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Accessories after the fact
Tougher laws needed to
fight online pirates but
a proposed Bill could hit
law-abiding businesses

N

O MATTER what the “content-should-be-free” crowd
says, copyright theft robs artists and businesses of their
livelihoods.
Creative industries employ millions of
people in the advanced world (and could
be a rung on the ladder for poorer countries too, if, say, unscrupulous European
content thieves did not habitually purloin
the efforts of African musicians).
The damage may be less than the annual US$135 billion (S$175 billion) that the
entertainment and publishing industries
claim. These firms could change their
business models to reduce the pirates’

P

EOPLE have asked me why I
embarked on this book, which I
consider my most important
book. The reason is simple: I believe bilingualism to be a cornerstone of Singapore’s success story. Singapore was not always the way it is today,
where people from all over the world can
come and find themselves at home here
because English is spoken so widely.
When I first became Prime Minister of
Singapore, the majority of people here
could not speak English. In Singapore,
English is the important language without which you cannot get to the top of
any profession or job. They spoke many
Chinese dialects, Malay, Tamil, other languages. They were like tanks of fish in an
aquarium, together and yet apart, each
community in its own world. I made it
my mission to bring them together in real, meaningful ways.
Very few countries have embarked on
a bilingual policy with two completely divergent and unrelated languages, English
a North European language and Chinese,
mono-syllabic, tonal, no spelling but
made up of either pictographs or ideographs.
Why have we chosen this bilingual
combination?
English is the working language of Singapore from the time of the British, with
the laws and all official records including
births and deaths in English.
Next, Singapore is multi-racial, and
English does not put any group, Chinese,
Malays, Indians or others, at a disadvantage. All have to learn English, the language that much of the world speaks either as the first or second language.
For Chinese Singaporeans, they have
to work hard to maintain their mother
tongue for their sense of identity, especially when more and more homes are
speaking in English. In 1980, one in 10 Primary One students came from predominantly English-speaking homes. This proportion increased to nearly six in 10 in
2010.
My maternal grandmother first sent
me to a Chinese school near my house, in
a little wood and attap hut, the home of a
middle-aged Chinese-language teacher. I
did not understand what the teacher was
saying. He spoke in a strong dialect accent, not Mandarin. I pleaded with my
mother to leave the school and went on
to Choon Guan School in Joo Chiat Terrace. I still could not understand the
teachers, and my fellow students spoke
little or no English. So I persuaded my
mother to allow me to go to an English
school. I enrolled at Telok Kurau English
School, from Primary 1 to Primary 6. I
did not then know that to learn languages, the best time is when you are a child.
Then you can be exposed to one, two or
more languages. Unfortunately I learned
my Chinese only when I was an adult.
In 1955, I contested the General Elections as a candidate for the Tanjong Pagar
constituency. My opponent challenged
me to a debate in Mandarin. I naturally refused to debate with him in a language I
was completely unable to speak. His intention was to show my ignorance of the
language to the majority of the people
who were dialect and Mandarin-speaking. There were then few English speakers. I started learning Mandarin but discovered that it was spoken by only a
small proportion of those who have gone
to Chinese schools, but who often
switched back to dialect when they leave
their Chinese schools. The most understood language for the majority of Chinese back then was Hokkien. So I started
to learn Hokkien. For more than 20 years
I spoke Hokkien.
Over time, parents saw how graduates
from the English stream schools got the
better jobs. So an increasing number of
them sent their children to English
schools over time. Nanyang University
had been founded in 1956 for graduates
from Chinese schools. Naturally their
numbers declined over time. They admitted students with poor grades but still
graduated them with degrees that had little market value.
It made no sense to have “Nantah” or
Nanyang University, teach Chinese at tertiary level when the Chinese primary and
secondary schools had switched to English. The quality of students applying for
admission was dropping precipitously,

