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Foreword | Kwok Kian-Woon

Taken together, the essays by Teo Han Wue make up an
engaging book, whose tone is critical but not cynical, serious
yet lively — often even playful. How shall we characterize the
‘spirit’ that animates these essays?

Perhaps we can borrow an idea from one of Han Wue’s
favourite writers, Edward Said, especially his view on what an
intellectual is or should be. The term often refers to a person
who is highly educated and is an expert in a particular field of
specialization. However, Said refers to an “intellectual’s spirit as
an amateur” rather than as a professional who serves an employer
or client and whose work is thought of as “something you do
for a living”. Interestingly, the word amateur is linked to amour
(which means love or affection) and derived from the Latin
words amator (lover) and amare (to love). For Said, amateurism
as an attitude and activity is “fueled by care and affection rather
than by profit and selfish, narrow specialization”. !

To be sure, Han Wue has worked in professions such as
journalism and arts administration. But we can certainly detect
the attitude of an amateur rather than that of a professional in
these essays. Without being a professional social commentator,
the writer is motivated to enter into public debate because he
cares passionately about certain issues and wishes to throw more
light on them. Without being a professional art critic, he feels a
special affection for the works of particular thinkers and artists
and wants to share his enjoyment with us.

Readers who are unfamiliar with Han Wue’s writings may
wonder why he is interested in issues concerning language
and culture. To understand this, however, we must note that
such issues regularly appear in public debates in Singapore. In
particular, topics such as the following are frequently discussed
in newspaper columns and in letters to the press: the importance
of the mother tongue, the challenge of language learning, the
transmission of traditional values, the influence of Western
culture, and the status of different social and cultural groups.
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Moreover, it should be noted such topics are often treated
quite differently in English and Chinese newspapers, and
the differences are most obvious to readers who follow the
debates in the two languages.

Put simply, the differences demonstrate that a gulf still
exists between the two major language groups among
the Chinese in Singapore that have been known as the
‘Chinese-educated’ and the ‘English-educated’. This is not
the place to review the historical context of educational
and language policies in Singapore. Suffice it to say
that since Independence in 1965, English has been the
dominant working language in Singapore, the language
of administration, commerce, and science and technology
— in short, the ‘language of modernization’. Chinese has
been emphasized as the mother tongue of the Chinese in
Singapore, as a ‘second language’ in the school bilingual
curriculum (especially as the language for the transmission
of traditional values), and as the common language among
Chinese from different dialect groups.

With the economic and political rise of the People’s
Republic of China on the global stage since the early 1990,
however, Chinese has been increasingly emphasized as a
practical language for doing business. On the one hand, this
has been the impetus for Chinese being taken more seriously
by English-educated Chinese. On the other hand, many
among those come from a predominantly English-speaking
background in school and at home have found the learning
of Chinese difficult. At the national level, the Ministry of
Education has attempted to make the learning of Chinese
easier for English-speaking students. Moreover, political
leaders have emphasized that Singapore needs to develop a
“Chinese-language elite”. In light of this, one may ask why
our multicultural society has not cultivated such a stratum
of citizens and how the country might have benefited — and
not only economically — from a significantly larger pool
of the English-educated who were also more proficient in
Chinese and other languages.

Against this larger background, Han Wue has provided
a questioning voice in his essays written over the last three



decades. And he has done so not merely as a person who is
effectively trilingual (in Chinese, English and Malay), but as one
who cares deeply about culture and cultural diversity and who
values learning from all sources. From this vantage point, he is
critical of any sense of superiority among members of one group,
harbouring prejudices against — and stereotypes of — another
group, whose cultural background they hardly understand and
make little effort to do so. At the same time, however, he does not
think that any group that has to face prejudice and stereotyping
should become more defensive and closed-minded. From Han
Wue’s vantage point, he is sensitive to the neglect and loss of
valuable aspects of tradition. At the same time, however, he does
not think that it is helpful to look back to the past in a superficial
and romanticized way.

Han Wue, therefore, offers a more subtle and sophisticated
approach to thinking about issues concerning language and
culture. In particular, it is useful to highlight two interrelated
themes that run through this collection of essays, perhaps
implicitly rather than explicitly. On the one hand, the writer
suggests that there is a need for deeper cultural dialogue, for
communicating across boundaries. On the other hand, he
suggests that there is a need to grapple with not only cultural
loss but also cultural change; there is a need to connect
between past and present.

Why are these two themes interrelated, and why are they
relevant to contemporary society? To answer these questions, we
can tap on the wisdom of two intellectuals whose ideas and
contributions occupy a special place in this book: Edward Said
and Kuo Pao Kun.

