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Towards a Transnational Model of Critical Values Education: The Case for Literature 

Education in Singapore 

 

Abstract 

Once regarded as the most essential subject in the national curriculum vital for civilizing the 

public, English Literature has now lost its place of prominence. In this paper, I focus on 

Singapore where the subject was a core aspect of the colonial curriculum and where it is 

currently facing declining enrolment at the national examinations. In the first part of the 

paper, I discuss how Literature initially functioned to propagate colonial values education in 

Singapore and how, following Singapore's independence, its goals were overtaken by a 

nation-state model of values education. Limitations of this model provide the grounds for a 

transnational model of critical values education that, as I argue in the second part, may be 

powerfully conveyed through Literature. It is Literature’s capacity to facilitate transnational 

critical engagements with values and explorations of identity especially involving highly 

sensitive aspects related to gender, race, and religion that represents the strongest justification 

in the light of its present demise. What Literature offers is the possibility of engaging with 

values beyond the confines of Empire or nation by grappling with essential questions about 

what it means to be a cosmopolitan as opposed to a nationalistic citizen inhabiting the world. 

 

Keywords: Literature Education, Globalization and English, Values Education, Singapore, 

Cosmopolitanism 

 

 Once regarded as the most essential subject in the national curriculum vital for 

disseminating social values and civilizing the public, English Literature has now lost its place 

of prominence. In the United Kingdom, more than a quarter of students have shunned the 
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GCSE English Literature examination (Paton, 2009). The National Association of Teachers 

of English has even recommended that the GCSE Advanced Level English Literature 

examination be scrapped as the subject fails to provide students with the requisite skills 

needed in university and has little relation to developing a broader understanding of 

contemporary culture (Bluett et al., 2006). In the United States, while 14 percent of 

undergraduates majored in the humanities (particularly Literature) a half century ago, this has 

declined to 7 percent (Siegel, 2013). An influential report published by the American 

Academy of Arts and Sciences (2013) cited that federal research funding for Literature and 

the humanities, already a small fraction of the funding given to science and engineering, has 

reduced sharply within six years. At the high school level, among the millions who take the 

Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test typically required in college scholarship applications, 

only 9 percent have indicated interest in majoring in Literature and the humanities (Delbanco, 

1999). In Australia, scholars have lamented the dilution of English education as observed in 

the shift away from teaching critical, aesthetic appreciation of literary texts to an emphasis on 

basic literacy and mechanical English (Maslen, 2008; Walshe, 2008). 

 These trends have provoked great concern in “native English-speaking countries” or 

what Braj Kachru (1992) terms the inner circle of English nations particularly since 

historically, the subject has played a fundamental role in fashioning these countries’ sense of 

national identity. English Literature was a subject first constructed and institutionalized 

within a system of mass education in late eighteenth century Britain because the need arose 

for a secularized form of moral education in place of Religious Studies1 that would strengthen 

social cohesion among a volatile working class dissatisfied with the dehumanizing effects of 

the Industrial Revolution. Given its capacity to subtly propagate values via the imagination 

and affect, English Literature was constructed as an ideal platform to convey bourgeois 

English values or Englishness conducive to developing affinity towards the Empire (Baldick, 
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1983; Doyle, 1989) and literary texts such as the Arthurian legends, Chaucerian tales, and 

Shakespearean plays served to develop nationalistic sentiments through the romanticization 

of English history (Palmer, 1965). Similarly in the United States, English Literature 

education became an important part of schooling from the 1890s as it served to provide 

disparate colonial states with a common tradition of culture and a common spirit of 

citizenship in place of religion (Applebee, 1974). It is no wonder then that the demise of 

English Literature would cause great alarm among humanities scholars in these nations where 

the subject is perceived as valuable in promoting a common culture rooted in western 

civilization’s highest ideals and aspirations. Such anxiety was most vocally expressed in the 

Bennett report (1984) contributed by prominent scholars in the United States who accused 

American universities of having “given up the great task of transmitting culture to [their] 

rightful heirs” (p. 1). More recently, Martha Nussbaum (2010) has warned that the 

government’s over-emphasis on science and technology would lead to public education’s 

neglect in developing capacities traditionally associated with the flourishing of western-style 

democracy such as Socratic questioning and dialogue.  

 While much of the justification for English Literature education has come from 

scholars in inner circle English nations, less attention has been paid to its justification from 

what Kachru (1992) terms the outer circle of English nations that have undergone extended 

periods of colonization (such as India and Singapore) in which the language has an official 

status and continues to serve various institutionalized functions.2 In these countries, English 

Literature occupies an ambivalent position because on one hand, unlike inner circle English 

nations, there is less of a cultural investment in the subject given its ties to the values of the 

colonizer; on the other hand, unlike expanding circle nations, which include countries such as 

China and Japan where English is taught as a foreign language, there is a more prolonged 

history of engagement with English Literature and thus, it cannot be viewed as merely a de-
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culturalized means for English language learning. A key question remains – what justification 

can there be for the role of English Literature education in formerly colonized countries 

today? 

