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Lee Kuan Yew's forte was an open-minded focus on results
I have Singaporean relatives by marriage, and last week was a time of mourning for them. The death of their former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew was almost like the passing of a close family member. One cut a business trip short on hearing the news in order to go back home to pay respects.

I met Lee at lunches and dinners on several occasions starting from 1999. He was no longer Singapore's leader but still very involved. He displayed a highly impressive global perspective, and was very interested in how Hong Kong was doing.

To many Singaporeans and other admirers, Lee made Singapore what it is today - not simply in terms of infrastructure and economic development, but as a proud multiracial nation with a distinct identity and role in regional affairs. To critics, he was intolerant, ruled through fear and left a community with a lot of rules but not much flair or creativity.

There is a danger that both these views go too far. Lee was not a god. He could not have transformed Singapore single-handed; it took administrative and technical know-how, and ultimately the effort of the whole population. Maybe other leaders could have done a similar job using different methods. Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea all pulled themselves up from a low level during the 1960s through to 1980s.

Similarly, it is a huge exaggeration to say he was simply a tyrant or dictator. All four of Asia's "little dragons" had authoritarian government of some sort, at least up to the 1980s.

Few people can really oppose rules to eliminate spitting or even the mess caused by chewing gum. The main serious charge is that Lee silenced critics harshly. The persecution may have seemed unnecessary and personal. He himself later stressed that the number of critics jailed or sued was quite small - which suggests that he was sensitive to allegations of intolerance.

Where Lee was, in my view, an outstanding figure was in his pragmatism. In his early days he saw himself as a socialist. He went on to encourage foreign investment from capitalist multinationals, and to implement a policy of economic planning to encourage favoured industries. This involved diverting workers' savings into investments decided by bureaucrats.

Lee and his colleagues realised that some policies might work better than others. When they thought family planning, language and other policies were no longer working, they simply changed them. The overall results are mixed. Singapore has better, more affordable housing and a more physically comfortable urban environment than Hong Kong's. But their private sector is not as big or dynamic as ours.

It was the focus on results rather than on ideology that appealed to the Chinese leadership when reforms began on the mainland in the late 1970s. Obviously, no one believes that the experience of a small island state can be replicated in a huge country like China. But we can clearly see the general principle of "pragmatic authoritarianism" at work in China in the last few decades.

I was present with around 1,000 Singaporeans and others at the live broadcast of Lee's funeral at Central Plaza in Wan Chai last Sunday. One especially moving eulogy was from a young woman who recalled seeing Lee as an intimidating figure, but after meeting him realised how much she took his work for granted. The power of her words had a huge effect on the Singaporeans around me.

I remember Lee telling me that he envied Hong Kong for having the mainland as a buffer. For Singapore, a city with few resources in a potentially hostile region, moving forward was a matter of survival. The true mark of Lee's greatness will be for Singapore and its people to build on the last half-century and enjoy continued success.
