absorbed into Tanjong Pagar 

33 Workers’ Party, Towards a Caring Society, p. 16-19. 
34 Kenneth L Whiting, ‘Prime Minister: Singapore Election a Rebuff to Western Democracy’, Associated Press 
Newswires, Vol. 20, No. 52, 3 January 1997, accessed on Factiva on 8 March 2014. 
35 ‘GRC is the Best Way of Doing It’, The Straits Times, 13 January 1988, p. 10. 
36 Alan John, ‘Select Committee “Yes” to Team MPs’, The Straits Times, 12 May 1988, p. 1. 
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GRC that was helmed by Lee Kuan Yew. Cheng San GRC, which the WP won 48% of the 

votes in the 1997 GE, was broken up before the 2001 GE and its constituent parts absorbed 

into neighbouring constituencies held by the PAP.  

 

The system is not a part of the Westminster model as weak PAP candidates can be voted into 

Parliament by holding on to the tailcoats of prominent PAP candidates in the GRC. WP Chair 

Sylvia Lim noted that the GRC system raised the bar for the opposition and lowered it for the 

PAP. 37  During the Select Committee hearing, every alternative proposal was rejected, 

indicating that the introduction of the GRC was a foregone conclusion. Proportional 

representation was again rejected by the PAP, this time on the grounds that communal-based 

parties could have representatives in Parliament. Goh Chok Tong also recognised that the 

GRC will disadvantage the opposition since it would not be able to organise ‘a credible 

multi-racial team in more than one or two GRCs’. However, he argued that ‘it is not our job 

to nurture an opposition’ and noted that if the opposition parties were to merge as one, it 

could become stronger and this could be the basis for a two-party system. The system 

evolved could pit the PAP against a ‘more credible’ opposition party.38 Goh’s prediction was 

to ring true in the 2011 GE. 

 

The authoritarian nature of the PAP government resulted in what the opposition called a 

‘climate of fear’ in Singapore. The fear factor was ever-present due to the ISA and the image 

created after decades of PAP rule that campaigning as an opposition candidate could be a 

potentially dangerous decision. The political climate in Singapore made it difficult to become 

a liberal democracy and develop a two-party system. Dr Wong Wee Nam, who campaigned 

for the NSP in the 1997 GE, recalled people avoiding him after his candidature was 

announced due to the fear of being arrested, harassed or victimised by the ISD. He felt like a 

‘political leper’ as friends and patients shunned him.39 Low Thia Khiang told Parliament that 

during the 1997 GE, some printers refused to print WP election posters and that some people 

were afraid to join the party due to the belief that they could lose their jobs.40 Jeyaretnam 

bluntly called the PAP government a ‘Mafia government’ which drew criticisms from the 

37 ‘Tool to Strengthen PAP’s Hnad?’, The Straits Times, 2 August 2008, p. 69. 
38 ‘GRC is the Best Way of Doing It’, The Straits Times, 13 January 1988, p. 10. 
39 National Archives of Singapore (NAS), accession number B003711/07/05, oral history interview with Dr 
Wong Wee Nam, 14 February 2012. 
40 ‘PAP Scared People into Submission: WP Chief’, The Straits Times, 5 June 1997, p. 38. 
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ruling party. 41 Until a change in the political climate in the 2010s, young professionals 

avoided joining the opposition. 

 

However, the major stumbling block towards a two-party system is the constant bickering 

within the opposition. There has never been a single united front of the major opposition 

parties against the PAP since independence. Opposition members have quit one organisation 

to join another. While this is common with the introduction of the GRC so that parties can 

share resources (including candidates), this has not always been the case. The UNF split after 

the 1972 GE, with its secretary-general R Vetrivelu joining the SJP.42 The UPF was formed 

as a merger between seven small parties in late 1974. However, after it organised a ‘shadow 

Cabinet’ to rival the PAP, the PKMS distanced itself from the party for the 1976 GE.43 

Several members of the SUF and WP joined the SDP in early 1988.44 When Chiam resigned 

as secretary-general and left the SDP in 1997, Chee Soon Juan was portrayed by the PAP as 

the upstart who had engineered Chiam’s departure from his own party, an allegation Chee has 

constantly denied since Chiam resigned after the SDP Central Executive Committee (CEC) 

refused to dismiss several committee members on Chiam’s request. 45  Chiam was also 

awarded $120,000 in damages after the High Court found the SDP guilty of defaming him.46 

The very public acrimony between both men did not improve the image of the SDP. 

