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Women everywhere are always expected to continually imagine what one 
situation, or another would look like from a male point of view. Men are 
almost never expected to do the same for women. So deeply internalised is 
this pattern of behaviour that many men react to any suggestion that they 
might do otherwise as if it were itself an act of violence.

David Graeber (2009) The Utopia of rules

When we were at high school in the 1990s, the teachers used to give out 
long bumper stickers that said, “girls can do anything”. It was a different 
time. On demand vinyl stickers were yet to be invented. Nobody was making 
“well behaved women rarely make history” t-shirts yet and while we would 
all have studied Shakespeare and had all recited Helena’s line from A Mid-
summer Night’s Dream, “and though she be but little, she is fierce”, nobody 
was making toddler hoodies with the phrase. We took our “girls can do 
anything” stickers and stuck them to the bottom of our school bags, with a 
rhetorical flourish of putting them on an angle. Interestingly, the boys would 
often comment on how they did not get such a sticker, and how come they 
only make those types of things for girls?

Those stickers were given out at some inspirational soiree, or some lead-
ership seminar or some pastoral care event that included speakers who told 
us how amazing it was to be a girl. How we had the world at our feet. These 
events, and the stickers, also came with a haughty lecture about standing on 
our own 2 feet, being flexible, adaptable, and independent. The messaging 
was heavy on the idea that women were equal to men, that we did not have 
to feel constrained by our sex or our gender.

Girls can do anything is pretty much a metaphor for how women have 
been raised since the 1990s. Cultural products from She-Ra to SheZow 
made it clear that women and girls can have it all, can do it all, can be any-
thing. The messages tried to cover all bases. Girls did not have to be teach-
ers or nurses – but they could be if they wanted to be. Girls did not have to 
be mothers, but they could be if they wanted to be. Girls did not have to shy 
away from engineering or medicine, but she should not feel forced to, if she 
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6 Becoming ‘superwoman’ or not?

did not want to. However, it does not take much to realise the ‘anything’ in 
that sticker is actually a synonym for ‘everything’. We were meant to think 
we could do it all, do everything, which sold us on an idea that to be a suc-
cessful woman, we had to have it all, to be it all, to do it all. Many women 
have interpreted that message to mean we have to do everything all the time. 
That we could simultaneously be successful mothers and successful career 
women. We could have children – two/three/five – as many as we wanted, 
whenever we wanted, without a man if we wanted and snap right back to 
who we were before those kids came along physically, mentally, and in terms 
of our careers. Much of the ‘girls can do anything/everything’ message was 
that we should be wanting to crack glass ceilings and make our way into the 
upper echelons of business, of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math-
ematics (STEM), of community, of politics, of education, and of society.

But, these stickers, and these ideas, leave a lot of questions. For instance, 
what does it mean to do anything? What about those girls who did not want 
to do everything? What about those girls who really wanted what their 
grandmothers had? A nice family, a nice house, and had no real ambitions 
towards upper echelons or breaking glass ceilings? Where did they fit in the 
‘girls can do anything and everything’ messaging?

The other point that we are sure many of you reading this have thought 
about is, of course, the pressure to be everything falls on women. On us. 
We have to do all the change making to make our own anything happen. It 
responsibilised us – girls and women – to be ‘superwomen’. It became our 
responsibility to make a change that the world needed, rather than asking, 
why is the world like this? What barriers are there that prevented women in 
the past from doing everything? Can we really do anything when the world 
is so unequal? In this book, we are on a journey to find out.

This book is about ‘superwomen’.
Or, more precisely, this book is about what it means to be a late capitalist 

‘superwoman’ in the contemporary Western world. It is about who has it all 
and who does not. It is about what happens to women who try to have it all, 
and what happens to women who do not care to have it all. Using personal 
stories shared with us by the many women we talked to and contemporary 
examples, this book explores the work/life reality many women face. Re-
ally, this book is about what it means to be a woman in the contemporary 
Western world. Let us start by thinking about what this world looks like for 
women.

Contemporary lives of women

Women’s lives are changing, and fast. While we are having fewer babies, we 
are working longer hours at work while simultaneously doing more house-
work in our homes (Australian Institute of Family Studies – AIFS, 2020). In 
2019, women worked more hours than they had in any other time in history. 
In Australia, for example, in the 1980s, less than 60% of partnered mothers 
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worked when they had children in the 10–14 age group, by 2019, that fig-
ure was over 80%. Interestingly, but perhaps unsurprisingly, single mothers 
worked fewer hours than their partnered sisters. Figure 1.1 taken from the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies report, “How we Worked”, illustrate 
these points.

An interesting fact about women’s workforce participation includes that 
attitudes towards women’s employment, particularly after they become 
partnered or mothers, have changed significantly since 2000. For example, 
attitudes towards women working because they enjoy their work, rather 
than “needing the money”, has resulted in greater support. The judgement 
around the impact on the children by having working mothers has also sof-
tened. Nearly 60% of Australian Bureau of Statistics respondents agreed 
that women can still have as good a relationship with her children if she 
works or if she does not. Similarly, they softened their beliefs about whether 
women should work if they are okay financially, from nearly 40% in the early 
2000s to only about 20% in 2015 (AIFS, 2020).

Another interesting statistic in that data set was the attitude to moth-
ering. While, in 2001, nearly 80% agreed that the most important role a 
woman has is being a mother, regardless of career, this decreased to nearly 
70% by 2015. Perhaps the view that a women’s primary role in life is being 
a mother has shifted, but only very slightly. These data suggest that women 
are still really encouraged to be parents! However, we’d hasten to add that 
almost the exact same percentages were seen in response to the question 
about whether a man’s primary role in life is to be a father, so perhaps it is 
not just women under pressure to be parents.

Figure 1.1 How we worked.
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics with credit to Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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BOX 1.1 BEC’S STORY – MEMORIES OF SUPERWOMEN 
PAST

When I was in high school, I told my grandmother I had to write an 
essay for Modern History. It was about the rise of the Chinese Com-
munist Party. I told my grandmother I had this essay to write and 
rolled my eyes like a normal 15 years old and said I was not particu-
larly interested. She was not at all pleased. She reminded me how 
modern it was in history for women to have the opportunity to go to 
school, to do secondary level studies, and to have the opportunity to 
go to university. She was angry that I failed to appreciate the good 
fortune of having a weekend assignment to write 900 words on Mao 
Zedong and the rise of the modern Chinese Communist Party. She 
told me she would have loved to write that assignment; it would have 
been a real opportunity to learn to craft an argument and learn about 
our region. I remember thinking she was high or boring or something, 
and I failed to appreciate the meaning behind her exhortations to me 
to enjoy the experience.

My grandmother was born into a London slum in Hammersmith in 
the early 1910s, the oldest of six surviving children. She was desperate 
to have an education but, being a girl and living in tenement hous-
ing with parents who were not educated or wealthy, that was unlikely. 
Her father fought in the First World War, sustained some injuries that 
eventually killed him, but not before he and my great grandmother 
had had a few more children. Her whole family, my grandmother’s 
parents and her five siblings, lived in one room. She washed the fam-
ily’s clothes on the stairs with a bucket of water they collected from a 
pump on the street. Her sister told me how they had perfected washing 
on the stairs without taking all their clothes off. It was a tough life. 
But, it was not enough for my grandmother.

She decided, in her late teens, she would take elocution lessons. 
Keenly aware of how social class was destiny in London in the 1920s 
and 1930s, she worked and spent her spare money on learning to speak 
English like a lady. She worked hard, met my grandfather and, af-
ter a time and just before the Second World War broke out, they left 
England for Australia and got married. Nobody knew where she had 
come from and she prevented contact from her relations in the case it 
became clear she was not quite the lady she had always wanted to be 
and to which she had always aspired.

I guess that is why she was so keen to do my modern history assign-
ment, or at least to have me do it. She understood the restrictive roles 
women in the past had been forced into and the ways that fates outside 
of women’s control kept them in their homes and out of the workforce. 
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History of education for women

Most people believe there was a time when women did not get much educat-
ing. It seemed pointless to waste money on an education when the woman 
would have a man to rely on and, outside of reading and writing, would not 
need much of an education (Thorpe, 2017). Women’s education has always 
been a class issue, with those who were better off – the wealthy families – 
having money to spend on educating women. Sometimes this education was 
only in finishing schools so they would be, not only good wives and moth-
ers but also reasonable and companionable women for the betterment of 
their husbands and society at large (Kelley, 2006). However, the fight for 
post-compulsory education was long and arduous. Many women saw the 
only way to get any kind of decent, higher level role (remembering these 
were frequently times where if you have got to the equivalent of Grade 3 
you’d been extremely well educated), was through a nunnery (Thorpe, 2017). 
The nineteenth century saw a real improvement in women’s education, with 
a women’s college, Girton, being established at Cambridge and co-ed Ober-
lin College at University College London. However, that improvement was 
only for white women and, as the colleges they attended in the UK suggest, 
posh or wealthy women. Poor women, especially women of colour had to 
wait until the 1960s and 1970s with second wave feminism to get a look into 
traditionally white institutions in the USA. It is even worse at the top, with 
Oxford appointing its first female Vice Chancellor (or head of the institu-
tion) in the mid-2010s. Women still only make up about 30% of all VCs in 
the USA and the UK. Australia is not any better, neither is New Zealand. 
But these statistics are good compared to the global south where, take South 
Africa as an example, it is only 15% of VCs who are women (Macupe, 2020).

Significantly, while education may have changed for women, and wom-
en’s rights at work have been improved, we have not really experienced 
many gains in housework, in their caring responsibilities and in their in-
comes (Burkeman, 2018). Women still do the majority of the housework, 
and Nicole Batemen and Martha Ross (2020) from The Brookings Institute 
reported that during the COVID-19 lockdowns across the world, women 
found themselves doing more of the caring responsibilities than their part-
ners. Unlike the 2008 financial crash, the current economic impact has 

I did not understand it at the time, and her history was pieced together 
from stories told by her much younger sisters, but her desire for me to 
do a good job on my Mao Zedong assignment (I did not by the way, 
I remember not wanting to do it and only doing a half-baked job) was 
more about her desire to have had all the opportunities she saw her 
grandchildren having than to do an actual assignment on the Chinese 
Communist Party.
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affected many women who are now jobless (McKinsey & Co, 2021). In ad-
dition to the gaps women traditionally take to care for children and elderly 
relatives, women were suddenly taking an unanticipated gap in their work 
due to redundancies.

