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I. An inaugural dinner and a challenge 

1. About 50 years ago, on 18 March 1967, the Singapore 

Advocates and Solicitors Society (the predecessor to the Law Society 

of Singapore) held its inaugural dinner. It was a grand affair in the 

ballroom of the old Adelphi Hotel which was located just next door, on 

the site of what is today The Adelphi shopping complex. The speaker 

that evening was our founding Prime Minister, Mr Lee Kuan Yew and 

he made an urgent appeal. “Be”, he urged his audience, “a 

conscientious Bar”.1 Be “a bar with conscience, a social conscience 

towards your own society”.2  

2. He spoke at length of the challenges faced by our young 

nation. These included basic problems of law and order; the lack of 

talent in the ranks of the Government service; and the pervasive and 

ever-present spectre of corruption. The birth pangs of a new nation 
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were unmistakeable in that speech, as Mr Lee implored his audience 

to help him find answers to those problems.3 We have moved on in 

many ways in the last 50 years. Certainly, we do not face the same 

existential exigencies. But at the core of Mr Lee’s address that day 

was a message as simple as it was timeless, which is that as legal 

professionals, we have an obligation beyond ourselves; we have a 

duty to pursue justice beyond the letter of the law and, ultimately, to 

seek the welfare of the society of which we are part. On this day of 

your call to the Bar, I invite you to reflect deeply on what it means to 

you to be a member of the legal profession. 

3.  The great American scholar Professor Roscoe Pound 

famously defined a “profession” as a group of people “pursuing a 

learned art as a common calling in the spirit of public service”.4 There 

are three parts to his definition: organisation, learning, and a spirit of 

public service, and I take each of these in turn. 

II. Organisation: mentorship and management 

4. I begin with organisation. Today, we use the expression “Bar” 

to refer to the legal profession as a whole. This is a sense of the word 

which traces its origins to the railing that used to separate the area 

where benchers – who are senior members of the Inns of Court in 

London – sat, from the main hall. Students who had attained a certain 
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level of standing were “called” to the Bar on occasion to participate in 

moots and other events. By the 16th century, the expression “Bar” 

came to refer to the railing which separated the area around a judge’s 

seat where barristers stood to plead and which marked the boundary 

between the public gallery and the place where the business of the 

court was transacted.5 This was how the expression “Bar” came to 

acquire its present day meaning. In being called to the Bar, you have 

gained not just a right of audience before the courts of Singapore, but 

also membership of the legal fraternity. It is a fraternity to which you 

owe obligations, and which, in turn, owes you obligations. What, then, 

are the responsibilities of the legal family to care for its own? There 

are two different but intertwined aspects which I have in mind. The 

first relates to mentorship; the second to management.  

5. Let me start with mentorship. Legal education has long had a 

strong vocational component. It was originally the exclusive preserve 

of the Inns of Court, where students lived, dined, and picked up the 

skills of lawyering by a process of osmosis. Even after the introduction 

of academic legal education, vocational training was still seen as 

being vital and continued to be compulsory.6 One can well understand 

why, given how different the practice of law is from its academic study. 

But just as importantly, it is a way to ensure that the essence of what 

it means to be a practising lawyer is passed on by the seniors to their 
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juniors. In short, it is as much a key to professional formation as to 

the passing on of technical skills. It is for this reason that I have been 

anxious to ensure that the quality of vocational training is maintained 

at a sufficiently high standard.  

6. At last year’s Mall Call, I announced the formation of the 

Committee for the Professional Training of Lawyers. Over the past 

year, the Committee, under the leadership of Justice Quentin Loh, 

has been giving close consideration to the difficult issue of how the 

professional training regime in Singapore can be improved. Among 

other things, they have been studying the process by which training 

contract and retention offers are made, how the quality of professional 

training can be improved, and how the duties which law practices and 

supervising solicitors owe young lawyers can be strengthened.7  

7. I am given to understand that the Committee has carried out 

10 focus group sessions with different cross-sections of the legal 

community, from recent graduates to partners of firms of varying 

sizes. This has been done in order to gain a better sense of where 

the concerns with the overall professional training regime lie as well 

as to receive suggestions on how it might be reformed. The 

Committee expects to complete its work and issue its report within the 

next few months. I am confident that these recommendations will lead 
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to a series of timely reforms that will re-focus the profession’s 

attention on the importance of mentorship. I very much look forward 

to receiving them in due course.  

