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Melissa Kok

W
hen it first aired last
year, television game-
show We Are Singapore-
ans made the catch-
phrase “double confirm”

its trademark.
Such a phrase went down well in the

light-hearted show, which tests contest-
ants on their general knowledge of Singa-
pore history and culture.

“Double confirm” is what the show’s
host, Hossan Leong, said to ask contest-
ants to lock in their answers.

But now that the show is back for a sec-
ond season on MediaCorp Channel 5,
viewers have noticed that Hossan uses
the phrase less often.

Hossan now uses a new catchphrase –
“confirm confirm”.

The change has got some viewers won-
dering if it is because the original catch-
phrase is “too Singlish” for mainstream
broadcast.

Security guard Idrus Abdullah, 39,
who has watched the show regularly
since the first season, says: “The change
could be because it is bad English, but I

miss it. For me, ‘double confirm’ sounds
better than ‘confirm confirm’.”

We Are Singaporeans airs every
Wednesday at 8pm on Channel 5.

Contestants answer a series of ques-
tions and receive cash rewards for every
correct answer.

They risk going home empty-handed if
they make a mistake.

But it seems the change is not because
MediaCorp wants to tone down the use of
Singlish on the show.

Asked for a reason on the manage-
ment’s decision on “double confirm”,
MediaCorp’s vice-president of channel

branding and promotions for Channel 5,
Ms Serene Choo, said: “‘Double confirm’
is still being used together with ‘Confirm
confirm’. ‘Confirm confirm’ is an addi-
tional creative initiative by the producers
to double the fun for viewers.”

When contacted by Life! last week,
host Hossan Leong admitted that he was
told to use the phrase “double confirm”
“less frequently”, but did not give a rea-
son.

But Ms Choo said Leong was advised
to do so as they “had planned to intro-
duce the new catchphrase in Season 2” of
the show, which started airing in May.

A problem that English language
experts find with “double confirm” is
that the “double” is redundant.

Dr Dennis Tay, a teaching fellow at the
Centre for English Language Communica-
tion, National University of Singapore,
says: “The double in ‘double confirm’ is
redundant because the meaning of
‘checking again to make sure’ already
inheres in the meaning of ‘confirm’.”

The Speak Good English Movement’s
chairman, Mr Goh Eck Kheng, notes that
“Hossan was successful in choosing a
catchphrase – used in many different
parts of the world – to define the show”.
But he adds: “I would treat ‘double con-
firm’ as informal English as opposed to
standard English and avoid using it in for-
mal situations.”

Not that the new phrase is correct
either, say experts.

Dr Tay says: “I think the use of
‘confirm confirm’ is motivated by the
same reasons as the use of ‘double con-
firm’. It is thus seen as erroneous for the
same reason of redundancy.”

“Confirm confirm” has also not quite
cottoned on the way “double confirm”
has.

Hossan says: “Taxi uncles, kids, aunt-
ies and teenagers come up and say
‘double confirm’ to me all the time. I’m
known as Mr Double Confirm, no one
knows my real name.”

This is not the first time the use of Sin-
glish on Channel 5’s English television
programmes has been in the spotlight.

Back in 1999, a debate on Singlish was
set off in the media after the then Televi-
sion Corporation of Singapore announced
that it would tone down the use of Sin-
glish in its drama serials and sitcoms.

In particular, criticism was aimed at
hit local series Phua Chu Kang, whose
main contractor character, played by Gur-
mit Singh, spoke a substantial amount of
Singlish.

In the early 1990s, jazz singer Jacintha
Abishegenaden, who hosted Mum’s Not
Cooking along with Moe Alkaff of gag
show Gotcha!, came under the spotlight
for bringing too much Singlish to TV.

Associate professor Low Ee Ling, an
associate dean at the English Language
and Literature Academic Group, National
Institute of Education, says: “It is impor-
tant to teach students that there exists
both a formal standard variety of English
and an informal colloquial variety known
as Singlish.

“Once this is clear, the creative use of
Singlish in the media should not be a
great worry.”

