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THIS week, Singaporeans, for better or worse, have been divided into two kinds of people - the stayers and the quitters.

Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, in his National Day Rally speech, urged Singaporeans to be stayers, not people who quit the country when the going gets tough.

Most importantly, he said that Singaporeans overseas were not necessarily quitters as long as they still had an attachment to the country and would return when needed.

Subsequently, a minor debate arose among the ranks in Parliament, in the media, as well as in that potboiling barometer of public opinion, The Straits Times Forum page.

While everyone got embroiled in the merits of the Prime Minister's speech, I felt myself being lifted out, up and above the melee, like an overhead shot in a movie zooming out towards the big picture.

It struck me that while stayers and quitters were making their arguments heard, the real revolution was not the issue at hand, but the fact that such debate was being aired publicly.

This was not some neutered discussion either. As it was with the recent transport fare hikes, this was an animated debate about the pros and cons, with opposing views given their place and due.

While Singapore still has some way to go before everyone is allowed his say, this surely is cause for an encouraging smile, if not a pat on the back.

And those who quit Singapore years ago because they felt that dissenting views will never be tolerated must be feeling slightly silly.

Then I flopped back down into the micro view again, and proceeded to ask a friend in Singapore whether he saw himself as a stayer or a quitter.

He replied wryly: 'I'm a staying quitter.'

I laughed, and then realised, so am I.

As with most things in life, there are opportunity costs. While many of my friends have left Singapore for new and different lives overseas, I chose to stay here.

What I have gained in security and in being physically close to my family, I have perhaps lost in the excitement of wondrous opportunities and new learning experiences.

I stayed. But in doing so, I quit on embracing brave new worlds that may have made me a richer, more complete person.

But, having said that, I also gained in many ways. I feel a strong sense of rootedness and belonging, and having carved out a decent career for myself, I still have the luxury of 'quitting' every now and then on a nice long holiday.

Some better-travelled Singaporeans may pity me and pooh-pooh my statement as provincial and the product of a circumscribed world view.

They may paint me as a Singaporean Dorothy in the Wizard Of Oz clicking my ruby cha kiat heels and chanting: 'There's no place like home! There's no place like home!'

Let them, for I know my feelings are as real and valid as theirs.

I also have friends who have left Singapore and have no intention of ever returning here. While some may call them quitters, I certainly do not see them as such.

While no place on earth is perfect, they have decided to settle down in distant lands and make the most of their lives there, just like the many foreigners who have come here and chosen to make Singapore their home.

It takes all types to make the world go round. If our forefathers had stayed in their native lands and never quit for Singapore shores, where would we be as a nation today? You might even say Singapore was built on a strong foundation of noble and brave quitters.

A stayer, after all, isn't necessarily the best Singaporean. He may be a ne'er-do-well whiner who expects the Government to cough up on every little thing.

One who wants a less controlled public transport system but who baulks at the idea that it may mean higher costs to him; who hurrahs the fact that he can now own a flat under the new revised rules, but bristles at the notion that he stands at greater risk of losing his property to banks should he default on his mortgage.

Nobody likes labels. But I think the Prime Minister was trying to strike a chord here by making pragmatic Singaporeans look deep down within themselves and ask what they stand for. This is a good thing.

Ultimately, it's a matter of conveying well to people how they all have a stake in the country, and then leaving the rest to nature to take its course.

Singaporeans, after all, despite the usual stereotypes, are a diverse bunch of people. They are also human, wanting the best deal for themselves and their families, whether in Singapore or elsewhere.

It is invariably in the worst times that loyalties are called into question, for it is in these times that numbers count.

But it is also in the worst times that bread-and-butter issues are of prime importance. And it may even be slightly disingenuous to talk about patriotism and duty when people are just concerned about surviving.

As in anything, it is hard to please everybody and one cannot be all things to all people. Some will inevitably choose to quit this country.

At the end of the day, in the middle of this frenzied finger-pointing exercise, it is wise to remember this: nothing is set in stone.

There is no reason why once-recalcitrant quitters cannot have a change of heart and come back to Singapore.

The way I see it, it is all an evolutionary process. Not everyone who quits stays away.

Sometimes, people need to move to far away places to truly come back home.

Send your comments to stlife@sph.com.sg
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