Pay gaps and time out

One of the ways that women’s rights at work have changed is in terms of 
their ability to take a legal break to have children. Although the USA is an 
exception, most other liberal, democratic, social capitalistic countries allow 
women to have a paid break from the workforce when they have a child. 
These countries not only guarantee a women’s job while on maternity leave 
but also pay them some or all of their wage while they are on maternity leave. 
Some countries, principally Nordic countries, also offer men the same ben-
efits and encourage them to take a similar break when they become fathers.

However, the insidious problem of women not being equal in the work-
place remains. It may be that the high rates of women working part time, as 
we will talk about in relation to company directorships below, particularly 
after they have children, is a part of the reason why they are not equal in the 
workplace. It may lead to the problem that manifests in women not making 
it to the top echelons of workplaces.

The Australian Workplace Gender and Equality Agency (2021) data show 
that women’s share of senior management is still far from representative. 
Women hold only 15% of chair positions, only 28% of directorships, and only 
18% of CEOs in Australia are female. These data are in spite of the rises in 
employment of women where nearly 50% of the workforce is female. It may 
be that, as the same data set shows, women are nearly 70% of the part-time 
employee workforce, and that may impact on their rise to the top. But, things 
are changing. Real-time data from the Australian Institute of Company Di-
rectors (2020) reporting on data from 2020 show that around 30% of all ASX 
organisations are headed by women. So, there is some hope for improvement.

However, the high rates of part-time employment and the gaps in work-
ing that many women take to have children manifest in many ways. The 
problem is especially stark when looking at the rates of women’s poverty 
in old age. Women are, on average, 100,000 in the hole on their male coun-
terparts at retirement age, according to Q-Super, and a peak lobby group, 
Women in Super, showing that they have roughly half the superannuation 
of men and live on average an extra five years. These data leave women in a 
more precarious position, relying heavily on the aged pension in older age. 
Around a third of women aged over 60 are living in poverty (Heath, 2017), 
in part due to an average of six years break women take in their careers 
due to childbirth which creates a nearly $80,000 drop in superannuation 
savings (Women in Super), which means they can’t retire when they want 
to or are not able to end working in their 60s. These data suggest that life’s 
challenges, such as job loss, divorce, or experiencing domestic violence and 
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abuse can all exacerbate this condition for women. Women are also increas-
ing in homelessness statistics, with Australian Health and Welfare reporting 
in 2020 that 60% of clients who access homeless services are women (AIHW, 
2020, Q-super, 2021; Women in super, 2021)

Mothers who work and working mothers

With increasing rates of women in the workforce, to anyone born between 
the late 1970s and the 1990s, it seems like more and more women work now 
than they did when we were children. And many more of those women are 
mothers. This age group is one which we, the authors, fall in, and perhaps 
you do, too. As a generation, we seem to work more hours than our mothers 
did, continue in our professions in a way many of our mothers could never 
have dreamed of, and have more rights at work than they did. We seem to be 
more interested in a work/life balance and in trying to make a career work 
with child rearing responsibilities, regardless of whether we work full time 
or part time. While, yes, most of us will remember the latch-key kids who 
went home to empty houses each afternoon, it seemed they were a minority. 
We remember teachers pitying those poor waifs who had to do their home-
work on their own because their mothers, heaven forbid, were working. It 
was always the mother who was criticised for not being there, never the fa-
ther, and it was always the mother onto whose shoulders fell the burden 
of care, including ensuring homework was up to scratch, uniforms looked 
clean and tidy, and lunches were healthy and filling.

Anyone born in the late 1970s may have had the experience of their mother 
having to quit her job due to employment law at the time. There was not a 
choice. It was not because a woman felt it was right to be there to collect 
her children from school or open the door for them when they walked back 
home. It was not even a moral decision about the rights and responsibilities 
for children’s rearing and welfare. Many women in that age group had to 
quit their employment because employment law said you could not be si-
multaneously employed and pregnant. In the USA, it only became illegal 
to fire an employee for being pregnant in 1978 (Kurtz, 2014). Those women 
did better than others who are slightly older who had had to quit their jobs 
when they got married. By the 1980s though, things were changing and more 
and more mothers were working. But, the statistics above showing women’s 
working changes haven’t impacted on their expectations at home suggest 
maybe it’s not all good news.

A significant part of this employment story is childcare. The reason more 
mothers are able to work now than 40 years ago is because childcare is more 
readily available. While mothers and sisters who did not work were fre-
quently called upon to undertake the childcare in the past, women relied 
on their mothers and their sisters because there were no other, paid, op-
tions. Childcare, as a paid and formalised service option, really began in the 
1980s after the Australian parliament got involved in the early 1970s which 
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led, in the early to mid-1980s, to the establishment of more than 6,000 day-
care places in Australia (Australian Parliament House – APH, 1997). These 
women needed someone to care for children before they were at school, so 
they could resume their jobs and careers without the massive penalty their 
mothers, if they had been lucky enough to be able to work, had endured. 
Childcare has been a major element in revolutionising the world of work for 
women.

Sisters are doing it for themselves

All the while, there is a change in the ways families were structured. Any-
one born before the 1980s would struggle to know someone who have had 
a parent divorce. They did, of course, but it just was not something you 
talked about. Teachers at school would console you if you were a child of a 
‘broken home’. It was something embarrassing. We remember in the 1980s 
even the talk about so-and-so in our primary schools whose parents had 
gotten divorced. It was a source of shame. A point of difference. However, as 
norms changed, and more and more families experienced this phenomenon, 
it became normalised. Same sex-families, and their increasing visibility in 
the general population, also affect how families are viewed. Australian data 
suggest that, since first asking about same-sex couples on the census in 1996, 
there has been a rise of 32% of households identifying as same-sex since 
then. Of those couples, 52% were male and 48% female and roughly 12% had 
children living with them (Qu, Knight & Higgins, 2016).

Table 1.1 shows just how much families (with children) are changing. 
It’s drawn from a 2011 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
 Development – OECD report titled “Doing better for families” (p. 28).

Table 1.1 D istribution of children1 by household type, selected OECD countries, 
2007

Percentage of children living with: % of children in 
multigenerational 

0 1 2 cohabiting 2 married households
parents parent parents parents Total

Australia 2.6 16.8 81.0 100   :
Austria 2.2 14.3  7.4 76.1 100  7.5
Belgium 2.5 16.2 13.7 67.7 100  2.2
Canada 0.0 22.1 11.0 66.9 100   :
Czech Republic 0.6 14.9  8.2 76.3 100  7.7
Denmark 1.5 17.9 15.1 65.6 100  0.4
Estonia 1.9 21.8 23.9 52.5 100 12.0
Finland 0.9 14.4 15.8 68.9 100  0.6
France 0.9 13.5 21.0 64.5 100  1.8
Germany 1.3 15.0  5.5 78.2 100  0.9
Greece 1.2  5.3  1.2 92.3 100  6.5
Hungary 0.8 15.4  9.9 73.9 100 11.6
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Where to from here?

In the following chapters of this book, we will share diverse stories and life 
experiences of women from different cultures, races, and backgrounds. 
These life stories open us to the vast and diverse challenges but also joy 
of being a contemporary, twenty-first century women. These women have 
dreams and many worked hard to pursue their dreams in an often masculine 
world. This book and its chapters are about women and their voices. We 
hope when you’ve finished reading all the chapters in this book, you not only 
hear their voices but also their roars. We also hope when you’ve finished 
reading this book, you feel inspired to tackle the challenges in your life, but 
also better support the women around you.

We hope that, like the bumper stickers, you think ‘women can do any-
thing (they choose to do)’.
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Start of the day1

“They don’t call me ‘Grandma’. They call me Amah. Mother”. Namrita’s 
(F1) morning routine was the same every day unless there was the occasional  
‘function’ – someone’s wedding to attend, for instance. For many years when 
her three grandchildren were around Primary school-aged, she would get them 
ready for school and walk them to the MRT (Mass Rapid Transit) station by  
6 am. She would bid them goodbye as they headed for school. Now they were 
old enough to go themselves. But her grandchildren still called her ‘Amah’. 
Every morning, she would cycle to the nearby market to go “marketing” (buying 
groceries), cook meals for the family, welcome the children home after school 
and do housework.

Namrita’s grandchildren started calling her ‘Amah’ shortly after her daughter 
Juliana’s divorce from her husband when their three children were very young. 
Namrita lay down her own diagnosis of the problem in Juliana’s relationship with 
her ex-husband:“Because ah, nowadays children, even married, their life, they 
never give and take.[…] But you all never think about children you know. Frankly 
I’m telling you, they all never think about children.” At first, Juliana had asked 
her mother-in-law to take care of the three children. But Namrita recounted: “The 
mother-in-law says cannot. [Juliana] only come to my place and cry: “Mother- 
in-law don’t want to take care, you take care my children”. I said, “okay””.

There was a matter-of-factness to Namrita’s personality, an acceptance of what 
had already happened. Now, she wanted to do everything she could to help her 
daughter and her grandchildren. Juliana worked long hours – 12 hours a day as a 
nurse in a private nursing home (sometimes, Namrita said, Juliana stood all day).  
Feeling sorry for his daughter, Namrita’s husband Fardeen told Namrita: 
“Everything you do lah, give her rest”. Fardeen also tried to help; he worked 
as a part-time taxi driver to support the family financially, and installed 
air-conditioning and a computer in the room shared by his grandchildren – 
“everything” the grandchildren needed. Namrita explained:

[We don’t want them to think] why my life like that, why my father like that, 
my mother like that… I don’t want the thought to go inside. So I look after 
them like mother. My husband is the father. [laughs] From small you know? 
Around five years old. How many years.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003125419-2
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Suddenly the other day my grandson tell me: “See my family, how, bro-
ken family. See my father like that. My mother staying in another house. 
How heart pain.” I said: “Why you all heart pain? You all everything done 
here. Your grandfather do for you everything, you know? So don’t worry 
about that. Your life is happy now. Why you all don’t –?” He said: “Lucky I 
have a good grandpa and grandma”.