Health-care professional Vivien Lim,
52, says: “The catchphrase ‘double con-
firm’ is cute; Singlish on TV is okay but
you must have a balance. If you have chil-
dren, being exposed to too much Singlish
is no good – if you go overseas, no one
will understand you.”

melk@sph.com.sg

What do you think of the use of “double
confirm” and “confirm confirm” on the
show? Write to stlife@sph.com.sg

Review Theatre

CROSSINGS
The Necessary Stage
Esplanade Theatre Studio
Thursday

Adeline Chia

True to its title, Crossings is a trans-
continental bridge between two cities on
opposite sides of the world, a
co-production by Singapore theatre com-
pany The Necessary Stage and Croatian
performance collective Trafik.

It is put together by a team of Singapo-
rean and Croatian artists, including
actors, musicians and a film-maker.

Trafik is based in Rijeka, which is the
third largest city in Croatia after Split
and Zagreb. A legitimate question at this
point is: What do Singapore and Rijeka
have in common that makes a collabora-
tion between the two theatre troupes
interesting or illuminating?

The answer is not obvious – not from
watching the show. Crossings feels like it
is standing at a noisy traffic junction –
with different performance styles, cul-
tures and stories criss-crossing in a kind
of theatrical rush hour. Sometimes magic
ensues. Sometimes it is simply a mess.

The production, which is written by
Haresh Sharma and directed by Alvin
Tan, has an odd, patchwork quality. It
links a series of some vignettes together
but the problem is that they never quite
cohere meaningfully.

There are some recurring ideas, includ-
ing the theme of human connection –

accidental or otherwise – in an age where
communication devices and channels
balloon with technology but human inter-
action does not seem to have deepened.

Accordingly, the play skirts over rela-
tionships of various degrees: a flirtatious
encounter on Facebook, the development
of a love story, the devastation over the
loss of a loved one.

The play’s other thread is a bizarre
introduction to the history of Rijeka
through some significant people who
have lived or passed through the city.

In scenes interspersed through the
play, an actor plays characters such as
French writer Jean Genet and an Italian
poet and political agitator Gabriele
D’Annunzio.

These names, by the way, were sup-
plied in an extra piece of paper slotted
into the programme, as if the organisers
feared, at the last minute, that people
would be completely lost without those
helpful explanations. They were right to
be worried.

The problem with the play is that, for
the most part, the sketches feel randomly
put together. The “Alternative Rijeka
Tourism Board” messages and the lyrical
sections seldom feel like they are parts of
the same play.

There are clear signs of the collabora-
tive aspects of this production. It is
aggressively multi-everything: multi-
lingual, multi-cultural, multi-discipli-
nary.

Unfortunately, throwing dance, live
sound art and physical theatre together
does not automatically make for edgy, fas-
cinating viewing. Instead, there are yawn-

ing expanses let down by uncertain per-
formances and a ponderous script.  

Najib Soiman, for example, excels in
realistic, cloudbursts of emotions, but is
not a natural or comfortable dancer. A
placid Chuang Xiu’er manages to look
absent although she is onstage.

Some scenes work better than others.
The gentle, teasing courtship dance be-
tween local actors Sharda Harrison and
Najib that turns into something darker
was a sensitive addition. At this point, I

would also like to give a shout-out to Har-
rison, a magnetic performer with great
stage presence.

Also, the madcap performance by
Croatian Edvin Liveric Bassani as Mama
Fiume, personifying the city of Rijeka as a
whore, is electrifying. Dressed in briefs
and high heels, he twitches and dances to
the historical anthems of all the seven
states that have ruled Rijeka in the 20th
century, pulling out small pieces of
national flags from his underwear.

It was insane, grotesque and brilliant,
but this piece of Croatian madness does
not fit into a larger intelligible whole.

Crossings is a jagged, uneven work,
reminiscent of the flaws of The Neces-
sary Stage’s Sofaman in 2009, a collabora-
tion with Russian theatre group KnAM.
Perhaps artistic collaborations, like
human relationships, are a bit of a
hit-and-miss affair. In Crossings’ case,
the hits and misses split down the mid-
dle.

Book it

Sharda Harrison
(left) and Najib
Soiman were
the local cast in
this cross-
cultural work
between
Singapore and
Croatia. PHOTO:
THE NECESSARY
STAGE. 

Was the catchphrase
‘double confirm’ in We
Are Singaporeans changed
to avoid using Singlish?

Cross-cultural theatre
lost in translation

Double confirm, double confusion
We Are
Singaporeans
host Hossan
Leong (left)
was told to
cut down on
the use of the
catchphrase
‘double
confirm’ and
replace it with
‘confirm
confirm’.
PHOTO:
XIN.MSN.COM
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