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The most popular explanations for 
the rise of populism have focused 
on inequality and race. But the 
storm surrounding the nomination 
of Mr Brett Kavanaugh to the US 
Supreme Court points to a third 
factor: male rage.

Traditional gender roles are 
under challenge, leading many men 
to fear a loss of power and status. 
That fear is visible in the 
misogynistic tone of populist 
movements in the United States, 
Brazil, the Philippines, Italy and 
elsewhere.

The male backlash finds 
expression not just in relatively 
civilised debates about women in 

the workplace or gender roles at 
home. As the Kavanaugh hearings 
highlighted, it quickly moves on to 
the rawest and most emotive topic 
of all – sexual violence.

Mr Rodrigo Duterte, the 
President of the Philippines, and 
Mr Jair Bolsonaro, the front-runner 
in this month’s Brazilian 
presidential election, have 
incorporated gibes about rape into 
their political rhetoric. Mr Matteo 
Salvini, the dominant figure in the 
Italian government, has used 
sexual slurs to demean female 
politicians.

Mr Bolsonaro once claimed that 
Ms Maria do Rosario, a Brazilian 
politician, was “not worth raping; 
she is very ugly”. More than three 
million women have joined an 
online group to oppose his surging 

candidacy, with the hashtag 
#nothim. With the first round of 
voting taking place on Oct 7, 
hundreds of thousands of women 
have just demonstrated against 
Mr Bolsonaro on the streets of Rio 
de Janeiro and Sao Paulo.

Mr Duterte once joked about the 
gang rape and murder of an 
Australian missionary, suggesting 
that because he was mayor of the 
town it took place in, he should 
have been allowed to go first. (US 
President Donald Trump has since 
said that he has a “great 
relationship” with the Filipino 
leader.)

Mr Salvini, Italy’s Deputy Prime 
Minister and a Trump admirer, has 
also taunted female politicians. In 
2016, at a political rally, he pointed 
to a sex doll on the stage and 
claimed that it was a “double” of 
Ms Laura Boldrini, who was then 
president of Italy’s Chamber of 
Deputies. In a recent interview with 
Politico, Ms Boldrini said that she 
has received numerous rape and 
death threats in recent years, 
adding that Italy’s populists had 
targeted her because “I was a 
woman and I was advocating for 

refugees, for human rights, for 
women’s rights”.

As Ms Boldrini suggests, the use 
of demeaning misogynistic 
rhetoric looks like a direct response 
to the rise of powerful female 
politicians. It is suggestive that 
Mr Bolsonaro has come to 
prominence in the immediate 
aftermath of the presidency of 
Ms Dilma Rousseff, the first woman 
to lead Brazil. And Mr Trump, of 
course, was running against Mrs 
Hillary Clinton, who would have 
been the first female US president.

By the debased standards of 
Messrs Duterte, Salvini and 
Bolsonaro, Mr Trump’s 
misogynistic language was 
relatively restrained. But it may 
have served a similar political 
purpose – sending a message to 
angry male voters that he was on 
their side.

Mainstream commentators, 
including prominent Republicans, 
assumed that Mr Trump’s remark 
about grabbing women “by the 
pussy” would hurt him in the 
presidential race. But some men 
probably quietly relished his 
taboo-busting macho talk. In the 

event, 53 per cent of American men 
(and 62 per cent of white men) 
voted for Mr Trump.

Mr Trump’s period in office has 
coincided with the #MeToo 
movement against sexual 
harassment – which has ended the 
careers of some prominent men in 
Hollywood, the media, business 
and politics.

But the rise of #MeToo may also 
have stoked the male reaction that 
feeds populism. Senator Lindsey 
Graham, one of Mr Kavanaugh’s 
most vociferous supporters, 
certainly embraced the language of 
victimhood when he said during 
the judge’s confirmation hearing: 
“I’m a single white man from South 
Carolina and I’m told I should shut 
up. But I will not shut up, if that’s 
OK.”

Many Democrats are taking some 
comfort from the thought that even 
if Mr Kavanaugh is confirmed, the 
controversy will backfire on the 
Republicans in the mid-term 
elections. A recent poll suggested 
white women now tilt towards the 
Democrats by a margin of 12 points.