The family lived in their grandparents’ house, bought over 30 years ago, 
because as Namrita’s older granddaughter, Shreya, explained: “My mum had a 
house like around Yishun, but […] like I think we got - I don’t know, I think 
we got kicked out”.

In Namrita’s view, Juliana could have gotten a better, more high-paying and 
comfortable job if she had studied hard at school:

We save money for studies for overseas, they never study properly. O-level, 
they come, my daughter lah, she come – I never see her take book and read 
you know. Come only close the door. That’s why.

Grandparents had a crucial role to play in the lives of children in this family.  
Yet, across interviews, while families described making sacrifices and doing 
“everything” they could, their efforts were situated within a context of hope in 
what schooling could do for the family. Namrita expressed her reliance on seem-
ingly competent, caring school staff in partaking in raising her grandchildren, in 
both academic and moral matters.

Now these children all very playful right. Sometimes [teachers] all advise the 
children how they must come up, how to respect the parents in school. So 
they also learn everything from the school. So no problem. So we no need to 
advise them a lot. ‘Cause teachers are teaching them how to respect every-
body. How they must, you know future they must go up right, cannot go 
down. Slowly, slowly, step by step, must go up, right.

(emphasis added)

Amidst the struggles of the present, Namrita believed the trajectory would 
always be upwards, as long as families worked closely with teachers and young peo-
ple exerted effort. Such a belief was also reproduced in schools; Shreya described a 
workshop run at her school: “So it’s like they send a person or like two people to 
come over and talk, and not really just talk, like teach us about like obviously the 
importance of like education and also like how to […] in terms of like studying and 
getting good grades”. The workshop leader sought to correct certain kinds of think-
ing, such as: “‘Oh it’s because I can’t study and he can study, he’s just smarter.’ So 
it’s like they don’t make you think in that way, they make you think like everyone 
can do it. Like everyone can achieve the same thing as long as you put in effort”.

This chapter explores how features of Singapore’s education system structure 
how disadvantaged families navigate this system. The features of Singapore’s 
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education system extend like spokes from the centre of the wheel, the ide-
ological heart of public policy in Singapore – meritocracy. ‘Meritocracy’ is 
a key guiding principle in Singaporean governance (Tan 2008), observable 
across every Singaporean public institution, from Singapore’s civil service, 
to schools, to the armed forces (Koh 2014). In this chapter, the features 
of Singapore’s education system are discussed in relation to the notion of 
‘meritocracy’.

Meritocracy and the start of ‘Singapore’

Singaporean meritocracy operates on the assumption that any individual with 
talent and hard work, regardless of class or race background, can succeed 
(Adzahar 2012). Its connotations of progress, success and optimism are evi-
dent in the title of Singapore’s national anthem, ‘Majulah Singapura’ (‘Onwards, 
Singapore’) and has been an enduring feature of Singaporean public policy since 
the city-state’s independence from British colonial rule in 1959.

In Singapore, PAP leaders’ allegiance to meritocracy runs deep from the spring 
of history. The Republic of Singapore was established in August 1965, gaining 
independence first from the British colonial administration (1819–1959) and 
then from the Malaysian government following a failed merger between the 
two countries (1963–1965). Most Singaporeans are familiar with the ‘Singapore 
Story’ – an oft-told narrative in citizenship education classes (Sim and Print 
2009) and in political speeches (e.g., Ng 2011) – of Singapore’s transformation 
from a small fishing village with scarce natural resources and a high unemploy-
ment rate, to a major metropolitan city with strong alliances with transnational 
capital. Today, Singapore has amongst the highest GDP/capita in the world. 
PAP politicians, especially the late Lee Kuan Yew – described by some as the 
‘founding father’ of Singapore – were widely viewed as the leaders at the helm 
of this transformation.

‘Meritocracy’ is often credited by PAP politicians as the guiding principle 
underpinning their efforts at transformation, and protecting Singapore from 
economic and political disaster. The term ‘meritocracy’ was popularised through 
Michael Young’s dystopian novel, The Rise of Meritocracy, published in 1958 – 
around the same time Lee Kuan Yew became Chief Minister (1959) and then 
Prime Minister of Singapore (1965). While the term is used perjoratively in The 
Rise of Meritocracy to describe a society rigidly stratified by ‘intelligence’ (or 
‘merit’) in place of descent, the term is used positively by politicians across many 
modern capitalist societies.

Lee Kuan Yew, Prime Minister of Singapore from its independence until 1990, 
explicitly inscribed meritocracy as a key governing principle in Singapore. In a 
1983 speech, he described the transformations underway in 1980s Singapore 
as follows:

Scholars, many of them the sons and daughters of uneducated, unskilled 
workers, hawkers or drivers, no longer become manual workers and union 
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leaders. They move straightaway into the upper reaches of the top compa-
nies, statutory boards or government ministries.

(Lee, 1983)

A meritocratic ethos would putatively encourage hard work and thrift amongst 
citizens, and safeguard those in political and business leadership from crony-
ism and nepotism. The concept of ‘meritocracy’ is fundamental to the state- 
citizen compact in Singapore – a compact which some have called, in Singapore, 
the ‘prosperity consensus’ (Ismail and Shaw 2006) or the ‘prosperity-loyalty 
compact’ (Gopinathan 2007:66). This compact or consensus is as follows: the 
government will create conditions for material (educational and economic) flour-
ishing, in exchange for citizenry’s diligence, discipline and loyalty to the govern-
ment. That is, the government will provide conditions whereby one’s origins are 
not hindrances to achieving success and provide platforms for citizens to rise; 
in return, citizens would be good workers and remain loyal to the government.

The disaster that the PAP leadership was widely credited with avoiding, related 
not just only to economic constraints, but had also a racial dimension. One of the 
reasons for Singapore and Malaysia’s separation was that Singaporean politicians 
disagreed with Malaysian politicians’ support for affirmative action. Affirmative 
action policies involved providing higher levels of government support for the 
Malay ethno-racial group based on their racial categorisation. PAP politicians 
moved quickly to establish in newly independent Singapore that: “there can 
be no distinction between majority rights and minority rights” (Parliamentary 
Debates 1967, cited in Tremewan 1994).

As a geographically small Chinese-majority city-state amongst large Malay-
Muslim majority neighbours such as Indonesia and Malaysia, Singaporean 
political leaders were acutely aware of the risks of racial conflict. Racial riots 
in the 1950s and 1960s involved violent clashes between Chinese and Malays 
(Velayutham 2017). ‘Meritocracy’ was believed to provide the neutral arbi-
ter, a mechanism for resolving the fraught question of how Singapore’s scarce 
resources should be distributed between the population. The proclaimed 
aspiration was for Singapore to become a ‘multiracial meritocracy’, where all 
races play a part in Singapore’s social, cultural and economic development and 
are treated equally. ‘Meritocracy’ would thus putatively facilitate social cohe-
sion, including cohesion between races. Summarily, one might argue that  
‘meritocracy’ was a key tool that the PAP government drew on to achieve its 
three goals: economic productivity, political legitimacy and social cohesion (Lee 
and Qian 2017; Pereira 2008).

Meritocracy and education policy

How does the meritocratic ethos shape the features of Singapore’s education 
system? A key metaphor in political rhetoric concerning ‘meritocracy’ is that 
of ‘levelling the playing field’ (providing equality of opportunity). However, 
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meritocratic logics suggest that it ‘follows’ that those who reach the top ‘justi-
fiably’ receive better rewards (an elitist outcome). In this section, meritocracy’s 
twin strands of egalitarianism and elitism (Lim 2013; Tan 2008) and their shap-
ing effects on education policy, are discussed in turn.

On the one hand, the PAP government has sought to ‘level the playing 
field’ in different ways. The Singapore government has historically been the 
provider of education for the large majority of its student population; it is 
credited for providing a generally high-quality, well-resourced public schools 
which over 98% of Singaporean students attend – a similar proportion to 
social-democratic Norway (Wear 2020). For Singapore citizens, monthly 
school fees at most government schools are free at Primary school level, and 
around $5/month at Secondary school level for many schools. Households 
earning less than $690/month/household member can apply for the MOE’s 
Financial Assistance Scheme, which provides a full waiver of any Secondary 
school fees, as well as free school attire, textbooks and transport subsidisation 
costs (MOE 2019).

The PAP government also established Self-Help Groups (SHGs) – welfare 
organisations which historically have aimed at improving the educational out-
comes of minority groups, but have gradually expanded their programs to 
cover “economic, social and cultural areas of community life” (Kok and Liow 
1993:305). Today, these organisations provide tuition programmes, leadership 
camps, mentorship schemes, life skills classes for students and families (for 
instance, computing classes, financial management and even parenting classes), 
in addition to bursaries for families with financial need.

Anjushri (mother, F3) attended a SHG programme for parents and was 
impressed by it. “The man ah…later I ask my son what is the man’s name. He is 
a very good man. He teaches us […] how to grow up the children”. The ‘man’ 
from the SHG spoke to a range of concerns that parents worried over, such as: 
“What are the things our children must eat? What time they must sleep?” She 
continued: “He said fried egg don’t give them, give them the boiled egg, you 
know? […] At least one week you give them three to four times. It’s good for 
the brain. How I know that? I told my husband – I go for this, only I know”. 
Anjushri’s school-aged children attended SHG tuition classes twice a week. 
SHGs are a “household name” in Singapore (Tai 2016).

Each major racial group is assigned an SHG – the three largest SHGs being 
Mendaki for Malays, the Singapore Indian Development Assistance Council 
(SINDA) for Indians, and the Chinese Development Assistance Council (CDAC) 
for Chinese. Founded in 1982, 1991 and 1992 respectively, SHGs formed an 
important part of the PAP government’s ‘Many Helping Hands Policy’. Under 
this policy, the state would “set the legal, regulatory and financial parameters” 
(Tai 2016), and provide financial grants to SHGs (Helping Self-Help Groups 
2014). As the title of the policy suggests, responsibility for helping the disad-
vantaged is shared between the government and non-government actors. While 
SHGs are partly governed by the state (government representatives sit on the 
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Board of SHGs), SHGs are given a certain degree of autonomy in designing, 
planning and conducting their programmes. SHGs directly serve beneficiaries 
and coordinate the contributions of volunteers and donors (Tai 2016). Politicians 
argued that establishing SHGs would improve inter-class bonding, as wealthier 
members of each racial group help the less well-off. Grassroots volunteers would 
identify and find ways to solve problems, providing a less patronising approach 
to help poor families, compared to a state-led approach.

