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Singapore as a nation is one that has 
paid more attention to language 
and language-related issues than 
most other societies that I know. 

Language, together with 
ethnicity and religion, is one area 
treated with much sensitivity in 
this multi-ethnic society. 
Bilingualism has long been 
considered a cornerstone of the 
education system. 

Promotion of language has been 
constant. The annual Speak 
Mandarin Campaign has been 
running for 37 years. In addition, 
there is the Malay Language 
Council which organises Malay 
Language Month, and the Tamil 
Language Council that runs Tamil 
Language Festival – both annually 
– to promote their respective 
mother tongues. And that is not all. 
There is also the Speak Good 
English Movement, responsible for 
promotion of the “correct” use of 
English.

To promote bilingualism, the Lee 
Kuan Yew Fund for Bilingualism 
was set up in 2011 with an 
endowment of more than $100 
million to support projects and 
programmes that promote the 
learning of mother tongues and 
English. 

To upgrade the quality of 
translation, universities offer 

degree programmes in translation 
and interpretation. Nanyang 
Technological University just 
graduated its inaugural batch of 
Master in Translation and 
Interpretation students; Singapore 
University of Social Sciences 
(formerly SIM University) also 
celebrated the 10th anniversary of 
its BA in Translation and 
Interpretation programme. 

All things considered, Singapore 
as a society seems to be obsessed 

with language, language standards 
and language-related issues.

And yet, mistakes in translation 
and language use still occur. The 
latest example is the use of the 
wrong Chinese character 
prominently displayed at the 
launch of the 2017 Speak Mandarin 
Campaign (SMC). The Chinese 
character du (to read) was wrongly 
replaced by another character also 
pronounced du but which 
unfortunately means “disrespect” 

or “contempt”. While the two 
characters may look confusingly 
similar, the mistake was inexcusable 
to the Chinese community. It 
caused an uproar and derision as it 
happened with the very campaign 
purporting to promote the correct 
use of the Chinese language.

It was especially embarrassing as 
the annual SMC was launched by 
Minister for Culture, Community 
and Youth Grace Fu, from the 
rostrum that prominently 
displayed the wrong character.

This recent case involved a 
mistake in language, not 
translation. There are many more 
examples of the latter. One case 
that has been highlighted is a 
mistranslation of “Christmas 
Celebration Party”, turning the 
joyous festive event into a political 
party. And then there was the case 
of the Falls Awareness Campaign 
being translated into the Chinese 
equivalent of a campaign to 
promote falling awareness.

Such mistakes can be found on 
posters, banners, signs and notices 
in public places. They also appear 
on websites of public and private 
organisations. Typos and errors are 
also found in newspapers, in print 
or online. The truth is that mistakes 
in the use of language, while not 
overwhelming, are not exceptions. 
I call them “Language Pollution”. 

MISTAKES BECOMING 
MORE COMMON
Incidents of language pollution 
have become so pervasive that 
people seem to have become 
desensitised to them. The danger is 
that when such “pollution” becomes 
a part of daily experience, there is a 
risk that people may become 
immune to it. Such pollution then 
becomes much harder to clean up.

If anything good is to come from 
the unfortunate SMC incident, it 
would be that it reminds the 
community once again of the sorry 
state of language proficiency in 
Singapore, and sounds an alert that 
something has to be done. 

As a start, there needs to be a 
system to monitor the extent of the 
problem, or the level of language 
pollution. With an understanding 
of the extent, and the types and the 
sources of such errors, measures to 
address problems effectively can 
be explored. 

But how can such a system of 
monitoring be implemented? One 
option is to rely on the existing 
language councils under the 
National Heritage Board’s 

Language Council Secretariat. Of 
the three mother tongues, 
problems with Malay and Tamil 
hopefully can be managed by the 
Malay Language Council and Tamil 
Language Council, respectively. 

The Chinese language involves a 
much larger pool of material and is 
way beyond the scope of the 
Promote Mandarin Council. For 
Chinese, one potential organisation 
that can take up the challenge is the 
Singapore Centre for Chinese 
Language , whose mission is to 
conduct research on matters 
related to Chinese-language 
learning and teaching. 

All these agencies will require 
human and financial resources to 
play an effective role in monitoring 
misuse and abuse of the respective 
languages. Funding can come from 
the Government, these being issues 
of national concern. 

Given the popularity of new 
media, such projects may invite 
input from the public using blogs. 
Schools may encourage students to 
be vigilant and take part in such 
exercises, as “language scouts”.

As it is now, comments and 
criticisms of language misuse and 
translation errors are often aired in 
the virtual world of social media. 
Some may be well-intentioned. 
Most are critical and cynical, as can 
be expected.

What needs to be done is to 
channel such observations to the 
right pools for constructive use and 
professional treatment. The 
objective is to identify the sources of 
common errors so that they can be 
rectified and avoided in the future. 

As for the SMC incident, 
apparently the mistake occurred 
due to an oversight in the process of 
planning and preparation. 
Presumably it could have been 
avoided if there had been a system 
of checking and (linguistic) 
auditing as a part of its standard 
operating procedures. 

There must be constant vigilance. 
Somewhere, somehow, somebody 
must be accountable. This is one 
lesson that should be learnt by all 
organisations that regularly 
produce language materials, 
translated or otherwise.
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If I were to approach you 
brandishing a cattle prod, you might 
at first be amused. But if I continued 
with a maniacal grin, you would 
retreat in shock, bewilderment and 
anger probably. As electrode meets 
flesh, I would expect a violent recoil 
plus expletives.

