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Once the most central subject in
schools in Britain and its colonies
during the age of Empire, English
literature has now lost its place of
prominence. This phenomenon is
apparent in the case of Singapore.

That it is not a new occurrence
but evidence of a steep decline over
the past two decades is obvious
from figures released last month,
showing a sharp fall in enrolment
for O- and N-level literature since
1992.

In fact, one can trace literature’s
decline further back, to the period
following Singapore’s independ-
ence, when more emphasis was
placed on the communicative as-
pect of English through policies
such as bilingualism.

English was positioned as a first
language, the language of business
and a bridge language connecting
different races, while the study of
mother tongue languages was essen-
tial in ensuring citizens would re-
main rooted to “Asian” values and

traditions.

Effectively, this contributed to a
gulf between the study of English
language and English literature so
that the former was a key national
priority, while the latter was mar-
ginalised since its problematic ties
to colonialism meant that English
was not to be the avenue through
which culture and values would be
transmitted.

What the state astutely recog-
nised then was English literature’s
inherent connection to values edu-
cation.

Indeed, when English literature
was first constructed as a school
subject and introduced to Britain’s
national system of education dur-
ing the late 18th century, it was pri-
marily a platform for the cultiva-
tion of bourgeoisie English values.

One way in which the Ministry
of Education in Singapore sought
to distance the subject from its colo-
nial roots was by renaming it litera-
ture in English so as to include a
broader range of literary works
from Singapore and other parts of
the world.

To fully address literature’s de-
cline, however, there is a need to re-
turn to its foundational role as a
platform for critical values educa-
tion in the 21st century.

In contrast to values education
that is didactic, involving the trans-
mission of values in a top-down
and fact-based manner, literature
education equips students to nego-
tiate the multiplicity of values and
belief systems of diverse cultures.

In my studies of literature class-

rooms in Australia, Singapore and
the United States, I have observed,
for example, how a teacher “inter-
rupted” his students’ reading of Wil-
liam Shakespeare’s Taming Of The
Shrew by getting them to compare
and contrast the taming of women
in other societies through stories
and plays by Jamaica Kincaid,
Kyoko Mori, Maxine Hong King-
ston and Stella Kon. Through this,
students gained insights into the
oppression of women across cul-
tures.

In another class, the teacher had
students read Shaun Tan’s graphic
novel, The Arrival, centred on the
experience of immigration, fol-
lowed by various short stories on
human rights. After that, students
conducted research and simulated
a forum in which they discussed
various social issues from the per-
spective of the state, the citizen and
different marginalised groups.

In both these cases, students en-
gaged with a form of values educa-
tion that was not about the acquisi-
tion of a set of normative princi-
ples, but rather the cultivation of
dispositions including the ability to
examine issues from multiple per-
spectives, to appreciate ambiguity,
and to make informed evaluations
of values and their consequences.

While literature education does
foster aesthetic appreciation and a
taste for good writing, what we of-
ten forget is that when students are
asked to respond to questions such
as “What makes us sympathise
with Okonkwo in Things Fall
Apart”, “Is justice served at the end
of Macbeth”, or “How does the writ-

er develop the sense of irony in the

poem Dulce Et Decorum Est”, they

need to consider the underlying be-

liefs determining a character’s in-

tentions and behaviour, thus affect-

ing our feelings towards him or her,

the different social-cultural values

influencing how concepts such as

justice are perceived, and the ways

in which literary techniques con-

tribute to the implied author’s phil-

osophical proposition in the text.

In short, these are questions re-

quiring critical engagements with

values.

The reality of cultural clashes

and mixings as a result of our glo-

bally interconnected world has

meant that it is now difficult to sus-

tain any singular, universal value

system.

