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Singaporean Perspectives on Michael Fay’s Caning 
 
Source 1:  Singaporean Superintendent of Education Lum Hon Fye to reporters                             
(Asiaweek, Hong Kong, 25 May 1994): 
 
"The suspects may be foreigners from well-to-do families, but they will not get any preferential 
treatment." 
 
(fairness requires that rules and/or expectations are applied equally to all people regardless 
of background or circumstance) 
 
 
 
 
Source 2:  Father of modern Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, in television interview                
(Asiaweek, Hong Kong, 25 May 1994): 

"The U.S. government, the U.S. Senate and the U.S. media took the opportunity to ridicule us, 
saying the sentence was too severe." "[The U.S.] does not restrain or punish individuals, 
forgiving them for whatever they have done. That's why the whole country is in chaos: drugs, 
violence, unemployment and homelessness. The American society is the richest and most 
prosperous in the world but it is hardly safe and peaceful." 

 (fairness requires consideration of what’s best for the whole community) 
(harsh punishments are fair because they ensure the safety of society) 
 
 
 

Source 3:  Walter Woon, associate professor of law at the National University of Singapore 
(Asiaweek, Hong Kong, 25 May 1994):  

"No matter how harsh your punishments, you're not going to get an orderly society unless the 
culture is in favor of order." "In Britain and America, they seem to have lost the feeling that 
people are responsible for their own behavior. Here, there is still a sense of personal 
responsibility. If you do something against the law, you bring shame not only to yourself but to 
your family."  

(fairness is not determined by an individual but by the family, community, or group)               
(fair consequences require one to take responsibility for their actions) 
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American Perspectives on Michael Fay’s Caning 
 
Source 4:  U.S. embassy official Ralph Boyce to reporter                                            
(Asiaweek, Hong Kong, 25 May 1994): 
 
"We see a large [difference] between the [crime] and the punishment. The cars were not 
permanently damaged; the paint was removed with thinner. Caning leaves permanent scars. In 
addition, the accused is a teenager and this is his first offense." 
 
(fairness requires that responses are proportional to inappropriate behaviors) 
 

 

Source  5:  President Clinton in Washington, D.C.                                                                     
(Los Angeles Times, 9 March 1994): 

“We have generally quite good relations with Singapore. They have a different culture, a 
different view, a different set of laws. As you know, I have not objected to the young man's 
being punished. I have not even objected to the young man's being [imprisoned]. I have objected 
to this caning. I think many Americans who have expressed sympathy with it do not understand 
exactly what it involves, how it is going to be administered, and that he is going to bleed 
considerably and may have permanent scars. And I think it is a mistake.” 
 
(fairness requires that responses are proportional to inappropriate behaviors) 
(a consequence is unfair when it causes permanent damage) 
 
 
 

Source 6:  Physicians for Human Rights in letter to Singapore’s President                                
(New York Post, 6 April 1994): 

We are "concerned that the physical and [mental] consequences of this punishment are 
equivalent to the effects of torture, which is outlawed in Singapore…" 

We ask for the sentence "to be [thrown out] and that the punishment be legally abolished. We 
also seek assurances that current legislation requiring physician participation during the practice 
of caning be [changed], as it [goes against] international standards of medical ethics." 

 (fairness requires consideration of common standards of human dignity) 

 


