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Gender Disarmed: How Gendered Policies Produce

Gender-Neutral Politics in Singapore

B eing an ideal Singaporean is hard. Singaporeans are implicated, on
one side, by the state’s aggressive goals for national development,
which demand from them ever-increasing productivity in full-time

and formal employment and which require these in return for access to
social goods.1 From the opposite direction, they are compelled through
policies—which again involve social goods—to aspire to particular forms
of families that are supposedly traditional but that in fact require all sorts
of modern orientations and habits. Singaporeans are compelled through
a series of state mechanisms to work hard, full time, for many years of
their lives, and to do so while also marrying, having children, ensuring
that their offspring are upwardly mobile in an increasingly competitive
middle-class society, and eventually making sure that their elderly parents
are cared for (preferably within their households) and that they themselves
have enough money to live comfortably in old age.2

The pressures are gendered: although education parity is high, more
women are entering the formal workforce, and the increasing costs of
living in the city-state make dual-income households more of an imper-
ative, but the public discourse as well as the institutional environment still
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1 I refer here to an overall system that manages distribution of health care, education,
and public housing through an employment-linked channel (the Central Provident Fund),
as well as more direct subsidies for low-income people—“workfare”—that use employment
as a criterion of qualification.

2 This is not to suggest that the state is a lone agent in shaping the demands placed on
citizens. The Singaporean city-state’s high degree of reliance on and exposure to global
economic and social forces and its rapid industrialization experience makes it comparable to
other cases in which conflicts can be crudely presented as being about clashes between certain
traditions and modernity. This study means to emphasize, however, the salient role played
by the state in pursuing particular visions of “the traditional” and “the modern.”
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uphold a bifurcation of gender roles.3 Men are increasingly admonished
by political leaders to play bigger roles in child care so that women do
not go on “baby strike,” as the prime minister put it in his 2008 National
Day Rally Speech (Lee 2008), but that is precisely the point: the message
remains that women are naturally primary caregivers and men play sup-
porting roles in the family. As in many other cases, women thus arguably
hold the shorter end of the stick.4 While their life trajectories increasingly
lead them down paths similar to those of their male counterparts in terms
of the importance of employment—both for material survival and symbolic
worth—the so-called traditional demands on them do not subside. State
policies, in particular, place explicit pressures on women to participate in
the formal workforce, simultaneously admonishing them to play custodian
and caregiver within families as wives, mothers, daughters, and grand-
mothers.

Given that men and women are placed differentially vis-à-vis state pol-
icies around “the family,” one would expect gender to be salient in people’s
articulations of their opinions on state goals, responsibilities, and limita-
tions. Indeed, women ought to have stronger and more negative reactions
to the particular pressures placed on them as a group, and family policies
are a site where one would expect them to take the state to task for being
a selective if not outright hypocritical defender of tradition.

What I found when I interviewed sixty Singaporeans about their ne-
gotiations and understandings of state family policies was thus puzzling.

3 In 2000, 81 percent of women and 82 percent of men between twenty-five and thirty-
four and 62 percent of women and 64 percent of men between thirty-five and forty-four
had completed high school (Singapore Department of Statistics 2001). In 1970, the labor
force participation rate was 81 percent for men and 28 percent for women (Singapore
Department of Statistics 2008). By 2004, this had shifted to 76 percent for men and 51
percent for women (Singapore Department of Statistics 2008). This compares to 72/57
percent (men/women) in Australia, 73/62 percent in Canada, 72/52 percent in Hong
Kong, 73/48 percent in Japan, 75/50 percent in Korea, 74/59 percent in New Zealand,
68/48 percent in Taiwan, 71/56 percent in the United Kingdom, and 73/59 percent in
the United States. These rates stand in sharp contrast to comparable rates in developing
countries. In 2002, the percentage of women doing paid work in nonagricultural sectors in
several developing countries were as follows: 29.7 percent in Indonesia, 34.6 in Malaysia,
8.2 percent in Pakistan, and 17.5 percent in India (World Bank 2005). The rate of labor
force participation in Singapore is higher when we look only at single men and women: in
1997, 66 percent of single women and 67 percent of single men were in the formal workforce
(Singapore Department of Statistics 1998, 6). Dual-career couples increased from 27 percent
of married couples in 1980 to 41 percent in 2000 and 44 percent in 2005 (Singapore
Department of Statistics 2006b, 1).

4 For an analysis of global trends of employment for women, and the persistence of
gender inequality, see a report by the International Labour Office (2007).
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The recognition of gender differences in state policies, on the part of both
men and women, was generally nonchalant and accompanied by a far
stronger articulation of the naturalness and inevitability of the state’s
approach.

Discussions of gendered policies as making sense ought to be taken
seriously. They not only illuminate people’s ideas and ideals around gender
roles but also reveal the content of political discourse—a framework that
sets the limits and possibilities of what is thinkable and what is not (Rose
1999). In the process of negotiating family policies, people think and talk
about the Singaporean state primarily as an agent not in producing but
in resolving paradoxes; importantly, these paradoxes are framed as follow-
ing inevitably from rapid socioeconomic changes. Moreover, the state’s
solutions—emphasizing ideals of tradition and family values—inadver-
tently produce a sense of affirmative meaning for Singaporeans. My re-
spondents expressed pride in the imagination of themselves and their
nation as exceptions, extraordinarily successful in the pursuit of wealth
and yet also reasonably successful in ensuring the persistence of certain
traditions. The political discourse around the family that results casts the
state not as a selective or hypocritical defender of traditions but as a sincere
agent doing the best it can under difficult conditions not of its own
making. Within such a discursive framework, people’s displeasure with
the state rarely transcends narrow complaints to take the form of more
principled positions along gender lines.

