
Nailing the notion
Having an elite in itself does not make a
society elitist. What does is when those at
the top restrict access to this charmed circle.
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a C left her feelins inferior to
her National Jun'ior College
schoolmates.

The 19-vear-old, who is
now studvhs business at Nan-
vane Techn;losical Universi-
[v, iecalls: "Mo-re than 80 per
cent of my classmates got
straisht As."

Siudents like Ms Ne, who
hail from toD-ranked sihools,
are far more likelv thatr their
oeers in non-elite sihools to suf-
ler from either an inlerioritv or
superiority. complex cenIred
arouno acaoeluc scores.

That is one of the findinss of
a recent Stnits Times suwdv of
voung people s uews.- 

Ove:rall. the findinss Doint to
what mipht be termed-ali "intra-

elite an;iety" over elites and
elitism. with students in toD
schools more likely to say thej'
e)<oerience elitist behaviour and
feel oressure to enter the ranks
of the elite.

What do the survey findings
reveal about the similarities and
differences between students
from too schools and those from
humblei backerounds? What
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experience elitist behavioir anil
IedI pressure to etrter the ranks
of th-e elite.

What do the zurvey findincs
reveal about the simiHrities an-d
differences betweeo students
hom top schools and those from
humblei backgrounds? What
light do they sFed on how elit-
ism plays out in the Singapore
contextl

And do they imply that loDg-
stanorng concems ovel Jlnga-
pore beiomins an elitist socidtv
ilivided aloni class lines, mai'
oerhaps be overblown? 

'

Intra-elite anxiety
IN A meritocracv. sorne individ-
uals are bound tir do better than
others.

But one bis worrv is that the
elites - that is;those"who rise to
the top of the SinsaDore svstem
- will become a cliss' unto ihem-
selves and fail to emDathise {'ith
the needs and problems of the
rest of society.

This could in tum breed re-
sentment amons those who do
not make it to ihese top ranks,
as they feel excluded and envi-
ous of those who do.

Such worries over a possible
yawning gap between elites and
non-elites occasionally boil
over.

Thev did so mosl recentlv
late lasi year, when then Rafflet
Junior College student Wee Sbu
Min, 18, poated a peslage on
nel onllne toumal oenong an-
other blogler for his wd'rries
over the id6 situation-

In herblog, she called the em-
plovee of a mhltinational conrpa-
hy i'one of the many wretcb;d,
undermotivated, overassuming
leeches in our countrv" and told
him to "get qut of my elite, url-
carine face".

H6r comments drew harsh re-
sponses from within the Web
cbmmunitv and bevond.

Prime 
-Ministei 

Lee Hsien
Loong also weisbed in last De-
cembir in a spelech to the Peo-
ple's Action Pirty (PAP) conler-
ence. He urged successful Sinsa-
poreans noi to forset the d;bt
they owed to th-eir familv.
frieirds and societv.

Here is why th; Straits Times
survey findings add a new di-
mension to the ongoing discus-
sion about elites an? elitism.

For one thins. the survev
threw uD little eiidence of eliti
envv among those from hum-
bler'backero;unds.

lnsteaa, it found that stu-
dents from too schools are far
more likelv th-an their oeers to
feel inferioi and womr about be-
ing excluded from- the elite
group.- 

This seems linked to the
hyper-competition over grades
ano constant comDansons wltn
their Deers that sdrdents in toD
schools have to srapple with. 

-

The ST poll 6f 499 students
ased 15 to 24 found that 38 Der
cdnt of elite-school students feel
inferior to their schoolmates.
Another 33 Der cent said thev
feel suoerior.'

