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FOREWORD

% %= (Koh Tai Ann)

There has been much interest in and many studies of Singapore literature
in Chinese both in Singapore and in China partly because of a shared language
and partly because of a shared literary history and tradition. But this study of
Singapore literature in English by Dr Liu Yanchao is a pioneering work by a
Chinese scholar and the first to be published in China. It is, moreover, u-
niquely distinguished for being the first study by a literary scholar from China
that also entails comparative research into the Singapore literature in Chinese.
Even more remarkably, such comparative research or study of both these Sin-
gapore literatures has not been published by any literary scholar from Singa-
pore: local Chinese scholars tend to look to East while the literary scholars in
English tend to look to West and at other literatures in English or in English
translation, including that of Southeast Asia. This book therefore importantly
fills a gap in the field in China as well as opens up possibilities for further re-
search and exploration of the language, literature and culture of other ASEAN
countries .

Unlike the literature in Chinese which has been published since Malayan
days and when Singapore was a British colony, the literature in English is of
more recent origin, developing only from the 1950s and thus is also a smaller
body of literature. Singapore has, besides, bodies of literatures in the other

two of its four official languages, Malay and Tamil, reflecting the ethnic com-
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position of its multi - racial population and colonial history. Then, why study
the literature of Singapore - especially its literature in English, and what can
one learn from doing so?

China is one of ASEAN’s three major “Dialogue Partners” and also one of
the ASEAN + 3 members, signaling its steadily developing relationship with
the region to its south. Singapore, on its part, has long been admired interna-
tionally as one of the four so — called Asian “tiger” or “dragon” economies and
is currently the most modernized and developed nation in ASEAN. Not surpris-
ingly, it was the first of three ASEAN cities that Deng Xiao Ping visited in
1978, and during his famous 1992 Southern Tour he was reported to have de-
clared, “Learn from Singapore. Do better than them. ” In particular, Singapore
has successfully exploited the opportunities provided by globalization. This is
evident from its consistent ranking as Asia’s leading global city @ and as the
most or among the top three most globalized economies in the world. @ Signifi-
cantly, one major criterion for the ranking is “cultural integration” , and Singa-
pore has much to teach the world how the inhabitantsmembers of a multi - ra-
cial, multi - lingual, multi — cultural society of many religions function harmo-
niously, where the Chinese community, despite being overwhelmingly in the
majority, does not impose its language and culture on the minority races or force
them to assimilate. The literature in English reflects the social and cultural
landscape and is uniquely Singaporean in that the writers come from all the eth-
nic communities. The content and the readership are similarly non — commu-
nal, ranging from the Chinese, to Malays, Indians and Eurasians. To read and
study the literature is thus also to understand the society, while its being written
in English makes it very accessible to an international readership.

One of the key (among other) factors in Singapore’s success both eco-

@ http://www. guidemeSingapore. com/blog — post/Singapore — business/Singapore — Asia%
E2% 80%99s — leading — global — city [ 17 June, 2011 ]

@ http://www. channelnewsasia. com/stories/Singaporelocalnews/view/1106576/1/. html [ 24
Jan. 2011]



nomic and social, has been its post — independence choice of a “foreign” lan-
guage, English, not only as one of its official languages but also as its working
language for government and international commerce. Since 1987, English is
also the sole medium of instruction in the entire national educational system
while the other official languages, Malay, Chinese and Tamil, are taught as
“mother — tongues” to the respective ethnic communities to enable the younger
generation to retain their cultural roots. English being the non — contentious
“other tongue” intended to be merely functional for administration, business
and education, has in the process become Singapore’s lingua franca and in-
creased the importance of the literature in English as an expression of Singa-
porean identity. Meanwhile, globalization has made English the global lingua
franca and enabled Singapore to become an increasingly successful player in
the knowledge — based global economy and also more cosmopolitan. Newsweek
once noted, “along with computers and mass migration, the English language
is the turbine engine of globalization. ” English no longer belongs to “the
West” ; varieties of English collectively called “World Englishes” have devel-
oped - including Asian varieties like Singlish in Singapore, such that lin-
guists now even consider English to be an “Asian language”. Significantly,
following the Singapore model, “the working language” of ASEAN is also Eng-
lish, which means that all other nations conduct their dialogues with ASEAN in
English, too. The ASEAN motto, “One Vision, One Identity, One Communi-
ty” is very meaningful to Singapore for the achievement of a common vision
and identity among its own diverse ethnic groups has been facilitated by its own
first use of English as a common working language.

Singapore has not only been foresighted with regard to the crucial econom-
ic and social importance of English. In 2000, the city state consciously imple-

mented a strategy to develop itself into a “global city for arts and culture”. @

@ http://portal. unesco. org/ culture/en/files/40783/12705584125Cls_dev_strat_Chapter2. pdf/
ClIs_dev_strat_Chapter2. pdf

UmwOogEIO™



UmoOgEIO

Not surprisingly, such development is seen by the state in economic terms: the
arts—including the literary arts or literature - being regarded as part of a
“culture industry”. But the artists and their audiences might see their art dif-
ferently - as art for arts”sake in terms of the aesthetic, as social and political
engagement in the life of the nation, as resistance and critique, as self — ex-
pression, or the arts collectively as a nation’s complex debates with itself and
storehouse of its historical memory, culture and expression of its identity.
While there are ample studies of Singapore’s economy, its politics, its social
policies such as public housing, and so on, Dr Liu’s study of its literature,
fills another gap - the understanding of Singapore as a society, its culture and
identity through the unofficial and complex perspectives expressed in its poet-
ry, fiction, drama and literary criticism.

Literature being inextricable from its medium, language, the choice of
language for Singaporeans writing in English has been historically inevitable,
the result of first, colonization and an education in English medium schools,
the politics of language and then economics. Being initially, the language of
westernization and thus of modernization and then as the nation’s lingua fran-
ca, English has played a major role in both the economic and cultural life of
Singapore. Consequently, we find in the literature in English a reflection of
the shared realities of struggles and conflicts of the people as they confront the
oppression of colonization, cope with the challenges of post — colonial inde-
pendence, the merger with and then separation from Malaysia, the forces of e-
conomic development and globalization as they impact on the individual and on
society, and debate the values they wish to live by. English, to begin with,
was a Western imperial language which the Singapore writers had to make their
own. In time, Singapore developed its own variety of English, Singlish, which
the literature also reflects as part of the Singaporean identity - even though
the Singapore government through an annual “Speak Good English Move-
ment” , discourages it because it ( mistakenly) considers Singlish as “broken

English”. Much therefore can be learned from the literature that is not the offi-