 In this paper, I focus specifically on Singapore where the subject, titled “Literature in 

English” which I will henceforth term “Literature” in this paper, has historically been a core 

aspect of the curriculum. During the colonial period, English plays, poems, novels, and short 

stories were compulsory components for study in English-medium schools and all students 

who wished to apply for the Queen’s scholarship, the most prestigious scholarship offered to 

local elites to pursue post-secondary education in Britain, were tested on their knowledge of 

English literary texts (Dhaliwal, 1961). At the same time, Literature’s historical entanglement 

with the project of colonialism led to its demise soon after Singapore gained independence in 

1965. By the late twentieth century, signs that it was an endangered subject grew increasingly 

evident. Enrolment in the high-stakes Literature examination at the GCE ‘Ordinary’ level had 

declined from 47.9% in 1992 to 21.8% in 2001 to 9% in 2012; similarly, enrolment at the 

GCE ‘Normal’ level dropped from 26.5% in 1992 to 4.2% in 2001 to 2.5% in 2012 (Heng, 

2013). Yet, the significance of Literature in Singapore cannot be ignored since English 

Language continues to be a compulsory first language subject in all schools since 1987 

(Gopinathan, 1998) and English is now the principle home language especially among the 

majority Chinese population in the country as observed when English overtook Mandarin in 

2004 as the primary language used in the homes of students (Ministry of Education, 2004). 

Various factors have been given to account for the decline of Literature such as the 

publicizing of school rankings based on academic results in 1992 by the Ministry of 

Education which prompted many schools, including top-ranked schools, to discourage 

students from taking Literature because of its detrimental effects on their ranking (Lee, 

2000). Another factor may be attributed to the moment when Social Studies was made a 
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compulsory elective humanities subject in 2001 to be paired with one of three other elective 

humanities subjects – Geography, History, or Literature. This effectively meant that students 

had less opportunity to study Literature as a full subject.3  

 Aside from these pragmatic reasons, a more deep-seated concern involves the 

foundational nature of the discipline itself. To address the justification of Literature, I 

propose returning to its role as a platform for values education. In the first part of this paper, I 

discuss how Literature initially functioned to propagate colonial values education in 

Singapore and how, following Singapore’s independence, its goals were subsequently 

overtaken by a nation-state model of values education. Limitations of this model provide the 

grounds for a transnational model of critical values education that, as I argue in the second 

part, may be powerfully conveyed through Literature. It is Literature’s capacity to facilitate 

transnational critical engagements with values and explorations of identity especially 

involving highly sensitive aspects related to gender, race, and religion that represents the 

strongest justification in the light of its present demise. What Literature offers is the 

possibility of engaging with values beyond the confines of Empire or nation by grappling 

with essential questions about what it means to be a cosmopolitan as opposed to a 

nationalistic citizen inhabiting the world. 

Problems with Colonial and Nation-state Models of Values Education 

When the system of mass education was appropriated to British colonies, Literature 

served as an effective instrument to cultivate loyalty and subjugation among colonized 

subjects. In Singapore, the colonial government initially supported the development of 

Chinese, Malay, and Tamil vernacular schools. However, by the late nineteenth century, it 

increasingly sought to elevate the study of English by building more English-medium schools 

and by insisting that one-third of curriculum time be set aside for teaching English in non 

English-medium schools (Yip, Yap, & Eng, 1994). Even though government officials 
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expressed misgivings that the local population should learn English before acquiring 

knowledge of their own vernaculars, “[a]t no time, however, were steps taken to encourage 

the continuance of a systematic study of vernaculars and their literature after the admission of 

pupils to English schools” (Chelliah, 1940, p. 145). Conversely, the colonial government 

intensified its efforts to prioritize English-medium education largely because the British 

recognized that their interests would be best served by fashioning an English-educated local 

elite to counter the rising politicization of vernacular schools especially Chinese schools that 

were managed by local Chinese associations and were encouraging loyalty towards China 

(Gopinathan, 1974). Literature played an important role in countering such nationalistic 

impulses through the production of “brown” Englishmen among the local elites (Holden, 

2000). This was also the case in countries such as India where Literature provided an 

effective tool for facilitating conversion of Indians from Hinduism to Christianity 