While the PAP government has sought to equalise opportunity to an extent 
through public education and SHG support, Singapore’s public education sys-
tem is simultaneously characterised by significant internal diversity, punctuated 
by high-stakes examinations which sift students into different pathways. The 
internal diversity of the system has been justified on the grounds that diversity 
and flexibility cater to students’ different interests and abilities, and provides stu-
dents with a greater sense of ownership and purpose. Within Singapore’s public 
education system, there is an increasingly diverse range of schools (for instance, 
specialised independent schools such as the National University of Singapore 
[NUS] High School for Maths and Science) and curricula (such as more schools 
offering programmes such as the International Baccalaureate). There are also 
diverse pathways within a school, as seen in the level of streaming in Singaporean 
education – a move described as customising learning for students. Within this 
diverse system, parents are increasingly positioned in policy as ‘partners’ in help-
ing their children maximise educational opportunities and achievement.

However, the rhetoric of ‘diversity’ and ‘multiple pathways’ can obscure 
how these practices advantage certain parents with the educational know-how 
and the social, economic and cultural capital to navigate a more complex, dif-
ferentiated system (Ball 2003; Musset 2012). This rhetoric can also obscure 
the different outcomes for different groups that result from pursuing different 
pathways (Anderson 2015; Talib and Fitzgerald 2015), with students from the 
most prestigious streams gaining access to the most prestigious post-secondary 
institutions.

The typical Singaporean educational experience unfolds in three stages.

1 Primary School (6 years)
• As of 2020, there are 138 government primary schools and 46 govern-

ment-aided primary schools (government-aided schools are founded by 
persons other than the state, such as by community organisations, but 
receive funding from the government) (Lee, forthcoming).

• Compulsory starting school age: 6 years.
• While only 6 years of primary school education is compulsory, com-

pletion of 10–11 years of education is nearly universal in Singapore 
(OECD 2011).

• Subject-based banding begins early in Singapore, at the Primary Four 
level, where students take English, Maths and Science at Standard or 
Foundation levels, and Mother Tongue Language at Higher, Standard 
or Foundation levels.
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• Students take the PSLE at Primary Six, and students are sorted into 
different secondary schools largely based on students’ scores and the 
proximity of their residence to schools (Gee 2012).

• The Direct School Admission (DSA) policy admits students to certain 
secondary schools based on other (non-academic) criteria that usually 
matches the school’s profile or niche – such as exceptional achievements 
in leadership, sports and arts – as a way to reduce the ‘tyranny’ of a 
PSLE points-based system (Koh 2014).

2 Secondary School (4–5 years)
• As of 2020, there are 105 government secondary schools, 31 govern-

ment-aided secondary schools and eight independent schools (Lee, 
forthcoming).

• Based on their PSLE results, students prior to 2018 were streamed into 
three streams: Express, N-A, or N-T. Each stream is associated with dif-
ferent levels of academic rigour, as well as different post-Secondary out-
comes (Ho 2012). This system will be fully replaced by subject-based 
banding in 2024.

• Students take the Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Education 
(GCE) – either the N-level (taken at Secondary Four, by N-A and N-T 
stream students) or the O-level (taken at Secondary Four by Express stu-
dents, or at Secondary Five for N-A students with academic scores high 
enough for consideration for the more prestigious O-level qualifica-
tion). Movement between streams is possible but reasonably uncommon; 
on average, less than 1% of the Secondary Three cohort moved to the 
N-A stream between Secondary Three and Four, between 2002–2012  
(Anderson 2015). Analysing the demographics of N-T stream students  
also reveals that N-T students are disproportionately Malay, male and from 
low socio-economic status backgrounds (Anderson 2015; Kassim 2006).

• Following their PSLE exams, students enter one of four types of sec-
ondary schools:
i Independent and ‘mainstream’ schools.

– Independent schools – the most academically prestigious schools 
in Singapore. These eight schools are granted significant curric-
ular and financial autonomy by the MOE.

– Mainstream schools – the majority of public schools in Singapore 
(excluding independent schools) can be called ‘mainstream’ 
schools (Lim 2016). These schools used to be called ‘neighbour-
hood’ schools but the label was removed to reduce the stigma of 
attending these schools.

ii Specialised schools – for students who wish to pursue a vocational, 
more practice-oriented education.

iii Specialised independent schools – recent years have seen the estab-
lishment of specialised independent schools such as Singapore 
Sports School, NUS High School for Maths and Science and the 
School of Science and Technology.
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iv Privately funded schools – these include international schools and 
are not funded by the government. Less than 2% of Singaporean 
students are enrolled in privately funded schools.
– Another notable form of diversity in the system includes the 

six-year Integrated Programme (IP), offered at selected sec-
ondary schools and Junior Colleges (JC). The IP allows the 
highest-academically achieving students (approximately 10%) 
to bypass the GCE O-Level and move directly towards a GCE 
A-level or IB qualification. Allowing students to bypass exami-
nations provides more time for students to acquire broader life 
skills and to pursue their own intellectual interests.

– The School-Based Gifted Education Programme is also only 
offered at selected secondary schools and Junior Colleges, and 
caters to the highest academic achievers (top 1%), determined 
through screening tests at Primary school level.

3 Post-Secondary Level (2–3 years)
• Based on students’ N- or O-level results, students enter Junior 

Colleges (JCs), Polytechnics or the Institute of Technical Education 
(ITE).

• JCs offer a two-year course typically leading to a GCE A-level or IB 
Diploma. JC is seen as the most straightforward path to university – it 
usually requires O-level qualification and is the most academically pres-
tigious of the three post-secondary institutions.

• Polytechnics offer three-year diploma programs, after which the most 
high-scoring students can apply to enter university.

• ITEs offer vocational courses that result in diplomas or certificates; most 
ITE students do not enter university (Anderson 2015). The majority of 
N-T students attend ITE; statistics point to “the constrained future 
opportunities associated with being in the NT track”, with only 15% 
of each N-T cohort pursuing further education after ITE (Anderson 
2015:8).

Families interviewed in this study were largely in favour of the diversity within 
Singapore’s education system, seeing it as a way to protect their children from 
becoming demoralised in a deeply challenging, rigorous system. While research 
suggests that streaming, particularly at an early age can have regressive effects 
(Ng 2014a), one father, Dimal (F5) remarked streaming should begin even ear-
lier than the year level at which it currently starts:

Primary One, Primary Two must detect their special features, make them 
confident, make them understand. Not from Primary Five, Primary Six, 
too late! Primary One, Primary Two, you detect, go to Primary Three. […] 
When you catch – when you know that this is their features, you start ear-
lier, then they will want to become better.
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However, recent years have seen a growing public consciousness over the wid-
ening economic and educational attainment and opportunity gaps between peo-
ple from different class and racial backgrounds (Gopinathan 2012; Lim 2013; 
Koh and Chong 2014). The next section delves into the relationship between 
meritocracy and inequality in greater detail.

Meritocracy and inequality

In theory, the ‘meritocracy’ narrative charts a linear pathway from talent and effort, 
to educational achievement, to success. Scholarship on meritocracy in Singaporean 
education, however, tends to critique the fairness of these linkages; much of this 
scholarship critiques ‘meritocracy’ as undesirable (e.g., Talib and Fitzgerald 2015; 
Bellows 2009). Not only is it suggested to not ‘work’, it is framed as a mechanism 
of government that appears fair through its principle of non-discrimination, while 
legitimising a stratified political and economic order (Lim and Apple 2015).

In Singapore, the optimistic promises of meritocracy have become destabi-
lised with growing recognition in public and scholarly discourse of economic 
and educational inequalities. Recent years have seen Singapore ranked as the 
most unequal developed economy after Hong Kong (as measured by the Gini 
index) – and the fourth most economically unequal in Asia, following Hong 
Kong, China and Malaysia (CIA 2017). While Singapore’s Gini coefficient ini-
tially decreased in the 1970s as the country underwent rapid industrialisation 
and opportunity structures expanded, the Gini coefficient began increasing 
from the 1980s, increasing from 0.412 in 1997 to 0.458 in 2016, indicating an 
uneven sharing of the total rise in wages in Singapore (Chew 2017). Further, 
income earnings of the lowest income earners are stagnating, relative to the 
highest income earners. Between 2000-2016, income earnings grew at a rate of 
120% for the top decile of income earners – almost double the rate of the lowest 
decile, at 70% (ibid). While there is no official poverty line in Singapore, by set-
ting the poverty line as less than half of median household income, a measure 
widely used in academic scholarship, about one-fifths of Singapore’s resident 
population might be categorised as poor (Teo 2018).

Given that education attainment is a central arbiter for ‘merit’ – for instance, 
for securing a job in Singapore’s prestigious public service or more broadly in 
Singapore society – it is not surprising that economic inequalities are closely 
intertwined with educational inequalities. Andreas Schleicher, Deputy Director 
for Education and Skills at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), described Singapore’s education system as a “strong per-
former in quality, but an average performer in equity” (cited in NIE 2013). In 
Singapore, the proportion of students in Singapore’s elite schools with university 
graduate fathers exceeds 50%, while the estimated proportion in mainstream 
schools is merely 10% (Chang and Cai 2011). The PAP’s neoconservative edu-
cational agenda, which has historically emphasised efficiency and stratification 
over equity, has tended to favour the production of an academic elite.
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Class-based inequalities are linked in complex ways with race-based inequali-
ties in Singapore. In many liberal democratic states, the “less emotively charged” 
term, ‘ethnicity’ is preferred to ‘race’, due to the more socio-cultural connota-
tions of the former and the stronger biological connotations of the latter (Chua, 
2017:123). However, in this book, the term ‘race’ is used, as it is the term used 
in Singaporean everyday life and in Singapore’s constitution. It is also used with 
the recognition that ‘race’ is a self-conscious ideological construction of the PAP 
government.