Starting from gender, thinking about state-society relations
The more general puzzle raised here—how state practices that can easily
be construed as unjust become legitimate—is one that drives much of the
scholarship on Singapore. The relative muteness of political protest in
contemporary Singapore makes it stand out against both its East Asian
and its Southeast Asian neighbors (Hewison, Robison, and Rodan 1993;
Rodan 1996). This is not to say, of course, that political processes in the
rest of the region are unproblematic or share no similarities with those
of Singapore. Indeed, analyses of political change often consider the cases
of East and Southeast Asia in tandem and point to comparable contexts
of strong state repression (Hewison, Robison, and Rodan 1993; Bell et
al. 1995). In this light, the stark contrast and that which seeks explanation
is the seeming docility on the part of Singaporeans in response to a strong
state.

The quest to explain this has paved the way for much scholarship
detailing repressive state mechanisms and institutional barriers that make
organized protests against the state near impossible (Chua 2004; Rodan
2004). Significantly, scholars have emphasized the centrality of an entire
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arsenal of institutional mechanisms that deliver social goods.5 They point
out that the greatly enhanced availability of health care, education, hous-
ing, and general wealth underpins the Singaporean state’s legitimacy. On
its own, however, the delivery of material goods is insufficient to account
for the state’s apparent legitimacy, especially when juxtaposed against other
East Asian countries. Chua Beng Huat (Chua 1995), whose work on the
subject has been particularly influential, has argued that the Singaporean
state has had to work hard to attain both practical/material dominance
and ideological hegemony. Its rule is dependent on cultivating comple-
mentary relationships between material realities and cultural sensibilities,
on its ability to gain citizens’ “consent” through managing the contra-
dictions that inevitably arise between the two. Material goods are an im-
portant part of what garners consent, but state legitimacy does not spring
automatically from economic growth and needs to be continually pro-
duced, and the state’s role continually affirmed and justified.

This suggests a promising research program that has not been fully
taken up. The dominance of the state—its pervasive and overpowering
rhetoric, its endless documenting and accounting of itself and society—
has produced much scholarship that tracks its actions and official ideol-
ogies but has provided insufficient empirical exploration of how citizens
experience their ever-changing social worlds, how they negotiate the
strong state in their lives, and how this shapes their orientation toward
the state and society. Consequently, the examination of political ideology
has stayed at the level of state discourse. It remains unclear, then, how
practices that can easily be construed as contradictory, unjust, and un-
acceptable come to take on a veneer of naturalness—what Chua (1995),
drawing on Antonio Gramsci (1971), calls common sense.

Scholarship on gender and the state suggests that the site of gendered
rule is particularly productive for addressing this puzzle.6 The trope that
women are especially bound to and responsible for maintaining tradition
and thus safeguarding the nation is common across a range of cases.
Feminist scholars have explored two questions that arise: what are the
mechanisms put in place by states that (re)produce the reality of the trope,
and how do the resulting gender inequalities affect the lives of women?
There is thus a rich literature detailing the gendered assumptions em-
bedded within institutions and policy regimes (Gordon 1990; Koven and
Michel 1993; O’Connor, Orloff, and Shaver 1999) and the national cam-
paigns that target the very bodies of women (Ginsburg and Rapp 1995;
Ong 1995; Kligman 1998). On the other hand, scholars have illuminated
the varying ways in which women themselves are drawn into the logic of

5 See Tremewan 1994; Chua 1995; Low 1998; Mauzy and Milne 2002.
6 This is a massive and expanding literature, which I can only cite selectively here. For

a review of the literature, see Brush (1996), Orloff (1996), and Sainsbury (1996).
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gendered nation building (Kandiyoti 1991; Yuval-Davis 1997; Moon
2005), sometimes in ways that reproduce power structures and sometimes
in ways that use the state’s hypocrisies as the basis for mobilization and
protest (Seidman 1993; Noonan 1995; Ray 1999). Feminist scholars have
thus demonstrated that gender is central to nation-state formation pro-
cesses and that the process of producing common sense, which almost
always involves naturalizing particular gender differences (and similarities),
is a political project that is especially fraught and tenuous given the im-
mense social changes associated with the building of new nation-states.
The process thus shapes the tone and texture of state-society relations in
fundamental ways. Moreover, the process of (re)producing gendered pol-
ities happens on everyday, practical levels that demand analyses of more
than formal ideologies and state discourses.

Despite these insights, it remains an ongoing struggle to place feminist
scholarship about states in the center of academic debates on political
economy and the nature of state-society relations. The case of Singapore
represents a particular opportunity to demonstrate the importance of gen-
der to understandings of states generally. In most cases analyzed by fem-
inist scholars, regardless of the specific direction, form, and intensity of
people’s responses to the state, the salience of gender is enhanced when
states use gender as a principle of division. The puzzle I began with in
this study thus points to the Singaporean case as an outlier of sorts. The
need to account for this forces an important methodological shift: it traces
how gender is relevant and where it becomes irrelevant—a move that is
highly counterintuitive from a feminist perspective. This not only sheds
light on the implications of gender as a principle of social division but,
more important for the purposes of this study, also highlights the pro-
duction of the full range of discourses that render a particular gendered
regime natural. Just as Mounira Charrad’s (2001) comparative analysis of
Islamic family law reform in Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco shows, against
conventional wisdom, that reforms around women’s rights sometimes
have nothing at all to do with gender politics, this article aims to tease
out the ways in which gender politics goes well beyond women.

Mapping the gendered state and citizen responses
The research strategies for this study are twofold: I first examine the state’s
approach toward the family and, particularly, the ways in which gendered
assumptions are embedded. The arsenal of institutions, policy rules, and
regulations is as universal in its reach as policies get. Hence, this realm is
as close as it comes to delineating the nature of state rule in some general
manner. This is also the site where material realities and ideologies are
endemically off balance. Indeed, the ostensible failures of the state in



538 ! Teo

altering demographic trends toward later marriage and lower fertility rates
deepen the puzzle of what exactly people are or are not consenting to.
The family is thus an especially interesting site for examining the ongoing
work of discourse production.

