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Taming Cosmopolitanism: The Limits of National and Neoliberal Civic Education in Two 
Global Cities 

 

Mark Baildon & Theresa Alviar-Martin 

Abstract 

This paper analyzes global education policy and curricular documents in Singapore and Hong 
Kong. Using a discursive approach, we characterize curricular aims through various cosmopolitan 
perspectives. We posit that although touted as Asian global cities, Singapore and Hong Kong are 
cases where neoliberal and nation-centric educational agendas have effectively rebranded 
cosmopolitanism and tamed its transformative potential. To develop this argument, we review 
theories and critiques of cosmopolitan forms of global citizenship education deemed necessary to 
prepare young people for complex global social conditions. We discuss cosmopolitan principles 
on identity, values, and deliberation and draw on critical cosmopolitanism (Delanty, 2006) and 
Asian forms of cosmopolitanism to provide a discursive framework for analyzing curricular 
intentions in the two cases.  

 

Introduction 

This paper analyzes global education policy and curricular documents in Singapore and 

Hong Kong. Using a discursive approach, we characterize curricular aims through various 

cosmopolitan perspectives. We posit that although touted as Asian global cities, Singapore and 

Hong Kong are cases where neoliberal and nation-centric educational agendas have effectively 

rebranded cosmopolitanism and tamed its transformative potential. To develop this argument, we 

review theories and critiques of cosmopolitan forms of global citizenship education deemed 

necessary to prepare young people for complex global social conditions. We discuss 

cosmopolitan principles on identity, values, and deliberation and draw on critical 

cosmopolitanism (Delanty, 2006) and Asian forms of cosmopolitanism to provide a discursive 

framework for analyzing curricular intentions in the two cases.  

We found civic education curricular intentions that allowed for critical consideration of 

public issues in Hong Kong; however, broader discourses in both societies promote identities and 
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values that are mainly moral, depoliticized, instrumentally designed for economic purposes, and 

more nationalistic than global. These findings affirm contentions that the high achieving models 

of education in Singapore and Hong Kong endorse a “top down” form of cosmopolitanism 

(Aljunied, 2017) that limits young citizens’ capacities to deliberate public issues in ways that 

strengthen awareness of their moral and political obligations (Dobson, 2006). We conclude by 

highlighting the importance of cosmopolitan learning (Rizvi, 2009), critical cosmopolitanism and 

Asian cosmopolitanisms to inform a more transformative civic education policy and practice. 

Key Features of Cosmopolitanism 

Scholars (e.g., Author, 2011; Dobson, 2006; Nussbaum, 1994; Osler, 2015, 2016; Rizvi, 

2009; Tully, 2014) have called for cosmopolitanism as a form of theory and educational practice 

that can better prepare young people to understand and address the complex, interconnected, and 

transnational problems in global society they will face as citizens. Brown and Held (2010) define 

cosmopolitanism as “the moral obligations owed to all human beings based solely on (their) 

humanity alone, without reference to race, gender, nationality, ethnicity, culture, religion, 

political affiliation, state citizenship, or other communal particularities” (p. 1). Although 

cosmopolitanism is traditionally ascribed Western origins, cosmopolitan principles are evident in 

cultural and religious traditions of Asian societies (Appiah, 2006; Sen, 2010).  

Whether considered a moral theory, a political philosophy or cultural dispositions and 

practices (Rizvi, 2009) – there are several common features of cosmopolitanism worth 

examining. First, cosmopolitanism argues for values that recognize the inherent worth of every 

human being. Appiah (2008), for example, emphasizes the need to “make sure everyone has the 

chance at the dignified human existence that we are all entitled to” (p. 95). Cosmopolitan values, 

thus, comprise a moral stance that regards individuals as members of the human community “of 
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common argument and aspiration” (Nussbaum, 1996) and builds foundations for treating others 

equally and with dignity.  

Second, cosmopolitanism implicates notions of identity. Although recognizing our 

common humanity, cosmopolitan thinking entails a co-requisite understanding “that there are 

different local human ways of being” (Appiah, 1996, p. 25). Contemporary scholarship in 

cosmopolitanism argue that global exchanges of ideas and people have brought about hybridized 

cultures and multiple attachments and identities based on nationality, gender, ethnicity, and other 

particularities (Banks, 2008; Sen, 2006). This requires recognition and appreciation of 

irreducible pluralism in the world (Ivanhoe, 2014) and attention to the rights of minority cultures 

amidst societal pluralization (Delanty, 2006).    

Third, cosmopolitanism calls for developing individuals’ capacities for deliberation; to 

be open to multiple perspectives while finding agreement across differences, especially over 

issues of public concern. The capacity for deliberation begins with the premise that our own 

viewpoints are necessarily contingent and limited. As individuals we must recognize how our 

own perspectives, beliefs, and knowledge are imperfect, provisional, and fallible (Appiah, 2008); 

and be willing to critically examine prevailing beliefs and reasons (Sen, 2009). Notions of 

pluralism and fallibility require engaging in dialogue, remaining open to different views and 

ways of doing things, and willingness to critically examine ourselves and learn from others.  

