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My Second Home Paul Renouf, Superintendent

Hong Kong Police Force

warned us of the “singing lessons” to learn the tones and the fact
that one “word” could represent up to six meanings just by changing
the tone!  Enough to make you board the next plane home!  However,
since the eight of us in the class were all novices and in the same
boat, we put our minds to it quickly with varying degrees of success.

Looking back on those days, I feel that those who succeeded
the most were those who were not shy to try out their new-found
linguistic skills on the unsuspecting local population –– with differing
results.  Unfortunately I was not one of those brave souls and I feel
that my Cantonese approached a moderate standard only once I was
forced to use it in a work situation on a day-to-day basis.  That type
of language learning was akin to learning through “osmosis” or in
other words absorbing the language from the environment around
me.  One other way to describe it was “sink or swim”.

Another area of interest was food and, obviously, the use of
chopsticks.  These two pieces of wood have now been mastered, but
I cannot teach anyone else how to use them or give away my secret!
I think I adapted to the food very quickly and have normally been
prepared to try most things –– although I admit to drawing a line at
chickens’ feet and internal organs. Well, I know most of the people
reading this will say they taste great.

All in all, the experience of living and working in Hong Kong
has been one I treasure, and the discovery of new aspects to that
experience continues day by day.  It can only be agreed that travel
widens the mind, and I have never regretted my decision to come to
Hong Kong those many years ago –– and now I definitely call this
place home.

I have now lived and worked in Hong Kong for over 21 years,
which is in fact longer than I lived in the United Kingdom before
coming to Hong Kong at the age of 19.  After such a time, it is
sometimes easy to forget the initial impressions and impact a new
culture and environment has on the person experiencing it all for
the first time.  After a recent trip to Japan, a lot of these memories
were stirred in me once again due to the lack of English language
penetration in that country.

I arrived in Hong Kong in 1984 and was almost immediately
plunged into one of the biggest events of the year –– the Chinese
New Year celebrations.  At that time this festival resulted in many
shops and businesses actually closing down for the holiday –– similar
to a Christmas break in the United Kingdom –– and thus the new
arrival was left rather in the lurch with many attractions of the city
unavailable.  The New Year festivities with days assigned to visiting
relatives, staying at home to avoid arguments, etc would only impact
on me in later years when I had my own wife and family, but it was
interesting as a new arrival to read about the festival and to observe
families in their “Sunday Best” travelling around with wrapped tins
of biscuits under their arms.

It was also a treat to witness the fireworks and to hear for the
first time the “waah!” from the crowd all around.  I quickly realised
that I could always have a good vantage point as, being 6’4” tall, I
was literally head and shoulders over the rest of the crowd.

Of course the language made one of the deepest impressions
on me.  Prior to arrival we had been told that we would be subject to
a two-month intensive Cantonese course and previous students had

Under the Chador
Women in Iran Jamie Ng, Official Languages Officer II
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can divorce easily, women seeking a divorce must go through a long
legal battle; and women have fewer rights with regard to inheritance and
child custody.  But today Iranian women are better educated.  Some have
gone to university or studied abroad.  Women have been given the right
to vote and stand for elections.  While the top ministerial posts are mostly
held by men, the number of female civil servants has been on the increase.
Iranian women nowadays are much more visible in the socio-political
scene than before.

Iranian women have also become more conscious of their rights.
They have started to stage demonstrations calling for equal social and
political rights.  Some have taken the bold step of challenging age-old
traditions.  For example, at the risk of being punished under the Islamic
law, some women defy the dress code by wearing shorter and brighter
coats in the scorching summer; young girls go to mixed-sex parties or
walk hand in hand with boys in the street.

From my conversations with Mina, I have gained a better
understanding of women’s status in present-day Iran.  I have come to
know that direct encounters and first-hand experience are the best way to
dismantle cultural stereotypes.

I have always perceived Iranian women as docile and domestic in
the male-dominated Islamic country –– a sharp contrast with women in
Western countries where both sexes have equal rights and opportunity.
During a summer course in Cambridge, I met an Iranian lady, Mina.  Her
accounts of Iranian women’s lives today totally changed my perception.

Mina does not fit in with my impression of Iranian women.  She is
outspoken and outgoing.  She runs a furniture company with her husband,
making frequent business trips.  Mina has her own views on the social
conventions in her country.  For example, Iranian women are required by
law to wear the chador.  The black head-to-toe covering has long
symbolised the restraints imposed on Iranian women.  However, Mina
abides by the rule, not in fear of punishment, but out of respect for the
Islamic tradition.  Mina loves her country and is proud of being an Iranian.
At the same time, she would like to see more Iranians studying English in
Britain, not only to raise their educational standard, but also to gain more
exposure to the Western world.

According to Mina, things have changed for Iranian women.  It is
true that inequalities between the sexes still prevail in her country.  For
example, women are not allowed to choose their husbands; while men

No culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive.
Mahatma Gandhi
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