Through exposure to literary

texts from around the world, stu-

dents gain access to the conscious-

ness and lived realities of other

communities; they apply critical re-

flection and ethical reasoning as
they navigate various cultural and
moral ambiguities conveyed vivid-
ly through the struggles of various
characters in texts and, in the pro-
cess of experiencing other worlds,
they develop an imagination hospi-
table towards the powerless and the
foreign.

Far from being an impractical
subject, literature education has be-
come even more vital in our po-
rous, networked societies today.

In her book Not For Profit: Why
Democracy Needs The Humanities,
University of Chicago professor
Martha Nussbaum observes that
economically advanced nations
tend to invest their systems of edu-
cation in equipping students with
useful and highly applied skills suit-
ed to economic development.

“If this trend continues,” she
says, “nations all over the world
will soon be producing generations
of useful machines rather than com-
plete citizens who can think for
themselves, criticise tradition, and
understand the significance of an-
other person’s sufferings and
achievements.”

There is a need for policymakers
and educators to restore the central-
ity of literature education in Singa-
pore, but this can occur only when
the significant role literature educa-
tion can play in promoting critical
values education is first recognised.
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A
mong the questions at
the heart of the recent,
wrenching debate on the
Population White Paper
was what it means to be a

Singaporean.
There is a tension between the

idea that Singaporeans must be
bonafide born-and-bred or at the
very least have gone through some
rite of passage here like school or
national service, and the more
expansive view that citizenship is
fluid and newer arrivals should be
given the chance to become full
members of this society.

Those who hold the latter posi-
tion point out that we are all de-
scendants of immigrants. Despite
this fact, immigration provokes
deep anxiety among many Singapo-
reans. This is rarely due to any ani-
mosity towards foreigners at a per-
sonal, one-to-one level. The unease
is over the sheer numbers.

Whether it is when taking the
train or bus at certain hours, or
walking through parts of the city at
lunchtime, Singaporeans can feel
overwhelmed and hemmed in.
This identity crisis is over and
above the tangible, practical costs
of living in a city whose infrastruc-
ture is under strain and where com-
petition for jobs and affordable
homes has been intense.

Even if we accept at the policy
level that Singapore needs large
numbers of workers and profession-
als from abroad, a sense of our na-
tionhood being under threat emerg-
es whenever Singaporeans talk
among ourselves about the impact
of recent immigration.

Beneath that anxiety is not so
much a fear of difference as such.
After all, we are used to sharing
space with countrymen from differ-

ent language, ethnic and religious
groups. Perhaps, it is instead the sus-
picion that many new immigrants
lack an equivalent commitment to
want to belong. Granted, assimila-
tion takes time, but they may not
even want to try.

This, too, is nothing new. Every
generation of Singaporeans has in-
cluded those who chose to return
to their motherlands, or to emi-
grate to new homes in Australia,
Canada and elsewhere. Indeed, in
the mid-1990s, Singapore was
seized by a great emigration debate
over “stayers” and “quitters”. How-
ever, even at its peak, there was nev-
er a sense that Singaporean “quit-
ters” were numerous enough to
change the society they left be-
hind.

It has been much harder for Sin-
gaporeans to accept the many for-
eign-born residents who make clear
that this place is just one of several
options in their life plans. New citi-
zens have been known to be candid
about saying that while Singapore

is fine for now, if their children get
to study and live in the United
States, they do not rule out moving
there either. Multiplied manifold,
such attitudes risk changing the
culture of Singapore, from home to
hotel.

Will the tenor of the conversa-
tion on foreigners change? Proba-
bly not for a long time, and especial-
ly not if many of them with such at-
titudes continue to be in the face of
the average Singaporean, feeding
his sense of anxiety and insecurity.
Making life more comfortable
through better transport and hous-
ing options will alleviate the practi-
cal problems associated with a
growing population, but it will not
relieve Singaporeans of the current
struggle over identity.