(Viswanathan, 1989) and for fashioning colonized subjects who would be Indian “in blood 

and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect” (Macaulay, 1835, 

para. 34). A government report on education in the straits settlement describes how respect 

for English law and culture was growing among the local Chinese population and advocates 

that “it is the part of [English-medium] schools to do more – it is to educate the youth – the 

father of the man – to teach them our system and our language and with it to instil an 

admiration for most of what belongs to us” (Nagle, 1928, p. 105). Literature provided an 

appropriate conduit for fostering such respect towards colonial culture as reflected in the aims 

of literary study in Raffles Institution, the oldest school in Singapore established by the 

country’s own founder Sir Stamford Raffles – “When students have mastered the mere 

mechanics of reading, they must be initiated into the subtleties of language and thought and 

imagination, which make for true appreciation” (McLeod, 1937, p. 30). Here, initiation 

operates to mould an imagination sympathetic towards British colonial culture. 
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If the discipline of Literature, as I have argued, is integrally aligned with values 

education and historically utilized as a platform to propagate the values of Englishness, then 

its significant position in the national curriculum could hardly be sustained following the end 

of colonization. As Singapore sought to attain self-governance after the Second World War, 

immediate concerns related to rising unemployment, housing shortages, fears of a communist 

take-over, and the overall sense of insecurity in the country all pointed to the urgent need to 

create a unified sense of national identity. Consequently, the Minister of Education called for 

a review of the education system which led to the publication of the All-Party Report in 1956 

that was later endorsed by the ruling People’s Action Party when it came into power in 1959. 

This report was a significant benchmark in articulating a national system of education in 

Singapore that essentially promoted Singapore and Malayan-centered loyalty (Gopinathan, 

1974). A subsequent white paper adopted most of the report’s proposals including the 

recommendation that four major languages – English, Malay, Mandarin, and Tamil – would 

be taught in all schools and curriculum and textbooks would be “malayanised as quickly as 

possible” (Legislative Assembly, 1956, p. 6). Already, this was a clear signal that the 

emerging government wanted to distance itself from the country’s colonial heritage and this 

would occur through a reduced emphasis on subjects related to English culture.  

Perhaps the strongest impact on Literature occurred with the compulsory 

implementation of bilingualism in 1966. Bilingualism, emphasizing both the study of English 

language and mother tongue, fulfilled two important objectives. First, the study of English 

language would capitalize on English’s potential as a bridge language connecting different 

racial groups and would ensure access to knowledge and resources in the west deemed 

fundamental to Singapore’s economic development. Second, the study of one’s mother 

tongue would ensure a sense of rootedness to Asian values. Essentially, the bilingual policy 

distinguished English language from English values so that the former was positioned as a 
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means of communication and not as an avenue through which culture could be transmitted. 

For example, the government clearly stipulated that “courses in languages should stress the 

practical and functional aspects of language usage e.g. spelling, writing, grammar, speech, 

reading, and letter writing” and that the “reading material should be contemporary and 

informative rather than literary and stylistic” (Singapore government, 1964, p. 35). 

Consequently, bilingualism emphasized the functional aspect of English while de-

emphasizing its role as a form of values education. Instead, the government encouraged 

values to be taught via mother tongue languages because “though the preservation and 

transmission of Asian moral values and cultural tradition can be carried out using an alien 

language i.e., English, it will not be as effective as the mother tongue” (Ong, 1979, p. 409). 

Paradoxically, the teaching of values via mother tongue subjects along with their associated 

literature – Chinese, Malay, and Tamil – was also problematic since it results in values 

becoming tied to a seemingly homogeneous “home” culture thereby reinforcing cultural 

distinctions among different racial groups rather than strengthening their ties to Singapore. 

Consequently, the state constructed its own secular moral education programme or “Civics” 

as platform for the transmission of shared values in 1966 which later evolved to include 

courses and programmes taught in English such as Civics and Moral Education (CME), 

Religious Knowledge, Sexuality Education, and National Education. These programmes 

essentially made Literature’s role as a carrier of values more ambivalent. At the same time, 

there are essentially three main limitations to this nation-state model of values education. 

The first limitation is that this model is slanted towards statecraft aimed at inculcating 

students with particular shared values supportive of the goals of nation-building (Tan & 

Chew, 2004; Tan, 2008). In the case of Sexuality Education, it was implemented by the 

Ministry of Education in 2000 to promote “values which mainstream society believes – the 

importance of the heterosexual married family as the basic unit of society” (Ministry of 
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Education, 2012b, para. 1). Heteronormativity has been a central aspect of the government’s 

modernization project since Singapore’s independence and one consequence is the continued 

exclusion of “non-reproductive sexualities” including homosexual, transsexual, and celibate 

sexualities (Lyons, 2004; Oswin, 2010). These are deemed non-reproductive in that they are 

obstacles to addressing alarming issues of falling birth rates which then affect the nation’s 

development of human capital and hence, economic growth, in the long-term.  

The second limitation is that in a nation-state model, the transmission of official values 

is often uni-directional which then disregards the ambiguous nature of values. The fact that 

there have been at least six major attempts at re-vamping the state’s entire moral education 

programme since 1959 highlights the tensions underlying the government’s attempts at 

constructing and enforcing a state-managed form of values education.4 From 2014, the 

articulation of official values in all primary and secondary schools will occur through 

Character and Citizenship Education (CCE) that centres on six core values – respect, 

responsibility, resilience, integrity, care, and harmony (Ministry of Education, 2012a). 