Bv comparison. 29 Der ceDt
o I  the i r  ieers  in  nAn-e l i te
schools feli inferior and 21 oer
cent felt suDerior.
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For the purDoses of the sur-
vev, The Stiaitl Times drew uo
its'own list of 11 institutioni
which it defined as elite schools,
based oD past school rankings
and reDutetion. (The list coi-
ered Anelo-Chihese School
flndepend6nt], Hwa Chong Insti-
tution. Methodist Girls' School.
Nanyang Girls' High School, Na-
tional Junior College, Raffles

Girls' School, Raffles Institu-
tion, Raffles Junior College, Sin-
gapore Chinese Girls' School,
Temasek Junior Collese and Vic-
toria Junior College.f

Accordins to the findinps.
students in elite schools a're
trvice as likelv as their Deers to
have encount"ered elitisf behav-
iour, with the figures at 41 per
cent versus 21 De! cent.

Those polled defined looking
down on those who are academil
cally weaker as the most com-
mon form of elitist behaviour.

National University of Singa-
pore sociologist Tan Ern Ser
savs this shows that Derceptions
of' inferiodtv and iuoerioritv
hinge very mirch on thdenviron"-
ment a young person finds him-
self in.
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High anxie
AI\ ELITEAFFLICTION?
The term elitism is apt to trigger strong reactions, but a Straits
Times survey suggests the angst over this phenomenon may be less
widespread than one might have thought. And contrary to conventional
wisdom, students in top schools are more likely than their peers to
worry about being looked down upon or left out of the elite group.
Ken Kwek takes a closer look at the survey findings and their implications

"Elite-school students oper-
ate in a highly competitive envi-
ronment where getting only
four As can be quite a disaster,
whereas among the non-elite stu-
dents. the DeoDle one compares
with are s'omiwhat simil-ar in
achievements, and it is not that
difficult to outperform othe$,"
he says.

The survey also found that
top-school students are more
likelv to veam to be part of the
e l i te ,  ev 'en  though- fewer  o f
them have a Dositive imDression
of elites here, comparedto their
counte?arts from neighbour-
nooo scnools,

While 52 per cent of those
frcm top schools said it is very
imDortant or somewhat impor-
tarit for them to be a membdr of
the elite. onlv 4L per cent have
a positive vidw ofihe elite.- 

For their peers in neighbour-
hood schools, the figures were
43 Der celrt and 51 per cent.

i loth defined tle elite as
those who excel academically.

Mr Lee Hak Boon, principal
of Catholic High School, says
this could be due to students
from toD schools eniovins the
"halo of prestiee" 

-t l iev-find

handed to ihem, iet reserit lul of
the "intense and sometimes un-
pleasant competition" they are
subJect to.

Defininq success

Elita sciools llon-elib schools

Academically weaker
From non-elite
neighbourhood schools
Not able to speak English well
From poorer families
Not good-looking

Which ofthe l0llowing do you think is the most imporlant
in helping you t0 rise to the lop ol the Singapore system?

tlit6 schoolsllon-elite schools

I  sro

The mosl common elitist behaviour is looking dotvn 0n lhose who are...

55%
18"/"

r3"/"
Lr"/.

357.
22"/"

15"/"

Hard work
Talent, whether in business,
sports or the arts
Intell igence
Abil ity to do well
Family wealth
Others

Being good in sports,
music or the arts

Havins lots of ̂ on v -5|u1&"

Whal does success mean to you?

Winnins a place tn 7 4o/"
" , , , , " , , , , , -  o r , "

Scorang As lor exams - rtfi"'
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ts'moo'qdsolarluel sroop eql aJnsua ot ulearls ssard,/

. sraqruau aaessaru:noi( uaqr :l"tJt;:liJ?f ̂i"j;'9'lljjil , slr SuouE lredsal leqnurpuelle pug aureu rnof'aJeds "u,i"bji ijr Burfui ale a,n,. )
.roJ llrunuoddo lenba ]o-sanle^ e ,{q parrrollo; tqtrsul .serlrpqe 1o a€irer ra
tYli"I"l-.111^.i:lt1'.jC:...r_"^!.t::l ed.ij 'saedisiur'51,qj -peo:q e 1o uoiiiiisbria.r e8ernor -oJd sE lueuoou4 sE durqlauos
re1o aum;ues aq or ruoor ou t:tc'L99SL ol shls ro y9P1P?Il"j'i!l:!:1t::::tl]

