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VIEWPOINT

Thanks for

wanting to leave

A

By WooN Wui TEK

RESH research by the Institute of

Poliey Studies has found that 20

per cent of Generation Yers wish
to fly the Singapore coop.

Statistics of this nature are churned
out regularly and, it seems to me, a
strangely zero-sum approach is typical-
ly adopted in discussing them: We take
it to be “good news” if the proportion of
a population wishing to emigrate is low,
and the news is invariably “better” the
lower that proportion is.

I suggest, however, that a country
should be grateful if a significant
number of its people want out: Indeed,
it would be worrying if no one was eve-
ing greener pastures.

Let me first sling the cliche of the cen-
tury: People are different.

Different people have different views
about what “the good life” is like, what
the right tax rate is or how much should
be spent on the arts. Now, a good govern-
ment should certainly try to be inclusive,
offering something for everyone. Ulti-
mately, however, decisions must be
made, priorities set and parameters
drawn.

The upshot is that, in any country, a
decent-sized chunk of the population
will find themselves on the losing side of
numerous deep-seated debates.

We could pretend that such folk have
no choice but to suck it up and live with
the settled consensus.

But the world is a big place and there
are many, many alternative societal solu-
tions out there. All, in today's
Web-linked universe, are effectively
open to scrutiny, like so many shop-win-
dow displays.

With such a profusion of options,
what should we make of a nation whose
citizens overwhelmingly professed noth-
ing but devotion to the system?

I'm guessing that such folk would live
in paradises like North Korea, where eve-
ryone is assigned a nice set of official
blinkers and is ignorant of anything be-
yond propaganda.

Even in a capitalist heaven like the
United States, there must be plenty of
people who - if they know enough about
how other societies functioned and can
escape such all-consuming stereotypes
as “the land of the free” - would acknow-

ledge the allure of some “un-American”
systems.

Of course, if half a population are
stampeding for the exits, something is
probably deeply wrong.

But setting aside such extreme scenar-
ios, there are other reasons why we
should not deplore the emigrant dreams
of some of our compatriots.

For one thing, I believe that folk dis-
gruntled enough to seriously consider di-
voreing themselves from their home cul-
tures are likely to be especially honest
critics.

At the very least, their take on things
would be essentially different from
those of people who, at heart, think “the
system works”. Their commentary
might be trenchant, even brutal - but it
could well be laced with cruel truths.

We need not accept everything they
say as the gospel truth, But if we are cen-
tred and confident enough, theirs could
be a valuable perspective.

Furthermore, I'm not saying that we
grants as a snake sloughs off dead skin.

In immigrant societies, from the US
to Singapore, it is a cherished belief that
those who abandon their roots to begin
new lives are the cream of the crop:
They are the heroic pioneers brimming
with initiative, drive and the entrepre-
neurial spirit.

If so, then many of the people seek-
ing to depart these shores are especially
worth retaining.

If their dreams could be accommodat-
ed, if they can be plugged back into their
native societies, would that not be the ul-
timate vindication of the national agen-
da?

And even if success is not achieved in
each case, effort taken to deeply explore
and revalidate our soul will not have

been wasted.
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ling he fang shi

Consensus: #i% gong shi
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