Second, I conducted in-depth interviews, each lasting about ninety
minutes, with sixty Singaporeans—men and women, ethnic Chinese as
well as Malays and Indians—over the course of about a year in 2003 and
2004. My respondents consisted of thirty-six women and twenty-four
men; forty-three ethnic Chinese, thirteen Malays, three Indians, and one
person who is identified as “Other.”7

Respondents had relatively recent encounters with the state in the realm
of public housing. In the Singaporean context, this meant they were very
typical in terms of being public housing owners and dwellers (close to 90
percent of Singaporeans fall into this category), as well as insofar as they
had formed a “family nucleus,” typically through marriage, in order to
qualify to purchase highly subsidized flats. Most of the respondents could
be considered upwardly mobile—having received significantly more ed-
ucation and having been employed in more high-status and secure pro-
fessions than their parents—in ways that reflect the rise in wealth of the
country over the past four decades.8 I chose this group for two intertwined
reasons: First, although the ideals of heterosexual marriage, childbearing,
and filial piety are in theory applicable to all Singaporeans, this was a
group of relatively young (late twenties to early forties) citizens who were
the main targets of the state on each of these issues and correspondingly
were most likely to have had recent and concrete encounters with state
implementations of the ideals. When it came to bearing the contradictory
desires and demands of modernity and tradition, this was the group most

7 This breakdown of Singaporeans into Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Other reflects the
official ethnoracial categories recognized and (re)produced by the Singapore state. Singa-
pore’s citizen/permanent resident population (3.68 million in 2007, not including about 1
million nonresidents) is made up of roughly 75 percent Chinese, 14 percent Malays, 9 percent
Indians, and 2 percent Other (Singapore Department of Statistics 2007). My respondents,
as is typical of Singaporeans, identify themselves in one of these categories when asked about
their ethnicity. The historical genesis as well as problematic consequences of this ethnoracial
schema are explored by Lily Zubaidah Rahim (1998), Chua Beng Huat (1998, 2000), and
Nirmala PuruShotam (1998b).

8 The term “middle class” that would typically be used in this situation tends to suggest
static correspondence between one’s wealth, material interests, and belief systems. I use
“upwardly mobile” because what I found was more complex: having witnessed the massive
socioeconomic changes in their own and their parents’ lives, my respondents showed a certain
flux, unpredictability, and ambivalence in how their present circumstances shaped their
outlooks.
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likely to experience these conflicts directly. Second, I wanted to ensure
that there was no artificial dislocation of discourse from practice, that what
I was getting at was not just people’s opinions and musings but concrete
beliefs and values that stemmed from and were accompanied by real prac-
tice. If discourse and practice moved in different directions, interviews
with this particular group allowed for reflections on how and why.

The ubiquity of family in Singaporean society
Living in Singapore, it is difficult to escape the sense that the family stands
at the center of social life. For starters, in one’s exposure to public media—
whether newspapers, local television, or radio—there is an infusion of
messages about the importance of the family to individuals and to society.
These can be in the form of sustained campaigns such as “Romancing
Singapore” or “Eat with your family day” or in more everyday instances
of television dramas that wax lyrical about adult offspring who live with
their elderly parents at the same time that they frown upon women who
consider abortion. Much of this rhetoric can be traced directly to state
organizations such as the Ministry of Community Development, Youth
and Sports (MCYS), but there is also no lack of commercial bodies tapping
into such profamily themes to sell their wares.

On the part of the state, rhetoric transforms into practice through a
thick web of institutional mechanisms. A prime example lies in how the
Housing and Development Board (HDB) and the Central Provident Fund
(CPF) render meaningful certain types of families for Singaporean lives.
As mentioned, most Singaporeans own and live in public housing units,
and most of them pay for their flats with monies in their individual CPF
accounts. These are savings accounts that all employed Singaporeans are
compelled to accumulate, and from which they are not allowed to with-
draw until after retirement except for limited purposes—an especially im-
portant one being installments on housing loans. Public housing is indeed
the most important public good in Singapore, not only because it is highly
subsidized but also because it is near universal and has thus far ensured
many Singaporeans an asset that gains in worth over time.9 The latter two
aspects of public housing render it a public good with very significant
social meaning: to be included puts one in step with other Singaporeans
and is an important marker of citizenship and social worth.

9 Scholars have detailed the uniqueness of the Singapore public housing system. See
Wong and Yeh 1985; Chua 1988, 1997; Castells, Goh, and Kwok 1990; Low and Aw 1998.
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Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong put it this way in his 2007 National
Day Rally Speech:

When Singapore grows, property values go up, your flat’s value goes
up and when the Government has surpluses, we upgrade your flats,
neighbourhoods, new towns, and maintain the value. So, if you look
at the three-room flats today, if you had bought a three-room flat
in the early 1970s, it would have cost you maybe $8,000. Today,
the three-room flat is worth $160,000, some places more. It’s been
a fabulous investment, you have had a house to live in, you have
got a nest egg which will see you through your retirement, provided
you don’t cash out and go on holiday. But if you take care of it well,
you have, through this HDB homeownership, you have participated
in the growth of Singapore, bought shares in Singapore and backed
this Singapore Inc and made it succeed. (Lee 2007, 16)

This quotation illustrates public housing’s special place in the state’s plan
for the nation as well as the ways in which it embodies the importance
and rewards of being in tune with the mainstream. It is thus noteworthy
that HDB rules require, except in rare instances, that Singaporeans youn-
ger than thirty-five form a “family nucleus” before they purchase HDB
flats.10 In contemporary Singapore, the most typical path to home own-
ership involves marriage. The forced savings system further institution-
alizes this: for many Singaporeans, a housing purchase is that much easier
with two CPF accounts, and the timing of marriage and flat buying are