:t+iit*{ii'+:ii:l1F:* "'T:"#:::B&''T( ;3",ffii1,",;13"i:l."11f-3'31; "" ^"; 
:"qi"il',;;;;;l#h," 

'in 
ru51{ora roteii rnoqe PauraJuor s! uls ,hl.,,,

anle^ ol pue 'sJeqto 
Jo s.rlllenb P sr ulsltlls lulql -rsralrun dor ur sarerd Buruui.ti

P.i: ::lllli-q: .fil:.1":51.-1'15: no^ o(l z{Jo^\ re rio peinro; aiorir a:e ilooqis dbr
:r:r_ 9t l_1f ll-q.r_r..t_"i11.--T:{-Yl ^q ro tooqrs rn ̂raqqou! .uoii asotir elqm .srre aqr pue elor e  elo osle Fntu slualed Jo u.rslllla alueFedxo sl.rots ur 

' 
s1ri"-anjlqce 

'epn1.
'pnq aql ur ual

-qo:d eqq dru "l;;.;ti;Aiilii 
no^ laal noA oo -ur ol ^la{!l erout eJe slooqrs

-mnpa,nav,arilertulriocolluel'olllJ-uouurorJosoqllng^
-;;;G ;;;;"q't F'ir u iJ" ' SMan InOA Sn .,",. "* o"olf,11"JjssY_{!::
.:_"..j:' j'fg.,rg:-q::._',p.rllL^: lleU-J lo Sl ,lS I_o u,onlulrap_Iraqr ,^"-',13"31; ls€ltno ot AIa{{ elB p^uB - 

looqrs
le pue aruoq aql ur - iunol uoJJ dq dn palotd se/u leql slooqJs
p€rq rre sopnltlle trLtLlA !Snm'dm$'ln[m a]Ile-uou UIoJI asoql puE ellla
:3unbr aqr u' itqiid.alo s5ilea $dbOtiCs6iiiiiii8Utg .uorJ sruaPnrs..uaaili! .::::
:l:U',,:'#;:3:::l�:il$3ifj 

"*iffi"rs'ffiiiifi-* -J,"Jr5;3"J"t',1"i?i"13r""r"'fi

i':*';!f:t?'';iil;xi"r"'""fdi ;.@ zurrruoJ e rr!]s
-pa Jo laJJnq aql aSJelua ot ue{el ^ luef,IJru
tieaq oaeq s.rnseau sllq/t '3Is oq ol JJuaJeJJtp aglloJ luaJ ' '8uuq uer.{rrilS,rrp | . rad 3 ueql aJou Jo dEB e se,lr
q:ns.11r: lerluai-oh aqt a9eueiir lt"ql--lYlfl- l:lii-:^-"-q-+-^^ o.InSrt ateudorddelrour eql PIPs
ol ureel lsnu ^lalJos esJalrp ,,- sptmolilf,eq JlolouoJs-olJos '{alins eql palJnPuoJ qJl.q,n
di3ursearrur ue reair sl u .su<jir :lEIlJe jlaql lnq uslMa Jo suoF .luoulledap LlrrEas€J .s8ur
-ri1os pasoddrd eqr iaaireqru ;'l?l'3! :lt]"-p-"ll--"5-t- l9t j5? -p1o11 sse:j a:6de8ut5.tng