Teachers are encouraged to teach students to appreciate these officially specified values 

rather than to engage students in critically examining the ideological implications of these 

values and reflecting on other cultural values absent in official discourses. Even though the 

syllabus does encourage the use of stories to teach values, it is didactic and instrumentalist in 

its aims. For example, the syllabus advocates the use of story-telling to “facilitate the 

internalization of values” and “to help students understand the need to practise good values” 

(p. 31) which discounts the notion that values may be multidimensional, conflicting, and 

evolving. 

The third limitation has to do with downplaying the domain of affect when engaging 

with identity issues particularly concerning gender, race, and religion. Singapore’s nation-

state model of values education emphasizes the cognitive domain of facts and knowledge to 
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the exclusion of the affective domain. Perhaps this emphasis on the cognitive domain is even 

more problematic when dealing with race and religion which, in CME classes, are broached 

by getting students to complete such superficial activities as filling in the blanks about facts 

concerning the customs of particular races, finishing crossword puzzles about different 

religions in Singapore, and identifying the correct religious symbols in multiple choice 

questions (Tan, 2008; Tan & Chew, 2004). Similarly, when Religious Knowledge was taught 

in schools, critical thinking was discouraged and teachers were advised not to divert from 

facts outlined in official curriculum guide books (Tan, 1997). At the same time, the 

systematic manner in which state-directed values are transmitted via the curriculum is 

incongruous with beliefs about gender orientation, race, and religion since these are highly 

personal in that they touch the deepest aspects of identity and involve the domain of affect. 

Teaching Literature through a Transnational Model of Critical Values Education 

Thus far, I have discussed both the limitations of a colonial model of values education 

conveyed via Literature as well as a nation-state model of values education conveyed via a 

secular moral education programme that excludes critical literary engagement. Limitations of 

these models provide the grounds for imagining the possibility of a transnational model of 

critical values education aimed at fostering cosmopolitan sensibilities. Derived from the 

Greek term kosmopolitēs or citizen of the world, cosmopolitan impulses may be located as far 

back as the Hindu Upanishads, Confucius’ Analects, and Socratic dialogues (Hansen, 2011). 

The term emerged with Diogenes, the Greek Cynic (404-323 B.C.) who set up his home in a 

public marketplace and rejected his own status as a citizen in order to identify with the 

broader fraternity of humanity. The political implications of such extraterritorial aspirations 

and their corresponding tensions were discussed by Immanuel Kant in the late eighteenth 

century. Amidst a period when the territorial sovereignty of states became increasingly 

nationalized through imagined bonds of language, culture, and history (Anderson, 2006; 
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Opello & Rosow, 2004), Kant (1784/1963) foresaw that rising nationalism could become a 

catalyst for war and argued that a universal cosmopolitan condition among all nations would 

provide the conducive environment for the flourishing of the human race as a whole. At the 

same time, Kantian cosmopolitanism has been accused of being complicit with the project of 

western imperialism in which expansion and intervention is premised on the civilizing 

mission of promoting Enlightenment principles of human rights (Mignolo, 2010). Thus, 

contemporary “new cosmopolitanism” scholarship distinguishes itself from the universalistic 

emphasis of eighteenth century “old cosmopolitanism” that advocates minimizing national 

differences in favour of a homogenizing enlightened culture (Williams, 2007). Current use of 

antithetical terms such as “rooted cosmopolitanism” (Ackerman, 1994), “cosmopolitan 

patriot” (Appiah, 1997), and “vernacular cosmopolitanism” (Bhabha, 1996) capture the sense 

of ease with the discomfort of being both at home and in the world, with finding oneself 

situated in a singular location but fluidly moving between spaces, and with feeling a sense of 

loyalty to one’s community coupled with an openness to other cultures (Hansen, 2011). 

Contemporary scholarship on cosmopolitanism may be attributed to various disjunctures 

caused by globalization such as the erosion of state power leading to its increasing 

capitulation to the pressures of neoliberalism and transnational corporations driving uneven 

economic globalization as well as the increasing division between consumerist superficial 

cosmopolitan tourists and displaced migrant vagabonds (Bauman, 1998; Cheah, 2006, Held, 

2010). Cosmopolitanism provides an ethical response to the injustices of globalization by 

invoking the sense of “planetarity” (Spivak, 2003) or recognition of ourselves as part of a 

collective species in the universe. A transnational model of critical values education then 

becomes a vital catalyst to destabilizing any notion of cultural purity and any imperialistic 

civilizing ideological agenda while pushing towards “(re)attachment, multiple attachment, or 

attachment at a distance” (Robbins, 1998, p. 3).The goal is to cultivate habits of coexistence 
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that transcends mere tolerance of the foreign other and to foster critical examination of the 

interaction between local values as well as universal values transcending spatial and temporal 

categories (Appiah, 2006). Such a goal is achieved through three main strategies involving 

equipping students in transnational negotiations, critical-ethical reasoning, and affective 

engagements with values. In what follows, I demonstrate how such a transnational model of 

critical values education may be most effectively enacted via Literature and more 

specifically, through the use of contemporary literature in English from around the world.  

