
Two Sundays before Chinese New Year, my family
and I were at an NTUC FairPrice supermarket.

Almost everyone in the cashier queues had a
packed shopping trolley or two.

The unusual sight at the usually lightly
patronised outlet prompted my two daughters to
wonder why people needed so much grocery in the
run-up to the holidays.

“These people are preparing feasts for relatives
and friends,” I said.

“Why are we here since we won’t be having
visitors during Chinese New Year?” Yanrong asked.

"Ya lor. We don’t get visitors,” sniffed my young-
er daughter, Yanbei.

“Cheeky! This stuff is for your maternal grand-
parents,” I said.

They were right, of course. We usually celebrate
the festivities at my parents’ house in Ipoh, where
my mum would whip up the family reunion
dinner. As she is a decent cook, the head nun at the
temple at which she volunteers often asks her to
helm the kitchen to prepare vegetarian fare for
worshippers during major festivities.

They don’t get any bigger than Chinese New
Year, owing to the large turnout of out-of-town visi-
tors.

As a result, my mum has to get to the temple in
the wee hours of the morning to start the cooking.

So for the past five years or so, it has become a
new tradition for the rest of the family to greet and
deliver our well wishes to my mum on the first day
of Chinese New Year at the temple.

I love Chinese New Year and the tradition that
comes with it.

It is a time when children are expected to
present themselves before their parents to wish
them good health, wealth, a good career or busi-
ness and other good tidings.

In return, parents give their children hongbao
while exhorting them to excel or strive harder in
their studies or careers.

It is one of the few occasions during the year
when we exchange pleasantries in Chinese idioms
such as gongxi facai (a greeting of prosperity), bu
bu gao sheng (may you scale new heights) and
sheng yi xing long (may your business thrive) with
our friends and relatives without sounding corny.

And tradition doesn’t mean only rigid practices
that are handed down the generations.

One tradition that I have adopted for the past 20
years or so is to send a hamper packed with New
Year goodies to my parents-in-law every year.

Initially, I simply bought them from the
supermarket or through mail order. After a while, I
found it to be more fun to build my own, parti-
cularly since some regular items from the gift
shops, such as hard liquor, did not find favour with
my in-laws.

I also had a wonderful neighbour who was very
good at wrapping hampers. All I had to do was to
provide the goodies and she would do the rest.

Regrettably, we moved house. Since then, my
wife and I have had to do the job ourselves. Our old
neighbour, with whom we are still in touch, makes
decorations for us instead. This year, she made us a
beautiful pair of lanterns.

Another tradition I have kept up is to give
money to my parents and in-laws before Chinese
New Year.

“Must I give you money when I grow up?” asked
Yanbei, when she saw me counting money at
home.

“Yup,” I said.
“How much?”
“Whatever you can afford.”
I know I’m treading on dicey ground here.

While I know of many friends and colleagues who
give allowances to their parents, there are others
who view this practice as mercenary.

“You don’t have children in the hope that they
will take care of your financial needs when you are
old. You have children because you love them,” an
old schoolmate once thundered when someone
broached this subject at a dinner gathering.

As this friend was well-known as a feisty
character, no one took offence and we kept our
counsel. But I thought she took on an extreme line.

Yes, there are parents who leech off their kids.
This happened in TV dramas and in generations

past when abject poverty forced some parents to
sell their kids for money.

These days, the pendulum has swung the other
way. It is the parents who are more likely to indulge
and spend on their grown-up children, for exam-
ple, by paying for their car or downpayment on a
property.

I have no intention of drawing on allowances
from my daughters to live out my twilight years.

What I want is to inculcate in them the values of
filial piety, thrift and responsibility.

There is also a subtext to the allowance conun-
drum.

If the children can afford to give their parents an
allowance, it will be because they are able. Which is
what all parents hope for.
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Parental allowance is a tradition worth keeping

O
n Feb 16, eight-year-old
Omera Nizam and her seven-
year-old sister Romana braved
the rain and muddy ground to
stand on a stage at Hong Lim

Park to sing the National Anthem.
Singing along were hundreds of people

who attended the Protest Against The
White Paper On Population rally, at which
the duo’s father Mohammad Nizam Ismail,
a lawyer and civil society activist, 46, was a
speaker.

His pregnant wife, lecturer Oniatta
Effendi, 38, led the crowd in singing the
anthem.

Omera and Romana took part in the
event on their own initiative. Ms Oniatta
says: “The girls heard my discussions with
their father about performing the anthem
and wanted to be part of it.”