Edward Said has already been mentioned, but we can now
turn to his important essay “The Clash of Definitions”, which
Han Wue also refers to in this book. In his essay, Said criticizes
“the notion that civilizations are monolithic and homogenous”
and “the unchanging character of the duality between ‘us’ and
‘them’.” In addition, he cautions against understanding a culture
by looking only at the mainstream or official culture and
disregarding the “sense of restlessness within each culture” and
assuming “that there is a complete homogeneity between culture
and identity”.*When civilizations or cultures are regarded in this



way, there is little room left for genuine and open dialogue
between individuals and groups from different backgrounds.
Moreover, there is little room left for critical thinking about
what we can inherit from the past and how we can meet the
challenges of the present.

Kuo Pao Kun was an intellectual and dramatist who made
a deep impact on the thinking of many of us in Singapore
and across the world. Han Wue includes in this book not
only his appreciative essay on Pao Kun’s work but also his
translations of three insightful essays by others — all four of
which were written soon after he left us. There is so much
to be said about his multifaceted legacy, but here we should
draw attention to two points. First, Pao Kun emphasized
and exemplified the importance of cultural dialogue across
boundaries and through overcoming barriers — even
language barriers. For example, in Mama Looking for Her Cat,
an old Chinese woman and a young Indian man, attempts
to communicate with each other — at first using their own
languages but finally resorting to sign language and other
ways to make oneself understood and to understand what
the other is saying. And in Sunset Rise, there is a wonderful
scene of a Chinese-speaker and an English-speaker reciting
Hamlet’s famous soliloquy which begins with “To be or
not to be...” — each recites in his own language and yet in
unison with each other.

Second, Pao Kun was also a thinker who profoundly
understood the importance of remembering the past. He
spoke of Singaporeans being “cultural orphans” and about
“excavating our deeper memories”. However, he saw a
connection between memory, tradition, and art. He said:
“Even to inherit tradition, you cannot do without art because
tradition can only be inherited through a regenerative
process. Without our own creative input, we cannot inherit
what has come before us””When Pao Kun developed a new
theatre training programme in 2000, he asked: “If we do not
pursue the original, why engage in art? If we do not learn
from the classics, how can we know that we are original?”?

Now we can attempt to show how the two implicit



themes of this collection of essays are related. In both the
process of communicating across boundaries and the process of
excavating memory or inheriting tradition, there must be some
creative effort on the part of individuals. Such processes do not
happen ‘naturally’. Indeed, without creative effort, members
of a group may tend to pigeonhole others under monolithic
and homogenous categories without attempting to understand
them. Without such effort, bearers of a tradition may tend to
either forget about the past or cling on to tradition in a defensive
and unquestioning way.

What kind of ‘creative’ effort is needed in communicating
with others and in inheriting tradition? Perhaps one way
of answering this question is to consider the kind of creative
effort that is put into the process of translation. It can be said
that translation can never be ‘perfect’ or ‘complete’. But the
translator makes the special effort to find the most appropriate
way to render what is expressed in one language into another
language, taking into consideration the cultural context of the
original text and of the current readership. Translation requires
not just language skills but also cultural knowledge. At times, a
technically ‘accurate’ translation is not always the most effective
or aesthetically pleasing translation. Translation carries risks
but the effort to grapple with these risks can also bring about
new ways of understanding the text or the ‘Other’ — and also
new ways of understanding one’s own cultural background and
oneself. In this sense, we may not only say that translation is an
art but that Art itself involves the kind of creative effort that is
required in translation.

Now we can see why this kind of creative effort is so badly
needed in contemporary society, which is characterized by
cultural diversity and cultural conflict, by cultural loss and cultural
change. Now we can see why it is no accident that the author
of this book is also a translator and someone who cares about
translation — and about cultural dialogue, memory, tradition, and
art. And his affection for art goes beyond the written word to
include music, painting, and even mime — a wordless language, a
wordless art, which speaks volumes.

Ultimately, as Han Wue demonstrates in these essays, it is not
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language per se that lies at the heart of our contemporary
challenges. It is our will — or lack of will — to understand
others and ourselves more deeply and more creatively.

Associate Professor Kwok Kian Woon is Vice-Dean (Academic), School

of Humanities and Social Sciences, and Head of Sociology, Nanyang

Technological University
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These words by Pao Kun are from various sources, but they are also
found in the book, Kuo Pao Kun: And Love the Wind and Rain, that Han
Waue and I co-edited with the help of a2 wonderful team of youthful
and dedicated ‘amateurs’, who worked tirelessly to produce the book
for Pao Kun’s 100* day commemoration held at The Substation on
18th December 2002. Many writers and translators contributed to the
multilingual book, which consists of quotations from Pao Kun and
tributes by others written in Chinese, English and Malay.
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