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A nation’s ‘where were you when ...’ moment

What are the enduring aspects 
of Mr Lee’s legacy — what will 
you remember him most for?

Vincent: His love for his wife. When 
(Mrs Lee) passed away, he really 
showed his love ... You could see the 
softer side of him, that he’s actually 
a very loving man. I thought ... he 
would just hold back and he would 
not show it, but he actually really 
expressed it.

Jin Yao: Some of the more prag-
matic elements of his legacy would 
be the strong economic and political 
institutions. I think that’s the result 
of the intolerance for corruption ... 
that has allowed for prosperity eco-
nomically (and) for geopolitical sta-
bility. When we are considering his 
legacy, there are always the not-so-
pleasant parts of his legacy, (such 
as) have we developed economical-
ly at the expense of things like cul-
ture, heritage? Have we developed 
and promoted national stability and 
harmony at the expense of freedom 
of expression, for instance?

Candice: The first is perseverance. 
If you look at his life history, he’s very 
persevering. Whenever we had big 
obstacles ... how he overcame them 
and never gave up. This was some-
thing that saw me through as well 
during my younger days, and looking 
forward, I think Singapore’s going to 
face a lot more new and unexpected 

challenges, so the persevering spirit 
will be something that will remind 
me for a long time to take on those 
challenges as they come ... 

The other one that I felt (has 
been) very enduring is his integrity, 
even when it concerned survival, he 
didn’t trade off his integrity for that. 
So, as Singapore becomes more glo-
balised, these are the values that I 
hope my children will continue to 

Sapiah: Mr Lee has blessed Singa-
pore globally as a brand. When 
we travel (and) we say we’re from 
Singapore, I can see the difference. 
The Singapore brand is such that it 
makes you really feel better. 

Mr Lee has done very well in 
terms of his statesmanship when 
he meets all the great leaders ... Be-
cause of his ability, it has brought 
Singapore up.

So this is where we have to look 
after the not-so-successful, in order 
to share the fruits of our labour ... 
In the past, because of the need, the 
necessity, we needed to grow the 
cake, but now we should also look 
into how we should distribute the 
cake so that we live by the values of 
a first-class economy. 

Candice: On the governance side, I 
would like to see them (the Govern-
ment) engage the community and 
the people more ... Singaporeans 
need to have a sense of ownership 
towards Singapore. Around my cir-
cle of friends, a lot of them have mi-
grated or are planning to migrate ... 

But instead of leaving the coun-
try and starting somewhere else, 
perhaps as a Singaporean I hope 
we could just stay on ... and may-
be step forward in one way or an-
other. It could be in vocalising our 
opinions at the right places or vol-
unteering ourselves to help fellow 
Singaporeans.

Jin Yao: The present is very much 
about maximising opportunities. I 
think there are a lot of opportuni-
ties not just in Singapore, but in the 
region and around the world that a 
lot of us are not taking. 

We’re too comfortable, and it’s 
too convenient to stay in Singa-
pore. I think sometimes some risk 
has to be taken ... 

For the future, the answer would 
be to embrace ambiguity. I think a 
lot of us are very afraid of the un-
certain ... But to be able to embrace 
ambiguity, uncertainty and then 
taking these different opportuni-
ties are important in building on 
that legacy.

REMEMBRANCE PANELS AT ISTANA PARK Flowers are left by members of the public (foreground) as a woman looks at remembrance panels at Istana Park last weekend. Photo: ooi Boon Keong
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For the Future, the answer would be 
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us are very aFraid oF the uncertain ... 
but to be able to embrace ambiguity, 
uncertainty and then taking 
these diFFerent opportunities are 
important in building on that legacy.
Kwan Jin Yao
 Business undergraduate and soCio-PolitiCal Blogger

carry, because when we become 
more globalised, there are a lot of 
temptations out there. So, to what 
extent do you trade off your integ-
rity for success? 

Vijay: It’s his selflessness — his 
commitment to Singapore and 
Singaporeans. When he stepped 
down in 1990, he could have easily 
ruled for another 10, 15 years, but 
instead he did what’s right for the 
country in terms of grooming the 
next batch of leaders to carry the 
country forward. A lot of people in 
power wouldn’t give it up.

How would you like to  
see Singapore building  
on Mr Lee’s legacy? 

Sapiah: It’s about how do we be-
come, really, First World people, 
in the sense that we not only take 
care of just those groups of Singa-
poreans who can grow the econ-
omy. We must also think of those 
who also need help ... Through the 
years, some are more successful 
than others. As we move along, the 
more successful become even more 
successful, and the children become 
even more successful. 
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Bedrock values,  
updated for the times

ulticulturalism, meritocracy, incor-
ruptibility and efficiency — born out 
of necessity in the formative years 
of a Singapore fresh out of a failed 
merger with Malaysia — are among 
the traits that have become synony-
mous with the late founding Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s brand of 
governance over the years. 