Collectively, these three principles underline a core dimension of cosmopolitanism: that 

we have “obligations to every other” (Appiah, 2008, p. 96). While this is most often construed as 

an ethical stance (Delanty, 2006), it extends to civic or political obligation, a care for others that 

aims for justice (Dobson, 2006). These obligations are based on the relational dimensions of 

cosmopolitanism that require care, concern, connection (Author, 2011; Ivanhoe, 2014; Rizvi, 
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2009); and consideration of the ways we can build solidarity and forge alliances as a “lived 

process of ongoing political and ethical action and education” (Mitchell, 2007, p. 717).  

Cosmopolitanism, then, not only requires citizens to think of their moral obligations to a 

common humanity, but also entails deep consideration of political obligations to actively work to 

advance well-being and justice for all. It demands critical reflexivity to consider our own 

complicity in impositions and harm to others (Dobson, 2006). In our view, this makes matters of 

social justice and political engagement central to cosmopolitan theory and practice (e.g. the 

treatment of others, care for a shared environment, issues of equality, upholding human rights 

and civic responsibilities, etc.). Cosmopolitanism requires citizens to avoid causing harm to 

distant others (Linklater, 1998), refrain from participating in unjust institutions and social 

practices (Banks, 2008), understand the structural or systemic conditions of injustice (and make 

efforts to no longer participate in them), and take necessary action to bring about greater justice 

for everyone, especially those who have been marginalized, oppressed, and disenfranchised.  

Varying Cosmopolitanisms 

While cosmopolitanism has become a global ideal (Yeoh, 2004) that counters nationalism 

and crude patriotism of many nation-states (Bray & Slaughter, 2015), there have been several 

significant critiques as well. Tully (2014) argues that a central challenge to cosmopolitanism and 

cosmopolitan forms of global education is that it is a “remarkably complex inherited field of 

contested languages, activities, institutions, processes and the environs in which they take place” 

which results in these becoming sites of contestation in theory, practice, policy, and research “to 

which diverse solutions are presented and debated” (p. 4).  

For example, despite the growing recognition of its rootedness in both Western and 

Eastern philosophical traditions, cosmopolitanism faces criticism that the “cosmopolitan turn” in 
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social and political theory mainly originated with European and American theorists (Beck, 

2010). Prominent cosmopolitan theorists like Nussbaum (1996), arguing for allegiance to a 

“community of reason” (p. 25), Kant’s notion of a cosmopolitan categorical imperative for 

universal moral precepts to guide action, and Western humanism as the foundations of 

cosmopolitan theory and practice typically draw a direct lineage to the Greek Sophists’ 

conceptions of citizens of the world. These Western notions of cosmopolitanism have been 

critiqued as too abstract (Himmelfarb, 1996); overly rationalistic (Mouffe, 2013); hegemonic; 

and linked to colonialism, modern imperialism, and globalization from above. Mignolo (2012) 

has described Christian missionary zeal as driving the first global design of the modern world 

and that the later globalizing mission of the nation-state expressed by Kant is rooted in European, 

liberal, and secularist notions, in which Western civilization holds an “epistemic privilege of 

narrating its own…history and projecting it onto universal history” (p. ix).  

Cosmopolitanism as a form of Western hegemony parallels critiques of its advancement 

through neoliberal globalizing processes. Rizvi (2009) describes this as “corporate 

cosmopolitanism” in which the “dictates of global capitalism” and neoliberalism steer “the 

direction of global-local relations” (p. 254). It is a form of cosmopolitanism based on market 

principles, perpetual economic growth and expansion, and the education of “strategic 

cosmopolitans” (Mitchell, 2003) who are able to adapt to the needs of global capital. This 

flexible type of cosmopolitanism is primarily the privileged terrain of global elites who view 

themselves as “world citizens” detached from local or national concerns and responsibilities 

(Author, 2008; Feneer & Gedacht, 2018; Lasch, 1995; Ong, 2002; Rorty, 1998).  

Several scholars provide useful ways to characterize the confrontation between dominant 

influences and minority perspectives surrounding cosmopolitanism. Aljunied (2017) writes about 
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“elite” and “subaltern,” “official” and “vernacular,” and “top down” and “bottom up” 

cosmopolitanisms. Tully (2014) similarly refers to global citizenship from above versus global 

citizenship from below, hegemonic versus counter-hegemonic forms of global citizenship, 

cosmopolitan versus place-based citizenship, and universal versus multiversal notions of 

citizenship. Moreover, efforts to address tensions created by these opposing forces has resulted 

in multiple cosmopolitanisms that include Appiah’s (2008) notion of rooted cosmopolitanism in 

which people live according to ideals and values of local communities and traditions, instead of 

those imposed by outsiders (e.g., governing elites, administrative ‘experts’, colonizers with little 

respect for local traditions, etc.). Vernacular cosmopolitanism combines local specificity with 

enlightened transnational goals (Bhabha, 1996), while [Author] (2011) articulated a relational 

cosmopolitanism based on commitments to public deliberation and care, concern, and connection 

in social relationships and communities. Cosmopolitan localism recognizes the local histories 

through which cosmopolitan projects have emerged (Mignolo, 2011); and there has been 

theorization to develop more critical, de-colonial, and subaltern forms of cosmopolitanism 

(Clifford, 1992; Delanty, 2006).  