10 A family nucleus is typically formed by a man and a woman married to each other
and can also be formed between an individual and his or her adult (above twenty-one years
old) offspring. First implemented in 1991, HDB’s Single Singapore Citizen Scheme, an
exception to the family nucleus requirement, is construed as a privilege that requires explicit
justification as well as continual reassessment. When, in August 2001, the government an-
nounced more liberal rules such that singles older than thirty-five could purchase flats in any
estate rather than only in certain areas, the Minister for National Development, Mah Bow
Tan, said: “Singapore’s public housing policy is guided by our pro-family social framework
and the need to optimise the use of our limited resources. Nonetheless, the Government
recognizes that single citizens have made valuable contributions to our society and economy,
and will continuously review our policies on the issue of housing for singles, to ensure they
remain fair and relevant.” In the same press release: “Besides providing singles with more
housing choices, the revised policy will make it easier for singles to live near their aged parents
who may be living in the urban estates, so that they can provide mutual care and support
to each other. As the population in the urban estates is ageing, the change will also help to
improve the age profile of residents in the urban estates and help to revitalise community
services and activities in these estates” (Ministry of National Development, “More Housing
Choices for Singles,” press release, Housing and Development Board, Singapore, 2001).
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decisions made in tandem (Teo 2007). Grants given to first-time buyers
and to married couples who buy flats near their parents—administered
through the CPF—further encourage nuclear family formation that also
takes into account aging parents.

The cumulative outcome goes well beyond mechanical fulfillment of
rules and regulations: specific Singaporean norms are generated. The col-
lective orientation and negotiation of the institutional context produces
normative values and collective ideals that render (positively) meaningful
heterosexuality, employment, legality, marriage, “filial piety,” and a rela-
tively narrow configuration of these as benchmarks of normal families.11

Yet another aspect of the ubiquity of family in Singapore thus centers on
the conversations coworkers, friends, and acquaintances have about ap-
propriate life paths and mutual comparisons of strategies and plans.

The picture from afar looks quite neat: this is a state with an explicit
wish list that includes marriage, childbearing, and filial piety among its
citizens. It often claims these practices as traditional—as stemming from
Asian values or Confucian values—and hence its own role as merely a
facilitator. Furthermore, it has the administrative capacity to implement
its will and uses universalistic strategies around public goods to achieve
its goals. Journalistic as well as layperson accounts of family policies often
pick up on this and thereby overemphasize the state’s power and coherence
at the same time that they, ironically, underemphasize the full range of
consequences of these policies. Two things, however, are missing from
these stereotypes around family policies: First, serious contradictions are
embedded within the state’s approach toward the family. Second, it is no
surprise that these policies have failed to reverse the demographic trends
toward later marriage and low fertility.12 These two issues combine to
render it more puzzling that gender is not more salient in people’s imag-
inations of the state.

11 I use quotation marks around the term “filial piety” to signal its particular and limited
definition: while living close to or with elderly parents constitutes “filial piety,” the definition
does not include children ceding marriage or financial decisions entirely to their parents, nor
does it elaborate on what care entails beyond shared meals and general supervision. Indeed,
somewhat ironically, extended family ties and obligations were seen by Dr. Goh Keng Swee,
an important player in the design of Singapore’s early industrialization strategies, as a barrier
to industrialization insofar as it dampened the individual’s incentive to accumulate wealth
for him- or herself (Chua 1995).

12 The total fertility rate declined from 3.10 in 1970 to 1.83 in 1990 to 1.26 in 2006
(Singapore Department of Statistics 2006a). For comparative figures and a more thorough
analysis of demographic trends toward late or nonmarriage and below-replacement fertility
rates, see Saw (2005) and Jones (2007).
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Deepening the puzzle: Why should we expect a gendered response?
Much has been written about Singapore’s pronatalist policies, and par-
ticularly about its explicit attempts, in the early 1980s, to get well-educated
ethnic Chinese women to have more babies and to get low-income women
to limit their fertility.13 Accounts of this “eugenics phase” have discussed
both the gendered and ethnoracial dimensions of the state’s policies, high-
lighting in particular that although the policies did not specify ethnicity
as criteria for incentives, the overlap between income and ethnicity meant
that the incentives were targeted more at Chinese Singaporeans (Heng
and Devan 1995). In terms of responses to the policies, however, the best
documented are those of a small subset of well-educated ethnic Chinese
women who organized to found the feminist organization the Association
of Women for Action and Research (AWARE).14 There does not seem to
have been significant public outcry protesting class or ethnic discrimi-
nation from the groups who were left out of the schema. This should
not, of course, be taken as unequivocal evidence of a lack of principled
and/or interest-oriented displeasure, since there are indeed numerous
structural barriers to organized dissent, particularly along ethnic lines. My
interview data, however, corroborates the thrust of these findings insofar
as I found surprisingly few differences in the way Chinese and Malay
respondents conceived of contemporary pronatal policies and the state’s
responsibilities and limitations. Their rationale for this, which I elaborate
on elsewhere (Teo 2007), depends on a shared view of both the nation’s
challenges and the state’s role in confronting them—the main themes to
be elaborated in this article—as well as on a consensus around the value
of not being the direct targets of policies in a context in which state
interventions are pervasive.

Although the state quickly retracted its explicitly eugenic position, the
directions for pronatalist policies were set and continue to frame contem-
porary state actions, forming the basis of a deep set of contradictions that
disproportionately affect women. First, income tax breaks remain a central
strategy for encouraging fertility. Since many Singaporeans do not pay any
income taxes, the incentives disproportionately affect those with higher
incomes. Second, that these are income tax breaks, and that there are

13 See Heng and Devan 1995; Yap 1995; Teo and Yeoh 1999; Wong and Yeoh 2003.
14 The Association of Women for Action and Research remains active today and is an

important player in civil society. As an organization, however, it continues to face problems
reaching broader segments of the population. This study cannot fully address why this is,
but my findings do suggest that part of the reason lies in the neutralization of gender
discourse. There is a certain difficulty in articulating women’s interests as legitimate interests.
See Wee 1987; Lyons 1998, 2004; PuruShotam 1998a; Chan 2000.