'sroouJs €lra our ol JoJ on) alPp! rossoIoJq AnoloF rueJIIIuStsuI ^lleJtlsrl
-ur .puno.r81rdq riuoubi"-oi.os : 9:--n"!N-l-9-u9t11,"-]1"^19 J!]n"t -e1s peraprsuor 5! pinoqstdno.r8
rubr5lrrp ur<il siu3prus to xtiu e leql bulpulJ.Aa^rns aql lng €llle-uou pue allla uee^rleq
ie8 oiiir.resrriq pud sdru"srerirurs s^Es aq ..'^llunlul!ol ariiaraurp rirar rad rir or s e teqi
io asn jatea.rd'e slsabbns oitr eql ]o slolJas snoue'{ q-ll4\ 

-adEi pe1e1n5ii5 pue ezrs 5iaruris 11eois
iln," rasunor .rorues puB ,ttri 'ua Aaql la^eueqr$ slooqJsas€ql i'an,telar eur Dalou osre ll
rxsi ,i">r Suog '3ura!r3{-- Jo srlraPll! ?tll 99- q-"-l:!9- nllt ' iAuri,u1l
." i1iuu'af,id r,",i1;o l6iy aqr qr A 

-nsn ere suollqradxe reqd!H.,.-- fa^ins aql u serq dsneJ plnuJ
-i1j65 yns q1a1nqir1ib5 udr,iaql I . " , _ .-..j:S iSolopoqlsu stql prEs 3OlA
os 'sartrueJ pa'3e1ue,rpe ss51 i -un a_uror_'reql_lujLY-t'-:tg[ slooqrs aseql uor; sluep
u.ro4 s'1i.ralei iqr dola.rjp,itpj I i?!Y3P__a_T_91"-1?"1lll:i^".^Y9jJ -nls ol rno ruas se^1 lertr lreu-e
:'^:i:',:t ii"{;iili:,1:$"Ji?T I :;fllil'$"';i3{l:,r�Tfi,i?,8: Xi:lg""g'Jjtr$g#X[H;ff pa3'etue,rpesip bqt ot uanrS i -ul srUlEU Jo.relsEurPeaq ^lnoep to 1id*". oorreres ,{i"ruopuer
5q plnoqs- sarinosar pue ̂llunl ' rolu€s 'ue_Ipuai!!!__!_j"lt!"^. 

L u,oig are^ 96 i,e11od slobqrs
-.roddo pire uonuaue arour 1eq1 s lea^ lsq s rapnF adal dor
ssarts ol .,trl prno,$ | req.rrl,, -l9li9l"If t"itfu.'-!-.4:i-"*::t oo'*o'J ttu".3l,ti"itoz.l"ttllor"^

,, ̂,,,,0.-'f"5,lBii"u".;,'!1fi39 li]}*d{i:}it!i'..sb'r,i :lE"JJl'"l,Tlfi:',1';,,,,:"fi11 -Jelur _ou pue p.solJ sr ,{larJos P_les 
'sluepnls uI aJIAJas J9 -.\"iru aqr larir.tt'aures eq tv

arodiSur5' 3ur.{es r6u ire j., lulds E alerlnJur ol soluureJSord

- ..suo,r uo srseqdus{e os1,, 1,ri,"",*L,,, ", o,".t,l?r::l,9i^jr'gij Jf Ti"rH -eraua8 ralo palenladred aq o1 , 
'papPP l!'Jsn[u pue _rrar]

.nr"i, tttouo5"-'o',brloi rti"ri s-sods ur s1u'ed5aeruci su qrns liin�l,l?.T"i|i:fii",l13niJrtl -url E sr eraql.Ples_ou.J.jg.." 'Egalur rluep€f,e-uou uo Paseq i:";;;;;'a+;gil;';;i;i; ''699'6E 
sea;r dnor8 sluaPnls Jo requnu ulEuer ,i;,,

puoras aql ui'"i#",.1 aurpuoas E^lr.op' ol elqB i$ou are slootlJs -- ""*P"t,iirXll"""1it 
,3$* iron lel.lor aqr'allqm .1092$ Jo auror 'suruJeal Jo s^E,t pue slse -np3 l6-;_i;;;,w'jqislip"ij -ur ploqasroq ueJPau e qlr r sa$ -l3lul .[rql llns ol 3J!o9J Jal,:911 "-."

