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3 Apart from spirituality, philosophy and psychology, biography has always been part of my reading obsession.
You can only learn great things from great people, by reliving their lives or equivalently, their episodes of
history.Lee Kuan Yew is a legendary figure and the fascination started when I conducted some research comparing
Singapore with Hong Kong, primarily due to personal interests. And oh, Singapore looks much more appealing
than Hong Kong, its landscape, outlook, culture and system, which will or perhaps has already overtaken the latter.
There have been two published volumes of Lee Kuan Yew’ s memoirs and | am about to start. This one is slightly
different from an autobiography, as it illustrated a somewhat spontaneous Lee Kuan Yew by the Questions &amp;
Answers layout. Eleven chapters are included, ranging from politics, diplomats to his early life and family. In each, a
plain introduction is first given, followed by Lee’ s answers to various questions, some of them really touched
fundamental issues as democracy and nepotism, and it ends with a conclusion and photographs. | would say that
the structure does engage readers like me and despite its length, I managed to finish it within five days. Questions
were addressed to Lee in a series of interviews, taken place in Istana between 2009 and 2010. Lee was 86 or 87 then
and his beloved wife past away during that period after 61 years’ of company. So we have a more sentimental Lee
in this book, who confided his attachment and his gratefulness to having her in life and the adjustments he made to
cope with her absence. In that sense, this book is worth reading. Probably, we won’ t be seeing a new one to
come.l would like to give some summary of Lee’ s background and early life here. Lee was born to a wealthy
Chinese family in Singapore (or Malaya by then), learnt English as his first language, Malay the second. It wasn’ t
until his entering politics that Lee started to pick up Mandarin and Hokkien. Educated in prestigious Raffles
Institution, spend a term in LSE and later transferred to Cambridge for a bachelor degree in Law. Being subject to
British and Japanese colonial control and witnessing the Second World War must have greatly influenced Lee. He
met his wife before he made a move to Britain and fortunately, she received a scholarship to complete a Law degree
in Cambridge, so they both studied there and got married in Stratford secretly. He was initially working as a lawyer
in Singapore with his wife, but later stepped into politics as he commented: who would practice law in a chaotic
country? And he fought on until early 1990s and much later his elder son Lee Hsien Loong became the prime
minister, while Lee remained as the MM, Minister Mentor, serving as a living databank for young governors. He
has two sons and one daughter, eight grandsons and daughters, if I was correct. And they are all successful, except
one grandson had Albino and Asperger’ ssyndrome.Lee Kuan Yew is probably the greatest leader in the second
half of the last century. While other politicians rejuvenated their countries like Margaret Thatcher, Lee founded a
nation. Although Singapore is a city-state with only four million citizens, Lee started from nowhere. Singapore
joined Malaysia and was later forced to leave, gained its independence and industrialization by attracting
investments from MNC:s, survived the communist surge and developed SAF (Singapore Armed Force),
transformed its economy by devising new measures pulling foreign talents, and look at Singapore now, 90% of its
population have a stake in the nation—a house subsidized by the government, and it has gained independent water
supply. It is a better, more competent place than its rival, Hong Kong, although the latter now has got China.Lee is
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remarkable not because he is holding certain unpopular values, but due to his persistence and conviction in his
own righteousness. He has no regret in life, not because there isn’  t any, but he said all decisions made were the
best options he had at the time, given such and such circumstance and alternatives. The most significant trait of Lee
is his power in persuading people—he is firm in what be believes and he will never give way to his opponents unless
they have more convincing reasons, which is seldom the case. He is neither conservative nor liberal, he said he is
simply pragmatic: this is the difficulty now we encounter, this is the circumstance, and this is our capability and
chance, so we still could make a good living given all the conditions. He is correct, but not politically correct. This
is another argument that | buy completely. He is utterly candid, there are topics other politicians won’ t ever go
into, due to the fear of losing popularity and subsequently, political power, while Lee endeavors, he regards
Singapore as his heir and whatever he does, is in favor of Singapore, not his own interests. He said talents were
born, determined by genetics, and he makes no effort in masking his preference for meritocracy and elitism. He is
infidel, and although he does not speak Chinese as his first language, he has inherited the essence of Chinese culture
—Dbeing practical, pragmatic, and recognizes life as what itis. “ That' slife” ,“ That' sthat” ,“ You have to
accept life” , these have occurred repeatedly in Lee’ s speech.He is a man of insight, he is a living history, and he is
courageous and passionate. He knows what is right and he is obstinate on insisting what is right. He is
knowledgeable that he understands China more than | do. This man with his wisdom, owns my admiration.
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[JWe’ rein Singapore, which gives us six hours range, a market of about two plus billion people reached by air.
We climbed up the ladder within one generation. How did we do it? Because we looked at the outside world and
said, look, this is the way we go, maximise our strengths and we got here. How do we go further up? By not
competing with Chinese and Indians wehre we know they’ re going to enter in a big way. We succeed by staying
in little niches, securing qualities which they cannot match, like credibility, reliability, intellectual property and the
rule of law. They cannot match that for a long time.(p.153)0 What have we got to offer to the MNCs? Not cheaper
labor or land, but high quality infrastructure to justify the higher cost. The Vietnamese are very smart. We can see it
from the students that we give scholarships to. They catch up and they are one-third of our salaries, one quarter the
price of our land. So we got to offer what we have that they cannot offer: stability, security, connectivity, good
healthcare, schooling for children because the top people want their children with them and they want good
schools. (p.160) 0 0D 000000000 ODOODOODODOODOODOODOOOOOOODOODODOOO
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0000000000000 000D0DO0O0O0O0OOO Isthere an alternative? 1 don’  tsee it. One way is for
the PAP to break up into two parts. Will that help? For one, two elections? Then what? And then the opposition
that doesn’ t get into power will say, | want to come back to the PAP. I don’ twant to sit out in the opposition
benches. Makes no sense, right? We are going to tap the same limited talent pool. (p.65)0 0 O O O OO O OO
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successful and the less successful which happens in every society. The successful have forgotten that without the
peace and stability that made their education, their job or their business opportunities possible, they would never
have made it. But having made it, they think they made it on their own. Some students from the top schools like
Raffles Institution or Hwa Chong, they go abroad and they think that they had done it on their own. They don’ t
owe the government or society anything. They are bright chaps, but how did they make it? Because we kept a
balance in society. We peace, stability, we built up our education system and enabled the brightest to rise to the top.
Even those who are less bright were given the opportunities to go as far asthey can. (p.68) O O 0O 0O 0O 0O O O
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I think the American outcome is best for us. 1 don’ t see the Chinese as a benign power as the Americans. | mean,
they say [ [J [ . If you are not ready to be a hegemon, why do you keep on telling the world you are not going to
be a hegemon? You are just not a hegemon, all right? But I know the Americans are hegemon but a gentle one. |

' ve got on with them. Why not leave the present hegemon inplace? (p.310) 0 0 00O OO0 O0OOOOO0O
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O0000D0OO0O000000OD DO They expect us to be more respectful — you must respect me. They tell us
countries big or small are equal, we’ re not a hegemon. But when we do something they don’ t like, they say you
made 1.3 billion people unhappy. When they make us unhappy? You know itis (I [J -unhappy. So please know
yourplace. (p.331) 0 0 0000 0O00DOOODOOOODOOODOOOODOOOODOOODOOODODOOO
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