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[ went from a milk programme for undernourished children,

to a textile salesman, to the world of diplomacy,

says the writer in this Thank You letter to Singapore.
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Inamonth’s time, we will have
massive public celebrations to
commemorate the 50th
anniversary of Singapore’s
independence. Let us complement
these public demonstrations of
affection with personal moments
ofreflection. What Singapore
deserves today is 3 million
thankyou letters from its citizens.
This is my personal thank you
letter, sent with love to Singapore.

Dear Singapore,

me from the bottom 20 per cent of
the inhabitants of Planet Earth to
the top 5 per cent.

AsIwas put onaspecial feeding
programme when Ijoined Seraya
Primary Schoolin Primary 1
(drinking milk withaladle froma
pailin the principal’s office), L must

cent. Today (as my friends tell me,
both delicately and indelicately), I
have gone frombeing
undernourished to being
overnourished. Ithasbeena
remarkable life journey. The only
reasonlmadeitto the top 5 per
cent was because ofa magical
ladder Singapore created for the
poorand disadvantaged. This is
why I cannot possibly thank
Singapore enough. And there are
three keyreasonswhyIdo so.

Land of opportunity

bebornin Singapore.

My parents, Mohan and Janki,
were victims of the Partition of
India and Pakistan in1947. As
Hindu Sindhis in Pakistan, they felt
that they had to flee Pakistan. Their

toall corners of the world.

Hence, asa young boy growingup :

in Singapore, I was in touch with
first cousins in all corners of Planet
Earth: in Suriname and Guyanain
South America; in Nigeriaand
Ghanain Africa; in Mumbai,
Hyderabad and Kolkatain India;
and in Hong Kongand Japanin

i Asia.I could easily have been born
: inany of these countries. Instead,
i byacomplete accident, Iwas born
: inSingaporein1948.

Little did I know then that 1 had

i wona “lottery” by being born in

i Singapore. The benefits of that

: “lottery” were felt as earlyaswhen1
: wassixmonths old.

Atthatage, Iwas admitted to

: Paglar Maternity and Nursing

: Home, now Parkway East Hospital,
: in Telok Kurau. After a severe bout

i of diarrhoea, the doctors told my

: mother Iwas agone case.

¢ Fortunately, I survived. Would I

: have survived thisif Thad been

¢ livingin other Third World cities?

: Mylife should have followed the

: pattern of my first cousins’.

¢ Virtually all of them (with one or

i twoexceptions) started working

: after secondary school. Sodid L.

: Fortunately, Singapore’s

: meritocratic system thrusta

i President’s Scholarshipupon mein
¢ 1967. Asthe scholarship paidme

i $250 amonth, more than the $1501
I'want to thank you for transporting :
i Street,my motheradvised me to

: studyin the then University of

¢ Singapore, in whatis now the

¢ National University of Singapore

¢ Bukit Timah campus. (Let me,asan
: aside, mention that my first cousins
: didwell, too,and most of themare

: farwealthier than me.)

have belonged to the bottom 20 per :
¢ studying economics for two years, I
: decided torepeatayear (and my

gotasatextile salesman in High

Somewhat foolishly, after

: Singapore'sdeep

: commitmentto

: multiracialismand

i multiculturalism,inaworld
i where ethnicandreligious
! differences arebecoming

: evermore polarised,isa

i truemiracle. We takeit for
Itwasa complete accident for me to granted. Thisis good,

: becauseitshowsthatwe
i haveaccepted, asanation,
i that peopleofallraces
i and cultures should be

more than a dozen siblings also fled treated equally.

i scholarship was suspended fora
: year) to study philosophy.

The Public Service Commission

i and Dr Toh Chin Chye, then

¢ vice-chancellor, could have said no
i tothis foolish and impractical

i switch. Instead, they wisely said

: yes. My love of philosophyledtoa

i lifelong passion for learning which
¢ hastransported me towhere lam

¢ today. Could this have happened

: equally easily in the rest of the

¢ Third World? Probably not.

Thisiswhy Iam truly grateful

to Singapore.

i Land of multiracialism

i Itisnosecret that ethnic Indians

: havebeenborninall corners of the
i world. They have been bornin

¢ Suriname and Guyana, Uganda and
i Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Fiji. Look

: carefullyat thislist of countries. In
¢ all these countries, small ethnic

: Indian communities have suffered
i variouskinds of discrimination.