She and her husband would still have
taken their daughters to the event even if
Mr Nizam was not among the dozen
speakers that day, she adds.

Describing the event and showing
photographs to the girls is “definitely
different from being there”.

“Being present allowed them to soak in

the multi-sensorial energies. This learning
journey is at its best when it is
experiential,” says Ms Oniatta.

Asked what they said before and after
the rally, she says the girls wanted to know
why there were so many people and why
they “sounded angry”.

Omera had told her mother: “I was
nervous about singing the anthem in front
of thousands of people.”

And Romana had said she “felt angry
like the rest of the people because this is
my Singapore”.

Their study schedules did not allow
them to speak directly with SundayLife!.

At the Hong Lim Park protest against
the 6.9 million projected population figure
cited in the White Paper, other families
with children in tow were also photo-
graphed.

National University of Singapore socio-
logist Paulin Tay Straughan believes that
“activist-parents will become a norm” for
three reasons.
L With better education, more parents will
“more likely want to keep informed and in-
volved”, getting their children into the pic-
ture as well.
L A “shift in the political culture now
paints activism in a more positive light”,
erasing the “social stigma”.
L With the rise in the number of online
avenues such as Facebook, it is “much
easier to mobilise and be mobilised”, says
Prof Straughan.

Parents SundayLife! spoke to say that
exposing their children to their own pet
causes does not amount to forcing them to
think a certain way. They add that they will
let their children make up their own minds
when they are older.

Veteran wildlife consultant Subaraj
Rajathurai, 49, and his wife Shamla, 47,
took their sons Serin and Saker, on field
trips in carriers on their backs when they
were only a few months old.

When they were older, the boys were
involved in wildlife population surveys
and were also “props” in a few television
documentary programmes, for instance,
on Chek Jawa, in which their father was
featured, recalls older son Serin, 17.

It is part of the parents’ efforts to get the
boys to appreciate nature and expose them
to ecological conservation issues.

Both kids are named after birds but only
Serin is passionate about avian matters.
Saker, 12, cares more for drama, says dad,
with no trace of disappointment in his
voice.

Mr Subaraj, with more than 20 years in
professionally guiding bird watchers,
helped save Sungei Buloh wetlands from
being turned into an agrotech farm and
Lower Peirce forest into a golf course in the
late 1980s and early 1990s.

He says: “If Serin chooses to be an
activist in the field and to stand up and be
heard, we won’t stop him. If more young-
sters speak up, we older ones can retire.”

Serin, a first-year biotechnology student
at Temasek Polytechnic, says he will carry
the torch, if necessary.

“Few people in Singapore are willing to
take a stand to protect wildlife areas. But
someone has to. If I have a passion, I
should protect it,” he says.

While it is understandable that parents
would want to inculcate values in their
children that they believe in, early child-
hood lecturer Nirmala Karuppiah says
robust debate and intellectual discussions
on overcrowding in Singapore, for exam-
ple, should be kept for “teenagers who are
more developed in their reasoning skills
and are able to view issues from different
perspectives”.

But because schools introduce topics
such as global warming, conserving
resources and citizenship at pre-schools,
children can understand ecological, social
and national education issues from as
young as five years old, says Dr Karuppiah,
who is from the National Institute of
Education.

“It’s good to start educating them from
an early age, so they learn behaviours and
habits, for example, like not wasting food
or water, from young,” she adds.

But pre-schoolers will “usually be absorb-
ing what the adults say – it’s their truth at
that point of time”, so parents must give
accurate information and be good models,
she says.

Well-known blogger Benjamin Lee, 43,
who is better known as Mr Miyagi, says he
and his wife Naomi Minejima, 36, a house-
wife, “explain exhaustively” to their three-
year-old son, Kai, because “he asks why
about everything”.

The couple, who live in an apartment in
Bukit Timah, are staunch supporters of
Shark Savers Singapore and appeared in its
“I’m FINished with fins” campaign last
year.

They took pains to look up resources
online to give Kai the correct answers to his
questions, pitched at his level of under-
standing.

For the anti-fin cause, his explanation to
Kai was: “We said the shark is hunted, its
fin cut off and the shark is thrown back
into the water because the rest of it is of no
use to the fishermen.

“We said it was cruel, painful and
‘ouchy’ to the shark. He gets it.”

Restaurateur Alex Tan, 39, and wife

Tracy Lim, 37, also believe in rallying their
two daughters Aglaia, six, and Kyra, two, to
their vegan cause.

They support scientific data that shows
eating less meat reduces the impact of
global warming and educate their children
about it.