8. I turn to management. There is ample research to show that 

lawyers, especially young lawyers, are under increasing strain. In the 

United Kingdom, over 90% of 200 young lawyers surveyed in April 

this year reported having felt under “too much emotional or mental 

pressure” at work in the preceding month.8 If this were not troubling 

enough, one in four described the stress they experienced as either 

“severe” or “extreme”.9 In Australia, a recent study reported that 

lawyers suffer from “significantly lower levels of psychological and 

psychosomatic health and wellbeing than other professionals”.10 

There has been no equivalent study in Singapore, but the experience 

of other jurisdictions leads me to think that this is something we should 

consider with care. 

9. In this regard, I commend the Law Society for initiating the 

Members and Assistance Care Hotline, or MACH for short. Mr 

Vijayendran, you have described the hotline as “a first port of call for 

lawyers needing help”11 and I very much hope that it will guide those 

lawyers who feel lost at sea back to safe harbour. 

10. But we can do more as a profession. I urge our law firms to 
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make it a priority to examine the kinds of safeguards they have in 

place for lawyers who might be struggling to cope with the volume 

and pace of work. There are examples from abroad that might 

perhaps illuminate the way for us:  

(a) Hogan Lovells has engaged a third party organisation to offer 

a confidential support line service to its employees. It has also set up 

a wellbeing intranet site and employed an on-site counsellor whose 

services have been used by employees at all levels of seniority.12  

(b) Clifford Chance has launched a mental health awareness 

scheme for its new recruits. Participants are put through resilience 

training with access to specialist speakers such as sports 

psychologists, neuroscientists and nutritionists.13  

(c) In the United States, Norton Rose Fulbright has trained 20 of 

its employees as mental-health first-aid responders who are able to 

spot warning signs and offer assistance.14  

(d) And, Kirkland & Ellis, also an American firm, piloted an 

“emotional fitness” training programme last year, which features 

workshops on how employees can reduce stress and improve their 

coping skills.15 

11. But at a more basic level, we should not forget that it is 
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ultimately the human touch that leaves the most lasting impact. 

Partners and senior colleagues in the firms can do much to foster a 

culture of care and compassion by taking the time and the trouble to 

speak to their juniors and check how they are coping. By showing that 

we genuinely care, we are laying the foundations on which rests the 

future of a healthy and thriving legal profession. 

12. And to you, the newest members of our profession, I say this: 

take care of yourselves. Every so often, take the time to reflect on 

whether you are well or whether you are unhappy. Remember that 

the flame that burns twice as brightly burns out twice as fast. So pace 

yourselves to stay the course. Your career is a marathon, not a sprint.  

III. A “learned art”: competence and responsibility 

13. I move to the notion of learning. At its core, to be a professional 

is to be committed to learning. As Professor Pound wrote, “[a]n 

unlearned profession is a contradiction in terms” – the pursuit of 

knowledge and its application is at the heart of what it means to be a 

professional.16 However, it is not just the acquisition of skill that 

distinguishes a professional – after all, persons engaged in a trade 

can be just as committed to learning and continual improvement.  

14. Rather, to be a professional is to be engaged with the 
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performance of an art which has as its object the betterment of the 

human condition.17 This holds true for the original professions, 

including the law, as much as it does for the more modern ones like 

accounting, architecture, and engineering. This responsibility carries 

with it a concomitant obligation of competence. It is for this reason 

that all professionals are expected to exercise the care, skill, and 

learning reasonably expected of a member of the profession and can 

be called to account when they fall short.18 You will soon become 

acquainted with the Continuing Professional Development Scheme, 

and I urge you to take it seriously. 

15. But I should also emphasise that what is required of a lawyer 

extends beyond professional competence to deep knowledge of one’s 

professional responsibilities.19 This was a point made by Mr Lee Kuan 

Yew in his speech when he said all those years ago that a 

“conscientious Bar” was one which was not only assiduous about its 

legal duties, but was also acutely aware of the responsibilities it owed 

towards wider society.20 Almost 60 years ago, the Joint Conference 

on Professional Responsibility which was set up by the Association of 

American Law Schools and the American Bar Association published 

its report. It began with these words:21  

A Profession to be worthy of the name must inculcate in its members 

a strong sense of the special obligations that attach to their calling. 