Civic Education Discourses in Asia 

Given variations of cosmopolitanism, schools play a significant role in forwarding 

specific cosmopolitan identities, values, and forms of deliberation. Abowitz & Harnish (2006) 

examined cosmopolitanism as a discursive practice that influences civic education curriculum in 

the 21st century. Discourses are the “terminology, values, rhetorical styles, habits, and truths” 

that privilege particular beliefs, ideologies, and frameworks; and orient the ways people think 

and act in the world (Abowitz & Harnish, 2016, p. 65). Although cosmopolitan discourses are 

emerging in curricular reform efforts worldwide, there is an abundant body of scholarship 
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highlighting the ways citizenship education policy and curriculum practice have been dominated 

by nationalist and neoliberal discourses (e.g., Author, 2016a; Davies & Bansel, 2007; Gaudelli, 

2013; Myers, 2016). Nationalist and neoliberal discourses “continue to promote colonialist 

legacies, the interests of powerful technocratic elites, and prescribed forms of knowledge and 

systems of accountability that perpetuate capitalist interests, rule by the powerful, and social 

injustice” (Author, in press). As a result, recent education reform has emphasized the skills 

necessary to participate in the global economy as investors, laborers, consumers or entrepreneurs 

(Author, 2016a; Gaudelli, 2013).   

Nationalistic and neoliberal discourses have influenced education reform in Asia. 

Neoliberal education reform is evident in educational policy and curriculum as standards-based 

accountability reforms, high-stake performativity measures for both teachers and students, 

international comparisons, and discourses focused on excellence and educational innovation 

(Author, 2018; Davies & Bansel, 2007; Gopinathan, 2007). According to a UNESCO (2013) 

study of nine Asian societies, “economic discourses” to boost “economic development and 

increasing international competitiveness” and address “the changing demands of the workplace” 

have been the “most powerful driver” of education reform (p. 6). Notably, neoliberal and 

nationalistic discourses intersect, resulting in curricula that socialize young people into the 

“official” stories desired by the nation-state and frame student learning in terms of dominant 

hierarchies, identities, and economic agendas (Apple, 1990; Spring, 2004). These stories 

emphasize the need to develop “21st century skills” and the ability to use new technologies to 

support national competitiveness in the global economy. 

Critical Cosmopolitan Learning and Asian Cosmopolitanisms 
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Delanty’s (2006) notion of critical cosmopolitanism constructs cosmopolitan theory and 

practice as fluid, contested, and contingent. Critical cosmopolitanism views “the social world as 

an open horizon in which new cultural models take shape” (p. 27). Within this perspective, 

cosmopolitanism encompasses a range of social processes that enable creative translations and 

combinations of the global and local, the universal and particularistic, past and present, and East 

and West to provide new identity resources and opportunities to deliberate values and visions for 

new social realities. 

Delanty’s critical cosmopolitanism echoes Young’s (2012) postcolonial project of 

reorienting ethical norms and refashioning the world from below. In Asia as Method: Toward 

Deimperialization, Chen (2010) similarly advocates strategies of “critical syncretism” (p. xiii) in 

which colonial and imperialist legacies are critically examined through alternative viewpoints. 

To challenge capitalist-driven globalization that promotes new forms of imperialism and 

intensifies unequal power relations, Chen calls for “inter-referencing” among Asian societies to 

shift points of reference and provide alternative perspectives. In this section, we draw on scholars 

of Asian cosmopolitanism to develop a framework for cosmopolitan educational practice that 

might counter dominant nationalist and neoliberal perspectives. In particular, we examine the 

role of identity, values, and deliberation.  

Rizvi (2009) argues that global connectivity is our “pervasive socio-cultural condition” 

(p. 254) and requires understanding how our lives, social relations, and identities are being 

shaped by global connections and processes. We need new resources for learning that can help 

young people better understand global transformations, intercultural relations, and perhaps most 

importantly, how their own lives are situated within and being transformed by broader global 

shifts. With the fundamental recognition that we are human, yet embedded in particular histories 



Taming Cosmopolitanism  Asia Pacific Journal of Education 

 9 

cultures, communities, and institutions, cosmopolitan education would recognize and cultivate 

the development of multiple and overlapping identities. Since people simultaneously belong to 

multiple collectivities, identities can be based on ethnic, racial, religious, class, gender, or 

cultural attachments (Banks, 2008; Sen, 2006). 