1. Transnational Negotiations 

As Jürgen Habermas (2001) observes, recognition of a “postnational constellation” 

became more evident from the end of the 1970s when the nation-state as the dominant 

political form of organization characterized by administrative control and sovereignty over a 

particular geographical territory came under pressure from cultural, economic, and 

technological globalization. The result was a greater de-hierachialization of workplace 

organization, de-regulation of labour and markets, and political and economic de-

territorialization. More significantly, the intensification of global interconnections 

exacerbated the transformation of individuals’ lifeworld which Habermas (1981) had earlier 

theorized as “represented by a culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of 

interpretive patterns” (p. 124). Moving beyond phenomenological and psychological 

accounts of social relations, Habermas’ concept of the lifeworld is premised on 

communication in late capitalist societies. Individuals in such societies are communicative 

actors and interpreters inhabiting lifeworlds encompassing everyday cultural values, societal 

and institutional norms, and individual speech-acts. Lifeworlds inevitably expand beyond the 

borders of the nation-state as a result of the predominance of global mobility whether this 

occurs physically or virtually as a result of contacts with foreigners such as tourists, 

immigrants or individuals in cyber-communities or imaginatively as a result of greater 
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circulation and exposure to literary and media texts from around the world. Given that the 

nation-state can no longer maintain its authorial role in fashioning the individual’s moral-

ethical values, there is an urgent need for a form of values education that equips students to 

negotiate the increasingly transnational nature of values. 

More than any other subject, Literature can play a key role in promoting complex 

negotiations of values since it deals essentially with the narratives of different cultures and, 

more importantly, calls on readers to attend to the specificity of values contextualized within 

particular histories and traditions while it ironically also depends on their capacity to 

empathize through appealing to universal feelings of affinity to humanity (Author, in press). 

Contemporary transnational literature, for example, provides many examples of the dynamic 

interplay between the universal and particular through depicting the intermingling and 

clashes of different communities, cultures, and belief systems resulting in new collectivities 

(Walkowitz, 2006) such as Salman Rushdie’s (1981) Midnight’s Children that explores 

cultural mix-ups as a consequence of colonialism. Another example is Netherland by Irish-

born writer Joseph O’Neill (2008) that describes the experiences of a Dutch banker who, 

shortly after the September 11 attacks, decides to remain in New York while his British wife 

and son return to their home in London. In the process, he becomes acquainted with different 

immigrant communities over cricket games. Through such texts, teachers can demonstrate 

how negotiations between the transnational and national occur. Take for instance Bharati 

Mukherjee’s (1988) short story, “The management of grief.” Set in the context of the terrorist 

attack on Air India Flight 182 in 1985 as the plane, having left Montreal en route through 

London to New Delhi, explodes in midair killing all onboard. The cause of the attack appears 

localized stemming from retaliatory attacks by Sikh militants in the northern Punjab region of 

South Asia against the Indian government they claimed had raided one of their shrines. At the 

same time, the attack transgresses national borders since American, British, Canadian, and 
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European citizens were among the 329 killed. The story prompts readers to reflect on what it 

means to truly empathize with others of a distant culture. It is told from the perspective of 

Mrs Bhave, a Hindu woman, who lost her husband and sons in the tragedy and who is asked 

by Judith, an appointee of the Canadian government, to help “manage” the grief of an old 

Sikh couple whose sons were also killed. Judith is exasperated after the couple refuses to 

accept the government’s offer of a monthly pension as compensation and as she leaves their 

home and thanks them for tea, Mrs Bhave remarks to the couple, “She thinks you are being 

very hospitable but she doesn’t have the slightest idea what it means” (p. 195).  Judith’s over-

concern with the couple’s material well-being blinds her to their deeper emotional and 

spiritual needs. Instead, true hospitality is demonstrated through Mrs Bhave who overcomes 

her own inhibitions as a Hindu woman by talking to the Sikh couple and who, in listening 

intently to them, perceives their refusal to accept the government’s help as stemming from 

their cultural belief that it is the duty of parents to hope for their children’s survival as well as 

their religious faith that “God will provide, not the government” (p.  194). While coping with 

loss is a universal aspect of the human condition, the author also entreats readers to recognize 

how it is also culturally and politically situated. Teachers can introduce this text in the 

Literature classroom to develop hospitable spaces in which students are pushed to engage 

deeply with the foreign other which entails a commitment to understanding the other’s belief 

system informing his or her actions. The text itself can form a springboard to comparative 

explorations regarding the differences among Christian, Hindu, and Sikh philosophical views 

on death. 