Within Singapore’s economic hierarchy, broadly speaking, Chinese tend to be 
at the top, Malays at the bottom and Indians in between – a hierarchy “reflected 
in income, education, housing and virtually every other social and economic  
category” (Moore 2000: 340). MOE data shows persistent PSLE attainment 
gaps over time between Chinese, Indian and Malay ethnic groups at both 
primary and secondary levels, particularly for mathematics and science. The 
Chinese tend to have the highest proportion of students achieving between 
A*-C, the Malay group with the lowest and the Indian group somewhere in 
between (MOE 2018). Chinese, while being around 76% of the population, are 
over-represented in universities and polytechnics (around 92% and 84% respec-
tively) – Indians and Malays are underrepresented in these institutions. Different 
reasons are given for race-based educational inequalities, including the low 
aspirations of working-class Malays (Adzahar 2012), an education system that 
favours the norms, attitudes and values of Confucian culture (Barr and Skrbis 
2008), elitist education policies that provide more opportunities for privileged 
families (Rahim 1998), and the internalisation of the ‘cultural deficit thesis’ 
which leads to self-fulfilling prophesies concerning Malay students’ relatively low 
educational attainment while the ‘Chinese’ are endowed with positive traits such 
as hard work and thrift (Barr and Low 2005).

The analytic focus on ‘race’ shifted over the course of this study. Initially, 
I intended to seek the perspectives of minority groups, to grasp the similari-
ties and differences in state-citizen relations across minority groups. However, 
families seemed less interested in explicating the effects of race relative to class 
on their educational and economic futures. I also observed significant homo-
geneity between low-income Indians’ and Malays’ views regarding educa-
tion. These findings resonate with Singaporean scholarship that indicates that 
‘class’ divisions are more salient than ‘race’ divisions in Singaporean everyday 
life (Chua 2017; Teo 2018). In this book, the analytic focus is more on class-
based, rather than race-based disadvantage. This is not because race is unim-
portant; social class in Singapore is racialised (Barr and Skrbis, 2008). In later  
chapters, I explore how meritocratic language erases race-consciousness, via 
what I call the ‘non-productions’ of race. 

Overall, inequality and elitism remain a significant challenge for the PAP 
in legitimising meritocracy. Previous Minister of Education, Ong Ye Kung, 
appealed for Singaporeans to not “lose faith” in meritocracy, to not see it as 
a “dirty word” (Teng, 2018b). In recent years, there have been growing calls 
by senior politicians for a more ‘compassionate’, ‘inclusive’ meritocracy, and 
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to increase equity measures across education, housing and healthcare (Rodan, 
2016). However, the political rhetoric that describes a shift in the PAP’s ideolog-
ical direction towards ‘left-of-centre’ pulls against its neoliberal values (Rodan, 
2016). Inequality seems to be both an inevitable consequence of Singaporean 
meritocracy, embedded in its very logics – as well as what constitutes its greatest 
challenge. 

Three dilemmas

In this sction, I discuss thre policy dilemmas, highlighting that what is sur-
prising, in light of the contradictions and inequalities (re)produced through 
a stratified, high-stakes education system, is the degree of collaboration with 
and positivity towards the Singapore state. This finding coheres with what 
wider research has indicated, regarding the striking lack of collective drive for 
socio-political transformation in Singapore (Teo 2011; Tremewan 1994).

The first dilemma is the tension between the rhetoric of meritocracy that 
provides the appearance of endless possibilities, vis-à-vis the structural impossi-
bility of every child achieving financial and education success (Tremewan 1994). 
Dimal (F5), who had climbed up the ladder from doorman to bellboy to hotel 
receptionist, believed all six of his girls could achieve success if they would exert 
effort: “It’s your […] passion of the project, or the task that you are given, you 
need to do 100% on that, you can do it! […] Everybody is the same […] If [my 
daughters] are doing well, they will get it, the thing. Always, from a failure, they 
can become a billionaire, they don’t know – you see?” Yet, it was sometimes hard 
to ‘see’ from their one-room rental flat, where Dimal, his wife and six daughters 
stayed. The whole family lived in one room that was attached to a tiny kitchen 
and toilet. Household items spilled into the corridors due to the lack of space; 
during the day, the mattresses had to be piled outside to provide space for the 
family to use the indoors area. Sometimes the children went hungry, eating only 
chocolate for dinner.

While streaming was perceived as protecting students from disengaging 
from the system, there is a clear tension between the appearance of endless 
possibilities and the existence of the N-T stream and ITE to catch those who 
‘fail’. Dimal’s oldest daughter, Farah, sitting near her mother who sat silently 
cradling her sick youngest sister, was more succinct than her father about 
why streaming was a good feature of Singaporean education: “Because not 
everyone is born with dreams”. Farah, like three of her sisters, was in the 
N-T stream. Another Secondary Four student, Shafiq (F6), remarked that 
people joked that ITE stood for “It’s The End”. It is not as bad as they 
say, though, he added quickly; as an N-T student himself, he was most likely 
headed toward ITE.

The second education policy dilemma is that of ‘parentocracy’ in the ‘strong’ 
Singapore state. Jason Tan (cited in Ong 2014) describes a shift in Singapore 
over time, from a ‘meritocracy’ to a ‘parentocracy’, whereby one’s success is 
contingent on parents’ capacities (or difficulties in this respect) to strategise and 
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invest in the educational success of their children. The question arises: should 
families depend on their own enterprise and efforts, or on the state, for suc-
cess? On the one hand, the Singapore state is described as a ‘strong’ interven-
tionist state (Lim and Apple 2016; Tan 2008) that encourages dependence on 
itself through its almost social-democratic provision of public education. Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong urged parents against excessive interference in their 
children’s education, such as through enrolling their children in multiple kin-
dergartens or sending their kindergarten-aged children to tuition. In his 2012 
National Day Rally speech, he cautioned: “Please let your children have their 
childhood […] Instead of growing up balanced and happy, he grows up narrow 
and neurotic […] It’s good for young children to play”. Berating over-zealous 
parenting, he stated: “You do harm. You turn the kid off, you make his life  
miserable” (Lee 2012).

On the other hand, commentators have pointed towards the rise of a ‘paren-
tocracy’ in Singapore that is tacitly produced through its education system 
and culture (Ong 2014). ‘Parentocratic’ behaviour is encouraged through 
Singapore’s high-stakes, competitive education system and the heavy emphasis 
on self-reliance and responsibility in Singaporean political and popular culture. 
As noted in the Introduction, the devolution of responsibility to the family unit 
is not uncommon in East Asian states that are influenced by Confucian thought 
(Eklund and Göransson 2016) – including Singapore (Chia 2011),1 which 
has been ruled by the Chinese-majority PAP since its independence. Within 
Confucian thought, the ‘family’ is viewed as bearing a wide range of economic 
and social responsibilities (Teo 2011). How, then, should parents – particularly 
disadvantaged parents – navigate increasingly ‘parentocratic’ Singapore? How 
do trends towards ‘parentocracy’ in Singapore influence these families’ relations 
with the state and school?

The third education policy dilemma lies in the tension between the high-
stakes, performative structures of Singaporean education and more recent 
reforms towards ‘holistic’, child-centered education. This tension is what 
Dil Bach and Søren Christensen (2017), in their research on middle-class 
parents in Singapore, call the ‘double bind’ – parents are confused, caught 
between the imperatives to push their children to work hard and gain top 
grades, and imperatives to relax and aim for a child’s holistic development 
instead.

The relatively more recent reforms towards holistic, child-centered education 
were developed partly to reduce pressure on students as well as the “societal 
obsession” with grades – and develop students’ individual interests and strengths 
(Tan 2018:78). A further rationale, which emerged more strongly in the late 
1990s following the Asian Financial Crisis, was that schooling should prepare 
students for the precarities and risks of a global knowledge-based economy. In a 
context of rapid technological advancement and increasing economic globalisa-
tion, students were seen as requiring broader, more flexible thinking skills (such 
as critical and creative thinking), as well as personal dispositions of resilience 
and enterprise.
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In the same year the Asian Financial Crisis began (1997), the ‘Thinking 
School, Learning Nation’ (TSLN) policy framework was launched, which sought 
to strengthen a culture of thinking and inquiry amongst Singaporean students, 
and to prepare them for the 21st century. This led to a series of changes – such as 
the explicit teaching of critical and creative thinking, efforts to harness informa-
tion technology for educational purposes, changes to assessment modes to focus 
on processes rather than outcomes in learning and teaching and initiatives such 
as ‘Teach Less Learn More’ movement which reduced curriculum content to 
provide more space for intellectual curiosity and exploration (Tan, Choo, Kang, 
and Liem 2017). Furthermore, policy rhetoric emphasised that it was not merely 
the elite, top-scoring students who should develop critical thinking, but all of 
Singapore’s students (Kadir 2018).

The TSLN policy framework paved the way for the ‘Framework for 21st- 
Century Competencies and Student Outcomes’, formalised in 2010. This frame-
work is comprised of:

• Core values – such as respect, responsibility and integrity.
• Socio-emotional competencies – such as self-awareness, self-management 

and social awareness.
• Competencies required in a ‘globalised world’ – civic literacy, global aware-

ness and cross-cultural skills; critical and inventive thinking; and communi-
cation, collaboration and information skills.

• Desired Outcomes of Education – the core values and competencies 
help students embody four ‘Desired Outcomes of Education’, namely, 
‘Confident Person’, ‘Self-directed Learner’, ‘Concerned Citizen’ and ‘Active 
Contributor’.

Educational changes in the spirit of TSLN and the 21st-Century Competencies 
framework included new subjects that developed problem-solving and interdis-
ciplinary thinking, such as Knowledge and Inquiry, and Project Work. New 
programmes were established to encourage holistic development, such as the 
Programme for Active Learning (which promotes outdoors education and per-
forming and visual arts), the Applied Learning Programme (which connects 
the curriculum to hands-on experience in industry) and the Learning for Life 
Programme (which develops students’ values and character through experiential 
learning – such as through outdoor activities, sports and visual arts).