Lee (2004) highlights that in Asian societies, identity and notions of “individuality” are 

concerned with self-actualization and the full development of one’s potential. This is similar to 

Sen’s (1999) capabilities approach (developed with Nussbaum), based on broader notions of 

human striving, fulfillment, and potential through the development of human capacities for 

imagination, play and joy; relationship, community and affiliation; practical and public 

reasoning; and a sense of agency to pursue one’s goals and bring about change. A central feature 

of cosmopolitanism is this broader notion of what it means to be human, that while focusing on 

issues in local communities and people’s commitments to place, the imaginative, aesthetic, 

spiritual, ethical, material, and political dimensions of life can be explored and pursued (Gaudelli 

& Heilman, 2009). These perspectives suggest a full and plural notion of identity. 

Confucian cosmopolitanism is an ethical orientation in which there is recognition that 

“the beliefs, practices, and particular histories of different peoples must somehow be seen as 

having moral value” (Ivanhoe, 2014, p. 28). Aljunied (2017) highlights Muslim cosmopolitanism 

as grounded in local, everyday social relations that value pluralism, tolerance, and respect for 

difference. These values are not abstract ideals but a body of everyday practices that consist of 

compassion (rahmah), justice (adil), and consensus (musyawarah) to preserve the common good 

(maslahah). Similarly, Ivanhoe (2014) refers to Confucian cosmopolitanism through relational 

terms, as an effort to “responsibly engage and respond to people around us” (p. 40) that 

“expresses an ideal for being a respectful, curious, well-informed, and open-minded person” (p. 



Taming Cosmopolitanism  Asia Pacific Journal of Education 

 10 

41). The relational perspective foregrounds our obligations to others, especially those who are 

different from ourselves and those who have been marginalized and oppressed.  

The obligations in Asian relational cosmopolitanism are grounded on moral values, but 

also notions of human rights and justice (Sen, 1997). Aljunied (2018) features the ways the 

influential public intellectual Hamka sought cosmopolitan reforms that were based on 

moderation and principles of social justice. This includes “doing what is necessary to uphold the 

rights of other human beings, and doing what is appropriate to ensure the protection of one’s 

own rights” (Hamka, 1977, cited in Aljunied, 2018, pp. 58-59). Asian relational cosmopolitanism 

thus emphasizes public commitments relationally defined, based on forms of dialectical 

reasoning (Rizvi, 2009) and public forms of inquiry and deliberation (Ivanhoe, 2004).   

Rizvi (2009) describes deliberation in the cosmopolitan perspective as beginning with the 

local, making connections to the global, and critically examining the consequences of 

globalization. He stresses the relationalities central to understanding the dynamics of change 

through dialogue that requires us to think about our relationships and obligations to others. This 

is aligned with conceptions of relational cosmopolitanism based on progressive values, such as 

open-mindedness, commitment to public deliberation and dialogue, critical reflection, and an 

ethics of care, concern, and connection (Author, 2011).  Central to cosmopolitan learning are 

epistemic virtues that will enable students to understand their own situatedness, engage in critical 

reflexivity, and be willing to engage in cross-cultural deliberation to imagine different ways of 

doing things. Thus, Asian cosmopolitanisms provide resources that challenge current paradigms 

about civic education in Asian societies. As Sen (2009) reminds us, the point of public reasoning 

is “to subject the prevailing beliefs and alleged reasons to critical examination” (pp. 35-36). For 

this to happen, students should have opportunities to interrogate identities and values, deliberate 
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a range of social issues, develop their imaginative faculties and their voice, consider alternatives, 

and engage in civic action that can bring about change and social improvement.  

The Study: Civic Education in Singapore and Hong Kong 

Our previous work has focused on analyses of civic educational policy and curriculum in 

the global cities of Singapore and Hong Kong (e.g., Author, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). In this present 

study, we revisited our data through cosmopolitan lenses, examined more recent curricular 

documents, and extended analyses in order to characterize curricular aims across settings.  

Study context  

Like other global cities, Singapore and Hong Kong are at the center of transnational 

flows of diverse people, communication, technology, culture, labor, and capital and have become 

“strategic terrain for a whole series of conflicts and contradictions” that affect citizenship and 

civic education (Sassen, 1996, p. 89). Singapore and Hong Kong are classified as “Alpha +” 

global cities that serve as important nodal points in the global economy (Taylor, 2004). They 

share histories as British colonies and are predominantly Confucian in their cultural orientations. 

They hold socio-political traditions of democracy, meritocracy, and passive approaches to 

welfarism (Chiu & Lui, 2009). However, the two cities feature significant differences: Singapore 

is an independent nation, while Hong Kong is a former British colony, and since the 1997 

Handover, operates as an autonomous region of China. Singapore is more diverse ethnically, 

whereas Hong Kong’s population is predominantly Chinese in ethnicity.  

In terms of public discourse, Hong Kong can be characterized as having greater freedom 

of speech and assembly (as evidenced by the Occupy and Umbrella Movements) than Singapore, 

where “out-of-bounds (OB) markers” inhibit public discussion of controversial topics (Chua, 

1995). Still, governance in both societies can be characterized as adhering to traditions of 
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deference to authority and holding conservative views of democracy defined and delimited by 

the state and supposedly communitarian or “Asian values” (Author, 2013; Chua, 2018).  