One who undertakes the practice of a profession cannot rest content 
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with the faithful discharge of duties assigned to him by others. His 

work must find its direction within a larger frame. All that he does 

must evidence a dedication, not merely to a specific assignment, 

but to the enduring ideals of his vocation. 

16. I could not agree more. As a lawyer, one of the most difficult 

fault-lines that you will have to negotiate in your professional life is 

that between the duties you owe to your client and those which you 

owe to the court. But, as my colleague Justice Steven Chong said in 

a lecture he delivered in 2015, despite the seeming possibility of 

divided loyalties, these duties are in fact perfectly compatible because 

“it is the advocate’s core identity as an officer of the Court which is 

the fountainhead of all his ethical duties, including his duty to advance 

his client’s interests to the best of his ability.”22 Viewed in this light, it 

is clear that an ethical lawyer is one who advances his client’s case 

in a manner that upholds the standing and integrity of the legal system 

and our profession.  

17. As new entrants to the profession, I want you to understand 

that lawyers are critical operators of the machinery of justice. To 

maintain the integrity of the system, they must not only know how to 

operate the levers of justice, but also, and perhaps more importantly, 

how not to operate it. As Professor Pound put it, sometimes what is 

necessary is the “guiding restraint of a professional spirit to prevent 

misuse of the machinery”.23 Judicial resources are scarce, and it is 
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incumbent upon lawyers to do their part in ensuring their 

conservation.24  

18. This should not discourage you from doing your best for your 

client. However, there is a clear difference between the diligent 

pursuit of the merits of a case and misusing the machinery of the court 

to engage in wasteful or fruitless litigation or to obstruct due process.25 

In most cases, the line between the two will be plain to see. However, 

there might well be times when the way forward might seem to be 

fuzzy. It is for this reason that continuing legal education and 

mentorship are critical. In cases of genuine difficulty, speaking to a 

senior can help; but in the end, if the doubts prevail, that might 

suggest that there is greater virtue in not pursuing that course. 

19. What all of this calls for is not just an understanding of the rules, 

codes, and strictures which govern the work of the profession, but a 

deep appreciation of the reasons that underlie them. This in turn rests 

on a solid grasp of the nature of the lawyer’s calling and the role of 

the profession in our society. 

IV. A spirit of public service 

20. This brings me to the last of the three aspects of Professor 

Pound’s definition of a profession: a spirit of public service. Today, 
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when we use the word “professional”, we often think of the sporting 

context, where it is used in contradistinction to the word “amateur” to 

refer to a person who is engaged in a specific activity as a paid 

occupation.26 But this was not the original meaning of the expression. 

Since antiquity, the practice of a profession has first and foremost 

been about the provision of a service to the community for the public 

good; and to be a professional is to be committed to the good of others 

through the practice of one’s art, even when carrying out this 

commitment does not redound in personal benefit.27 

21. While this does not preclude the receipt of remuneration, the 

professional ethos – which says that service is paramount and that 

compensation is incidental – continues to govern the professions 

today. 28 As our High Court stressed in a 2013 case, all professionals 

owe a common ethical duty to charge their clients only a fair and 

reasonable fee for services rendered, and no more.29 More 

importantly, it also entails that one does not think of rationing the 

quality of one’s service according to the remuneration one expects. 

Each task should be given the proper attention and effort it deserves 

rather than attention and effort tailored to the price it commands at an 

auction.30  

22. I should also emphasise that being committed to public service 
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does not necessitate being employed in the public sector. As the Joint 

Conference on Professional Responsibility said in its report, “[p]rivate 

practice is a form of public service when it is conducted with an 

appreciation of, and a respect for, the larger framework of government 

of which it forms a part, including … voluntary forms of self-

regulation”.31 The essential point I make is that a spirit of public 

service must imbue everything that you do as a lawyer. For instance, 

the proper presentation of your client’s case is a form of public 

service, because it is essential to the adjudicative process that there 

be fair and competent representation. Likewise, timely and 

appropriate legal advice is vital to the smooth running of both 

government and industry.  

