
Albert Einstein
Scientists challenge physicist’s theory

European researchers have found
evidence that Einstein’s theory of
relativity may not be that sound after
all.

The theory, that nothing can go
faster than the speed of light, has been
challenged by new findings that showed
an oddball type of subatomic particle
called a neutrino
clocking an even
faster speed.

Lee Boon Yang
Former minister set to be next
SPH chairman

The former minister for Information,
Communications and the Arts will be
the next non-executive chairman of
media group Singapore Press Holdings
(SPH).

Dr Lee, 64, will succeed Dr Tony Tan,
who resigned in July to run in the
Presidential Election and won.
Dr Lee was in
political office
for 24 years
before he retired
in 2009.

Aung San Suu Kyi
Myanmar opposition leader wins
international prize

The 66-year-old democracy activist has
won this year’s Chatham House prize
for her contribution to the
improvement of international relations.

The campaigner has spent most of
the last 20 years under house arrest in

her bid to bring political
change to Myanmar.
Former US secretary of
state Madeleine Albright
will accept the prize on
her behalf at a ceremony
in London in December.

Kwok Kian Chow
National Art Gallery director
in new position

Mr Kwok, who was appointed director
of the new National Art Gallery in 2009,
will assume a senior adviser post from
next month.

The 56-year-old will help to secure
donations and loans of artwork from

collectors and museums in
the region, and represent

the gallery at
international forums
and conferences.

Cho Yong Gi
South Korean pastor accused of
embezzlement

The 75-year-old founder of South
Korea’s largest church is being
investigated for misappropriating 23
billion won (S$23 million) belonging to
the Yoido Full Gospel Church.

Church elders, who
brought the case
against him, claimed
the pastor used the
money to help his
son recover losses in
stock investments.
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Himaya Quasem

I remember the day the last white family
left our street in East London.

A few doors down from our terraced
house, a middle-aged woman in a blue
cardigan was standing next to a pile of
boxes with her 20-something son, wait-
ing for the removal van to arrive.

My mum often said hello to her when
they passed each other in the street. Now
she was going over to say a final goodbye.

Over dinner that evening, my mum
said the woman told her they were leav-
ing because “there were none of our peo-
ple left here”.

At around the same time, my older sis-
ter and I stopped going to play in nearby
Plashet Park. Although we never really
spoke about it, we had a tacit understand-
ing that we would abandon the park and
play on the street instead, after a group of
older white and mixed-race girls called us
racist names during a quarrel over the
swings.

This was working-class London in the
late 1980s, and although I didn’t under-
stand it at the time, these were signs that
the concept of an integrated, multiracial
society was struggling to take root.

Since then, Britain has made signifi-
cant progress towards improving commu-
nity relations. In the general election in
May last year, the number of black and
Asian MPs voted in almost doubled, from
14 to a record 27. And nearly one in 10
children in Britain lives in a mixed-race
family, figures from 2009 show.

Even so, many members of both the
immigrant and host communities contin-
ue to keep each other at arm’s length, a
problem that is all too often exploited by
extremists.

Earlier this month, the English De-
fence League (EDL) attracted more than
1,000 supporters to a demonstration in
Aldgate, just a few kilometres from the
street where I lived as a child. The
far-right group has been linked to Anders
Behring Breivik, the anti-Muslim Norwe-
gian gunman who slaughtered 68 young-

sters at a youth camp in July.
The protest, the first to be held in Lon-

don since a wave of riots rocked the capi-
tal and several other English cities last
month, attracted around 1,500 counter-
protesters from anti-fascist groups in near-
by Whitechapel.

More than 3,000 police officers were
deployed at the event, but violence erupt-
ed after a coach filled with EDL support-
ers broke down and was pelted with
bricks and stones by around 100 Asian
teenagers.

Many critics have blamed the divide
between communities on multicultural-
ism. While this slippery concept can be
defined in various ways, most would
agree that its key tenet is respect for multi-
ple cultures within a single society.

My primary school embodied this
kind of respect. Lathom Junior School
was a haven of tolerance and understand-
ing, where my classmates and I were
made to feel excited about our differences
in a way that was com-
pletely natural and un-
forced.

Of course, we cele-
brated Christmas with
the full fanfare. But we
also put on plays featur-
ing stories from the Hin-
du Ramayana to mark
Diwali, and drew post-
ers to represent our zodi-
ac signs in the run-up to
Chinese New Year.

Before days such as
Eid (Hari Raya) or Guru
Nanak’s birthday, our
headmaster, Mr Howe,
would hold assemblies
explaining their signifi-
cance.