This issue becomes more perti-
nent with Singaporeans themselves
divided, between heartlanders de-
pendent on opportunities here,
and those at the upper end who
can uproot and move to other cit-
ies. As babyboomers exit the work-

force, more may ponder whether to
stretch their retirement savings by
settling somewhere with a lower
cost of living. From the individual
economic standpoint, such deci-
sions may make sense but there
may be a collective cost to Singapo-
reans’ sense of home.

Also unresolved is how a more
contested and plural politics will fit
into our sense of Singaporeanness.
Opponents of the Government
have been pushing home the idea

that there is no contradiction
between being critical of the
People’s Action Party and being a
loyal Singaporean. Singing the Na-
tional Anthem and reciting the
Pledge are now part and parcel of
dissent. Singaporeans are sensitive
to any perception that the Govern-
ment values foreigners who don’t
know a thing about Singapore
society more than born-and-bred
Singaporeans who care enough
about this place to stand up for

what they believe.
Exploring what it means to be a

Singaporean is also more pertinent
at a time when society is fragment-
ing into different classes and social
mobility is slowing. Singapore poli-
cymakers have always feared a cul-
ture of entitlement that might
creep in with excessive handouts.
But at the other end of the spec-
trum, precisely because social
spending will have to rise, there
may be a creeping sense of entitle-
ment of another kind – those who
believe that they have made it on
their own steam feel entitled that
their children deserve a decisive
head start, and not worry about less
privileged children.

There is yet another sense of enti-
tlement that besieges many other
societies too. Political scientist
Engin F. Isin wrote about the rise of
the “neurotic citizen”, a person
driven by fear, insecurity and the
unrealistic belief that the govern-
ment can fix it all. That citizen, he
said, is so afflicted by a sense of enti-
tlement that he believes it is a mat-
ter of justice that nothing adverse
should ever happen to him. “The
neurotic citizen is thrown into
chronic discontent.”

These are issues that will be with
us for a while yet. Of course, it is im-
portant not to exaggerate this sense
of angst. Many Singaporeans, with
good reason, do not feel the place is
broken. There is full employment
and a government that is not blind
to people’s problems – as evidenced
by last week’s Budget statement.
Young people continue to strive to
educate and equip themselves, not
having lost hope in the future.

Separate from these pragmatic is-
sues, though, Singaporeans must
deal with their current identity co-
nundrum. Increasingly, we are be-
ing confronted by this question of
our place in this society. We would
need to make up our minds about
what it is we want to protect and
build.

I have my own small list: Our
multiracial fabric must be pre-
served at all costs and, with it, free-
dom of religion and association; an
abiding conviction that if you work
hard, you can make a decent life for
yourself; the disadvantaged will
never be left behind and we will car-
ry them along; that those who hold
different political beliefs and views
from you, unless they espouse
violence, deserve their place at the
table; that we are not a small-heart-
ed, small-minded people; and that
in all of us is a quiet but true accept-
ance of difference.

After all, only when we are sure
of who we are can we expect immi-
grants to adapt to their new homes.

What does being a Singaporean
mean to you?
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Literature education develops in students the ability to examine issues from
multiple perspectives, appreciate ambiguity and evaluate values.

The core of our identity
Our multiracial fabric must be preserved at all costs
and, with it, freedom of religion and association; an
abiding conviction that if you work hard, you can
make a decent life for yourself; the disadvantaged
will never be left behind and we will carry them
along; that those who hold different political
beliefs and views from you, unless they espouse
violence, deserve their place at the table; that we
are not a small-hearted, small-minded people.

No literature? Sadly, a missed
opportunity to teach values

Exploring this becomes
more pertinent at
a time when social
mobility is slowing

Utilitarian education
“If this trend continues, nations all over the world
will soon be producing generations of useful
machines rather than complete citizens who can
think for themselves, criticise tradition, and
understand the significance of another person’s
sufferings and achievements.”
PROFESSOR MARTHA NUSSBAUM, in her book Not For Profit: Why Democracy
Needs The Humanities

What it means to be a Singaporean
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