Given a particular input, one can 
often predict how a person will 
respond. That is not the case for the 
most intelligent machines in our 
midst. The creators of AlphaGo – a 
computer program built by 
Google’s DeepMind that decisively 

beat the world’s finest human 
player of the board game Go – 
admitted they could not have 
divined its winning moves. This 
unpredictability, also seen in the 
Facebook chatbots that were shut 
down after developing their own 
language, has stirred disquiet in the 
field of artificial intelligence.

As we head into the age of 
autonomous systems, when we 
abdicate more decision-making to 
AI, technologists are urging deeper 
understanding of the mysterious 
zone between input and output. At 
a conference at Surrey University 
last month, a team of coders from 
Bath University presented a paper 
revealing how even “designers 

have difficulty decoding the 
behaviour of their own robots 
simply by observing them”.

The researchers champion the 
concept of “robot transparency” as 
an ethical requirement: Users 
should be able to easily discern the 
intent and abilities of a machine. 
And when things go wrong – if, say, 
a driverless car mows down a 
pedestrian – a record of the car’s 
decisions should be accessible so 
similar errors can be coded out. 

Other roboticists, notably 
Professor Alan Winfield of Bristol 
Robotics Laboratory at the 
University of the West of England, 
have similarly called for “ethical 
black boxes” to be installed in 

robots and autonomous systems, to 
enhance public trust and 
accountability. These would work 
in the same way as flight data 
recorders on aircraft: furnishing 
the sequence of decisions and 
actions that precede a failure.

Many autonomous systems, of 
course, are unseen: they lurk 
behind screens. Machine-learning 
algorithms, grinding mountains of 
data, can affect our success at 
securing loans and mortgages, at 
landing job interviews, and even at 
being granted parole.

For that reason, says researcher 
in data ethics Sandra Wachter at 
Oxford University and the Alan 
Turing Institute, regulation should 

be discussed. While algorithms can 
correct for some biases, many are 
trained on already-skewed data. So 
a recruitment algorithm for 
management is likely to identify 
ideal candidates as male, white and 
middle-aged. “I am a woman in my 
early 30s,” she told Science, “so I 
would be filtered out immediately, 
even if I’m suitable... sometimes 
algorithms are used to display job 
ads, so I wouldn’t even see the 
position is available.”

The EU General Data Protection 
Regulation, due to come into force 
in May next year, will offer the 
prospect of redress: individuals will 
be able to contest completely 
automated decisions that have legal 

or other serious consequences.
There is an existential reason for 

grasping precisely how data input 
becomes machine output – “the 
singularity”. It’s the much-theorised 
point of runaway AI, when machine 
intelligence surpasses the human’s. 
Machines could conceivably acquire 
the ability to shape and control the 
future on their own terms.

There need not be any 
premeditated malice for such a leap 
– only a lack of human oversight as 
AI programs, equipped with an 
ever-greater propensity to learn and 
the corresponding autonomy to act, 
begin to do things we can no longer 
predict, understand or control. The 
development of AlphaGo suggests 
that machine learning has mastered 
unpredictability, if only at one task. 
The singularity, should it 
materialise, promises a rather more 
chilling version of Game Over.
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A
nother  chapter  in  the  town  council  saga  was  
opened when a lawsuit against councillors was ini-
tiated by an independent panel appointed by the 
Aljunied-Hougang Town Council  (AHTC).  The  
panel was set up in February to look into alleged 
improper  payments  made  by  the  Workers’  
Party-run council – highlighted last October by 
audit firm KPMG which had been appointed by 
AHTC to look into its books. The tangled web of 
events, which goes back to 2011, might prove hard 
to grasp for those who have not followed the de-
velopments closely.  This is  so particularly be-
cause no conclusion seems to be in sight despite a 
series  of  probes.  But  a  satisfactory  resolution  
must emerge ultimately as important questions 

about municipal governance have been raised.
For  example,  the  KPMG  report  had  said  a  

“failed  control  environment  exposed  public  
funds to the potential for misappropriation and 
civil or criminal breach of trust”. The risk arose be-
cause some shareholders of managing agent FM 
Solutions and Services (which was allegedly over-
paid) also held management roles in AHTC, with 
authority over financial matters. However, AHTC 
denies there was “significant lack of oversight” 
over its managing agent. So, how are the prece-
dents set by AHTC to be regarded by future town 
councils? The court case will yield an answer.

The scrutiny of AHTC by the Government over 
several years might be seen as being politically 

motivated, given the rivalry between the People’s 
Action Party and Workers’ Party (WP). During 
that period, the town council grew with the addi-
tion of Punggol East after WP won a by-election 
in 2013. WP retained Aljunied and Hougang in the 
2015 General Election but lost Punggol East. How-
ever, the independent panel, which is taking WP 
leaders to task, is decidedly apolitical.  It com-
prises Senior Counsel Philip Jeyaretnam, Senior 
Counsel  N.  Sreenivasan  and  KPMG  managing  
partner Ong Pang Thye. As AHTC chairman Pri-
tam Singh said when they were appointed: “The 
panel will act independently, without remunera-
tion, and without taking directions from AHTC, 
HDB or any other party.” 

While the panel’s remit is to pursue recovery ac-
tions in respect of AHTC’s past losses, the case 
will help to clarify the fiduciary duties of council-
lors. Responding to the lawsuit, WP chief Low 
Thia Khiang said: “We acted in good faith and in 
the best interests of our residents.” It would be 
useful to determine if more is required. All custo-
dians of public funds would be expected to exer-
cise care and skill when carrying out their duties. 
Further, the Town Council Act says that council-
lors must declare their interest when conflict of in-
terest arises in a matter, and must not participate 
in any decision relating to it. The extent of council-
lors’ liability for any breaches of such rules is also 
a matter of considerable public interest.

From the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign 
launch to signage in 
public places, errors 
in language use are 
becoming pervasive. 
Language councils 
and others can help 
monitor and address 
the problem.
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