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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Lee Kuan Yew

Lee Kuan Yew has provided the 
recipe for Singapore’s success. 

He said, ‘I am often accused of 
interfering in the private lives of 
citizens. Yes, if I did not, had I not 
done that, we wouldn’t be here to-
day. And I say without the slightest 
remorse, that we wouldn’t be here, 
we would not have made economic 
progress, if we had not intervened 
on very personal matters-who your 
neighbor is, how you live, the noise 
you make, how you spit, or what 
language you use. We decide what 
is right. Never mind what people 
think.’

Lee Kuan Yew led 
Singapore for more 
than thirty years and 
his passing prompted 
many world leaders to 
pay their respects to 
him. President Barack 
Obama called him a 
‘true giant of histo-
ry and the father of 
modern Singapore. ’ 
David Cameron, the 
British Prime Minister, 
spoke of Mr. Lee and 
Margaret Thatcher in 
the same vein, as great 
state persons that were 
committed to change.

Henry Kissinger 
said of Lee, ‘ he has 
become a seminal 
fi gure for all of us. 
I have not learned 
as much from any-
body as I have from 
Mr. Lee Kuan Yew. 
He made himself an 
indispensible friend of 
the United States, not 
primarily by the power 
he represented, but 
by the quality of his 
thinking.’ Tony Blair 
says that Lee was the 
smartest leader he ever 
met. But it was the 
ordinary people that 
spoke of the contribu-
tions of Lee. He was 
seen as the father of 
Singapore by many 
and there were those 
that described him as 
‘the king of Singa-
pore.’

Who was Lee Kuan 
Yew and why did he 
hold such a powerful 
sway over his country? 
Lee was born in 1923 

and as we know he was 
the fi rst Prime Minister of 
Singapore. He occupied 
this position for over 
thirty years. Lee was a 
brilliant student. He stud-

ied at Raffl es College and 
won scholarships there 
before going to England 
to further his studies. 
Lee spent some time at 
the London School of 
Economics after which he 
read law at Fitzwilliam 
College, University of 
Cambridge. He did so 
well that he graduated 
with double honors.

While he was in 
England Lee was able to 
gain experience in British 
politics and he put this 
to good use on his return 
to Singapore. He worked 
as a lawyer and was then 
active in forming the Peo-

ple’s Action Party (PAP). 
Lee began to agitate for 
an end to colonial rule 
and after a power strug-
gle in the organization 
Lee won a by-election 
in 1957. In the national 
elections two years later 
PAP won 43 out of 51 
seats in the assembly. Lee 
became Prime Minister of 
Singapore in 1959 and set 
about campaigning for an 
end to British rule.

He thought that if Sin-
gapore joined Malaysia 
in a federation this might 
hasten independence 
but this was short-lived. 
There were riots between 
the Chinese and Ma-
lays and Singapore was 
expelled from Malaysia. 
Lee took the separation 
personally. He said that 
Malaysia and Singapore 
had close ties and the sep-
aration would be inimical 

to cooperation. But Lee 
had other problems.

He had to build Singa-
pore from virtually little. 
As part of this effort he 
traveled and cultivated 
ties with other countries 
and in 1965 Singapore 
joined the United Na-
tions. But the future was 
uncertain. There was a 
lack of social services 
and with high unemploy-
ment and few natural re-
sources the critics did not 
give Singapore much of 
a chance. But Lee and his 
advisors had other ideas. 
They worked to improve 
the manufacturing sector, 

Father of Singapore
established industrial 
estates with tax breaks 
and invested in education 
and training.

Singapore made the 
best of its location. Its 
deep harbor meant that 

ships could land without 
the scourge of tsumanis 
or monsoons. The island 
state also had another 
blessing. It was the gate-
way to China and Japan 
from Europe. Geography 
and location meant that 
the colonial outpost was 
taking on the character of 
a modern economic hub.

The economic indica-
tors were most impres-
sive. In 1980 the GDP per 
capita was $4,756 but in 
2014 this had increased 
tenfold to $52,179. This 
means that Singapore 
was wealthier per capita 
than the United States 

and Germany. As a sign 
of Singapore success 
story the IMF named the 
island state as the easiest 
country in the world in 
which to do business. 
Singapore’s Changi was 

rated the top airport in 
the world. Incidental-
ly, Heathrow was 10, 
Toronto Pearson was 46, 
and JFK was 63 on the 
list. The Finance Minister 
Tharman Shanmurgarat-
nam says that Singapore 
success story is as a result 
of three factors and they 
are ‘ the cultural work 
ethic, our response to ex-
ternal conditions and our 
government, especially 
its education and housing 
policies. Our approach is 
to enable people and to 
support a culture of aspi-
ration, work and personal 
responsibility, rather than 
have the government tak-
ing over responsibility.’

The Minister further 
explained that Singapore 
has a social culture based 
on work. A competitive 
economy has to constant-
ly upgrade skills. But 
the other priorities must 
be a secure environment 
in which to do business, 
a respect for the rule of 
law, and political sta-
bility. There are other 
interesting ideas in the 

Singapore’s model 
of development. The 
government rewards 
self-reliance. ‘You 
get something more 
when you take re-
sponsibility’, he says. 
One aspect of this 
responsibility is doing 
business in an almost 
corrupt-free environ-
ment.

In his book ‘From 
Third World to First’ 
Lee argues that the 
promises that are made 
at election time by 
politicians creates a 
big burden for others 
to pay. This leads to a 
culture of entitlement 
that takes a long time 
to change or reverse. 
One of the interesting 
experiments has taken 
place in housing and 
residence. The gov-
ernment promulgated 
a policy of integrated 
neighborhoods by 
requiring people of 
different races and 
cultures to live in the 
same neighborhoods. 
The object was to cre-
ate pride and to have a 
common identity.

Despite the increase 
in living standards 
there have been 
criticisms concerning 
Singapore’s social 
policies.

The country has 
been described as a 
dictatorship in which 
there is conscription, 
the death penalty for 
drug traffi cking, and 
laws that restrict free-
dom of the press. At a 
conference at Helsinki 
in 1971 Lee defended 
his governments curbs 
on press freedom by 
saying that the news-
papers incited riots 
through irresponsible 
reporting.

Lee had argued 
that a curtailment of 
freedom was neces-
sary for prosperity. 
He is gone but he still 
watches over Singa-
pore. As Lee said in 
1988, ‘ Even from my 
sick bed, even if you 
are going to lower me 
into the grave and I 
feel that something is 
wrong, I will get up.’

Lee Kuan Yew led Singapore 
for more than thirty years 
and President Barack Obama 
called him a ‘true giant of his-
tory and the father of modern 
Singapore. ’