23. Beyond this, you should involve yourselves in deeper or more 

formal forms of public service. I encourage you to seek out 

opportunities to apply your learning to areas of social need. Consider 

taking up cases under the Law Society’s Criminal Legal Aid Scheme 

(“CLAS”) or even spend some time as a CLAS fellow; volunteer at a 

pro bono legal clinic; apply to be placed on the Supreme Court’s 

Young Amicus Curiae scheme; or involve yourselves in any of the 

many professional committees of the Law Society and the Singapore 

Academy of Law. These are all ways in which you can contribute 

tangibly to the welfare of our community.  
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24. One of the great challenges facing the young lawyer today is 

the search for meaning and purpose. I spoke last year of the attrition 

of mid-career lawyers through burnout. The reasons for this are not 

difficult to discern. Increasingly long working hours; increased mobile 

connectivity leading to an erosion of personal space; and mounting 

pressures from clients as well as from bosses have led many to 

question whether it is all worth it. This is an intensely personal 

question, and one that each of you must answer in your own way; but 

for my part, I think the answer cannot lie in the pursuit of ever-larger 

personal rewards. Such a goal is too thin and too anaemic to provide 

the moving force for a lifetime of labour. Instead, I hope you will find 

in your practice a devotion to something that is larger than yourself, 

for that is the only way in which you will be able to keep yourself going 

over the long haul. 

25. Each year, the profession seems to be buffeted by more 

headwinds and the news coming out of the legal press can appear at 

times to be unremittingly gloomy. The challenges are real, and I do 

not want to make light of them. But I think it also important to 

remember how fortunate we are to be a part of this profession. It 

affords us the opportunity to provide an essential public service; and, 

together with our colleagues at the Bar, we are endowed with abilities, 

training, and talents that are highly sought after and which empower 
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us to benefit many. This is why we must be “conscientious” with our 

gifts. In time to come, I hope that each of you will find ways to serve 

the community in a myriad of ways, both within and outside the 

practice of law. 

26. And one day, if you are so privileged as to have the opportunity 

to take up public office, give the matter serious thought. I myself was 

asked that question in 2006 and then in 2010, and I said yes on both 

occasions. I have never regretted each of those decisions. To have 

been given the opportunity to serve our nation and her people has, 

without question, been the greatest privilege of my professional life. 

V. Conclusion 

27. I close with three parting thoughts. First, to the senior members 

of the Bar, I ask you to think of the subject of legacy. In the closing 

minutes of his 1967 speech to the Advocates and Solicitors Society, 

Mr Lee turned to the senior members and said to them: “there is no 

greater compliment that a man can pay to himself and to his group 

than to pass the torch on to like-minded people, fired by the same 

ideals, but younger, more vigorous, more capable to meet a more 

contemporary situation”.32 That is still true today. After a lifetime of 

service, there is perhaps no greater gift we can bestow upon our 

community than to raise a generation who will also serve our 
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community, hopefully in ways greater than we were able to. This 

should spur the profession to take the business of mentorship most 

seriously. 

28. Second, to you, the new entrants to the profession, I ask you 

again to reflect deeply on the responsibilities of membership of the 

legal profession. In 1980, Chief Justice Wee Chong Jin warned that 

the legal profession was, and had always been, a “demanding 

profession”. It demands not only competence, but also probity, 

integrity, and a devotion to public service. The last, he noted, was 

under threat in a modern society where “the accent is on success and 

[where] success is measured principally in terms of material wealth”. 

Turning to the young law students who had gathered to hear his 

lecture, he said this:33 

The challenge in the future to the legal profession here is to ensure 

that it remains a true profession and to ensure by conduct, 

performance and service to the public, that it also is and deserves 

to be a learned and honourable one. Its future lies in its own hands. 

29. Today, I echo that sentiment. Your future, as well as that of our 

legal profession, is in your hands and I have no doubt that you will do 

us very proud if you embrace all the many opportunities you will have 

to do the good and right thing.  

30. Last, to the families of those who have just been called, I bring 
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a word of thanks. The family is the first school of virtue which we all 

attend; and in many ways, it is the most important. All the matters of 

which I have spoken – the values of service, sacrifice and excellence 

– these are all things which we first learn, experience, and practice in 

the cradle of the home and take with us to the crucible of the 

workplace. The fact that these young men and women stand here, 

having been found fit for entry into this wonderful profession, is a 

testament to the excellent work which you have done. For that, I, and 

the legal profession as a whole, thank you. 

31. It gives me great pleasure, once again, to welcome all of you 

to the profession. I wish you every success. 

32. Court stands adjourned. 
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