¢ The same could have happenedin

: Singapore. Instead, the Indian

¢ communityin Singapore hasbeen :
i trulyblessed. They havebeen given :
: equalaccess tohousing and :
i healthcare, education and

: employment. We take this for

i granted in Singapore. Yet, what we
: take forgrantedin Singaporeis

i truly exceptional. Indians make up
¢ only 7.4 per cent of Singapore’s

i population today. Yet, theyhave

¢ produced presidents and deputy

: prime ministers, Supreme Court

: judgesand permanent secretaries.
i Inper capitaterms, the minority

¢ ethnic Indian community of

: Singapore may be the most

: successful minority ethnic Indian

i communityglobally (outside the

: ethnic Indian community in the

i United States, whichisliterally

i off-the-chartsinits success).

Singapore’s deep commitment

¢ tomultiracialism and

¢ multiculturalism, inaworldwhere
¢ ethnic and religious differences are :
: becomingever more polarised,isa :
¢ truemiracle. We takeit for granted. :

This isgood, because it shows that

: wehave accepted,as anation, that
: people ofallraces and cultures
: shouldbe treated equally.

But we must also recognise that

i thisis what makes Singapore
i magicaland exceptional.

: Land of inspiration

i Oneofthe great privileges of my

¢ life is that, like Professor Tommy

¢ Koh,Ihave servedas Singapore’s

: Ambassador to the United Nations  :
¢ (UN) twice. For more than 10 years, :
: linteracted on a daily basis with :

i ambassadors from all countriesin

i theworld. Asaresult of these deep
¢ dailyinteractions, I gota first-hand
: understanding of how other

: countries view Singapore.

There is no doubt that Singapore

¢ isoneofthe most highly respected

: countries on Planet Earth. lam not

. exaggerating. Evenafterleaving

i the Foreign Service, L have

i continued to travel toall corners of
i theworld. Itis afair statement to

. saythat I have friends in all corners.
i These friendsare openandhonest

: withme, Virtually all of them have

i communicated their deep respect

¢ forSingapore to me. They wish that
i their countries could emulate the

: Singapore successstory. Just last

i month, Iwas in Kazakhstan. What

: isthe Kazakh dream? To become

: theSingapore of Central Asia.

When Singapore became

: independentin1965,no one -let

¢ merepeat this,noone - could have
i orwould have predicted that

: Singapore wouldbecome one of the
i mosthighlyrespected and admired
i countries in the world.

Absorbing this respectand

¢ admiration ona daily basisas

i Singapore’s Ambassador to the UN

: was one of the sweetest

i experiences of mylife. And Tam

. confident thatTamnot the only one
: tohave experienced this

i extraordinary respect which

: Singapore enjoys asa nation.

Somereaderswill scoffat these

: three points and say that they

i reflect traditional propaganda. Yes,
: these points have been made over

i and over, What is remarkable is that
: these points are a true and valid

i description of Singapore.

All this does not mean that

¢ Singaporeisaparadise. We are far

. from perfect. Many aspects of

: Singapore need serious

: improvement. Weare not yeta

i gracioussociety. Weare not the

. cleanest city, but the most-cleaned
i city. Our taxi system remains

. bewilderingand unreliable in

i stormyweather. Despite the

: massive MRT breakdown on

i Tuesday, our MRT system has

: improved. Yet, itis far away from

i reaching First World Swiss

: standards. Our OB (out of bounds)

i markers on political discourse need
¢ tobewidened, while the OB

: markers on discussion of racial and
¢ religious differencesneed tobe

¢ narrowed toavoid the global

. polarisation seeping into our

i multicultural society. Our

i education system is clearly one of

i thebestin the world, butithasnot

¢ yetproduced world-class minds

i whowinNobel Prizes. Whynot? In
: short,wehavealot todoin the next
i 50 years to make Singapore an even
: bettersociety.

Yet,itisalso clear that we have

. achieved alotin the first 50 years
i thatdeserve some truly

: magnificent celebrations. It is

: remarkable that we rankamong

¢ thetopnations in the world

: asaland of opportunity, a

¢ land of multiracialism and a

¢ land of inspiration.

Dear Singapore, this iswhy I

cannotlove you enough. You have
i givenme - and millions of fellow
i Singaporeans - a truly magicallife.

¢ Yourssincerely,
¢ Kishore

stopinion@sph.com.sg

¢ ® Thewriteris Dean of the Lee Kuan

: Yew School of Public Policy, National

. Universityof Singapore, and author of
: thebook Can Singapore Survive?
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