Youyenn Teo
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particular tax reliefs and rebates available only to women, suggests that
what is desired is not fertility per se but childbearing women who continue
to be employed workers.15 These first two policies have implications that
are probably more symbolic than actual, since the amount of a tax break
is unlikely to be sufficient to drive a person’s childbearing decisions one
way or the other.

A third dimension of pronatal policies, however, places the question
of childbearing and child-rearing practices firmly in the realm of women’s
“choices” through the shaping of structural constraints and possibilities.
Here, state and market come together on two fronts: time off from work
and domestic labor. While employers are mandated by the state to allow
women employees up to sixteen weeks of maternity leave—and the costs
of their salaries during that period are to be shared between state and
employer—the granting (or not) of paternity leave is entirely up to the
discretion of individual employers.16 The relatively generous maternity
leave provisions suggest a family-friendly work environment, but it is im-
portant to note that these are recent changes; prior to 2004, employers
were required to provide paid maternity leave for only eight weeks and
only for the first three births. Between 2004 and 2008, paid maternity
leave was twelve weeks for a woman’s first four babies. The sixteen-week
paid leave, available to all Singaporean married women regardless of the
number of children they have, was announced recently, on August 17,
2008.17 Two intertwined implications follow: norms emphasizing the pri-
macy of work and the undesirability of long periods of time off persist,

15 In 2005, the resident labor force was 1,647,300 (Singapore Department of Statistics
2008), and 707,014 residents (a little over 40 percent of the labor force) were taxpayers
(Singapore Department of Statistics 2006c).

16 Employers are required to pay the salaries (capped at S$10,000 per four weeks, in-
cluding CPF contributions) for the first eight weeks of maternity leave for a female employee’s
first and second births. The last eight weeks for the first and second births are paid by the
state (capped at S$20,000 per birth, including CPF contributions), as are the full sixteen
weeks for the third and subsequent births (capped at S$40,000 per birth, including CPF
contributions). Singaporean women who wish to qualify for government-paid maternity leave
must be married to the father of their child.

17 The extension of paid maternity leave was announced by Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong (Lee 2008) in the annual National Day Rally Speech, following weeks of anticipation
and speculation that something might change on the gender front. Disappointingly, while
he announced more days of paid child care leave for parents of children under six years old
(six days per year up from two), and a new unpaid infant care leave for parents of children
under two years old (six days per year), his talk of men needing to “change their mindsets”
and pitch in with changing diapers was not accompanied by any change in paternity leave
policies. Instead, the state has upped paid maternity leave by four weeks.
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with the result that women experience guilt and insecurity—sometimes
as a direct result of bosses’ and coworkers’ actions—when they take time
off. Moreover, since women are the only ones who are entitled to such
leave, they are the ones who have to take responsibility for deciding how
long they can afford to be away from work and consider not just how
long they need to care for their newborns but also how much responsibility
they have at work, what they “owe” to their coworkers and bosses, and
whether they will be rendered irrelevant by extended absences.18

On the home front, domestic work—household chores as well as the
care of young and old—are entrenched as women’s work through the
huge influx of migrant workers. The state orchestrates the entry of women
(and only women) from a fixed set of neighboring countries, the Phil-
ippines and Indonesia foremost among them, to work as low-cost domestic
laborers (Yeoh, Huang, and Gonzalez 1999). The pursuit of this particular
route to fulfill household needs leads to a paradoxical outcome: the or-
ganization of familial work is highly collectivized and yet held firmly in
the realm of the individual family. In offering tax relief to married working
mothers who employ foreign domestic workers (and not to most other
categories of Singaporeans), the state compels all taxpayers to subsidize
a particular familial arrangement built upon lopsided gendered divisions
of labor; in regulating domestic laborers strictly—requiring foreign do-
mestic workers to live and work in individual households but not allowing
them to set up businesses offering similar services without living with their
employers—the state manages market solutions toward narrow ends. Ul-
timately, the combination of explicit rhetoric, specific market options, and
limited legal guarantees makes childbearing and child rearing both sym-
bolically and concretely dependent on the “choices” women make.

The burden of choice evidently does break the camel’s back. The dif-
ficulty of attaining “work-life balance”—a phrase the state favors and that
has gained popular parlance among researchers—is a given for young
Singaporeans. As in other relatively wealthy countries where this particular
balance is premised on women “choosing” family formation over careers
(McDonald 2000; Castles 2002), the total fertility rate in Singapore has
dipped well below replacement level. Something is certainly going on to

18 The anxiety surrounding discussions of maternity leave stands in stark contrast to the
relative nonchalance about the time men are away from work for mandatory military service.
All Singaporean men are required to serve in the military and can be called upon for training
at any time until the age of forty (fifty for officers), and for up to forty days each year. In
the work lives of Singaporean men and women, then, there is in fact a high probability that
men are on average away from work more than women.
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shape the complex responses to the contradictory ideals, and we should
expect these to look different for women than they do for men. In the
next section, I look more closely at how young Singaporeans (women in
particular) who have to deal with such contradictions think and talk about
the state.

Gender disarmed: A politics of gender that matters . . . and doesn’t
The Singaporean state’s gendered policies around the family, somewhat
counterintuitively, produce a political discourse in which gender is con-
sequential and yet ultimately disarmed. The state’s gendered approach was
salient and frustrated respondents—particularly the women—but it was
ultimately not the main lens through which they saw the state and their
relationships to it. Instead, they were far more articulate in talking about
the state as a sincere if ineffective agent in trying to promote tradition in
a modern world. In the following, I first highlight the ways in which
gender did come up, before turning to an elaboration of the discourses
that ultimately displaced its salience.