2. Critical-ethical Readings 

The experiments with moral education in Singapore illustrate how the nation-state 

continues to exert control over managing a national system of values education. At the same 

time, the sense of moral ambivalence as a result of our hyper-connected global age makes it 
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difficult to maintain a single, universally agreed upon value system. Providing avenues for 

transnational negotiations of values can effectively expose students to the problematic and 

ambiguous nature of diverse value and belief systems in the world. Some may argue that 

educating students to appreciate multiple value systems reifies a politics of difference 

resulting in moral relativism. Perhaps what is needed then is for values education to focus not 

merely on the transmission of values codified in the form of facts and knowledge but on the 

development of students’ critical-ethical capacities to grapple with various moral ambiguities 

in the world. Whereas the former positions students as passive receptors of values taught in 

the classroom, the latter seeks to empower students to develop their own informed moral 

reasoning (Bauman, 1993). Equipping students to be value-creators parallels the Soka Gakkai 

(Value Creation Society) movement that began in the 1930 inspired by Japanese philosopher 

Tsunesaburo Makiguchi. Makiguchi argued that the creation of values was of ultimate 

importance in education and training individuals to critically deconstruct and co-construct 

values would promote a greater sense of agency (Gebert & Joffee, 2007).  

Recently, scholars in Singapore have sought to consider Literature’s role in fostering a 

critical dialogic space in the classroom, for example, by suggesting that teachers use 

Singapore literature, particularly contemporary texts that exhibit a cosmopolitan sensitivity, 

as an entry point to critical de-territorialized readings of nation (Poon, 2010); that teachers 

intentionally incorporate literary texts from alternative cultures such as from so called “axis 

of evil” nations, a term coined by former US president George Bush to describe countries 

supportive of terrorism and hostile towards the US, to critically disrupt singular and 

stereotyped representations of the other (author, 2013); and by tapping on Literature’s 

political potential in critiquing globalization’s anti-democratic, economically-driven 

neoliberal tendencies particularly prevalent in a developmental state such as Singapore (Liew, 

2012). Indeed, Literature provides a viable avenue to develop students’ value creating 
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capacity since values are not told but presented through lived experiences of characters in 

stories. In their analysis of values, students activate critical-ethical reasoning such as may 

occur in their discussion of Gish Jen’s (1999) short story “Who’s Irish?” that describes the 

condition of being caught in-between cultures. The protagonist, a 68 year old Chinese woman 

who is a first generation immigrant to the United States, attempts to help look after her three 

year old granddaughter. However, her hard, disciplinary style is at odds with her 

Americanized daughter and Irish son-in-law who adopt a more liberal and open approach. 

Her grand-daughter is thus mired in these cultural dichotomies and is described as having 

both a Chinese side and a wild side. There is no neat resolution at the end as the old lady’s 

conflict with her daughter and son-in-law forces her to leave home. In contrast to nation-state 

values education which, in the case of Singapore, attempts to inculcate Confucian values of 

filial piety by reinforcing the importance of demonstrating care, respect, and responsibility 

when relating to family members (Ministry of Education, 2012a), teachers can use literary 

texts to complicate any singular presentation of values, for example, in this case, by having 

students explore how values such as hard work, resilience, family loyalty, importance of 

decorum and discipline that the author associates with a traditional Asian upbringing are 

opposed to creativity, flexibility, freedom, and the importance of nurturing self-confidence 

that she associates with a more Americanized upbringing. Students can explore how these 

values may be connected to the historicity of China and America particularly in relation to 

cultural norms about raising children and to what extent these binaries reinforce cultural 

stereotypes. 

Literature’s contribution to providing multiple perspectives to values helps students 

recognize that diverse values are formed from particular histories and traditions of different 

cultures and communities. Yet, it is precisely this awareness and appreciation of difference 

that leads to recognition of universality premised on the fact that affinity with multiple others 
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is possible because humans are value-creating beings. While the predominance of 

poststructuralist and postmodern thinking in the humanities today has led to a general 

skepticism towards all metanarratives so that any notion of universality including universal 

human rights has come under suspicion by critics resistant to these values they regard as 

totalitarian, ideological tools utilized for the benefit of western powers (Badiou, 2002; Žižek, 

2005), this does not preclude the existence of universality across cultures. Heinz Antor 

(2010) makes a convincing case for critical cosmopolitanism grounded on a return to 

mankind’s anthropological essence based on pattern-building.    