Wang (2008) has noted that nation-states undergoing transition, such as many Southeast 

and East Asian states did after World War II through periods of decolonization, nation-building, 

and rapid economic development, placed great emphasis on national history education, civic 

education, and moral education to serve political purposes, build national cohesion, and develop 

their economies. These characteristics apply to Singapore and Hong Kong, which feature strong 

central governments with centralized education systems. Singapore curriculum development is 

relatively more top-down, whereas Hong Kong conforms to a school-based approach with 

greater implementational leeway (Gopinathan & Lee, 2013). 

Although their economies are similar, the Singapore government follows a more directive 

and interventionist path (Wang, 2018); whereas the Hong Kong government takes a more 

facilitative approach. Since its reversion to China, Hong Kong has striven to maintain its role as 

a conduit of China’s global economic agenda (Gale, 2017). Despite these differences, education 

priorities in both cities have emphasized state-building and economic growth by maintaining 

high academic standards, accountability, and meritocratic examinations that act as a sorting 

mechanism for the workforce (Deng & Gopinathan, 2016).  

Analytical approach 

Our study followed an instrumental comparative case study method, a qualitative 

approach wherein data from different cases are compared to inform an external interest (Stake, 

2005). We examined Singapore and Hong Kong as individual cases - and subsequently, looked 

across cases - to consider the intentions and rationale of civic education and to determine the 

nature of cosmopolitanism.  
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We collected documents issued by Singapore’s Ministry of Education (MOE), such as 

syllabi and documents that outlined education reform from 1997 to 2014. For Hong Kong, we 

examined curriculum guidelines issued by the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) and the 

Curriculum and Development Council (CDC) from 2000–2017. The curricular data sources are 

illustrated in Table 1. Additionally, to illustrate broader societal discourses, we analyzed policy 

speeches from public officials and articles from scholars in the area of citizenship education. 

These documents included reviews of literature and studies published in academic journals, 

speeches delivered in conferences or other public fora, and opinion pieces featured in local 

newspapers. 

[Insert Table 1 here.] 

We conducted discourse analysis to understand the curricular documents in relation to 

their broader contexts. Our analysis mirrors perspectives from civic education (Abowitz & 

Harnish, 2006) and sociolinguistics (Gee, 2005) that posit curricular documents as forms of 

discursive practice nested within societal contexts regarding citizenship (i.e. relations of power, 

agency, and structure) (Van Dijk, 2008, p. x). Discourse analysis adhered to the constant 

comparative approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) that entailed the examination of fragments of 

texts, comparing text fragments, and merging similar fragments into categories with the aim of 

reducing the data and capturing thematically the nature of formal civic preparation and 

surrounding discourses. The results of various stages of analyses are illustrated in Table 2.  

[Insert Table 2 here.] 

The first level of analysis aimed to characterize the context of the cases as global cities. 

Given our assumption that global discourses bring neoliberal, nationalistic, and cosmopolitan 

influences, we attended to the ways that these discourses were apparent in society-level data. The 
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contextual analysis thematically captured Hong Kong’s identity as a Chinese global city marked 

by conflicting identities; while yielding characterizations of Singapore as an illiberal global city. 

The next level of analysis focused on curricular documents’ stated intentions for citizenship 

education and the rationales for intentions in each city. We examined curricular documents while 

reviewing findings from the contextual analysis in the study’s initial stage, continually moving 

“from context to language and from language to context” (Gee, 2005, p. 14) in order to surface 

justifications for curricular intentions. As illustrated on Table 2, the analysis yielded two 

categories for each case.  

In the final comparative stage, we looked across the cases to highlight the ways that data 

reflected cosmopolitan principles. Specifically, we considered how curricula fostered civic 

identity, values, and deliberation by noting common categories that illustrated the in/visibility of 

these key principles across settings. In the next section, we briefly summarize findings from our 

analyses of policy documents, official rhetoric, and curriculum that addressed national and global 

contexts as well as citizenship education in both cities. Our findings are organized under three 

overlapping themes: a) developing nationalistic values; b) the primacy of economic identities; 

and c) deliberating issues within constraining discourses. 

Developing Nationalistic Values  

Scholars (e.g., Author, 2016b; Kennedy & Fairbrother, 2004; Lee, 2006) have 

highlighted the ways school curriculum in East and Southeast Asia is often depoliticized, placing 

greater emphasis on the cultivation of virtue and ethical behavior in students and collective 

welfare over individual rights. In our study of civic education in Singapore and Hong Kong 

(Author, 2017), we found that both city-states employed the teaching of values as a means to 
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strengthen students’ commitment to the nation while serving as a buffer to the divisive influences 

of globalization.   

Civic education in Singapore has undergone constant vacillations between developing 

moral values and political socialization. This is evidenced by constant revisions to curriculum to 

balance character education, moral education, and political education. For example, Ethics (1959 

to 1966) emphasized character and moral development as curricular outcomes, which was 

replaced by Civics in 1967 to give greater focus to basic knowledge about the government and to 

instill greater social responsibility (Sim & Print, 2005). Due to rapid industrialization in the 

1970’s, concerns by political leaders that youth were becoming too Westernized led to a new 

moral education program, Being and Becoming, emphasizing “Asian values” (Author, 2013). 