profits, especially in countries where an
album costs a day’s wages. But mispricing does not justify crime.
So far, attempts to stop online piracy
have largely failed. Lawsuits shut down
file-sharing services such as Napster and
Grokster, but others have taken their
place – such as Pirate Bay and the new
“cyberlockers” that operate in hard-toreach jurisdictions. Many users of these
sites think they are swopping, not stealing, material. But the cyberlockers make
money with extra charges for heavy users.
US Congress is now considering the
Stop Online Piracy Act (Sopa) which
would let copyright-holders take action
against the intermediaries – such as payment services, search engines, and Internet service providers (ISPs) – that supply
money and traffic to pirate sites. If the intermediaries do not cut these sites off,
they will face lawsuits.
In principle, the move is a good one.

Content companies need more effective
legal remedies against piracy. And the
thrust of the Bill is sensible.
Search engines direct users to pirated
content and make money off the ads that
appear next to the search results. The
threat of lawsuits might encourage them
to do much more to ensure that a search
for, say, “Lady Gaga mp3 download”
brings up legitimate online music services
only. And putting the burden of enforcement on the private sector has advantages: the aggrieved party will have a better
idea than the state whether a copyright infringement is worth pursuing.
But the Bill has problems too. The
loose definition of infringement in Sopa
could include sites that unwittingly carry
comments linking to pirated material.
That would make it too easy to launch
spurious claims and too onerous for intermediaries to deal with them, and could
discourage entrepreneurs from setting up
new sites allowing users to post things

(which, in the era of social media, is almost all websites). Large firms can cope
with the extra hassle, but the fear of lawsuits could stifle smaller companies and
start-ups.
A second big drawback is that Sopa
obliges ISPs to put filters in place to prevent their customers reaching pirate websites easily. That risks damaging the Internet’s vital internal addressing system,
which lets people use words instead of
numbers to access websites.
It also clashes with DNSSEC (domain
name system security extensions), a protocol that America has long championed
to increase Internet security. Messing
with DNSSEC could create loopholes for
hackers by allowing rogue websites to
pose as legitimate ones. Savvy users (who
do the most downloading) will be able to
bypass these filters anyway. And the
Bill’s vague wording leaves open the possibility that American ISPs might have to institute more intrusive forms of filtering,

Baby steps to
bilingualism
Mr Lee Kuan Yew launched his
book My Lifelong Challenge –
Singapore’s Bilingual Journey on
Monday. This is the speech he
gave at the launch

but they were allowed to graduate. I consulted our Nantah graduate MPs, including Chng Jit Koon, Ho Kah Leong and several others on what should I do to avoid
wastage of young lives. They urged me to
change Nantah into an English-speaking
university. That was not possible because
the teachers, who despite having PhDs
from American universities, had lost their
fluency in English as they had been teaching in Chinese.
I did what was practical, which was
for Nantah to conduct joint courses at the
University of Singapore’s Bukit Timah
Campus. This brought an English-speaking environment to Nantah, and laid the
foundations for the eventual merger be-

tween the two into the National University of Singapore. It was a crash course for
both teachers and students of Nantah.
Fortunately, given an extra few years, 70
per cent of the Nantah students graduated. When asked on graduation whether
they wanted a Nantah degree or a University of Singapore degree, the vast majority opted for a University of Singapore degree. That was how the market rated a
Nanyang degree.
In December 1983, we announced that
in 1987, all schools would use English as
the main language of instruction. It is unavoidable in multi-racial Singapore that
English has to be our common and therefore our master language. Our laws inher-

ited from the British were all in English.
All records are in English, land titles, registers of births and deaths and every single documentation one can think of. English is the world’s dominant language, either the first or second language of all
countries. And it is easier to learn than
Chinese. Chinese is a most difficult language because it consists of pictographs
and ideographs, and is tonal, without any
spelling.
Despite the unpopularity at the time of
closing Nantah and switching all into the
English medium of instruction, Singaporean parents and students decided that
they were better off with a bilingual education system.