We received an edu-
cation in the true sense of the word. As
children, too young to be tainted by xeno-
phobia, we were learning that living with
a variety of cultures was fun and normal,
not a chore or something to resist.

Sadly, a lot of these sentiments failed
to gain a foothold beyond the primary
school gates.

I knew of immigrant parents who were
too afraid to allow their sons or daughters
to play at the homes of white children in
case they “lost their culture”.

This atmosphere of mistrust was com-
pounded by sporadic verbal and physical
racist attacks on Asians living in my area,
East Ham, part of a borough where the
rate of unemployment stands at 26 per
cent.

As we started secondary school, I also
sensed some friendships beginning to
drift apart along racial lines.

Many white teenagers were on the

cusp of experimenting with dating and
clubbing – things that were the norm for
them but strictly forbidden for a number
of their Asian peers.

While it is laudable that Britain has
adopted the principle of multicultural-
ism, especially when there are regimes
around the world that are unashamedly
crushing minority groups, it has failed to
inspire deep-rooted cultural integration.

For decades, many communities in
Britain have wrongly used multicultural-
ism as an excuse to become lazy in the
way they relate to other cultures. People
have settled for simply tolerating their
neighbours instead of talking to them,
learning from them or even challenging
them.

This has led to Britain shying away
from tackling thorny issues, to the detri-
ment of its own citizens.

For example, the authorities have been
slow to crack down on the practice of
forced marriage, otherwise known as kid-

napping, in some Brit-
ish Asian communities.

Part of the reason
they may have delayed
intervening in these
cases is because they
fear being accused of
cultural imperialism.

There are no easy so-
lutions to these prob-
lems and it would be
churlish to lay the
blame solely at the gov-
ernment’s door. The
fact is that, left to their
own devices, many peo-
ple from different com-
munities have stub-
bornly refused to mix.

The preference for
“sticking with my

own” is ultimately borne out of fear. Fear
that an attempt to integrate could result
in rejection or that the people you choose
to mix with will hold values that dramati-
cally clash with your own.

Perhaps society needs to find a way to
encourage adults to step out of their com-
fort zones. After all, as a child I was thrust
into a melting pot of cultures at primary
school. At the age of seven, I never saw
Diwali as something my Hindu friends
did, but as something I did too. Despite
being a Bangladeshi-born Muslim, I felt
both that I was British and that I had a
stake in many cultures. And this is some-
thing for which I will always be grateful.

The writer, an assistant to the editor
on The Straits Times Foreign Desk, is
a British national and has lived in
Singapore for 11 months.

Warren Mark Liew

D
iscussions have raged over the
past two weeks over the pre-
sumed superiority of American
over British English. But what
exactly distinguishes the two,

and is the distinction worth emphasising?
What needs emphasis, first of all, is the

fact that Americanisms have crept imper-
ceptibly into our everyday vocabulary. As
Geraint Wong observed last week (ST, Sept
19), British terms like film, lorry, boot,
queue and lift have been rivalled, if not re-
placed, by their American equivalents mov-
ie, truck, trunk, line and elevator.

Just as commonplace these days are the
ways in which we “touch base” with busi-
ness partners, give colleagues a “heads up”
on the next meeting’s agenda, and reassure
those we pardon by saying “no worries”.
(Oh wait, the last example is from Austral-
ian English. My bad.)

The phenomenon appears to be an inevi-
table consequence of democracy’s progress.
Purists who bemoan the demise of the
Queen’s English are “pretty much” as
“lame” as classical music connoisseurs com-
plaining about the inferiority of pop music.

To be fair, written forms of British and
American English share essential similari-
ties, with differences in spelling largely a
matter of convention and negotiation.

Spoken English, on the other hand, dis-
plays considerable variation in pronuncia-
tion, intonation and stress patterns. In-
deed, the staggering variety of accents
among both native and non-native English
speakers remains an unchanging historical
fact.

General American English, like British
Received Pronunciation (RP), was never the
homogenous accent of an entire nation. By
standardising British and American speech
in our popular imaginations, the media –
through films, television sitcoms, commer-
cials and news broadcasts – have played a
guilty part in downplaying the diversity of
accents across the English-speaking world.

It is heartening to note, nonetheless,
that radio stations like the BBC have over
the last decade deliberately featured present-
ers with a variety of British accents.

On closer inspection, distinguishing be-
tween “American” and “British” English
risks oversimplifying the hybrid nature of
the language. Throughout history, English
was never the exclusive cultural property of
“native” speakers. Originating from Anglo-
Saxon stock, the English language devel-
oped over centuries as a composite of Scan-
dinavian, German, French, Latin and
Greek.