To the critical cosmopolitan, one version of a universalist definition of human nature 
would be the following: “Man is a pattern-building animal” … we do not refer to a 
specific shared system of religious belief here but rather to man’s use of such systems 
as tools with which to interact with other humans and the world in general. (p. 57) 
 

Here, Antor echoes one of the most significant contributions to philosophy that Martin 

Heidegger had earlier made which is that self-interpreting being is the most universal 

concept. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to delve into Heidegger’s complex 

philosophy, suffice it to say that in his seminal work Being and Time, Heidegger’s basic 

interest was what human beings, cultures, and institutions share, which is the activity of self-

interpretation concerning how and why they exist (Dreyfuss, 1991). Right at the beginning of 

the text, Heidegger highlights a universality premised on the act of self-reflexive inquiry 

which is an a priori aspect of human beings since “the very asking of this question [the 

meaning of being] is an entity’s mode of being; and as such it gets its essential character from 

what is inquired about – namely, Being” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 27). By implication, the 

objective of a transnational model of critical values education is not to promote or favour any 

truth value or any one cultural value-system over another; rather, the primary aim is to 

understand the historical and political contexts that have led cultures, not limited to any one 

spatial territory, to formulate conceptual patterns for understanding being in the world. 
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3. Engaging Affect 

One of the most controversial events in the history of Singapore’s secular values 

education programme must have been the failure of Religious Knowledge which was made a 

compulsory subject in 1984 for all upper secondary students who could opt for one of six 

specializations – Bible Knowledge, Buddhist Studies, Confucian Ethics, Hindu Studies, 

Islamic Religious Knowledge, and Sikh Studies. Despite colossal efforts at planning, 

investing, and implementing this subject, the government announced five years later that it 

was reviewing its decision to introduce Religious Knowledge in the curriculum and the 

subject was subsequently discontinued. One primary reason for this swift termination is 

because students tended to specialize in studying a religion that supported their own beliefs. 

For example, Christian students opted for Bible Knowledge and Muslim students opted for 

Islamic Religious Knowledge which means that instead of promoting religious tolerance, the 

subject was inciting religious revivalism and polarization in the population (Gopinathan, 

1998). The failure of Religious Knowledge has resulted in the government’s anxiety towards 

promoting deep engagements with highly sensitive aspects of identity since there is the 

danger that such engagements may incite extremist ethnic-racial-religious sentiments. Thus, 

the state’s curriculum draws attention to facts, knowledge, and skills which promotes a 

detached, intellectualized attitude removing the domain of the spiritual and the role of faith in 

engagements with religion as well as removing emotional and psychological attachments in 

engagements with racial and gender identity.  

Perhaps the issue has to do with how these highly sensitive concerns of gender 

orientation, race, and religion are articulated so that it is may be aesthetic language in its 

incompleteness, its capacity to tap on one’s feelings and emotions, and its potential to 

transcend material reality as articulated through literature, poetry, music and other aesthetic 

forms that can best provide the platform through which such engagements can occur. For 
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example, in the light of recent accounts of sexual violence against women, particularly in 

India, teachers can complement the reading of these news articles with a literary text such as 

Margaret Atwood’s short story (2002/1977) “Rape fantasies.” The story begins with the 

protagonist’s meditation on society’s flippant attitude towards rape in the ways such issues 

are sensationalized in the news or addressed with formulaic advice in self-help guidebooks. 

Atwood provides readers with an insight into the psychological paranoia of modern women 

who internalize the fear of being physically and emotionally dominated and subconsciously 

employ what Freud would term displacement as a defense mechanism. Thus, as the 

protagonist, over a game of bridge, asks her three friends whether they fantasize being raped, 

each fantasy distorts the violence of a sexual assault. For example, the male gaze is diverted 

so that the unknown perpetrator who enters the home is now being watched by the woman 

and turned into a suave, romantic figure and male dominance is overturned as the attacker’s 

attempt at physical violence is dissolved when he succumbs to the woman’s rationalizations 

and counselling. These absurd scenarios surface more disturbing undertones of the story as 

we learn, towards the end, that the protagonist is reflecting on these fantasies when she is out 

at night. Her insecurity breeds like a quiet cancer as demonstrated through her feelings of dis-

ease at being alone and vulnerable. The text thus provides powerful insights into how anxiety 

is internalized by women who cannot rationalize why rape occurs or how to adequately 

respond to it.  

Encounters with a literary text such as this provide opportunities to evoke more 

powerful ways of engagement than other kinds of texts, a point that Roland Barthes makes in 

his (1974) essay S/Z in which he distinguishes between “readerly” and “writerly texts.” The 

former promotes the position of the passive reader since he or she is already told what to 

believe. In such texts, reading is linear in nature and meaning is singular. He likens “readerly 

texts” to realist fiction by authors such as George Elliot although this can also be extended to 
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all forms of informational texts. Conversely, “writerly texts” are far superior because they are 

deliberately incomplete and thus open space for the reader to transact with these texts’ 

multiple meanings. The reader becomes committed to the act of interpretation since it works 

“to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text” (p. 4). To Barthes, 

modernist fiction by authors such as James Joyce and William Faulkner are good examples of 

the plural nature of “writerly texts” that convey a “galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of 

signifieds” (p. 5). With an almost similar dichotomy, Louise Rosenblatt (1994) distinguishes 

efferent and aesthetic reading. In the former, the reader utilizes the text for information such 

as in reading a history book, a cooking recipe, or a newspaper article. In the latter, the 

reader’s attention is on what he or she is living through as the text is read. In other words, the 

affective domain involving attention to one’s emotions, sensations, and feelings is activated 

in the process of reading the text aesthetically.  