-ueJ urorJ lleq dnor: lsJr] aqr qtt^\ sluaPnls apllo.lo ol 'ual 
-rrrleq 

s;ur-tlg't\ sll PUB AlBJlol
'slooqJs elrl.-uou urorJ osoqr -s,ts esra,tp pud alquag a:oru 

-udiu JoJ uoddns Jo la^alAqlpeq

ro ̂le^rlJadsal luer reo 6r pup "-ipr"^.i''g"iio. 
'o-tr" 

! ri e ltolJar sesuoosal esaqJ

;;;ii;l;ll;;' rt""""q Srtipa . ualup ^ srorr'r
rn e^rt rual rad z9 puE aruoq lE -,q{!qe pue rperJolFaruii sr urarr H!:?Pl:-tt ?!-l-"--191:y"
q;,fa,iitf""ai tf,iiqit "ttt"rubr1 -sls uoqernPa aql l€tg passarls 'r'r"je/s ̂llutEJ 'lsEr ror ^g

aiiiqllo'luac iact y4 eriros aor{ 1q3!srir 91.!d:.-: s1_ll-, ,"u"ff:,3$fiffJfi;TiTill 'slooqJs allla aqt fi laFnlJ s^es eu 'tuals^s

or puar sauoq dur-{Eaqs-qsqdua "q * t"tt",q"ini11,i; iliJ.iiiil / ;t:}:g9t --".ct.:l-::!'..9-".9:Y.-":
urorl sluapus reJqllrcrn sng ;uado ureruai'ftq'qour ,6 \ ir:|f,t:ilrJtn,f;]]"0?;ff,liffH
lNMrltvdlc 9NtNNVln ? sls^lvNv HcSvlsl! Hds:l38nos -aalie peolq osle sI aJaqJ

rr..nurF .n ..Dqne u! ..!..qr! rr *.r .pqrm. q n.!..u q :t"H"ltl l"ti'jtl$ J}"tit"::t[il; sosuorltar qlla-oou pxr ell. o.lNatl tltaa r.d 8ltlat ls lo aatlali$lp Y:.qoil -Bre ali'ou,n asorit'a.rd'il5rroi
sdnoiSe^t.edsrd.trL,rZolII pa8esralsluno :asee 

ul alla aqt ieqt aajte sqeerode8
sl00qrs slrlJ-uoN I '-:lill;;,];- ./../frtlt,,rndodru,as #,",?S'!i,:iy-rff{df$ji[

v:f;r*^auorroqoirrrneH ssJJJns buluuJ0

-li.-

'uI 
JIas

-urrq spur; uosrad 3tmo,{ E luatu Jad I}
-uo.rr^ue aql uo qJnu Ara^ aiur-q -ABqoq
{lrrouadns pue ^luorraJur -lo o} srJ:
suortdaJJad leql s^\oqs srql sAE: "* tl
rJq uJa ueJ lstxololJos Jroo Saulpr
-EEurs Jo dlrsre,{ru11 IsuoIleN 'rnoheqaq lsqlla Jo uroJ soru :JIA p(
-uroJ lsorll aql se Jarlee^\ AIP Iooql
-ruiepeJE aie oq^l asoql uo u-41op -uls 'e

8ur{ool pJurj.p palloo asoql -nlllsu

\

"/"99
%89

sue aql Jo srsnuJ 'suods ur pooE Eureg

sujPxa Jo, sV Eu!]ocs

.^^,!^- .l^r

'ol lJatqns
erE Aeql ..uollrlaquoJ luesEelo
-un seuneuos"pue esualm,, ar{l
Jo lrvluasar le^ ueql ol Papu€q
purJ^^aql" ,.airlsero J.o oleq.,
aql iul^orqa slooqJs ool ruoJJ