It was apparent to both the men and the women—though, as might
be expected, especially to the women—that the burden of arranging for
various combinations of employment and caregiving, as well as the actual
physical work of caregiving, falls disproportionately on women. For ex-
ample, Lyn Na told me, “I think where children are concerned, the ben-
efits toward mothers, like leave and all that, go more to the mother. . . .
Somehow if I have to take leave and my kid’s sick, it’s probably easier
than for the father. . . . I think people still accepting child care as re-
sponsibility for the mother. Even though there are some fathers who also
chip in.”19 Another respondent, Vivian, put this even more strongly: “I
think it’s very strange. They encourage Singaporean women to have kids,
but women who start having kids are penalized in other areas. For ex-
ample, if you take maternity leave for that year, you can forget about
promotion for the year. Let’s say you take two months leave, no matter
how hard you work the ten months, you don’t qualify for promotion

19 All names of respondents are pseudonyms. Most of the interviews were conducted in
English, and I quote them verbatim. Where grammatical and other errors occur, they should
be recognized as partially the sort that tend to appear in everyday speech as well as, in some
cases, a particular form of English—popularly known as Singlish—that Singaporeans speak.
The expression “lah” is, for example, often used at the end of sentences to “soften” what’s
been said—to render the particular statement more nonchalant and taken for granted. The
term “what” at the end of the next quotation is meant to further emphasize that what the
speaker has proclaimed is an indisputable fact.
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because you’ve been away. There’s nothing to protect women from being
penalized because they were away to have kids and take care of the kids.
For guys they don’t have to do anything what!” Vivian thus alludes to
the central problem for women: the real and intense demands on them
in their careers, even as they are encouraged to raise families. Respondents
obviously recognized that the state was not the only agent to blame and
that it is sometimes companies that penalize women. The allusion to
benefits and protections, however, implies the prominence of state ac-
countability in their minds.

This came through more explicitly when respondents pointed out that
the state’s purported goals often meant contradictory things: for many,
what was obvious is that the national push for global competitiveness,
productivity, and foreign investments has led to ever-longer work hours
and more stressful employment. They pointed out that campaigns em-
phasizing the importance of family and policies and programs like longer
paid maternity leave or “Eat with your family day” are in direct contrast
with the first set of goals, and in lived reality women find themselves torn
in two different directions. Even with campaigns to turn companies into
“family-friendly” places, many women complained that the workplace is
fundamentally at odds with raising young children—with few provisions
for rooms where they might express breastmilk in the first months after
they return to work or flexible work arrangements that allow them to take
care of the many small emergencies that may arise.

Respondents thus complained that state encouragement of childbearing
in particular and strong families in general are things that are more easily
advised than achieved in the current context and with the existing policies
and programs. They were conscious of and unhappy about the difficult
and contradictory demands placed on women. Gender was salient insofar
as they saw the job of attaining some sort of balance between work and
family—partially reinforced through state policies—as being their difficult
domain. Yet, gender did not dominate their interpretations of the state
and particularly their understandings of their relationships to the state;
that is, they did not go very far in articulating displeasure with the state
as women. I account for this by looking more closely at the themes that
did emerge as people told me their experiences with and views of the state
and its interventions in the family.

If gender is not salient, what is?
Two sets of related themes are revealing and pave the way for clarifying
the content of political discourse. As the previous section already illus-
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trates, critiques of the state challenge not the fact of intervention but the
inadequacies of specific policies in getting to certain ends. Indeed, there
is a strong discourse around the ideals of traditional families and values
that effectively takes gender differences for granted. While the contents
of tradition and values are defined in limited and sometimes crude ways,
there is clear articulation of the importance of “culture” for individuals
and for the nation. Second, this is rendered significant for understanding
state-society relations when we look at what Singaporeans say about the
state in relation to values. Here, my respondents described the state pri-
marily as an agent not in producing but in resolving paradoxes, and to
them the most significant paradoxes endemic to Singaporean society fol-
low inevitably from rapid socioeconomic changes. The theme of the un-
stoppable force of “the economy” came up repeatedly and was the lens
through which most people, regardless of gender or ethnicity, made sense
of the state’s interventions in the family.

Embedding gender norms and practices in the broader categories of
the family, tradition, and values, the effect of family policies is to produce
a sense not that women have different interests than men but that Sin-
gaporeans have shared interests as families and as Singaporeans. The state,
moreover, is rendered as a sincere defender of tradition under difficult
conditions not of its making.

The surprising effects of culture
It is easy to dismiss the place of culture in the Singaporean context.
Singaporeans are clumsy in expressing its content—poor at elaborating
where tradition comes from, what practices are traditional and what are
not, or why they do what they do and believe what they believe. Moreover,
their words often mirror those of the state. It is thus difficult to resist the
urge to see their statements as ironic, as inauthentic and superficial, or
worse yet from the perspective of a researcher, simply politically correct
answers that people give in public settings. While it is reasonable to remain
cognizant of the huge efforts the state has made over the past decades to
promote particular versions of “Asian values” (Kuo 1996), it is equally
important to pay attention to people’s evocation of “culture” as they
interpret and account for their practices and beliefs. Taking thin and
clumsy understandings of tradition, culture, and values seriously, we see
that the valorization of these understandings contributes to obscuring the
significance of gender as people negotiate their relationships to the state.

The phrases “family values” and “Asian values” crept into respondents’
vocabulary with regularity; people invoked them matter-of-factly and with
finality—signaling their assumption that we shared a discursive context,
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that these terms should explain all there is to explain. Ai Ling, for instance,
explained: “I think we’re still a very Asian society. Filial piety is still some-
thing that [is] ingrained in all of us. I think it still features very strongly.”
For her, Singaporeans’ Asian-ness means that “filial piety” is an integral
part of society. Moreover, the repeated use of “still” suggested that she
saw these as values of the past that are retained.

Noor Rita, though somewhat ambivalent about how conservative or
liberal she thought Singaporeans were, nonetheless insisted that on some
matters Singaporeans are rooted to values: “Singaporeans, not being a
conservative society but where values matter most, at the end of the day,
we always look back to our Confucius values, or Eastern values, or what-
ever values that you know, though it’s not exactly very true, but we want
to hold that. Like giving priority to the family. We want the family to be
a unit, a strong unit, in order for the society to survive. I think that is
the main thing.” That this allusion to a hodgepodge of values, including
Confucian values normally associated with Chinese Singaporeans, was
made by a Malay Singaporean illustrates well the irrelevance of how pure
or deeply historically rooted such values are. What is more significant is
the expressed conviction that there is some shared orientation toward the
importance of family in Singapore and that this is somehow shaped by
values and hence stable and dependable. The way Chinese Singaporeans
talk about Confucian values, as a later quotation will show, is in fact not
all that different. This similarity signals the profound reification of the
notion of values—its content and historical connections and implications
pale in significance next to its unassailable influence on action. That is, it
is not its elaboration that compels but its very evocation.

