Singh Song!

By Daljit Nagra, 2007

The title “Singh Song” is a pun on ‘Singh’, a common name in the Sikh (Indian) community. Here it is used ironically, as ‘sing-song’ is also an English expression to describe simple rhythmic speech or childish nursery-rhyme style poetry. Yet, this poem is far from childish. It explores and challenges in a humorous way the merging of Sikh and English culture, challenges stereotypes and subverts the readers' expectations.
The language used by Daljit Nagra is a humorous mix of English with a phonetic Punjabi accent, which he has described as ‘Punglish’. 
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I run just one ov my daddy's shops
from 9 o'clock to 9 o'clock
and he vunt me not to hav a break
but ven nobody in, I do di lock -

cos up di stairs is my newly bride
vee share in chapatti
vee share in di chutney
after vee hav made luv
like vee rowing through Putney -

Ven I return vid my pinnie untied
di shoppers always point and cry:
Hey Singh, ver yoo bin?
Yor lemons are limes
yor bananas are plantain,
dis dirty little floor need a little bit of mop
in di worst Indian shop
on di whole Indian road -

Above my head high heel tap di ground
as my vife on di web is playing wid di mouse
ven she netting two cat on her Sikh lover site
she book dem for di meat at di cheese ov her price -

my bride
she effing at my mum
in all di colours of Punjabi
den stumble like a drunk
making fun at my daddy
my bride
tiny eyes ov a gun
and di tummy ov a teddy

my bride
she hav a red crew cut
and she wear a Tartan sari
a donkey jacket and some pumps
on di squeak ov di girls dat are pinching my sweeties -

Ven I return from di tickle ov my bride
di shoppers always point and cry:
Hey Singh, ver yoo bin?
Di milk is out ov date
and di bread is alvays stale,
di tings yoo hav on offer yoo hav never got in stock
in di worst Indian shop
on di whole Indian road -

Late in di midnight hour
ven yoo shoppers are wrap up quiet
ven di precinct is concrete-cool
vee cum down whispering stairs
and sit on my silver stool,
from behind di chocolate bars
vee stare past di half-price window signs
at di beaches ov di UK in di brightey moon –

from di stool each night she say,
How much do yoo charge for dat moon baby?

from di stool each night I say,
Is half di cost ov yoo baby,

from di stool each night she say,
How much does dat come to baby?

from di stool each night I say,
Is priceless baby –


Variations on standard English and English as Lingua Franca (ELF)

Exercise 1: Background knowledge
In pairs, read the following about ethnolects, multiethnolects, Multicultural London English (MLE), and English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). Discuss the similarities and differences between variations on standard English.

	Term
	Definition
	Similarities/differences

	Ethnolect
	A language variety specific to an ethnic group – these ethnic groups usually use another language other than English
	Just one ethnic group

	Multiethnolect
	A language variety formed with the input of several ethnic groups.
	Not just one ethnic group

	Multicultural London English (MLE).
	A dialect from London, (Birmingham, and Manchester) in areas where there has been a relatively high level of immigration. It is based on the traditional East End Cockney dialect. 
“Man” like “I” – “man went to the shop”.
	Very area specific

	English as Lingua Franca (ELF)
	When English is used as a means of communication among people who don’t speak English as their first language. 
	Immigrants can use ELF when speaking to each other (Indian person speaking with a Polish person = ELF), but ELF can vary a lot in e.g. grammatical correctness, vocabulary etc. 




Exercise 2: Analysis of Singh Song!
In groups, please answer the questions below. Everyone takes notes (don’t just make a google doc and have one person write, AND, for the love of God, don’t share your google doc with another group!). First, we listen to the poem together. Link  

1. How would you characterize the tone in which Daljit Nagra reads the poem aloud? Relate to the title please.

2. The poem is written in non-standard English. How would you characterize the variation? Does it fit into any of the categories you studied in exercise 1?

3. Make a stylistic analysis of the language by finding as many examples as possible on deviations from standard English. Try to group them; are they variations in spelling, grammar or lexis (vocabulary) or something else? What is the effect of writing the poem like this?

4. The poem also uses more ‘normal’ lyrical devices such a rhymes, repetitions and imagery. Find examples and discuss their effect.

5. What is the poem about? Choose one or two themes that you think are predominant.

6. The representation of the Indian speaker of the poem and his wife and family may seem stereotypical. Try to find some of these stereotypical representations and discuss if stereotyping is always negative.