Jeyaretnam left the WP in 2001 after blaming it for not helping him with his debt payments.47 

When he slammed the opposition in 2006, he did the parties no favour in that year’s GE.48 

The opposition has a tendency to implode and self-destruct, causing WP treasurer Tan Wui-

Hua to comment in 2006 that ‘the PAP did not have to do much to stave off the opposition, 

the opposition provided assistance in many ways’49.  

 

Opposition parties used to be associated with individuals rather than ideologies. The WP 

from 1971 to 2001 was dominated by Jeyaretnam just as Chiam was the key figure for the 

41 Ibid. 
42 ‘Vetrivelu Quits the UNF to Build Up Justice Party’, The Straits Times, 20 November 1972, p. 1. 
43 ‘SMNO: We’ve Nothing to Do with UPF’, The Straits Times, 23 Jan 1975, p. 25. 
44 Cheng Shoong Tat, ‘Ex-Workers’ Party Chairman and Members Join SDP’, The Straits Times, 7 February 
1988, p. 18; and Bertha Henson, ‘Seow ‘Hurt’ by Ex-SUF Members Joining SDP’, The Straits Times, 12 
February 1988, p. 25. 
45 Chee, Democratically Speaking, pp. 131-144. 
46 Ahmad Osman, ‘Chiam Wins $120k Libel Damages from SDP Leaders’, The Straits Times, 27 December 
1996, p. 2. 
47 Ahmad Osman and Bertha Hanson, ‘JBJ Resigns from Workers’ Party, 10 More to Leave’, The Straits Times, 
24 October 2001, p. 7. 
48 Aaron Low, ‘JBJ Slams Opposition Members’, The Straits Times, 13 April 2006, p. 7. 
49 ‘Where are the 84 Good Men for Opposition?’, The Straits Times, 15 April 2006, p. 8. 
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SDP from 1980 to 1997. The person shaping the BS, PF, UNF and UPF were Lee Siew Choh, 

Leong Mun Kwai, R Vetrivelu and Harbans Singh respectively. Chiam founded the SPP after 

he left the SDP and it is likely the SPP will decline once Chiam retires from politics. In 1995, 

the NSP noted that each opposition party had problems in organisation, resources, leadership, 

internal operation, finances and ideologies, and that ‘the opposition parties have kept to 

themselves’.50 Chee Soon Juan recognised that the opposition parties were based largely on 

personalities ‘to the exclusion of almost everything else’51 and so the SDP has attempted to 

project the image of a united team behind alternative visions for Singapore by getting 

professionals such as Vincent Wijeysingha and Paul Thambyah to discuss immigration and 

public health issues respectively. With a changed political climate during the 2006 and 2011 

GE, the opposition has increased its membership so that the parties will not be constrained by 

dominant personalities. After Jeyaretnam resigned from the WP, Low Thia Khiang and the 

new party leaders began quietly recruiting young professionals.52 Their slate of candidates for 

the 2011 GE shows that the party’s plans had been successful. In 2006, the SDP proudly 

declared that a new ‘competent, constructive and compassionate’ party had emerged, with the 

recruitment of new and young professionals.53  

 

A successful two-party system requires two major parties to promote competing programmes 

to the electorate. By the mid-1970s, the PAP no longer took the opposition parties seriously 

and considered the real opposition to be the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) and its front, 

the BS, although the British High Commission felt that Lee Kuan Yew had exaggerated the 

imminence of the communist threat.54 Many opposition parties had no ideologies and were 

organised purely to oppose the PAP. Lee Kuan Yew pointed this out during the 1972 GE 

when he said: 

 

The opposition parties are not for Singapore, either in their thinking or 
speeches. They are a motley crew. Their only common factor is crude 
denunciation of the government and their attack of all our policies – the 
very policies which have brought you, and them, a better life.55 

50 ‘The Challenge for the Opposition in the Face of Political Changes’, in Gomez (ed), Publish and Perish, p. 91. 
51 Chee Soon Juan, Singapore, My Home Too (Singapore: Chee Soon Juan, 1995), p. 166. 
52 The Workers’ Party, 50th Anniversary Commemorative Book 1957-2007 (Singapore: The Workers’ Party, 
2007), p. 32. 
53 ‘A New SDP Emerges’, The New Democrat, Issue No. 1, 2011, pp. 1 & 6. 
54 TNAUK: FCO 15/1904, letter from the British High Commission to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 
5 April 1974. 
55 National Archives of Singapore, The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, Volume 6: 
1972-1974 (Singapore: Cengage Learning Asia, 2012), pp. 134-135. 

Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 158, 2014      9                            
 
 

                                                 



 

Although the print and broadcast media are subservient to the interests of the PAP, the 

opposition did not offer any acceptable alternative to the PAP’s plans. Many of the 

opposition parties’ election manifestoes were printed on a single A4 sheet of cyclostyled 

paper. It reflects the nonchalant attitude of the opposition – none of them had concrete plans 

to take over should the PAP fail. In 1980, the BS still described itself as ‘an anti-imperialist 

party’ opposing ‘fascist suppressions by the PAP’.56 The communistic lingo would not have 

been missed by older voters and served to remind them of the BS boycott of Parliament in 

1966. The UPF wanted ‘to work for closer relationship and eventual unity with Malaysia’ 

during the 1980 GE, fifteen years after Singapore’s independence.57 Nearly every opposition 

party also promised to work towards lowering the costs of living but none of them elaborated 

on how their proposals would be implemented. These proposals were included in the 

manifestoes purely to take votes away from the PAP. With little to offer the electorate, the 

opposition parties were largely reduced to casting aspersions on the PAP. Former PAP MP 

Sushilan Vasoo recalled opposition rallies where speakers would mock the government but 

‘finally people laughed it off and be entertained’58. 

 

Faced with changing expectations, the opposition parties had to transform themselves and 

start addressing issues that concerned Singaporeans. In 1984, after eleven years, the SUF 

dropped any reference to a future reunification with Malaysia from its manifesto. 59 The 

PKMS started to shed its communal image in late 1985.60 Most opposition parties, however, 

continued with calls for greater respect for human rights, a genuine opposition presence in 

Parliament and the supremacy of the legislative chamber over the Cabinet. The SDP’s slogan 

for the 1988 GE was ‘Save Democracy Now! Deny Them Two-thirds!’ and called for a ‘real 

opposition in adequate numbers to prevent our fragile democratic state from being converted 

to that of a totalitarian state’.61 Their repeated calls did little to impress voters. Two weeks 

before Nomination Day for the 2006 GE, a despondent Chiam had to admit that the 

56 LKCRL, accession number RCLOS EPHE O70 V1.8, ‘Vote for Barisan Sosialis’, c.1980. 
57 LKCRL, accession number RCLOS EPHE O381, V1.3, ‘United People’s Front (UPF) Manifesto’, c.1980. 
58 National Archives of Singapore (NAS), accession number A003410/CF13/CF12, oral history interview with 
Sushilan Vasoo, 28 September 2009. 
59 Philip Lee, ‘Who’s Who in the Opposition’, The Straits Times, 7 October 1984, p. 2. 
60 Ahmad Osman, ‘SMNO Bid to Win over Non-Malays’, The Straits Times, 22 December 1985, p. 14. 
61 LKCRL, accession number RCLOS EPHE O127 V1.11, ‘Singapore Democratic Party Election Manifesto’, 
1988. 
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opposition had ‘only a cause, a cause to fight for righteousness, democracy, freedom, 

openness and vibrancy’62. 

 

The print and broadcast media had a tendency not to get opposition views on government 

policies (unlike the media in Western democracies) to reinforce the image that the opposition 

parties had no alternative views and that they had become inactive after an election campaign. 

The opposition needed to project its voice outside the mainstream media through its own 

publications. The SDP informed its readers in The New Democrat that ‘Singaporeans must 

visit the SDP’s website because MediaCorp and the Singapore Press Holdings censor news 

about the party’63. Some parties will use the time between elections to distribute their party 

newspapers in public. Not every opposition party had newspapers as some parties ‘ran out of 

steam after awhile’.64 Newspapers such as the Hammer (WP) and the New Democrat (SDP) 

had been under-used in the early 1990s with poor rates of contribution and low circulation.65 

By 2001, James Gomez noted that only the Commenter (Singapore National Front), The New 