But some Republicans believe 
that the Kavanaugh hearings could 

work for them, by mobilising male 
voters. Mr James Robbins, a former 
official in the George W. Bush 
administration, warned men that if 
the “Democrats win on 
Kavanaugh... any man could find 
himself facing unprovable 
accusations automatically taken as 
fact”.

Disquiet about the implications 
of #MeToo has also surfaced in 
bastions of liberal America. In 
recent weeks, both Harper’s and 
The New York Review of Books 
published anguished articles by 
men who lost their careers after 
multiple accusations of 
maltreatment of women. Mr Ian 
Buruma, editor of The New York 
Review, lost his job in the 
subsequent furore.

These controversies inside 
literary America are insignificant 
compared with the drama of the 
Kavanaugh hearings – or the 
macho brutality of politics in Italy 
or the Philippines. But they 
demonstrate the polarising power 
of gender debates in politics and 
society. And if there is anything 
that populism thrives on, it is anger 
and polarisation. FINANCIAL TIMES
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While the scale of the task is 
vastly different, both Singapore 
and India are committed to 
creating a clean and green living 
environment for their people, 
says Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong as India marks a new 
milestone in its “Clean India” 
mission with an inaugural 
international sanitation 
convention.

Four years ago, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi launched the 
Swachh Bharat Mission to 
achieve the vision of a “Clean 
India” by 2019. Fittingly, Oct 2, 
2019 is also the 150th birth 
anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi, 
who championed sanitation as a 
national priority.

Over the last four years, India 
has made great progress, building 
more than 86 million toilets for 
households, and declaring nearly 
half a million (470,000) villages 
free of open defecation.

Singapore has travelled this 
journey too. Since independence, 
we have worked hard to create a 
clean and green living 
environment for our people.

In the early days, many homes 
were not sewered. “Nightsoil” 
was collected in buckets, and 
transported by malodorous 
trucks to sewerage plants. Often 
the human waste was dumped 
into nearby streams and rivers, 
polluting and poisoning the 
waters. Unsanitary living 
conditions created many public 
health problems, including 
frequent outbreaks of 
waterborne diseases.

Our founding fathers resolved 
to act decisively. They launched a 
national campaign to “Keep 
Singapore Clean”. We sewered up 
every home, cleaned up our 
rivers, and made Singapore a 
clean and green city. In 
particular, we cleaned up the 
Singapore River.

In the process we had to clear 
thousands of squatters, backyard 
industries, pig farms, and 
countless other sources of 
pollution in the catchment of the 
river. Today, a clean Singapore 
River flows through the city into 
Marina Reservoir, which feeds 
into our national water supply.

India is a country on a vastly 
different scale from Singapore. 
The River Ganga is almost a 
thousand times longer than the 
Singapore River. Yet there are 
some parallels in Singapore’s and 
India’s sanitation journeys.

First, both countries’ 
experiences demonstrate the 
importance of vision and 
leadership. The late Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew and 
Prime Minister Modi both made it 
a priority to keep the country 
clean and green. They personally 
led public campaigns to raise 
awareness and mobilise the 
masses. Both picked up brooms, 
and joined the people to clean the 
streets.

Prime Minister Modi has said 
that Mr Lee was a “personal 
inspiration”, and that he had 
drawn from Mr Lee’s idea that 
“transformation of a nation 
begins with a change in the way 
we are”. Indeed, the Swachh 
Bharat Mission is not just a 
programme to clean India’s 
environment, but a deeper 

reform to “transform the way we 
think, live and work”.

Second, success requires 
long-term national commitment. 
Singapore implemented a 
Sewerage Master Plan to separate 
our sewerage and drainage 
networks. The aim was to prevent 
rainwater from being 
contaminated, so that it could be 
collected and used. At the same 
time, Singapore recycles used 
water from sewage treatment 
plants, purifying it through reverse 
osmosis, to produce Newater, an 
ultra-clean, high-grade water fit 
for drinking.

We took one problem: what to do 
with used water, and turned it into 
a solution to another problem: 
water scarcity.

In India, the nationwide push to 
implement the Swachh Bharat 
Mission with key stakeholders, 
such as industry and schools, has 
shown promising results. The 
“2018 Unicef Drinking Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene in Schools: 
Global Baseline Report” 
highlighted that almost all schools 
in India have sanitation facilities 
built, compared to just 50 per cent 
of schools in 2006.