This was followed by Civics and Moral Education in 1992 to provide greater balance between 

moral education and political socialization. National Education, launched in 1997, emphasized 

the importance of students learning “the Singapore story,” Singapore’s unique challenges, 

constraints, and vulnerabilities, and the core values of meritocracy, harmony, and good 

governance (MOE, 2008). Social Studies was introduced as a compulsory secondary school 

subject for all students in 2001 to create a strong national identity, build social cohesion in a 

globalized world, and develop human capital with the skills necessary for labor in the global 

knowledge economy. More recently, a new call was issued for lifelong learning to meet national 

economic needs, imbue common values, and shape the worldview of young people (Ong, 2018). 

These efforts were best expressed by Parliamentary Secretary of Education, Hawazi Daipi 

(2002): “A strong national identity, healthy values and racial and religious harmony are needed 

to withstand the divisive impact of globalization and the attractions of imitating the West.”  
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Building a core set of values to strengthen youths’ national commitment became apparent 

in Hong Kong after the city’s return to Chinese dominion. Since the 1997 Handover, Hong 

Kong’s civic education has been replaced by a depoliticized type of moral and civic education to 

emphasize Chinese culture and identity (Leung & Yuen, 2012). The Basic Education Framework 

established the primary and secondary curriculum guideline, Learning to Learn (LTL) (CDC, 

2000) which stressed ties to a Chinese moral foundation. The subsequent New Senior Secondary 

Curriculum (SSC) and Liberal Studies (LS) couched the teaching of seven priority values (care 

for others, commitment, integrity, national identity, perseverance, national identity,  respect for 

others, and responsibility) within the broader purpose of national renewal, stating: “since Hong 

Kong is part of China, the learning of Chinese culture and promotion of…national citizenship 

need strengthening” (EMB, 2005, p. 25).  

China’s former president, Hu Jintao, reiterated the mission of instilling a Chinese identity 

among Hong Kongers during a landmark speech to commemorate ten years since the Handover. 

Donald Tsang, Hong Kong’s second chief executive, echoed Hu’s sentiments in mooting the 

need for a National Education (NE) curriculum “so that young people” could “have a strong 

sense of pride as nationals of the People's Republic of China” (Tsang, 2007, n.p.). Notably, the 

Hong Kong government scaled back the proposed NE curriculum in the face of public protests 

(Morris & Vickers, 2015). The updated Moral and Civic Education Booklet (EMB, 2017a) added 

a new component, Basic Law Education, that featured values enshrined in the ‘One country, two 

systems’ framework, including the rule of law, justice, national identity, democracy, freedom, 

human rights, equality and rationality (EMB, 2017a, p.6).  The new guidelines emphasize the 

Basic Law’s granting “a high degree of autonomy” to Hong Kong. Yet, the document operates 

within a climate where nationalism continues to trump matters of political autonomy. As Hu 
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declared in his 2007 speech: “‘One country’ is the prerequisite of ‘two systems’. Without ‘one 

country’, there will be no ‘two systems’" (Hu, 2007, n.p.).  

The Primacy of Economic Identities 

Curriculum documents from Singapore and Hong Kong acknowledge the growing 

influence of globalization and its implications on citizens’ identities. Singapore’s 2008 GCE 

Ordinary Level Social Studies syllabus for secondary students is organized around two core 

ideas: “Being Rooted and Living Globally.” It calls for developing students “into well-informed, 

responsible citizens with a sense of national identity and a global perspective” (MOE, 2008, p. 

3). The multidisciplinary syllabus highlights that three themes develop the idea of “living 

global”: Managing International Relations, Sustaining Economic Development, and Facing 

Challenges and Change. In Hong Kong, several studies have noted the curricular recognition 

given to students’ multiple identities drawn from the city’s upwardly-mobile history, its Chinese 

values, and British legacy of Western-style rule of law. Although scholars such as Leung and 

Yuen (2009) have criticized the lack of attention given to ethnic identity, documents such as the 

LS Curriculum and Assessment Guideline (2007/2104) promote teaching to foster students’ 

understanding of “the multiple identities of Hong Kong residents in local, national and global 

contexts and explore the significance and relations among these multiple identities” (p. 41). 

Still, the intersection of curricula and discourses in both cities tend to frame identities 

through economistic and nationalistic rhetoric. For example, the 2000 Report of the Committee 

on Compulsory Education in Singapore (MOE, 2000) highlighted the importance of learning 

English as “the language of commerce, science and technology” (p. 8) and called for the 

development of skills to enable students to become “innovative and adaptable workers for the 

Knowledge Based Economy” (p. 9). In 2013, Prime Minister Lee emphasized how the changing 
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global economy required the continual upgrading of skills: “You must be able to continue to 

reprogramme yourself, download new firmware, reboot if necessary and continue to be useful for 

a very long working career.”  