With England’s colonial expansion from
the 16th century, words and concepts from
the languages of Asia and America, includ-
ing Eskimo-Aleut, Indian and Malay, began
infiltrating the English lexicon.

In an age of globalisation, the language
continues to grow by assimilating new vo-
cabulary, pronunciations and accents
through intercultural contact.

As the Oxford English Dictionary aptly
puts it: “The circle of the English language
has a well-defined centre but no discernible
circumference.”

Both American and British English are
lodged squarely within this expanding cir-
cle. The same might be said of other English
varieties the world over, which share the
common goal of mutual intelligibility. To
paraphrase the Gershwin song performed
at the recent launch of the English Lan-
guage Institute of Singapore: You say
“ee-ther” and I say “ai-ther”, so let’s (not)
call the whole thing off.

But there is, of course, much more at
stake than the cooperative bid for mutual

understanding. As carriers of culture, lan-
guages are deeply tied to people’s attitudes,
beliefs and values.

Sociologists, for instance, have long rec-
ognised the ways in which social aspira-
tions influence speech patterns. It is not un-
common for Singaporeans to adopt an RP
or General American accent in order to
sound more “cultured” or “cool”, while opt-
ing for Singlish in situations that call for
the proud assertion of their Singaporean
identity.

Despite its social relevance, this relation-
ship between language and culture is sel-
dom explored as part of language learning
in schools. Through the years, the Ministry
of Education’s English language curriculum
has maintained an instrumentalist view of
language teaching, where the primary goal
is to help learners “build a strong founda-
tion in language skills, grammar and vocab-
ulary”.

This focus on functional proficiency,
however, does not go far enough. Are stu-
dents taught, for instance, how to
“code-switch” strategically between Stand-
ard English (whether British or American)
and non-standard English (such as Singlish)
in different social contexts?

What is lacking, arguably, is the encour-
agement of critical thinking about the na-
ture of the English language, its historical
origins, social variations and cultural func-
tions. While progressive educators have
consistently advocated a sociolinguistic ap-
proach to language education, few of their
insights have found their way into Singa-
pore’s classrooms.

Conceivably, a more critical approach to
language teaching would move beyond the
basics of functional competence to em-
brace at least three other tenets.

Firstly, languages, along with the social
attitudes they inspire, are constantly in
flux. In 1832, the English poet Coleridge
pronounced “talented” a barbarous word,
only to have it taken up a few years later by
England’s then Prime Minister William
Gladstone. Indeed, time will soon tell whe-
ther more Singlish words (besides kiasu, sin-
seh, and lah) will enter the Oxford English
Dictionary.

Secondly, language tolerance is vital for
a multicultural society like ours. Just as
there is no single variety of Standard Eng-
lish around the world, so too no single
“English” culture exists among users of the
language. Understanding and appreciating
multiple varieties of English is key to pro-
moting intercultural awareness and com-
munication.

Thirdly, the price of economic progress
can be the erosion of one’s cultural identi-
ty. In many countries, the rise of Standard
English (with its roots in global commerce,
science, and technology) is perceived as a
form of linguistic imperialism threatening
the survival of indigenous cultures.

In Hawaii, educators have campaigned
for more than two decades against official
attempts to eradicate Hawaiian Pidgin and
other native languages. The sociolinguist
Tove Skutnabb-Kangas has argued that the
spread of global capitalism is killing off lan-
guages in growing numbers, a phenome-
non she calls “linguistic genocide”.

To what extent has the Speak Good Eng-
lish Movement in Singapore, then, been
part of this murderous movement across
the globe?

Taken together, these three ideas about
the role of linguistic diversity in an age of
globalisation can contribute to a more criti-
cally oriented and culturally sensitive lan-
guage curriculum. Such recommendations
are not immune to criticism, of course. But
it is precisely by exploring them in the class-
room that teachers and students can come
to a deeper understanding of how and why
language works the way it does in our daily
lives.

The writer is an assistant professor
with the English Language and
Literature Academic Group at the
National Institute of Education,
Nanyang Technological University.
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Members of the far-right English Defence League marching on the iconic Tower Bridge in London early this month. Many fear that racial
lines have deepened in Britain because the government’s principle of multiculturalism does not encourage meaningful interaction.

Britain’s racial woes:
Tolerance is not enough

Thinking about linguistic
diversity can result in
a more culturally sensitive
language curriculum

Misguided policy
While it is laudable
that Britain has
adopted the principle
of multiculturalism,
especially when there
are regimes around
the world that are
unashamedly crushing
minority groups, it has
failed to inspire
deep-rooted cultural
integration.

A heads up
on modern
English
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