In Singapore, these educational reforms were introduced in an ‘additive’ 
fashion, without subtracting significantly from an already saturated curriculum 
(Deng, Gopinathan, and Lee 2013b). Previous Minister for Education, Ong 
Ye Kung, called for the balancing between “rigour” and an emphasis on the 
“strong fundamentals” of literacy and numeracy, with the “joy of learning” 
(Ong 2018b). Yet, time pressures and contradicting imperatives have resulted 
in disjunctions between policy rhetoric, and classroom pedagogy and practice. 
While policy rhetoric calls for changes to “outmoded” forms of pedagogy and 
practice (Kadir 2018), the systems and processes of Singapore’s high-stakes 
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education system continue to implicitly create pressures on families and schools 
to prioritise the earning of good examination results. This has led to a ‘hybrid’ 
classroom pedagogy that seeks to balance child-centred, inquiry-based methods 
with more content-based, didactic methods, yet leans more towards didactic 
methods (Deng, Gopinathan, and Lee 2013).

It is not uncommon to see the dovetailing of policy trajectories that empha-
sise 21st-century competencies, alongside those that emphasise performativity, 
accountability and testing (Gopinathan 2007). Nonetheless, this third policy 
dilemma creates ambivalence, confusion and anxiety for families regarding how 
both imperatives might be realised in their children’s or grandchildren’s lives. 
When asked whether she agreed with government policy to train children to not 
only pass exams, but also to think creatively and ask questions, Namrita (grand-
mother, F1) described this as a “good programme” – but children cannot take 
another burden on top of what they already must do.

See my granddaughter third one. […] She very stress you know. The PSLE 
girl. Very stress you know. That day, two days never go to school. Why? 
Stress ah, got headache, because I have many homework, teacher gave me 
many homework, I cannot do.

She continued: “Some children can, some children cannot take it. You got see 
or not?” She gestured at the window in the McDonalds we were sitting in, at 
the pavement below. “Some children, they talk themselves when walking. Like 
mental, you know. Scared”. Namrita recognised that the Singapore government 
wanted to “train” students “like overseas ah – studies like play”. But she noted: 
“overseas not like this you know, must study-study. They all study a bit then 
play lah then very fast the school closed. […] But they say Singapore very tough. 
Studies ah, Singapore very tough, they pushing”.

Conclusion

Overall, families’ efforts to raise children and negotiate a ‘successful’ future 
take place within a context coloured by meritocratic optimism yet constrained 
by the hard edges of a high-stakes, performative education system. This chap-
ter has sketched the key features of Singapore’s education policy landscape and 
Singaporean meritocracy which underpins it. It has also presented three policy 
dilemmas: the appearance of endless possibilities and the structural impossibility 
of every child achieving success; ‘parentocracy’ in a ‘strong’ state; and navigat-
ing a high-stakes education system that also seeks to be child-centered and to 
develop a child holistically. All three dilemmas influence how families experi-
ence Singapore’s education policy landscape. Furthermore, interwoven into all 
three dilemmas are questions regarding families’ relations of responsibility and 
dependency with the state and schools – what does responsible pedagogic work 
look like, and how does this ‘work’ in a ‘strong’ state? These three dilemmas, 
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and the underlying questions of responsibility and dependency, will be unpacked 
throughout subsequent chapters.

Note
 1. See Yeow-Tong Chia’s work (e.g. Chia, 2011) for a more extended discussion on the 

influences of Confucianism on Singapore’s political culture and on values educa-
tion in Singapore.
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1 Shakespeare’s Patron 
and Female Friend

William Shakespeare is enigmatic. Is he the brooding Prince Hamlet or the 
self-serving, garrulous Falstaff; the hapless Lord Berowne or the hero-in-
love Romeo Montague; the lost Pericles or the loyal bastard, Falconbridge; 
the witty, prickly Beatrice or the metrosexual Rosalind? We don’t know. 
But in the first attempted biography of Shakespeare in 1709, Nicholas 
Rowe acknowledged Shakespeare’s “favour and friendship from the Earl 
of Southampton,”1 and evidence suggests that “Shakespeare had only 
one known patron, namely Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton.”2 
Whereas William Shakespeare’s life as a writer is opaque,3 we know a lot 
about Wriothesley and he might offer some insight into the writer.4 With 
a focus on Shakespeare’s patron and his contemporaries, and not Rowe’s 
impoverished standard biography of 1709, one might discover more about 
Shakespeare.

Henry Wriothesley (1573–1624), Earl of Southampton, was nine years 
younger than William Shakespeare (1564–1616). According to peerage 
records, the name Wriothesley was traditionally pronounced “Wrosely,” 
or “Rose-ley,”5 and contemporary scholars agree.6 Later, when their son, 
Thomas, was baptised on the 2nd of April 1607, the parents were recorded 
as “Henry and Eliz. Wroseley, Erle and Countess of Southampton.”7 In this 
book also, this Henry Wriothesley will be referred to as “Wroseley,” and 
considered to be pronounced as Roseley.

When Henry Wroseley, himself, was only four years old, Wroseley’s par-
ents became estranged.8 When his 36-year-old father died in 1581, there 
were no grandfathers or uncles on his father’s side to help. But his mother, 
Mary Browne Wriothesley, was supported by her own Browne family. 
Her father was the Lord Montague, Sir Anthony Browne (1528–1592), 
and Henry Wroseley was his first grandson. Lord Montague had a distin-
guished horseman’s heritage, as suggested by his name-sakes in Table 1.1.

When his father died, Wroseley became the 3rd Earl of Southampton at 
the age of seven years. The Lord High Treasurer, William Cecil, who from 
1571 was styled Lord Burghley, became Wroseley’s guardian (losing one’s 
father even if not one’s mother, accounted one an orphan). Henry Wroseley 
was schooled at Cecil House in The Strand until he was 12. There, he 
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probably met other orphan boys, some of whom, with Wroseley, would 
come to be involved in the Essex Rising of 1601 (such as Roger, Francis, 
and George Manners). He spent four years at Cambridge from 1585 to 
1589. In 1586, the 13-year-old Earl sent a letter to his guardian demon-
strating his skill at Latin and writing: Igitur laboriosa juventutis studia 
sunt, jucunda senectuti otia, meaning “study hard in youth and enjoy lei-
sure in old age.”9 If this might be taken as a sign of happy compliance with 
his guardian’s wishes, it was a situation that would change.

During the Armada crisis of 1588, Wroseley’s grandfather, Sir Anthony 
Browne, mustered, mounted, and armed a cavalry of 200 horsemen 
who paraded before the Queen at the Tilbury Army Camp. This cavalry 
included Anthony Browne (1552–1592), who was Wroseley’s mother’s twin 
brother, and his fourteen years old son, Anthony Browne (1574–1629).  
Wroseley was five months older than his cousin. Wroseley also wanted to 
be a soldier.

In March of 1591, the 17-year-old Wroseley wrote a letter to the Earl 
of Essex, Robert Devereux, who was about to lead an army to France in 
support of the King of Navarre. The relevant part of the letter begged to be 
party to the adventure:

… the profession of service which I have heretofore verbally made unto 
your Lordship, which howsoever in itself it is of small value, my hope 
is, seeing it wholly proceed from a true respect borne to your worth, 
and from one who hath no better present to make you than the offer of 
himself to be disposed of by your commandment.10

Wroseley had escaped his guardian’s supervision and this letter was sent 
from Dieppe, France, where he was awaiting the arrival of the gallant Essex 
and his army. The impetuous youth was an impatient five months too early 
for the arrival of the Essex. The Queen herself intervened and had Wroseley 
recalled to England.

According to his biographer, Charlotte Stopes, the teenage Wroseley’s 
“first love came in the shape of a man: his heart had no room as yet for the 
love of a woman.”11 That man was Essex, who had also been an orphan 
and former pupil of Cecil House. The Queen expressly forbade Wroseley 

Table 1.1 The Tudor Heritage of Lord Browne and Henry Wroseley

Wroseley’s Ancestors Position Wroseley’s

Sir Anthony Browne (d.1506)
Sir Anthony Browne (c.1500–1548)

Sir Anthony Browne (1528–1592)

Standard Bearer of England
Standard Bearer of England/
Master of Horse

Standard Bearer of England/
Master of Horse

GGG-father
GG-father

G-father
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from fighting alongside Essex at Cadiz (1596), but by 1597, he was allowed 
to join him on the military voyage to raid the Spanish outpost on the Azores 
Islands, and then also to accompany Essex on the military campaign in 
Ireland in 1598. When Essex appointed him to be the Master of the Horse, 
Wroseley was no doubt pleased to be continuing a Browne tradition.

Another report from Ireland mentioned that Southampton was seen 
affectionately embracing another soldier in his tent.12

Wroseley’s sexuality was not straightforward, but he was England’s most 
eligible bachelor in all other respects. His wife would be a Countess. Henry 
Wroseley would inherit great wealth and many estates when he turned 21 
in 1594, but as an only son, he needed children to inherit it. In 1592, as if to 
highlight “never-resting Time” (Shakespeare’s Sonnet 5, line 5), Wroseley’s 
world was shaken by the deaths of his mother’s father and her twin brother.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the canny William Cecil planned with Wroseley’s 
mother for the young earl to be married to Cecil’s granddaughter. But in 
1590, Wroseley’s mother reported to Cecil that she did “not find a dis-
position in my son to be tied as yet.”13 By the time Wroseley attained his 
majority in 1594, he asserted his independence from his interfering guard-
ian by declining to marry his granddaughter. Cecil’s attempts to ingrati-
ate himself to Wroseley as his guardian, headmaster, and potential future 
grandfather-in-law, had failed. Wroseley’s adamance was to cost him: he is 
reported to have paid Cecil a fine of 5000 pounds.14

Wroseley was rich, very handsome – some might say androgenous – and he 
patronised the theatre, where he would be everywhere known and noticed. 
The original, calculating Polonius of Hamlet (1603), called Corambis in 
the early quartos, is thought to be a parody of William Cecil, Wroseley’s 
boyhood guardian. Cecil’s Latin motto was Cor unum una, meaning “one 
heart, one way,” whereas Corambis pointedly suggests “double-hearted” 
or duplicitous.15

From 1595, he also began courting Essex’s cousin, Elizabeth Vernon, 
who was also a Lady-in-Waiting for the Queen. As noted by a contempo-
rary, Rowland Whyte, “my Lord Southampton doth with too much famili-
arity court the fair Ms Vernon.”16 The Queen did not approve of the match. 
The situation exploded in 1598. In March, just before leaving on a Grand 
Tour of Europe, Vernon became pregnant to Wroseley. Six months later, 
when the pregnancy had become visible, he discreetly returned to England 
and, on the 30th of August 1598, secretly married her. The marriage was 
without Royal consent, and he fled back to Paris to escape the Queen’s 
wrath, deserting his new wife to face her Majesty alone. In November, 
1598, he returned to face the music and join his new family (Elizabeth and 
the new-born, Penelope), now in the Fleet Prison.