Chief Executive Tsang similarly emphasized, “If Hong Kong people make their life and 

career plans from the perspective of national development, both individual citizens and the 

community…will surely have a brighter future” (2007, n.p.). At the curricular level, Booklet 1 

(Ongoing Renewal of the School Curriculum) that frames the SSC’s most recent iteration 

underlines the economic rationale for education. In the section, “Responding to regional and 

global developments”, two out of four sub-sections elaborate the curriculum’s role in supporting 

economic development (techno-economic and socio-economic aspects) (EMB, 2017b, p. 14-17).   

The document intertwines nationalistic and economic identities by positioning education 

within the Belt and Road Initiative (BNR) that leverages China’s economic clout to spur cultural 

exchanges and economic development in countries spanning Eastern Europe to the Persian Gulf 

(Gale, 2017). The BNR is mentioned ten times in the document. For example, one section 

highlights how STEM education can foster “versatile talents with different levels of knowledge 

and skills for enhancing the international competitiveness of Hong Kong, and in so doing 

contribute to national development, e.g. the Belt and Road Initiative” (EMB, 2017b, p.24). 

Another section states: “schools could nurture the entrepreneurial spirit by involving  students in 

updating the profiles of the 60-plus countries along the Belt and Road, and their current relations 

with our nation” (p. 30). 

Deliberation of Public Issues 

Consistent with scholars’ calls for cosmopolitan education to include the development of 

capacities for deliberation, we analyzed documents to determine how curricula in the two cities 
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encouraged the study of public issues, fostered openness to multiple perspectives, and allowed 

students to link problems to local and global structures of power (Author, 2016a; Rizvi, 2009). 

We found differing degrees of support for deliberative skill development, due mostly to the 

climate of public discourse in each setting.     

“Out-of-bounds” (OB) markers in Singapore delimit public discussion of controversial 

issues. The OB markers are part of official discourse that persuades citizens to accept the 

implementation of certain policies so that Singaporeans can “live with globalization tactically” 

(Koh, 2007, p. 182). For example, the 2016 Upper Secondary Social Studies syllabus and 

textbook (MOE, 2016), while emphasizing examining societal issues through an inquiry 

approach, underlines the role of government to manage globalization. While the syllabus depicts 

“tensions” arising from the economic, cultural, and security “impacts” of globalization, it also 

conveys the need to trust government to manage these tensions. The textbook consistently 

features the ways the government has addressed global issues to ensure Singapore’s continued 

economic growth, political stability and material well-being. There are few questions about 

human rights, social injustice, and public or foreign policy that might spark significant 

disagreement or debate. Thus, there is little sense of citizens playing an active political or civic 

role in Singapore society.  

Singapore’s limited democracy and elite governance are evident throughout the syllabus 

to suggest that while inquiry into societal issues is important for citizens to be informed and 

concerned, citizen participation in public affairs should be minimal and complementary with 

government policy. For example, the textbook encourages citizens to contribute to the needs of 

society through volunteer work (with NGOs and Voluntary Welfare Organizations) and provide 

feedback (through formal, government-initiated channels). Economic priorities and the need for 
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social cohesion and political stability to continue Singapore’s steady economic development 

remain paramount.  

Among Hong Kong’s Updated Seven Learning Goals for secondary education, one 

provides for students to “acquire and construct a broad and solid knowledge base, and to 

understand contemporary issues that may impact on students’ daily lives at personal, community, 

national and global levels” (EMB, 2017b, p. 23). Consistent with this aim, the LS Curriculum in 

Hong Kong posits inquiry about issues as a major component. The curriculum aims to “help 

students deepen their awareness of contemporary issues, broaden their knowledge base and 

perspectives, develop their global outlook and strengthen their independent and analytical skills” 

(EMB, 2013, p. 1). Although nested within the SSC, the LS curriculum is distinguished by its 

inclusion of multiple perspectives and the need for young citizens to evaluate conflicting 

viewpoints in their decision-making process. The LS document features the values of rationality, 

reflection, and respect for evidence; stressing that in a diverse society, the government and 

individuals hold responsibility for evaluating different perspectives and evidence in their 

decision-making process. The “Rule of Law” unit underlines the government’s role in weighing 

demands from groups with diverse ideals, such as non-governmental organizations, political and 

business groups, the disadvantaged, and people of different gender, ethnicity and religion. 