with the costs, performance problems
and privacy issues that would inevitably
entail.
Yet Sopa’s flaws are not, as its opponents claim, fatal. The Bill should be
pruned and tightened – by defining more
narrowly the kinds of websites that intermediaries can be asked to block, and by
removing the requirement that ISPs put
filters in place – to ensure that it makes
life harder for malefactors without damaging the Internet or imposing unreasonable costs on the law-abiding.
The battle over Sopa is a fight between
two hugely creative forces.
The content companies want to protect a business that is the core of modern
culture; and the software companies are
determined to defend the innovative power of an industry that has transformed the
world in the past few decades.
Tension between them is inevitable;
but a redrafted law could surely deal fairly with both.
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English links us up to the world. Chinese links us up with the Chinese-speaking world of China, Taiwan, Hong Kong
and the Chinese diaspora in America, Europe and the world.
On the other hand, I had a high regard
for the discipline and seriousness of purpose in life Chinese school students displayed compared to English school students. One of my most unforgettable
memories was when the Chinese High
School was having a sit-in led by my left
wing pro-communist activists in October
1956 to protest the arrests of student leaders and closure of Chinese High School
and Chung Cheng High School. The Chinese school students camped inside the
school.
After watching this drama of the sit-in
at Chinese High School, I passed by the
University of Singapore’s student hostel
on Dunearn Road, just around the corner
from Chinese High. The contrast was
stark. I could see the students – the English-educated students – enjoying themselves. They were laughing and blowing
whistles, regarding the clash between the
Chinese students and the police a big
joke. I thought to myself that if Singapore
students all turned out like those in the
university hostel, Singapore would fail. I
vowed then to change this state of affairs.
This was why I decided to save the
good Chinese language schools as Chinese schools switched into English as the
main medium of instruction. The Chinese
schools taught students to be bilingual,
disciplined, and have self-confidence.
The best Chinese schools thus became
Special Assistance Programme schools.
Over time, the English language
schools like Raffles Institution, Victoria
School and others have also become effective in teaching Chinese to their students.
We have unified the system but in the process, also preserved some of the values
and virtues of the old Chinese school system.
Several studies have shown that the
best time for a child to learn another language is in the first few years of life,
where it is the most absorptive period of
the mind for learning languages. This begins to tail off progressively until the age
of 10 or 12. So by secondary school, it is
difficult to start learning a second language. Therefore, my advice to parents is
that if you want your children to be bilingual, you should speak to them in two languages right from birth, whether it be
English, Chinese or Malay or Tamil or
any other Mother Tongue.
If possible, one parent should speak to
the child in English, the other in the Mother Tongue. Then they get used to hearing
both English and the Mother Tongue at
home. This will complement teaching in
schools and they will become effective bilingual speakers when they grow up.
However difficult it is to learn the
Mother Tongue, especially Chinese and
English, if children start early enough
from Kindergarten 1 or even Nursery, by
Primary 6, they will be bilingual, with a
strong foundation in the Mother Tongue
for life. After Primary 6, at age 12, they
can concentrate on their master language
which is English in Singapore. But their
strong foundation in Chinese, Malay or
Tamil can be built upon in later years
with increases in vocabulary and fluency
when the need arises, especially when
they do business with China, Malaysia, Indonesia, Tamil Nadu or India.
However, I am concerned that with
more and more parents speaking English
with their children at home, fluency in
the Mother Tongue, especially Chinese,
will decrease. To promote bilingualism in
our young, I am proposing to raise money
for a bilingualism fund which I hope will
reach over $100 million over time. This
fund will spearhead initiatives to teach
children the Mother Tongue and English,
especially in their pre-school years, to
help them build firm foundations in being
proficient listeners and speakers of the
two languages.
I will take $2 million from the sale of
my new book which is being launched today and add $10 million to that, to start
the fund with $12 million.
The book, published by Straits Times Press, a
subsidiary of Singapore Press Holdings, is
available at major bookshops at $39.90.