Third, both Singapore and India 
value international cooperation. 
The same solution may not work in 
a different country, but we can all 
benefit by learning from others 
and sharing experiences.

I congratulate India on 
successfully hosting the inaugural 
Mahatma Gandhi International 
Sanitation Convention, which has 
brought together leaders, 
practitioners and experts from 
around the world to share their 
sanitation stories. Singapore too 
hosts international forums such as 
the biennial World Cities Summit 
and Singapore International Water 
Week.

In 2013, to raise awareness of the 
global sanitation challenge, the 
United Nations adopted 
Singapore’s resolution “Sanitation 
for All”, to commemorate Nov 19 as 
World Toilet Day.

Singapore is happy to share 
experiences with India as it 
continues to develop more liveable 
and sustainable Smart Cities across 
the country. Singapore has 
collaborated with India’s Town and 
Country Planning Organisation to 
train a hundred officials in urban 
planning, and water and waste 
management. Singapore also looks 
forward to cooperating with states 
like Andhra Pradesh and 
Maharashtra to provide urban 
solutions as they develop their 
cities.

I wish Prime Minister Modi and 
the people of India the very best in 
the Swachh Bharat Mission to 
“Clean India”. I also look forward to 
further cooperation between our 
two countries to achieve the UN 
Sustainable Development Goal of 
clean water and sanitation for our 
peoples for generations to come.

• Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
wrote the op-ed in conjunction with 
the Mahatma Gandhi International 
Sanitation Convention held in New 
Delhi from Sept 29 to Oct 2, and the 
launch of a year-long 
commemoration of the 150th birth 
anniversary of India’s independence 
leader Mahatma Gandhi on Oct 2. The 
article was first published in the 
Indian media.
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On Sept 20, the Select Committee 
on Deliberate Online Falsehoods 
released a report, recommending 
measures to combat fake news. 
These included the creation of a 
national framework to equip the 
public with skills to discern truth.

The larger issue to address is the 
challenge of information illiteracy.

Information literacy can be 
broadly defined as an individual’s 
ability to understand, search for, 
evaluate and use information, 
whether in print or online. The 
ability to identify fake news or to 
discern the truth is one aspect of 
information literacy. Information 
illiteracy is the inability to critically 
access and evaluate information for 
meaningful use.

Information literacy (IL) is so 
important today because of the 
information glut made available by 
the Internet and global 
connectivity. Individuals need to 
sieve the information received to 
decide if it is true, relevant or 
useful.

Moreover, individuals will be 
exposed to many opinions in their 
daily life and need the skills to 
evaluate who they believe and why 
they might agree with a particular 
opinion.

Information literacy is crucial 
because many individuals today 
will be involved in churning out 
words and images as part and parcel 
of their daily life and work. In The 
Rise Of Writing, author Deborah 
Brandt points out that much of 
today’s work is tied to writing, and 
that writing has consequences for 
other people. A police report has 
consequences for the victim, the 
accused and the court of law. A blog 
entry has consequences for the 
reader, the writer, sponsors and 
public opinion.

Even if they do not produce such 
words or images, most people will 
receive them throughout the 
course of their day, and the ability 
to figure out what information to 
pass on and share also requires 
information literacy.

Individuals need to know how to 
use information to produce writing 
that is accurate, critical and 
persuasive. Information needs to 
be researched, weighed and 
considered before being used. An 
information-literate individual is 
also one who possess critical 
thinking skills, functions ethically 
and duly acknowledges others’ 
work by avoiding plagiarism and 
honouring copyright.

An array of tests is available to 
assess students’ information 
literacy. IL assessments such as the 
Tool for Real-Time Assessment of 
Information Literacy or Research 
Readiness Self-Assessment can be 
used to understand and identify 
areas of strengths and weaknesses 
to formulate pedagogical change. A 
similar IL-assessment model called 
the i-Competent Model was 
developed by researchers at 
Nanyang Technological University 
(NTU) to evaluate the information 
literacy standards of students in 
Singapore in 2010.

These IL assessments are 
different from tests such as the 
Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development’s 
Programme for International 
Student Assessment (Pisa) 
collaborative problem-solving 
tasks that Singapore students 
topped in 2015. The Pisa tests focus 
on collaboration and teamwork, 
rather than collection, analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation of 
information found in the real world.