While many of these values and 
principles remain relevant in pre-
sent-day Singapore, with its bright 
lights and towering skyscrapers, 
there are those that need to be re-
visited or adjusted — such as meri-
tocracy and the ruling party’s gov-
erning style, say political analysts 
and former politicians.

Back in 1965, Mr Lee, as leader of 
a newly-independent city-state, was 
acutely aware of the difficulties that 
lay ahead. Singapore had no hinter-
land and no natural resources apart 
from its people. Racial tensions re-
mained an undercurrent in a socie-
ty that was fragmented, and largely 
made up of migrants hailing from 
different homelands and speaking 
various mother tongues.

Years later, Mr Lee continued to 
hammer home the point that Singa-
pore was racially diverse, and hence, 
its policies had to factor that in. 

In a hard-hitting speech deliv-
ered in Parliament in July 1984, the 
man himself posed this question to 
Singaporeans: “Ask yourselves, let 
us be honest, let us not bluff our-
selves, what are we? Anglo-Saxons 
with phlegmatic temperaments, not 
excitable?”

Then, he said: “We are Chinese 
or Chinese ethnic descent, Malays, 
Indians, Punjabis, Pakistanis, Sri 
Lankans ...”

And referring to the lack of demo-
cratic traditions in countries where 
the earlier generations came from, 
he added: “It is just not part of our 
history to count heads to decide who 
is the leader. It is not part of either 
Chinese, Malay or Indian culture or 
tradition. Indeed, it is anathema to 
Chinese culture that the Emperor’s 
mandate from heaven should depend 
on the counting of heads.”

Reminding the House that Sin-
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gapore had achieved a partially-
representative government only 
in 1955, Mr Lee noted that “our at-
titudes, our practices” had been 
shaped by the 29 years of history 
since then. 

“How we will progress depends 
on how we direct our social, eco-
nomic and political policies, and in-
cluding how Opposition leaders or 
Members accept the basic param-
eters of what Singapore is about — 
the independence and sovereignty 
of Singapore, its multiracial, multi-
religious, multilingual, multicultur-
al character,” he said then.

EVERGREEN VALUES

Today, political watchers recognise 
that multiracialism, meritocracy 
and incorruptibility had formed 
the bedrock of Mr Lee’s governance 
model. Communism was “rearing 
her ugly head” in the 1960s, and 
there was a need to instill in Sin-

gaporeans the confidence that the 
Government would not be corrupt, 
recalled Mr Inderjit Singh, a for-
mer Member of Parliament (MP) 
for Ang Mo Kio GRC. 

Dr Alan Chong, an associate pro-
fessor at the S Rajaratnam School 
of International Studies, said: “You 
have to understand that this was 
not a natural nation-state. The Brit-
ish never designed us to be a nation-
state. They brought in the different 
races for very instrumental reasons 
... If you talked about the struggle 
to master the destiny of this society 
called Singapore, it had to be artifi-
cially brought together.”

Against this backdrop, Mr Lee 
had pushed for the survival of a mul-
ti-racial society, across racial, eth-
nic and religious fault lines. 

“That meant that we should not 
talk about contentious issues too 
much. That’s how democracy was 
amended to the Singapore context,” 
said Dr Chong. 

Dr Lam Peng Er, of the Nation-
al University of Singapore’s East 
Asian Institute, pointed out that 
while Mr Lee championed speaking 
Mandarin, he made it clear that it 
must not be at the expense of mi-
nority groups.

“I think Singapore will unravel 
if you go for populism by pander-
ing to the ethnic Chinese majority 
... this is a fundamental value that I 
don’t think the post-Lee Kuan Yew 
era or even opposition parties can 
disagree with,” said Dr Lam.

Over the years, Singaporeans 
have internalised the view that eve-
ryone should have their own space, 
as far as minority groups are con-
cerned, he added. 

In Singapore, multiracialism is 
practised in a unique fashion, given 
that the majority ethnic group is not 
allowed to assert its rights based on 
sheer numbers, said Institute of Pol-
icy Studies deputy director Gillian 

SILENT TRIBUTE A flower is placed where Mr Lee Kuan Yew used to sit, at the Chambers in The Arts House, last week. The 
Arts House used to be the Parliament House, which was home to the Parliament of Singapore from 1965 to 1999. pHOtO: OOI BOOn KEOnG


