
IN HIS OWN
WORDS

“Repression can only go up to a 
point. When it becomes too acute 
the instruments of repression, 
namely the army and the police, 
have been proved time and again 
in history to have turned their 
guns on their masters.” 

Reported in The Straits Times, 
May 5, 1959

“One man one vote is a most difficult form of government. 
From time to time the results can be erratic. People are 

sometimes fickle. They get bored with stable, steady 
improvements in life, and in a reckless moment they 

vote for a change for change’s sake.”
Election rally speech at Fullerton Square, Dec 19, 1984

“I am not going to come 
here, next time, just to hear 
a long moan about more pay 
and better conditions of 
service. I am interested in 
more productivity.”

Dockyard Workers’ National Day dinner,  
Aug 5, 1967

“Even from my sick bed, even if 
you are going to lower me into the 
grave and I feel something is going 
wrong, I will get up.”

National Day Rally, Aug 14, 1988

“Between being loved and being feared, 
I have always believed Machiavelli was 
right. If nobody is afraid of me, I'm 
meaningless. When I say something, 
to make it easier for me to govern, 
I have to be taken very seriously.”

Lee Kuan Yew: The Man 
and His Ideas (1998)

“You just read the utter, lunatic things 
the Opposition candidates say. If ever 
these people came into power, even God 
cannot help you from disaster. They are 
going to give you flats for free, medicine 
for free, everything you can ask or think 
of ... There is no need to pay. In fact, 
there is no need to work. We can all go 
home and sit under the banana tree.” 

Election rally speech at 
Fullerton Square, Aug 29, 1972

Always willing to call a spade a spade, Lee Kuan Yew 
never shied away from saying exactly what he thought. 

Here are some of his more colourful comments

“It is not the end of the 
world to live without 
chewing gum. We have 
thrived for thousands of 
years in Asia before the 
Americans introduced this 
disgusting habit to Asia.”

Interview with World Media Network, 
published Nov 28, 1995 

“You get that alternative 
(governments that constantly go 
in and out of power) and you’ll 
never put Singapore together again: 
Humpty Dumpty cannot be put 
together again ... and your asset 
values will disappear, your 
apartment will be worth a fraction 
of what it is, your jobs will be in 
peril, your security will be at risk 
and our women will become maids 
in other people’s countries, 
foreign workers.”  
Speaking in Canberra, April 4, 2007

“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 neighbour is, how you live, 
the noise you make, how you spit ... 
or what language you use. We 
decide what is right. Never mind 
what the people think.”  
Reported in The Straits Times, 
April 20, 1987

“Our most valuable asset is 
in the ability of our people. 
Yet we are frittering away 
this asset through the 
unintended consequences 
of changes in our education 
policy and equal career 
opportunities for women. 
This has affected their 
traditional role as mothers.”  

The Great Marriage Debate, National Day Rally, 
Aug 14, 1983

“Unless we are able to instil patriotism 
and self-respect, unless we succeed in inculcating 
a sense of commitment to fellow Singaporeans in 
our talented youths, we can be creamed off. We 

shall become diluted like skimmed milk.”
Speech on brain drain, Aug 12, 1982

“How do you think today’s Singapore 
came about? Because everybody 
knows if I say that we are going in a 
certain direction and that we’re going 
to achieve this objective, if you set out 
to block me I will take a bulldozer and 
clear the obstruction.” 

Interview with The New Paper, published Jan 9, 1995
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