The claim of owning values uniquely, and the positive valence that
accompanies it, came across even more strongly as people brought up
other countries to make their point. Elaine told me: “I think over here
people feel more a sense of, maybe obligation or they’re actually filial lah.
There is more of a sense of responsibility toward parents. Whereas I think
overseas maybe the fact that people have a lot of independence, maybe
the culture is different, the parents actually encourage kids to go out of
their own, stay out on their own, I think, yah, I think sense of responsibility
here is a lot more. Or it can be just social pressure. But the Chinese culture
that you have to xiao shun [be filial].” Elaine was not the only one to
refer to other countries when she explained why Singaporeans care for
the elderly in certain ways. She drew on the idea that there is something
fundamental and organic about Singaporean culture that should lead to
behaviors different from those in the West. Faye, too, told me: “In other
countries, I think it’s very different. I think in U.S. right, they don’t really
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take care of their parents, right? From what I understand lah. I think they
prefer to stay by themselves, so they don’t really take care of their parents
that well. I think Singapore still better.”

People take very seriously, then, the notion of values and use it to
account for their beliefs, decisions, and practices. In many cases, my re-
spondents claimed that their practices are shaped in particular ways because
they are Asian or Chinese, Eastern or Confucian, and so on. They sug-
gested that their practices are determined by a set of values that are pri-
mordial and hence stable, immutable, and in fact beyond their individual
agency. For example, Noor Rita’s uncertainty about the source of these
values—“Confucius values, or Eastern values, or whatever values”—reveals
the frailty of claims to historical continuity, but this uncertainty leads not
to doubt but to the insistence that there is something deep that cannot
be shaken easily.

Brian’s comments underscore this interesting duality. When I asked
him why the family seems so important in Singapore, he explained: “A
nation is built of people, people who share the same identity and history,
so I think it depends quite a lot on, ramifications lah, I’m sure. Confucius
say xian you jia, hou you guo [First comes family, then comes nation/
country], and then something something. So first you build your family
and the result of which your family builds the nation.” Upon referring
incompletely to the Chinese saying, which suggests that the precondition
for the existence of the nation is the formation of the family—a phrase a
few other respondents had mentioned as well—Brian laughed at his own
inability to finish the adage. Yet, this did not stop him from coming to
conclusions about what the Confucian value predicts. The claims around
the determining and explanatory capacities of “tradition,” “culture,” and
“Asian values,” vague and incomplete as they are, must be taken seriously
as expressions of respondents’ beliefs that there are values—historical,
immutable, originating outside the self—that do and ought to shape one’s
behaviors.

These ways of seeing what is at stake frame practices such as living with
aging parents as cultural, something that cannot and should not be re-
placed nor argued with. Even when people were not always clear about
what traditions entail and from where they originate and, indeed, even
when most definitions of tradition were clearly out of reach for them—
Brian, for example, is an openly gay man who has no intention of marrying
a woman or having children—there was a strong sense that traditions give
meaning and are part of what makes Singaporean society and Singaporeans
unique and good.

Culture can shape politics in different directions: in a case like that of
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Singapore, where the state is a self-proclaimed and aggressive spearheader
of development, it is easy to imagine culture being the anchor for critiques
of the state. Indeed, respondents criticized the state for undermining good
family values in its use of monetary incentives to encourage marriage,
childbearing, or filial piety. Others drew on the cultural as a way of claiming
their own autonomy from the state. But culture as inoculation against the
state has important limits: people’s articulations of disapproval were gen-
erally aimed at the specifics of policies—their inability to achieve certain
goals—and not the fact of intervention. Indeed, what makes intervention
itself acceptable if not agreeable is that the ends are viewed as good or at
least necessary. Here we must go one step further: I elaborate in the next
section on how people cast the nation as facing challenges that have to
do with global and inexorable forces and the state as a sincere defender
of (what we have seen are treasured) traditions.

A powerful state with limited agency
Respondents often ended their criticisms of state policies by pointing out
that the state’s agency is limited. This is extraordinary given the stereotypes
of the Singaporean state as all knowing and all powerful and the pre-
sumption that Singaporeans think that the state is all knowing and all
powerful. Counterintuitively, even though people saw the state as heavily
involved in precisely the main source of their conflicts—an increasingly
competitive and stressful work environment—they capped their criticisms
with the claim that the economic has a certain logic that the state is merely
responding to.20 They described the state as dealing with an inexorable
force that is “the economy” and depicted it as doing the best it can for
the larger good of the nation. They used phrases like “understand the
government’s point of view,” “see the bigger picture,” and “the govern-
ment wants to do the right thing” to account for why, despite their dis-
agreement with specifics, the state still had an important role to play in
shaping families.

Roslinda, for example, told me this when I asked if she felt any dis-
pleasure with the state’s pronatal strategies: “I guess government, I mean,
you have to also understand the government’s point of view, you have to
see the bigger picture. They may do something for a reason. I don’t think

20 Philip F. Kelly and Kris Olds (1999) argue for recognizing the discursive importance
of the global and globalization, while Timothy Mitchell (2005) has done extensive work
detailing how the economy has come to be seen as a finite and coherent entity with uni-
versalistic logic.
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they’re doing this for no reason. They must have thought of what is going
to happen in the future, they probably have seen trends in other countries.
I guess they must have a reason.” For her, the state is driven by reasons
that cannot necessarily be appreciated by individuals. She had faith that
such reasons exist and that they benefit society in the long run. Her words
also allude to a teleological view of development wherein troublesome
trends are endemic and hence ought to be avoided.