Between 2010 and 2015, the 
assessment developed at NTU was 
administered to 3,164 students 
from eight secondary schools, 
3,435 Primary 3 pupils from 15 
schools, 2,458 Secondary 3 

students from 11 schools, 2,399 
Primary 5 pupils from 17 schools, 
and 343 tertiary students from the 
College of Humanities, Arts, and 
Social Sciences at NTU. 

For example, pupils completing 
the Primary 5 task were asked 
about the best search strategy to 
obtain quality information for a 
science project.

Only 33.52 per cent of students in 
the primary and secondary school 
surveys identified the need for 
several types of resources, and 40.7 
per cent alluded that they would 
use a search engine such as Google 
to locate the information for their 
project.

The studies found that Singapore 
students generally scored 54 per 
cent, with a 60 to 70 per cent score 
considered an acceptable score by 
different information literacy 
researchers in past studies. 
Singapore students did relatively 
well in identifying tasks and 
problems, but scored poorly on 
skills related to information 
seeking, locating information, 
using information, synthesising 
information and evaluating 
information. In short, Singapore 
students possess a lower set of IL 
competencies and skill sets against 
an international benchmark 
advocated by many researchers.

Much has been done in Singapore 
since then to redress the issue. 
Students learn about cyber 
wellness as part of the school 
curriculum. Inquiry-based learning 
within subject areas such as history 
and project work encourages 
students to learn how to analyse 
and evaluate information.

The Ministry of Education’s 21st 
Century Competencies Framework 
for schools points to the importance 
of “communication, collaboration 
and information skills”.

However, personal anecdotes 
from our former and current 
students teaching in schools 
suggest that more needs to be done. 

One teacher recounted that all 
students in a General Paper class 
cited the same irrelevant statistic 
in their essay because “it was the 
first hit” when they “googled”.

To combat information 
illiteracy, we would like to suggest 
the following.

First, information literacy 
needs to be given priority and 
integrated into the curriculum 
and across subjects right across 
the primary, secondary and 
tertiary education system. 
Learning to search for 
information cannot be taught in a 
vacuum but must be applied in 
use. Whether writing a history 
paper or researching design ideas 
online, students need to know 
how to access various resources in 
print and online and evaluate 
these resources before using 
them. Such skills must be 
practised gradually, reinforced 
and honed as more advanced 
levels of literacies are acquired.

Second, there is a rich history of 
information literacy education in 
library and information science 
and we should draw on that 
research to help address the issue. 
There are many good resources 
developed by polytechnic and 
university academic libraries both 
locally and abroad, as well as 
Open Educational Resources in 
these areas that can be tapped.

Since 2013, the National 
Library Board has also provided 
resources and conducted 
numerous workshops for schools 
under its Sure (Source, 
Understand, Research, Evaluate) 
programme. However, 
out-of-school programmes are 
often sporadic and unsustained. 
Busy teachers may not have the 
time to replicate the workshops 
or use the resources provided in a 
systematic and sustained 
manner.

Information literacy 
programmes need to be situated 
within schools for sustained and 
continual impact. In countries 
such as Australia and the United 
States, information literacy 
training is a core component of 
the work of school libraries.

Teacher-librarians, who are 
based in school libraries, curate 
the print and online collection, 
conduct information literacy 
workshops for teachers and 
students, and work 
collaboratively with teachers to 
plan curricula that integrate 
information literacy skills into 
subject learning.

Rather than a piecemeal 
approach to combating fake 
news, the broader aim of our 
education system should be to 
create information-literate global 
digital citizens who know how to 
consume and produce 
information in critically 
meaningful ways and eventually 
operate responsibly in a global 
information-rich and digitally 
connected world. 

We should seriously consider 
implementing a long-term 
holistic and sustainable approach 
to lay and gradually develop the 
foundation of information 
literacy right across the 
educational journey, from 
pre-school to adult education. 
School, polytechnic and 
university libraries can play a 
more central role to educate 
information-literate citizens for 
future living and work.
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• Loh Chin Ee is an assistant 
professor in the English Language 
and Literature Academic Group at 
the National Institute of Education, 
Nanyang Technological University. 
Schubert Foo is a professor of 
Information Science in the Wee Kim 
Wee School of Communication and 
Information, also at NTU. 
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