
POETRY IS A LUXURY WE CANNOT AFFORD?
WHAT’S NEXT FOR ARTS, HUMANITIES & LITERATURE EDUCATION?

NIE ARTS & HUMANITIES LITERATURE CONFERENCE
4 JUNE 2015

GREETINGS & THANKS

I have 3 points to make. 

1.  THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF ‘POETRY IS  A LUXURY WE CANNOT 
AFFORD’ IS A PRIME MINISTER’S CHOICE BETWEEN RICE & POETRY

Context  or  circumstances  together  with  our  worldview,  beliefs  and  values 
influence our perception, speech and action. Speech and action take place in a context. 
Knowing the context  deepens our  understanding.  I  would like to place Lee Kuan 
Yew’s statement in its historical context.

“Poetry is a luxury we cannot afford,” said Lee Kuan Yew in 1968. The year is 
very important. It sets the context of that speech made by a beleaguered young prime 
minister aged 45 leading a cabinet of ministers all of whom had no experience in 
governing  a  nation  or  developing  a  national  economy.  In  1968,  Singapore  was  a 
newly independent island nation, 3 years old. She possessed few natural resources and 
a large growing population. She had been kicked out of Malaysia and had lost her 
natural  hinterland.  1968 was  also  the  year  the  British  closed their  Naval  Base  in 
Sembawang,  3  years  ahead of  schedule.  That  naval  base  and the  presence of  the 
British armed forces had given employment to thousands of Singaporeans, but that 
ended in 1968.  Faced with such circumstances, the prime minister and his team had 
to think of how best to create an economy that would give jobs to the hundreds of 
thousands  of  citizens.  If  you  were  the  prime minister  then,  what  would  be  more 
important to you?  Rice or poetry or both? 

Our choice reveals who we are and what we value as a community. In 1968, 
the prime minister of Singapore chose rice. It was a necessary hard-headed pragmatic 
choice.  And  that  choice  since  then  had  stamped  its  psychological  effect  on  our 
national psyche and our cultural and educational policies. Today we see the result of 
that choice on literature in the school curriculum. Literature has been moved from its 
position as a subject of major importance to one of minor consequence. Within the 
national  psyche,  Singaporeans  see  themselves  as  a  pragmatic  people  who  think 
mathematics & science are more important than literature.

2. BUT LITERATURE IS A VITAL CULTURAL GLUE IN THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF A NATION
Please remember that the Lee Kuan Yew who said poetry was a luxury we cannot 
afford in 1968 is also the Lee Kuan Yew who read poetry and novels to his beloved 
wife every night after she had a stroke in 2008.  What does this show? First, it show’s 
a man’s love. Second, it shows that literature is a necessity at certain times in the 
individual’s life.
 Literature is also a necessity at certain times in a nation’s life. From East to West, 
from China to Russia, there are numerous examples of the vital role literature plays in 
the life of  a nation,  especially a nation in crisis.   Let  me cite just  2 examples in 



modern history – Vietnam and Czechoslovakia. The history of Vietnam is a history of 
imperialism, colonisation and oppression. Vietnam was dominated by imperial China 
for almost 1000 years. After that from the mid 19th century to 1954, it was colonised 
by the French for another 100 years. And after that Vietnam was torn apart into North 
and South Vietnam and the Vietnam War or what Vietnamese called the Resistance 
War Against America broke out. Yet throughout these wars, invasions, imperialism 
and colonisation that lasted more than 1000 years, the Vietnamese were able to retain 
their  identity.  Their  language  and  their  literature  held  them together  as  a  people. 
Although Vietnam as a nation is not as materially rich as Singapore, the Vietnamese 
have  a  rich  literary  culture,  and  valued  their  literary  arts.  Ho  Chi  Minh  the  first 
president of a unified and independent Vietnam was a poet who used his poetry to 
rally his people when they fought against the French & Americans. 
My second example is Czechoslovakia. Vaclav Havel (VAHTS-lahv HAH-vell)  who 

was the 1st President of the Czech Republic 1993-2003 was a poet and playwright. 
His  absurdist  plays  such  as  The  Garden  Party  and  The  Memorandum  criticised 
communism and had a great impact on the Czech people’s resistance to the Russian 
invasion  of  Czechoslovakia.  Through his writings and his speeches he came to 
personify the soul of the Czech nation. He helped to end more than 40 years of 
Communist rule and achieved the peaceful transfer of power known as the Velvet 
Revolution, a revolt so smooth that it took just weeks to complete, without a single 
shot fired. Remember, a playwright achieved this, not a politician. The literature of 
Czechoslovakia gave the Czechs a sense of themselves as a community, and helped 
them to resist the domination of Russia.
Nations older than Singapore have shown that the literature of a country can sustain a 
people, hold them together and even galvanise them to action. If Singapore as a 50-
year-old young nation allows literature as a school subject to decline in importance, 
we risk discarding a vital cultural glue that can hold our nation together in the next 50 
years.

3.  THE  IMPOVERISHED  SCHOOL  CURRICULUM  &  THE  DEPRIVED 
STUDENT

The  2nd  part  of  the  title  for  this  panel  is  ‘What’s  Next  For  Art,  Humanities  & 
Literature Education?’ At the risk of offending many people, I say what’s next is this:
School  leaders  must  stop  impoverishing  the  schools’ curriculum.  They  must  stop 
depriving their students of an affective education. They have to give their students a 
holistic education that develops both the cognitive and affective sides of the whole 
person. Not just his body and his brain, but also his heart.
Let’s look at  the school subjects and see what they teach our students,  the future 
generation of Singaporeans.  Art and Music promote the study and appreciation of 
visual and auditory beauty and develop the students’ sense of aesthetics. The sciences 
– physics,  chemistry, biology - and the humanities subject,  geography, teach them 
about  the  physical  world.  Geography  and  history  teach  about  societies  and 
communities, and the past. Sports help students to understand and train their bodies. 
Moral education teaches them how to be good citizens. All these subjects develop the 
students’ physical and cognitive abilities. 
Only one subject develops the affective part of the students – the part of us that feels, 
that part of us that feel the emotions of love, hate, jealousy, envy, anxiety, insecurity 
and  other  feelings  that  affect  our  daily  living.   The  non  development  or  under 



development of our affective part affects our personal life our love life, our family 
life, our working life in fact every aspect of our lives. If you do not know where 
Poland is or what is 149 times 149, it does not matter as much as if you do not know 
how to love or understand how people express love or insecurity or anger. All the 
other  school  subjects  give  us  knowledge about  the  physical,  social  and economic 
world and about different societies & countries. 

Literature is the only school subject that teaches us about the individual and 
how individuals love and hate, live and die. It is the only school subject that gives 
young people that vital vicarious experience of life.  But this subject in our schools 
has been reduced from a subject of major importance in educating the young to being 
a subject of minor importance. Great emphasis is placed on developing the cognitive 
abilities but none on the affective capacities. This is the result of planning a pragmatic 
curriculum that  looks  at  the  students  as  future  workers,  and not  as  persons.  This 
emphasis on cognitive abilities affects the way Literature is taught in schools – as if it 
is teaching students certain critical thinking skills and memory work.

What’s next for Literature then is for school leaders to increase the importance of 
literature in our students’ holistic development and not to risk losing a vital, national 
cultural glue or resource.