Similarly, May Hui, who had been sarcastic in her comments about the
state’s high level of intervention into individual lives, told me toward the
end of our conversation: “I don’t see [the state’s policies] as anything
right or wrong, just that they are very concerned with every part of our
lives, which maybe foreigners think it’s strange, but I think it’s just our
government, but they have our interests at heart.” While pointing to the
state’s odd level of intervention with a self-consciousness about Singa-
pore’s difference from other countries, she nonetheless concluded that it
means well and that that somehow compensates for its faults.

“Meaning well,” for many of the people I talked to, had to do with
the sense that Singapore faces increasing difficulties in its efforts to main-
tain its competitiveness. And this, to them, was not something that could
be detached from discussions about the family. Hui Min, for example,
pointed out that having a reproducing Singaporean population was im-
portant because that is how national identities can perpetuate themselves.
She went on to say, moreover, that it goes beyond this to something more
fundamental:

Hui Min: So it’s not even about building a sense of Singaporean,
it’s like necessary for the continuing function, in order to ensure
that we don’t slide down the ladder and become the last of the pack.
Youyenn Teo: What would that look like?
Hui Min: Very uncompetitive. Like in Europe, high taxes to sub-
sidize healthcare. That will be high wages and uncompetitive work
force. Hurt our economy, low growth.

Interestingly, then, although our conversations began with the nitty-gritty
of family policies and their decisions and practices around marriage, child-
bearing, and elder care, most of my respondents brought up issues of the
economy, development, and national survival as our conversations pro-
gressed. This is a crucial first step toward understanding how family comes
to the fore and gender becomes obfuscated. My respondents framed the
state as trying its best to maintain the family, its traditions, and values in
the face of some unstoppable logic that is the economy.
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Gender norms as common sense for the individual, the state,
and society
That tradition and family are framed as unequivocally good and indeed
necessary, as primordial and real, has major implications. The discursive
framework that is (re)produced when Singaporeans, particularly women,
negotiate the contradictory demands placed in their paths—to strive for
careers while forming and caring for families, to make individual choices
while also recognizing their supposed real and natural places in society—
is one where women’s dissent against the state as women is very difficult.
Where we can imagine claims being made against the state as an aggressive
modernizer that erodes valued cultural practices, the state seems to have
cornered the market as a legitimate if imperfect defender of tradition.
Although women might push for bigger roles in the modernization pro-
ject, there is already convincing evidence to suggest that they are sym-
bolically as well as materially included.

And this is only part of the problem. The very dominance of the “tra-
dition versus modernity” framework that comes across so strongly both
in state rhetoric and in people’s own articulations of family policies sets
the parameters around which people can judge the state’s actions. When
they do, they take for granted the gender norms that are implied by the
state’s definitions of tradition and modernity. The common sense that is
generated as people negotiate these gendered policies gives meaning and
content to them as individual Singaporean subjects located in a particular
social milieu and with specific relationships to the state.

Feminist approaches to studies of states: Limits and possibilities
In negotiating the state in their everyday lives, Singaporeans should find
their gender salient. Women, in particular, have many reasons to find the
state’s approach toward the family unfair and unjust. Why then, is there
a seeming lack of resistance or even the strengthening of traditional gen-
dered identities, as we see in so many other cases that feminists have looked
at? In Politics of Piety, an account of women in the mosque movement
in contemporary Egypt, Saba Mahmood (2005) provides a trenchant cri-
tique of liberal feminist theory, suggesting that liberal feminism poses the
question in too narrow a way and that limiting analysis to a search for
resistance is highly problematic. It embeds within it assumptions about
the way power and agency function that ought to be examined empirically
rather than predetermined.

Mahmood’s critique sheds light on the continual problems feminists
face in their demands that scholars pay attention to gendered analyses of



S I G N S Spring 2009 ! 553

states. Despite the insightful and critical scholarship produced over the
years, the dominant accounts of political economy and state building con-
tinue to relegate gender to the margins and to cast gender as a variable
rather than a constitutive element in historical processes. Her critique,
though not oriented to the specific issue at hand, suggests that part of
the problem is methodological: the political commitment to enhancing
women’s positions often prevents feminist scholars from looking away
from women’s positions or, even more important, from interrogating the
logics and illogics, the intended as well as unintended, consequences of
gendered processes in a broader political context.

This study, in some ways, begins with a puzzle that Mahmood sees as
highly problematic: where’s the resistance? I agree with her that, on its
own, this question is unproductive and brings us to theoretical dead ends.
The purpose of this study, then, has been to illuminate how a puzzle that
begins with that particular liberal feminist sensibility can go well beyond
the question of whether or not resistance and agency exist. I hold no
pretensions to claiming that this particular approach is generalizable, but
I do think it is crucial for feminist scholarship to find various strategies
for demonstrating that gender politics is not just about women.

In the case of Singapore, beginning with attention to gender, one is
forced to recognize the incompleteness of examining state-society relations
by analyzing the work the state does to bring material realities and ideology
in line. The contradictions embedded within the gendered approach of
the state toward the family should shatter illusions of the state as a pro-
tector of tradition, but the contradictions people experience in their lives
neither lead to challenges to the state’s hypocrisy nor fully let the state
off the hook. As Chua points out, the state’s work is ongoing; this article
shows that the process does not just involve the state producing ideology
from above, as many scholars would have it, or even, as Chua implies,
producing material realities that soothe contradictions. It is not simply
coherence of ideology and material reality that forms the core of the state-
society relationship that underwrites people’s consent. It is indeed also
the continual production of a discursive framework wherein there is full
recognition of gendered contradictions, simultaneous with vindication of
the state as responsible for these contradictions; it is a discourse that
identifies affirmative meaning in nationalist development, meaning that
acts as balm to injustices, inequalities, and paradoxes.

School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Division of Sociology
Nanyang Technological University
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