Democrat and Solidarity (NSP) were still active.66 After Low took over as secretary-general 

of the WP in May 2001, The Hammer was revamped. It had been discontinued in 1995 as a 

result of a defamation suit by PAP leaders over an article written in Tamil. The Hammer 

Online was also unveiled as the party went into cyberspace.67 Parties faced insurmountable 

problems in getting their publications published and distributed, including the obtaining of 

official permits, the contribution of articles and the securing of advertisements.68  

 

The opposition has found other means of outreach and the internet became an important 

communications tool. The NSP became the first political party in Singapore to have a website 

when it was launched in March 1996. It became a site for the party to engage with the public 

on government policies.69 The SDP launched three websites in December 1996 to promote 

the party and provide another forum for public discussion of national issues – all three sites 

62 ‘Where are the 84 Good Men for Opposition?’, The Straits Times, 15 April 2006, p. 8. 
63 ‘Media Blacks Out SDP’s News’, The New Democrat, Issue 1, 2011, p. 1. 
64 Gomez (ed), Publish and Perish, p. 14. 
65 Zuraidah Ibrahim, ‘Despite a Free Rein, Opposition Party Papers are Underused’, The Straits Times, 27 
March 1993, p. 31. 
66 Gomez (ed), Publish and Perish, p. 14. 
67 The Workers’ Party, 50th Anniversary Commemorative Book, p. 33. 
68 Gomez (ed), Publish and Perish, pp. 14-18. 
69 ‘NSP Site Offers Forum for Discussing Issues’, The Straits Times, 2 May 1996, p. 37; and ‘National 
Solidarity Party Back in Cyberspace’, The Straits Times, 15 August 1998, p. 56. 
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disappeared after the 1997 GE with the loss of all its seats.70 The SDP became the first 

political party to have a podcast in 2006. Nonetheless, opposition parties going online have 

faced more regulations from the government.71 The opposition appealed to local and personal 

sentiment rather than espouse theoretical beliefs (such as human rights), leaving the latter to 

be highlighted and discussed over social media and party websites. As a result, the opposition 

after the 1991 GE is vastly different from the ones in the earlier decades. They are better 

organised and actively disseminate their alternative visions of Singapore to voters. Some 

parties start preparing for the next election campaign immediately after a GE is over. After 

the 2001 GE, the WP set up three ‘Area Committees’ to reach out to residents in northern, 

eastern and north-eastern Singapore. These committees were organised by areas rather than 

constituencies because of the frequent redrawing of the electoral boundaries. The results of 

the 2006 GE showed that the WP strategy was successful.72 

 

The opposition have also written and distributed more publications addressing issues that 

affect Singaporeans personally and adopting a more nationalist outlook in their proposals. In 

1994, the WP published Towards a Caring Society which outlines the party’s programme for 

the next GE.73 The SDP has called for a ‘Singaporean Singapore’.74 It also pointed out the 

shortage of CPF funds in 1996, four years before the government admitted that Singaporeans 

would not have enough CPF money for their retirement. 75  The SDP has criticised how 

policies on public transport has been decided by the Public Transport Council (PTC) when 

the council members do not usually use public transport.76 The joint report on the cost of 

living by the SDP and PKMS in 1996 showed that the cost of living in Singapore had 

increased sharply in the 1990s. 77  This report drew angry responses from the PAP who 

accused both parties of ‘attempting to confuse, mislead and divide Singaporeans’.78 However, 

the incident revealed that the opposition is now willing to take on issues that affected 

Singaporeans. When Jeyaretnam called for an all-party committee to review cost increases in 

70 ‘SDP Starts Three Websites “to Help Voters”’, The Straits Times, 7 December 1996, p. 49. 
71 James Gomez, ‘Online Opposition in Singapore: Communications Outreach without Electoral Gain’, Journal 
of Contemporary Asia, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2008, pp. 591-612. 
72 The Workers’ Party, 50th Anniversary Commemorative Book, pp. 33-34. 
73 The Workers’ Party, Towards a Caring Society, p. 4. 
74 Chee, Dare to Change, p. 25. 
75 ‘PAP’s Shocking Admission: CPF Savings Not Enough’, The New Democrat, Issue No. 2, 2000, p. 4. 
76 Singapore Democratic Party, The SDP Land Transport Report 1995 (Singapore: Singapore Democratic Party, 
1994), p. 13. 
77 Singapore Democratic Party and Pertubuhan Kebangsaan Melayu Singapura, The SDP-PKMS Cost of Living 
Report 1996 (Singapore: Singapore Democratic Party and Pertubuhan Kebangsaan Melayu Singapura, 1996), p. 
19. 
78 Walter Fernandez, ‘MPs Rap SDP-PKMS for Trying to Mislead’, The Straits Times, 8 November 1996, p. 1. 
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1997, the PAP slammed him for being ‘insincere and politically motivated’79. In 1995, the 