While perhaps bringing Wroseley and Essex closer, this marriage not 
only exacerbated the antipathy between Wroseley and the Queen, but also 
between Essex and the Queen, as he had had foreknowledge of the secret 
marriage. Wroseley and Essex were in disgrace even before they were 
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sent on a military campaign to quell rebellion in Ireland the following 
year (i.e. 1599), and this was further exacerbated by his appointment of 
Wroseley as Master of the Horse in Ireland, in defiance of the Queen’s 
explicit orders.

Essex’s unpopularity in the Royal Court may be attributable to his pop-
ularity with the common people, as suggested by passages in Shakespeare’s 
Henry V, which likens him to the heroic English King of Agincourt (e.g. 
3.6.78 and 5.0.29–32). When he returned from Ireland having negotiated 
a settlement with the Irish rebels, Essex was generally ostracized from 
the Royal Court. This growing alienation of the Essex (and Wroseley) 
faction in the Royal Court culminated in the abortive Essex Rising of the 
8th of February 1601, with the consequent execution of Essex. Wroseley’s 
execution sentence was commuted to life imprisonment in the Tower of 
London. Happily, on the death of Queen Elizabeth in early 1603, King 
James I of England immediately released Wroseley and restored his wealth 
and titles.

Patronage of the Arts

In 1592, Thomas Nashe published Pierce Penniless, his Supplication to 
the Devil, in which he appears to have sought support and patronage from 
Southampton. There is an extensive dedication at the end of the work, to 
someone whom:

 (a) Nashe was “unworthy to name a name of such worthiness,” and
 (b) Someone too young to be included in Edmund Spenser’s long list of 

dedications to noblemen in his Faery Queen (1590).17

By this criteria, scholars of the 19th century recognized this nobleman 
was most likely to be the very rich and very young Earl of Southampton 
(19 years old in 1592).18 Nashe also describes this nobleman as a “match-
less image of honour and magnificent rewarder of virtue, Jove’s eagle-
born Ganymede.”19 In Greek mythology, Ganymede is a handsome 
boy abducted by Jove/Jupiter to be his cupbearer and lover. A tutor of 
Southampton was John Florio whose Italian/English dictionary (1611) 
defined “Catamito” as “one hired to sinne against nature … a gani-
made.”20 Ganymede was bisexual. In his poem, A Choise of Valentines 
written in 1593, Nashe again requested the patronage of “Lord S” with 
the poem beginning: “Pardon, sweet flower of Matchles poetrie/And fair-
est bud the red rose ever bare.”21 The case for Lord Southampton being 
the addressee, “Lord S,” is strengthened by this allusion to the Rose, as in 
Wroseley, pronounced “Rosely.”22

As already mentioned, the young, bisexual Henry Wriothesley, Earl of 
Southampton became the patron, not of Thomas Nashe but, of Shakespeare. 
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This patronage is explicitly made clear in the first publication under 
William Shakespeare’s name, the poem, Venus and Adonis, published in 
1593. This dedication reads:

TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE

Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, and Baron of Titchfield.

Right Honourable,

I know not how I shall offend in dedicating my unpolished lines to your 
Lordship, nor how the world will censure me for choosing so strong 
a prop to support so weak a burden; only if your Honour seem but 
pleased, I account myself highly praised and vow to take advantage of 
all idle hours till I have honoured you with some graver labour. But if 
the first heir of my invention prove deformed, I shall be sorry it had so 
noble a godfather and never after ear so barren a land, for fear it yield 
me still so bad a harvest. I leave it to your honourable survey, and your 
Honour to your heart’s content, which I wish may always answer your 
own wish and the world’s hopeful expectation.

Your Honour’s in all duty,
William Shakespeare.

Shakespeare’s relationship to Henry Wriothesley is consolidated the fol-
lowing year when the “graver labour,” mentioned in the first dedication 
and called The Rape of Lucrece (1594), was published:

TO THE RIGHT HONORABLE

Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, and Baron of Titchfield.

The love I dedicate to your Lordship is without end; whereof this pam-
phlet without beginning is but a superfluous moiety. The warrant I have of 
your honourable disposition, not the worth of my untutored lines, makes 
it assured of acceptance. What I have done is yours; what I have to do is 
yours; being part in all I have, devoted yours. Were my worth greater, my 
duty would show greater; meantime, as it is, it is bound to your Lordship, 
to whom I wish long life still lengthened with all happiness.

Your Lordship’s in all duty,
William Shakespeare

It is apparent that while Shakespeare wrote much about being “hon-
oured” by Henry Wriothesley in the first dedication, The Rape of Lucrece 
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dedication reveals more devotion and commitment, pledging all his future 
work to the young Lord. It also strongly indicates that Wroseley had 
accepted Shakespeare as his poet.

In the dedication of his The Unfortunate Traveller, dated June 1593 but 
published in 1594, Nashe made a third, and more overt, appeal for patron-
age of “Lord Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton,” revealing that he 
was so far unsuccessful:

A dear lover and cherisher you are, as well of the lovers of Poets, as 
of Poets themselves. Amongst their sacred number I dare not ascribe 
myself. … A new brain, a new wit, a new style, a new soul will I get 
me to canonize your name to posterity if, in this first attempt, I be not 
taxed of presumption.23

In this passage, Nashe bends the truth in saying it was his “first attempt” 
for patronage. It also raises two questions. Being written in 1593 when 
Venus and Adonis had just been published with Shakespeare’s dedication 
to Wroseley, scholars are assured that one of those poets – plural – to whom 
Nashe referred, was Shakespeare. But who else was there? Lines 13 and 14 
of Sonnet 83 of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609) suggest that Shakespeare and 
another rival poet wrote for one and the same patron:

There lives more life in one of your fair eyes,
Than both your poets can in praise devise.

Who is the other, rival poet? The second question is: were Wroseley’s 
poets also his lovers, as Nashe suggests?

Throughout the Canon, Shakespeare returned to this bisexual man 
who was sometimes in a relationship with a man and sometimes with a 
woman. This life-long obsession appears to be an illustration of a devotion 
to Wroseley as promised in the Dedication of The Rape of Lucrece; “what 
I have done is yours; what I have to do is yours; being part in all I have, 
devoted yours.”

Let us look at another 1594 publication to investigate this question of 
lovers. The play, Taming of A Shrew, was registered and published in 1594, 
then republished in 1596 and 1607. It was probably performed in 1592/3 by 
Pembroke’s Men, and also in June, 1594, by the Chamberlain’s/Admiral’s 
Men.24 Many scholars resist considering that Shakespeare’s Taming of the 
Shrew (1623) is a derivative of A Shrew, and prefer to consider the earlier 
play a derivation of The Shrew, despite A Shrew’s earlier publishing date 
and its lack of verbal echoes of Shakespeare.25 Both plays are ultimately 
derived from Gascoigne’s Supposes (1575), a translation from Ariosto’s Gli 
Suppositi, but A Shrew embellishes this “Suppose” theme with an open-
ing and closing scene to suggest/suppose it is the dream of the drunkard, 
Sly. Anomalously, Shakespeare’s The Shrew omits the final “Sly” epilogue. 
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Furthermore, the plot of three marriageable sisters in A Shrew, “form a reg-
ular pattern in folklore,” whereas Shakespeare’s play has only two sisters.26 
It is logical to see The Shrew as a revision of A Shrew, and that will be the 
supposition of this discussion.

The unfortunate outcome of a plot with only two marriageable daugh-
ters and an incomplete framing with Sly, is to emphasize the misogynistic 
shrew-taming scenes and to reduce the rich possibilities of other imaginative 
“Supposes.” For example, in his Taming of The Shrew, Shakespeare deleted 
two major characters who were in the earlier A Shrew. They are two loving 
companions; a woman and a man (1.4.12). The woman is called Emilia. At 
the conclusion of the play (5.2.188-9), her newly wedded husband, Polidor, 
challenges her saying, “I say, thou art a shrew,” Emilia defiantly replies 
“That’s better than a sheep.” Loss of these lines radically changes the com-
plexion of The Shrew to emphasizing the subjugation of women.

When asked how strong is her love for Polidor, Emilia shows some insight 
into his nature when she grandiloquently responds:

Should thou assay to scale the seat of Jove,
Mounting the subtle eyrie regions
Or be snatch’d up as erst was Ganymed,
Love should give wings unto my swift desires,
And prune my thoughts that I would follow thee,
Or fall and perish as did Icarus. (4.4.7-12)

This Ganymede, Polidor, matches Nashe’s 1592 description of Henry 
Wrosely, Earl of Southampton, as “Jove’s eagle-born Ganymede.”27

In her essay, “Shakespeare’s Emilias and the politics of celibacy,” 
Dorothea Kehler, suggested that the assertive Aemilia Bassano Lanyer was 
the model for the assertive Emilias in Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors, 
Othello, The Winter’s Tale and Two Noble Kinsmen.28 There are two 
compelling facts that reinforce Emilia in A Shrew also being modelled 
upon Aemilia Bassano Lanyer. In The Shrew, the father of the two sisters 
is Baptista, similar to Aemilia’s father, Baptiste, who had two daugh-
ters. In A Shrew, the man giving away the bride, Emilia, is Alphonsus. 
Alphonso Lanyer was Aemilia’s husband, although this was largely a 
marriage of convenience.29 Alphonso Lanyer was on good terms with the 
Earl of Southampton.30

A possible rationale becomes apparent for Shakespeare’s revising of A 
Shrew. The dedication of Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece begins “The love 
I dedicate to your Lordship is without end.” Perhaps Shakespeare was 
jealous, and needed, emotionally, to delete this record of the relationship 
between his patron and his rival poet. In this scenario, A Shrew contains 
a semblance of a love triangle: Emilia; the ganymede partner, Polidor; 
and the jealous Shakespeare who revised the play to delete them. During 
the course of this book, we will refer to various examples of this love 
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triangle. Chapter 7, particularly, elaborates on the bisexual Polidor. Let’s 
go to another 1594 example of this love triangle.