“So when they go to school, they can
spread the word and tell their friends about
it,” says Mr Tan.

Putting money where his mouth is, he
set up non-meat fast-food chain, Vegan-
Burg.

Can the fervour of parents be so strong
that impressionable children become over-
zealous converts?

Housewife Aparna Malhotra remembers
a call she received from the mother of a
friend of Maanya’s, her elder daughter,
who is eight years old.

Says Mrs Malhotra, 39: “The mum said,
‘Your daughter is converting my daughter
to vegetarianism. Can you tell her to stop
it?’”

Somewhat amused, she had to tell
Maanya that “people must make their own
choices”.

Maanya has been a vegetarian from
childhood and the bedtime tales she listens
to include those about chicks who lose
their mother. She does not eat cakes made
with eggs. “It’s like losing a daughter,” she
says.

Her father, Mr Amit Malhotra, 42, heads
a portfolio management group at a bank,
and she has a younger sister, Kaavya, six.
Both girls attend Eton House International.

Mrs Malhotra says Kaavya was a tougher
nut to crack, especially when faced with
fancy cakes at birthday parties.

Kaavya says: “I asked mummy, ‘Why
can’t I eat the cake? I want to eat it because
it looks yummy.’”

Mum’s tactic: Send the school a bag of
Kit Kat bars. The girls eat this while their
friends chomp on cake.

Now Kaavya says: “I guess I prefer Kit
Kat. It has chocolate.”

Mrs Malhotra uses everyday situations –
such as a cut when the girls fall or a jab – to
reinforce the idea of “pain when an animal
gets cut up for food”.

“They have been ‘programmed’ into
this thinking. But when they are older, it’s
their choice, of course,” she adds.
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Some parents believe in
exposing their children at a
young age to issues they
are passionate about

THE MAGIC TREETOP

For children aged two to four, this is a play about
Yasmin, who sings and dances with Mummy and Papa
Robin as they wait for Baby Robin to hatch. Part of
Playtime!, this original production by The Esplanade is
part of Huayi – Chinese Festival of Arts.
Where: Esplanade Recital Studio MRT: Esplanade/City Hall
When: Last day, 11am, 2 & 4pm Admission: $16 Tel: 6348-5555
Info: www.huayifestival.com

PARENT-CHILD HAND PUPPETRY WORKSHOP:
MONKEY KING AND WHITE BONE DEMONESS

Learn hand puppetry through an excerpt from the
well-loved Chinese tale, Journey To The West. A
workshop by The Finger Players (Singapore).
Where: Esplanade Rehearsal Studio MRT: Esplanade/City Hall When:
Last day, 11am, 2 & 5pm Admission: $27 (one adult & one child), $39
(one adult & two children or two adults & one child) Tel: 6348-5555
Info: www.huayifestival.com

SHALL WE PLAY ANOTHER WAY? (A CHILDREN’S
WORKSHOP)

Children are asked to generate creative ideas and put
them into practice through art activities. This workshop
is designed to stimulate spontaneity and innovation.
Where: The Substation Theatre, Armenian Street MRT: City Hall/ Bras
Basah When: Today, 10.30am, and March 10, 10.30am Admission:
$25 a session Tel: 6337-7800 Info: E-mail registration@substation.org

A CLEAN SWEEP

This show takes children aged five to 12 on a journey
with Dustin and Walt as they share their dreams and
passions. Staged by Plutot La Vie, a Scottish theatre
company, and presented by Act 3 International.
Where: Act 3 Theatre, 126 Cairnhill Road MRT: Newton When: Sat -
March 10, 10am & 2.30pm (weekdays), 11am & 4pm (weekends)
Admission: $28 (weekdays) & $31 (weekends); family pack (four tickets
to same show & same time): $88 (weekdays) & $98 (weekends)
Tel: 6348-5555 Info: www.sistic.com.sg

My child
the activist
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Restaurateur Alex Tan, 39, rallies his wife
Tracy, and daughters Aglaia, six, and Kyra,
two, to his vegan cause.

Relatively Speaking
Dennis Chan

pencil in...
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Lecturer Oniatta Effendi (centre with microphone) took her daughters
Omera Nizam, eight, and Romana, seven, on stage with her to sing
the National Anthem during the Protest Against The White Paper
On Population rally at Hong Lim Park on Feb 16. Veteran wildlife
consultant Subaraj Rajathurai and his wife Shamla (both above) took
their sons Serin, 17, and Saker, 12, on nature field trips when they
were only a few months old.
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