NSP issued its manifesto A Society for All for the next GE in the four official languages and 

clearly states it will work towards a multi-party Parliament.80  

 

In 2006, the WP updated its manifesto and published You Have a Choice. It states right from 

the beginning that its long-term goal is to form an alternative government.81 It was launched 

on 14 January, before the PAP government could announce the date of the next GE. Among 

its proposals were the scrapping of the GRCs, the end of grassroots organisations (largely 

seen to be working for the benefit of the PAP), the end of the elected presidency and the 

introduction of more subsidies even if there were no Budget surpluses. The PAP responded 

by attacking the calling the WP manifesto ‘time bombs’, ‘poisons’ and ‘dangerous ideas’.82 It 

is evident that the opposition (especially the WP) has grown in confidence and it is the 

opposition that has understood the needs and aspirations of Singaporeans better than the PAP. 

In 2010, the SDP began promoting its own alternative economic programme for Singapore. It 

called for employers to employ Singaporeans first – foreigners should be employed only 

when local talent could not be found.83 The SDP has described the PAP as a party with ‘no 

fresh ideas to take Singapore forward’84. Starting from 2011, the SDP has also published its 

Shadow Budget as an alternative to the PAP government’s budget. It continues to tackle cost 

of living issues but it has also now called for the implementation of a ‘Singaporeans First 

Policy’ and a minimum wage policy.85 The opposition’s use of the internet to spread its 

message and outwit the PAP has prompted a minister to call on the ruling party ‘to fight to 

get our message across at every corner – every street corner, every cyberspace corner, be it in 

the mass media or in the social media’.86 

 

In the face of political dominance of the PAP, the opposition parties have tried to form 

alliances or electoral pacts in order to avoid multi-cornered fights. The WP has been 

79 ‘MPs Rap His Move as Insincere, Politically Motivated’, The Straits Times, 26 August 1997, p. 32. 
80 National Solidarity Party, A Society for All: Manifesto of the National Solidarity Party 1995 (Singapore: 
National Solidarity Party, 1995), p. 51. 
81 The Workers’ Party, You Have a Choice: Manifesto 2006 (Singapore: The Workers’ Party, 2006), p. 5. 
82 ‘The Lightning versus the Hammer’, The Straits Times, 4 February 2006, p. 8. 
83 Singapore Democratic Party, It’s About You: Prosperity and Progress for Every Singaporean (Singapore: 
Singapore Democratic Party, 2010), n. p. 
84 ‘Your Voice in Parliament’, The New Democrat, Issue No. 1, 2011, p. 2. 
85 ‘Support SDP to Keep the Cost of Living Down’, The New Democrat, Issue No. 1, 2011, p. 3. 
86 Robin Chan, ‘PAP Must Fight to Get Message Across: Chan Chun Sing’, Asiaone, 11 December 2013, 
http://news.asiaone.com/print/news/singapore/pap-must-fight-get-message-across-chan-chun-sing, accessed on 
21 February 2014. 
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particularly active in the formation of these alliances. It successfully negotiated a pact with 

the PF for the 1972 GE but the other parties failed to reach an agreement.87 It also obtained 

support from the then-unregistered NSP in 1986 and entered into electoral agreements with 

the SDP and PKMS just before the 1988 GE.88 In a bid to unite the opposition, Chiam 

organised the SDA between the NSP, SPP, SJP and PKMS in 2001. The WP refused to join 

the new alliance.89 The NSP withdrew from the alliance in 2008, followed by Chiam and the 

SPP in March 2011.90 However, with so many parties and leaders, it is difficult to envisage a 

day when the parties would merge into one effective rival to the PAP. Despite the euphoria 

from the WP’s victory at Anson in 1981, none of the parties were ready to merge into one.91 

Discussions on a possible merger were held again in 1993, but to no success.92 

 