Barthes and Rosenblatt’s binary distinctions can be adapted to the teaching of literature. 

That is, there can be approaches to teaching literature that tap on texts that are already 

“writerly” in nature or they can work to disrupt forms of closure in “readerly” texts. For 

example, Literature teachers can interrupt students’ reading of a canonical text such as 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet with Ophelia thinks harder, a farcical play by Jean Betts (1994) in 

which Hamlet is retold from the central female perspective of Ophelia. By analyzing how the 

emotions and feelings of Ophelia are portrayed in Betts’ version in contrast to Shakespeare’s, 

students may acquire a sympathetic understanding of Ophelia and recognize how her 

oppression is rooted in patriarchal attitudes towards women during the Elizabethan period. As 

Betts rationalizes in her introduction to the play, “It is unfortunate that in the magnificent old 

classics which reign supreme in our collective theatrical subconscious, the fascinating, 

complex, tortured, passionate, angst-ridden, cosmos-questioning and deeply funny characters 

are almost always male” (p. 1). Comparisons between Hamlet and Betts’ parodic play 
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valorizes Ophelia’s emotional struggle in a male-dominated world and teachers can utilize 

such literary retellings to sensitize students to gender or other forms of oppression within 

their own societies. The objective is to foster “ethical attentiveness” (Langmann, 2011), a 

“sympathetic responsiveness” (Nussbaum, 1997), and an engaged concern for the other who 

is marginalized, victimized or silenced. What occurs is that as students encounter the other 

imaginatively through Literature, the cognitive domain emphasizing reason and logic loses its 

privileged position in interpretations of the other and must instead work together with the 

affective domain. This does not mean the absence of reason but it means acknowledging the 

hegemony of reason in our interpretations of the other.  

Conclusion 

When statistics on Literature revealed that it had declined in Singapore to such a dismal 

state that about 6,000 students now enrolled in the subject, strong reactions emerged among 

scholars, educators, and policymakers. Among the most prominent argument was that 

Literature should be valued for its intrinsic worth. These were observed in various letters 

published in mainstream media titled, “let’s not put a value to literature” (Wong, 2013) or 

claiming that “if literature is needed, it must not be because it can offer us something in 

return” (Bahrawi, 2013, para. 10). Even the Senior Minister of State acknowledged the 

decline as a national problem and admitted that “the most important reason why anyone 

should take Literature is just for the sheer joy of it” (Rajah, 2013, para. 27). These romantic 

assertions, however, naively assume that all literature is worth reading and therefore 

studying. Such arguments more insidiously conflate the value of reading literature for private 

pleasure and the value of studying literature in the public sphere of schools. Whereas in the 

private sphere, texts are chosen by the reader based on personal interests or inclinations, in 

the public sphere, texts are chosen for the student by different actors ranging from the school, 

state, to political groups. Unlike the private sphere in which literary texts may be read for 
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pleasure or enjoyment, in the public sphere, literary texts are studied, discussed, and 

critiqued. It is primarily both Literature’s emphasis on the application of criticism and its 

historical ties to values education that renders it a necessary and indispensable subject in our 

world today. To address Literature’s continued decline in the public sphere, there is then a 

need to return to a justification of its value. At the same time, the most convincing 

justification today is Literature’s unique capacity to empower students to navigate the values 

of our transnational world by grappling with the intersections of difference and universality, 

criticism and empathy, reason and emotion. 
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Notes 

1. While Religious Studies was once an effective tool to pacify the masses, growing 

cynicism of the church and clergy meant that the state had to look for an alternative quasi-

religious secular subject which was found in English Literature (Eagleton, 1996).  

2. Scholars have criticized Kachru’s model for centring and hence reproducing the 

hegemony of inner circle “native English-speaking” countries thus discounting global and 

ideological forces driving normative conceptions of English (Graddol, 2006; Park & Wee, 

2009; Pennycook, 2007). 

3. In the case of an “elective” subject, as opposed to a “full” subject, content is 

reduced by about half so that students are assessed on one Literature paper instead of two.  

4. Since 1959, there have been numerous experiments at designing an effective 

programme from an original Ethics course in 1959 which was then replaced by Civics in 

1963. This was re-designed ten years later into “Education for Living,” an interdisciplinary 

programme at the elementary school (Chew, 1998). Following the 1978 Goh report, another 

attempt was made to revamp the entire subject through two programmes – the “Good 

Citizen” programme taught in Chinese, Malay, and Tamil languages and the “Being and 

Becoming” programme taught in English and Chinese (Tan, 1994). These programmes were 

replaced by Religious Knowledge in 1984 and when Religious Knowledge was found to 

incite social divisiveness, the state reverted to a secular moral education programme. 
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