Author of Willobie His Avisa (1594)

In the same year that Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece (1594) and his asso-
ciated dedication to Wriothesley was published, the poem, Willobie His 
Avisa, was also published. Indeed, this work refers to Shakespeare and his 
Rape of Lucrece directly in the introductory poem (Table 1.2).

The first two stanzas refer to Livy’s story of the rape of Collatine’s 
wife, Lucrece, by Prince Tarquin, but the second stanza specifically cites 
Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece. With as little thought for the person of 
Lucrece as though he were plucking a grape, Tarquin ponders his planned 
rape as also mentioned in The Rape of Lucrece (lines 211-5):

What win I if I gain the thing I seek?
A dream, a breath, a froth of fleeting joy.
Who buys a minute’s mirth to wail a week,
Or sells eternity to get a toy?
For one sweet grape who will the vine destroy,

Within months of the publication of The Rape of Lucrece, the unnamed 
author of In Praise of Willobie His Avisa knew Shakespeare’s poem 
intimately.

Table 1.2 In Praise of Willobie His Avisa, Hexameton to the Author

Stanzas 1–3 Stanzas 4–6

In Lavine Land though Livy host,
There hath been seen a Constant dame:
Though Rome lament that she has lost
The Garland of her rarest fame,
Yet now we see, that here is found,
As great a Faith in English ground.

Though Collatine have dearly bought,
To high renown, a lasting life,
And found, that most in vain have sought,
To have a Fair and Constant wife,
Yet Tarquin pluck’d his glistering grape,
And Shake-speare paints poor Lucrece 
rape.

Though Susan shine in faithful praise,
As twinkling stars in Christal sky,
Penelop’s fame though Greeks do raise,
Of faithful wives to make up three,
To think the Truth, and say no less,
Our Avisa shall make a messe.

This number knits so sure a knot,
Time doubts, that she shall add no more,
Unconstant Nature hath begot,
Of fleeting femmes such fickle store,
Two thousand years have scarcely seen,
Such as the worst of these have been.

Then Avi-Susan join in one,
Let Lucrece-Avis be thy name,
This English Eagle soars alone,
And far surmounts all others fame,
Whe’r high or low, whe’r great or 
small,
This Britain Bird out-flies them all.

Were these three happy, that have found
Brave Poets to depaint their praise?
Of Rural Pipe, with sweetest sound,
That have been heard these many days,
Sweet willoby his AVISA bless’d,
That makes her mount above the rest.
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Who is Avisa in this poem? The unknown Hadrian Dorrell, who suppos-
edly wrote the prose introduction to the poem, Willobie His Avisa, believed 
Avisa “to be a fained name,” but he goes on to indicate that it is derived 
from the “false-accusing” Latin saying:

Rara avis in terries, nigroq; simillima cygno, Foemina casta volat.

Meaning:

A chaste woman, if she be young and fair is like a black swan,

A rarely-seen bird that neither flies in the air nor walks on earth.

This Dorrell apparently found the above poem, In Praise of Willobie 
His Avisa, together with the main poem, Willobie His Avisa, amongst the 
papers of his “very good friend and chamber fellow,” M. Henry Willobie, 
and “ventured so far upon his friendship, as to publish it without his con-
sent.” Dorrell could not ask for consent or the identity of Avisa, because 
Henry Willobie was in “other countries” on “her Majesty’s service.” This 
is all very mysterious, and convenient if this publication was found to be 
politically-incorrect, to offend or to slander someone. Willobie His Avisa 
was later banned and burned, but it would be difficult to hold those respon-
sible to account. Let us work through the cryptic clues.

We are told that the faithful wife, Avisa, this “English Eagle,” is Susan 
(nothing to do with Jove). The poem’s second last line, “Sweet willoby his 
AVISA bless’d” gives the context of the poem’s title and suggests that Avisa 
was a credit to her male partner, “sweet Willoby.” A popular ballad of 
the time was called Lord Willoughby’s Welcome Home (1589), but bet-
ter known by its refrain, “Brave Lord Willobie!” The lord’s surname had 
various spellings. He was Lord Willoughby, also called Peregrine Bertie 
(1555–1601), who was commander of Her Majesty’s forces in the Low 
Countries and France. His sister was Susan Bertie (1554–aft.1611)31, who 
first married Reginald Grey, Earl of Kent (1541–1573), and after his death, 
she married John Wingfield (d. 1596). In 1588-1589, Susan accompanied 
her second husband and her brother when they were stationed in the war-
torn Low Countries. She, Willobie’s sister, is the most likely constant wife, 
Avisa.

Who might be the poet? In her poem, To the Lady Susan, Countess 
Dowager of Kent, and daughter of the Duchess of Suffolk, Aemilia Bassano 
Lanyer, describes Susan as “the Mistris of my youth,/The noble guide of my 
ungoverned days.” She also mentions her “service” as Susan’s “handmaid” 
(lines 4 & 44). Willobie His Avisa may be one example of how Susan’s 
“noble virtues did I note” (line 13).

The long poem, Willobie His Avisa, is about how Avisa resisted a suc-
cession of men who try to challenge her chastity, aggressively or otherwise. 
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As though not to implicate any specific men, the cautious writer of the 
Introduction hastens to add that:

All these [suitors] are so rightly described according to their nature, 
that it may seem the Author rather meant to show what suites might 
be made, and how they may be answered, than that there hath been 
any such matter indeed. These things of the one side lead me to think it 
altogether a fained matter, both for the names and the substance, and 
a plain moral plot …Yet on the other side, when I do more deeply con-
sider it, and more narrowly weigh every particular part, I am driven to 
think that there is something of truth hidden in this shadow.

Through the course of this present book, we shall “more narrowly weigh 
every particular part” of Willobie His Avisa, and what it might reveal 
about Aemilia Lanyer.

Aemilia Lanyer was one of the first few women to publish her own poetry 
under her own name. Prior to that, women were obliged to remain silent 
or publish in secret. In the 20th-century, Virginia Woolf considered the 
restricted opportunities that were available to a female of Shakespeare’s 
genius in the 16th-century. She wondered about the “perennial puzzle why no 
woman wrote a word of that extraordinary literature when every other man, 
it seemed, was capable of song or sonnet.”32 She saw poverty and prejudice as 
the problem, but also “ventured to guess that ‘Anon’ [i.e. ‘anonymous’] who 
wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.”33 Even in 
the 19th-century, the writers Mary Anne Evans (1819–1880) and Amantine 
Lucile Aurore Dupin (1804–1876), found it desirable to publish their work 
under the male aliases of George Eliot and George Sands, respectively.

While Avisa, the idealised maid and wife, appears to be modelled on 
the virtuous Susan Wingfield, it is proposed that the numerous trials pre-
sented in the seventy-two cantoes of Willobie His Avisa are based on the 
experiences of Susan’s pupil, that is, the above-mentioned Aemilia Bassano 
Lanyer – trials she probably failed.

The last two suitors of the married Avisa are a young, unmarried H.W. 
and his older married friend and mentor, W.S.

Is there “truth hidden in this shadow” of initials, H.W. and W.S.? Is it 
co-incidental that the unmarried Henry Wriothesley, aged 20 in mid-1594, 
and his friend, the married William Shakespeare, aged 30 in mid-1594, 
have the same initials and descriptions, and that one had pledged hon-
our and devotion and all his work to the other only months before-hand? 
Willobie His Avisa makes real the affections suggested in the dedications 
preceding Shakespeare’s famous early long poems. And Aemilia Lanyer, 
as the writer of the short poem, In Praise of Willobie His Avisa, and, it is 
proposed, of the larger poem, Willobie His Avisa itself, is intimately famil-
iar with Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece, and also, apparently, with the 
friendship between Shakespeare and his patron.34
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It also seems that they wanted to be intimately familiar with her. Whether 
or not there were sexual relations between Aemilia Lanyer and these men 
(this poem says that Avisa remained virtuous), I suggest that she had affec-
tionate relations with Shakespeare and with his patron, as suggested by 
Thomas Nashe. Support for such a “love-triangle” is in Shakespeare’s 
Sonnet 144 of unknown composition date, but published in 1609:

Two loves, I have, of comfort and despair,
Which like two spirits do suggest me still;
The better angel is a man right fair,
The worser spirit a woman colour’d ill.
To win me soon to hell, my female evil
Tempteth my better angel from my side,
And would corrupt my saint to be a devil,
Wooing his purity with her foul pride.
And whether that my angel be turn’d fiend,
Suspect I may, yet not directly tell;
But being both from me, both to each friend,
I guess one angel in another’s hell.
Yet this shall I ne’er know, but live in doubt,
Till my bad angel fire my good one out.

The poet, Aemilia Lanyer, it is proposed, was more than a major inspi-
ration for a number of Shakespeare’s female characters; she was his hidden 
female co-author. Indeed, evidence will be presented for her being respon-
sible for a significant part of the theme and plot of some plays.

This book describes three detective stories demonstrating Shakespeare’s 
collaboration with an unacknowledged female author. The first example 
(Chapters 2–7) is relevant primarily to Shakespeare’s Late Romance, called 
Pericles (1608). The second (Chapters 8–11) concerns his first Tragedy, 
Titus Andronicus (1594). The last (Chapter 12–16) relates to some of 
Shakespeare’s early Comedies of the 1590s. Linking both writers is their 
patron, the Earl of Southampton.

Despite the definitive evidence of the dedication to The Rape of Lucrece, 
there has been no historical evidence to link the Earl of Southampton with 
William Shakespeare – until recently. The next chapter will explain that 
story, and the chapter after that, will give more detail about the woman 
poet associated with William Shakespeare and Henry Wroseley.
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