The 2011 GE clearly shows that Singaporeans are discerning enough to choose opposition 

parties with proper alternative programmes and with a good slate of candidates. The WP won 

an average of 46.6% of the votes cast for its 23 candidates. The SDA, consisting of just the 

SJP and the PKMS with little to offer Singaporeans, did poorly, winning an average of 30.1% 

of the votes cast for its seven candidates. Despite the good performance by the opposition, 

Chee insists that nothing has changed since ‘all the policies that act to the detriment of 

Singapore are still in place’93. It will take a few more GEs before Singapore gets a two-party 

system, with the WP the likely party to challenge the PAP. Just before the 1976 GE, The 

Straits Times noted that only the WP mattered among the opposition.94 The party decided it 

could work towards a two-party system by incrementally increasing its presence in 

Parliament. 95  The political opposition remains divided on the possibility of a two-party 

system in Singapore. If one party were to effectively hog the political limelight in Singapore, 

it means that all other parties could find themselves in the political wilderness. This is clear 

considering that the opposition parties are centred on one individual and that individual will 

want his/her chance to be in Parliament. The 2013 by-election in Ponggol East is a clear 

87 P M Raman, ‘United Front Talks Hit Snags’, The Straits Times, 1 April 1972, p. 5; Chew Lee Ching, 
‘Outlook Dim and Dr Lee is Blamed’, The Straits Times, 13 June 1972, p. 6; and Tan Wee Lian, ‘Peoples Front 
and Workers Party Sign Elections Pact’, The Straits Times, 6 August 1972, p. 9. 
88 ‘WP Gets Help from Supporters of New Political Group’, The Straits Times, 20 June 1986, p. 12; and ‘PKMS 
to Team up with Workers’ Party for Polls’, The Straits Times, 18 June 1988, p. 20. 
89 ‘Veteran MP Wants to Play the Role of Watchdog’, The Straits Times, 13 January 2006, p. 34. 
90 Kor Kian Beng, ‘Chiam Meets Former Reform Members’, The Straits Times, 3 March 2011. 
91 ‘Opposition Not Ready to Form Single Party’, The Straits Times, 21 December 1981, p. 7. 
92 Sumiko Tan, ‘Possible Merger of Smaller Opposition Parties?’, The Straits Times, 3 January 1993, p. 2. 
93 Chee, Democratically Speaking, p. 94. 
94 ‘The Opposition’, The Straits Times, 19 November 1976, p. 14. 
95 ‘Jeya: Getting a Few Seats Now Crucial First Step’, The Straits Times, 21 December 1980, p. 14. 
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example. Both the WP and the SDP wanted to put up a candidate against the PAP. In the end, 

it was a four-cornered fight between the PAP, WP, SDA and RP, and the WP candidate won.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Since independence in 1965, Singapore has transformed from a Malaysian state to a bustling 

city-state. While the economic transformation is astonishing, the political scene in Singapore 

had stagnated. The message of nation building was merged with the rise of the PAP as a 

dominant political force in the country. In that master narrative, the political opposition in 

Singapore had disappeared. Opposition parties were dismissed as irrelevant and obstructive. 

Their policies and manifestoes were ridiculed by the PAP as not providing a proper 

alternative vision for Singapore. Their leaders were pictured as politically ambitious, 

manipulative, ignorant and dangerous. 

 

Yet, in looking back, it can also be concluded that the period since 1965 is about the rise of a 

political opposition, especially that of the WP. Despite the sympathies of the media towards 

the PAP, the use of the detention without trial through the ISA, the libel proceedings against 

the opposition by PAP leaders and the ridicule of the opposition in Parliament, the opposition 

parties had continued to march on. Along the way, the opposition maintained their presence, 

became more cautious in their choice of candidates, provided their alternative visions for 

Singapore and organised themselves through alliances. The exemplary case would be the WP. 

From an insignificant party with a paltry two candidates in the 1968 GE, the party has grown 

to become a potent political force by the 2011 GE.  

 

The question then arises as to whether Singapore will have a two-party system in its next 

phase of political development. The choice here will be a centre-right party (PAP) against a 

centre-left rival (WP). Having this system, however, means that the other opposition parties, 

especially the SDP and NSP, will either be marginalised or merged with one of the two major 

parties. This is a vision that both the SDP and NSP will not accept and it remains to be seen 

whether these two parties will eventually challenge the WP for dominance in the opposition 

camp. 
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