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“Think about our children. Do they speak English well?”
“How you speak makes a difference”
is written on a big black and white poster in a glass window at the bus stop; there is 
a little Chinese girl holding a stuffed squirrel saying something and smiling at us.
It’s a campaign poster for the “speak good English movement“ by the Singaporean 
government.
 
Singapore’s English has a strong dialect often called Singlish. It has non-grammatical expressions 
and also many terms taken from Malay, Mandarin, and Hokkien from southern China from where 
many of the Chinese Singaporeans originally came.
When they speak they add “Lah“ to the end of sentences to punctuate words and they sometimes 
answer with “can“ instead of  “yes.” There are also a lot of non-English words, and children like this 
cute expression for “taking a walk” in Malay: "Jalan Jalan".
 
In 1963, Singapore became a part of the Federation of Malaya only a few years after its 
independence. However, Singapore has a large Chinese population, more than the rest of Malaya, 
and there were colleges teaching English following British colonialism. Since the new Malaya 
federation was trying to unite its countries with Malay language and to unite them with Islamic religion, 
they had been treating the Malaysian better than the Chinese.
So, it was not just the differences in policy for the educational system, the Singapore and Malayan 
governments were conflicted on many levels, and it is still reflected on the street.
Interracial conflict in the city got worse and finally, in 1965, Singapore was forced into independence 
from the federation of Malaya.
 
It’s well-known that Lee Kwan Yu gave his speech for independence in tears. After all, Singapore had 
been developed and created by this charismatic politician, with his radical and sometimes almost 
avant-garde politics.
It's a small nation, but it can be said that this country is his big conceptual work of land art.
In fact, beaches of this island-state are mostly artificial, made with material from an extensive land 
reclamation project. The government has been literally trying to increase the size of the nation.

For example, we can see Lee Kwan Yu’s unique policy for education after independence.
He stated "we don't need the past; we only need the future!" and then removed history classes from 
education.
 
At the bus station there are two schoolboys with blond hair, perhaps brothers, both 
are wearing black t-shirts and there is a print on the back of the elder boy's shirt with 
the words "déjà vu".
They look bashful waiting for the bus. They might have recently arrived in the 
country, looking away from a brown-skinned woman standing next to them.
She is probably a housemaid coming from one of the neighboring Southeast Asian 
countries. She looks like she does housework: she has no-make up on, her black 
hair tied up at the back, wearing denim shorts and a t-shirt. She could be in her early 
twenties, or even younger.
She's carrying two big bags, both over her right shoulder, watching the boys next to 
her.
On one of the white canvas bags, embroidered in red and blue, is the word “London” 
and an illustration of the city with Big Ben. On the other black vinyl bag, the words 
“Beat the Sunrise” are printed in red.
It is about a marathon event in Singapore starting at midnight and lasting until the 
morning.



In this country it is not only white businessmen’s families from abroad with children who hire foreign 
housemaids coming from neighboring countries. It’s also common for the Singaporeans.
Maids from the Philippines are considered higher ranking because they speak English and most of 
them are Christian.
There are many maid agencies situated in shopping malls; sometimes one can see the 
advertisements offering "Christian maids".
 
A foreign maid’s wages are very low. They are even lower than the tax for having a maid that the 
employer has to pay to the government, around 2-300 Singapore dollars.
Also marriage is prohibited for maids. They have to take pregnancy tests regularly and if they get 
pregnant they are deported immediately.
 
In Singapore, about 90 percent of its population is living in high-rise public housing constructed and 
run by the HDB (Housing Development Board).
 
In their standard unit, there is a tiny space, the size you would get for a washing machine, which can 
be made into a bedroom for foreign housemaids. Appearing like an old relic of colonialism and 
slavery, it is incorporated into modernist housing.
 
The ownership of a HDB apartment is limited to 99 years by the law.
The government regularly maintains the buildings and renovates the older parts. They also control the 
racial balance of the communities in the neighborhoods.
 
Next to the roadway there is a young white guy and a white woman standing at a 
distance.
She has brown hair, in her late 20s, carrying an Adidas sports bag, wearing a khaki 
colored t-shirt and navy blue shorts; she is glancing at some shops on the other side 
of the street.
 
The guy looks probably in his 30s, wearing a black polo shirt with denim jeans; he 
has chestnut-colored hair, with a beard that does not suit his youthful face. He is 
smiling as if remembering something amusing, looking in the direction where the bus 
comes.
 
Probably they are the parents of the two boys. But none of them are looking at each 
other so they also appear like strangers to each other.
In this snapshot, their figures are blurring in the strong sunlight.
 
In this country, foreign businessmen’s families often live in the more uncommon condominiums or 
houses. Most people live in public housing, but this country is also famous for its many millionaires, 
who live in Beverly Hills-type of high class residential areas, or in villas built in the colonialism era out 
in the suburbs.
 
There is no domestic agriculture or fishing industries, perhaps because of the size of the country, 
which is almost the same size as Tokyo with its 23 ward districts. 
Surprisingly, in order to protect the nation from malaria and other deceases, the government has 
succeeded in eliminating almost all mosquitoes in the country. You can frequently see the white 
clouds from the spraying of insecticide at flora or wetlands, at the backyard of apartments, or any 
place in the city where there might be a possibility for mosquito larvae to breed.
It can be said that this country is like a medieval walled city, or one big gated community surrounded 
by Malaysia and the Indonesian Islands.
In fact there are huge walls built under the sea at the border with Malaysia.
 
Behind the boys there is a middle-aged Chinese woman standing under the shadow 



of an arcade wearing red jeans and a tank top with large black and white stripes. Her 
face is distorted by the strong sun, a large man’s watch on the wrist of her plump 
arm.
 
More recently, even Chinese residents are not always genuine Chinese Singaporeans, just as the 
racial balance in the United States is changing and Caucasians are becoming a minority.

There is a tendency of a declining birth rate for the wealthy Chinese residents, and the population 
ratio of Malay and Indian residents has been increasing.
The government never mentions this directly, otherwise it could be accused of racism by the 
international community, but in order to keep the population ratio of Chinese residents at a certain 
level--just as the Japanese government’s immigration policy shows preference for Japanese 
descendants from South America--Singapore has introduced a new immigration policy to favor a 
particular race or pedigree, making the conditions of immigration from mainland China easier.
 
We cannot tell if the Chinese woman at the bus top is originally Singaporean or not. 
If she is from mainland China, she probably cannot speak English very well yet.
She has also been looking over at the shopping street, just like the other people at 
the bus stop. It seems none of them are paying much attention to the poster, except 
for me.