Despite its emphasis on inquiry and deliberation, the LS curriculum is nested within 

curricular policies that may limit the openness of viewpoints and degree of criticality in 

classrooms discussions. For example, The New Academic Structure for Senior Secondary 

Education and Higher Education, issued by the EMB (2005) states concern that “the use of an 

issue-enquiry approach (would)…encourage students to criticize…[and] it would not be 

desirable to develop a culture of ‘criticism’ that is not constructive to society” (p. 42). As Leung 
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and Yuen (2012) observed, the treatment of these topics often overlook examination of the 

structural causes or political dimensions of these issues. Official discourses have similarly 

discouraged political dissention especially after the 2014 Umbrella Protest Movements, when the 

Chinese government hardened its stance against internal dissidence (Morris & Vickers, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the above findings suggest that despite being self-proclaimed 

cosmopolitan global cities, civic education in both city-states serves mainly nationalistic and 

neoliberal interests. Our studies found that civic education in both city-states primarily focused 

on instrumental or utilitarian goals to produce productive and adaptable workers who would be 

able to support national economic priorities in the global economy. While both cities claim to be 

cosmopolitan, embrace globalization, and depend on integration into the global economy, there 

is also a great deal of anxiety about the effects of globalization on populaces. There is concern 

that globalization will strain the loyalties and attachments of citizens (Gopinathan, 2007), that 

new moral economies due to the influx of people, ideas, and culture will challenge desired values 

and identities by officials (Appadurai, 1996).  

For both global cities, we agree with Ong (1999) that instrumental and depoliticised 

forms of moral and civic education reinforce neoliberal and nationalist policies that place 

economic productivity and the order and stability desired by the nation-state above the protection 

of human rights or social justice. Ong argues that government leaders in Asia have employed 

stereotypical “Asian values,” such as the priority values in Hong Kong, and have emphasized 

skills development as a source of instrumental rationality.  

Our intention has not been to provide an overly romantic vision of Asian 

cosmopolitanisms and cosmopolitan learning, or of unrealistic possibilities for educational 
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practice. Instead, we argue that there is a need for different visions of educational practice than 

those that follow narrow nationalistic and neoliberal conceptions of what it means to be human, a 

citizen, and a learner. We argue for a ground-up form of cosmopolitan theory and practice that 

can challenge the top-down or neoliberal and statist conceptions of cosmopolitanism that require 

young people to be constantly adaptable worker-citizens and result in the inculcation of fairly 

instrumental values aligned with national and neoliberal interests. Ground-up cosmopolitanism 

educational practice would acknowledge the multiple identities of youth and draw upon the full 

range of available resources (local, global, traditional, modern, etc.) that would enable teachers 

and students to effectively understand and take action on social and political issues that impact 

communities on both local and global scales (Delanty, 2006; Rizvi, 2009; Yoon, Özge, Haag, & 

Simpson, 2018). We believe it is possible for fuller social and human ends of the educative 

process to be realized, and that we need to create spaces for inquiry, the study of significant and 

interconnected issues, and student voice that support a broader notion of what it means to be 

human in the 21st century and that will better prepare young people to face global challenges. 

This ground-up approach recognizes that, there are always openings, that there are 

possibilities for social practices outside of the visible spectrum of what usually counts or can be 

measured to constitute “forms of informal cooperation, coordination, and action that embody 

mutuality without hierarchy” (Scott, 2012, p. xxi). Labaree (2011) has highlighted how, policy is 

always enacted in particular ways from below, by those on the ground, and that arise more from 

“the interaction among people, their work, and the contexts within which they live” rather than 

the instrumental, highly rationalized plans desired by policy-makers (p. 631). These more 

ground-up “negotiated practices” (Tully, 2014) will likely take some degree of advocacy, 

courage, resilience, creativity, and action to challenge existing discourses and practices, and they 
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suggest the need to draw on, create, and implement alternative practices more aligned with 

cosmopolitan learning. It requires forms of bottom-up accountability measures (Morrell, 2017), 

based on our sense of relationship and obligation, rather than current top-down accountabilities, 

in which people are continually monitored, sorted, and exhaustively driven to compete with each 

other for advancement and to support national and neoliberal goals.  
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Table 1  
Official civics curriculum guidelines included in analysis 
 

 Document Grade 
levels 

Year of 
release 

Hong Kong Basic Education: Review of education systems reform proposal K-12 2000 
 Learning to learn (LTL): The way forward in curriculum development  K-12 2000 
 Basic education curriculum guide: Four key tasks – achieving LTL 

(Moral and civic education) 
K-12 2002 

 New senior secondary curriculum (NSS) 10-12 2005 
 Liberal studies subject in NSS  10-12  
 Curriculum and assessment guide 

Secondary education curriculum guides 
       Booklet 1: Ongoing renewal of the school curriculum 
       Booklet 6A: Moral and civic education: Towards values education   

 
10-12 

2007, 2014 
2017 

Singapore Thinking schools, learning nation framework K-12 1997 
 National education (NE) K-12 1997 
 Social studies subject in NE K-12 1997 

 Report of the committee on compulsory education K-12 2000 

 GCE ordinary level social studies 10-12 2008 
 Information sheet on 21st century competencies K-12 2014 
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Table 2 
Results of analysis  
 

 First level categories 
(contextual analysis) 

Second level categories 
(curricular analysis) 

Third level themes 
(comparative analysis) 

  -morally-grounded   
Hong Kong -Chinese global city national citizenship -developing nationalistic  
 -social disparity -citizenship as  values 
 -conflicting identities understanding different  
  perspectives -primacy of economic  
Singapore -illiberal global city -civic education reform as identities 
 -multicultural identity adjustment  
 -political control -economic global -deliberating issues within 
  citizenship constraining discourses  
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