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The (ideological) aversion many states in Asia have toward universal welfare has

led to the development of various solutions that depend on the valorization of

the familial. This tends toward limiting state expenditure on public goods. The

unevenness and inequalities produced and reproduced by the state’s reliance on

particular family forms—with its specific connotations around class, ethnicity,

gender, and sexuality—also result in particular hierarchies and principles of divi-

sion within the society. This paper challenges the assumption embedded in much

current scholarship that it is ‘‘culture’’ that determines what states can and

cannot do in the realm of public provisions. Instead, it interrogates how states

produce and reproduce particular visions of the family through their approach

toward welfare, and how this more broadly shapes and reproduces social inequal-

ities in state–society relations.

Introduction: The Familial and Welfare as Intertwined

In the late 2000s, at a conference organized by a local ministry
responsible for family and welfare policies in Singapore, a spokesperson for
the ministry started off her presentation by outlining the government’s defi-
nition of ‘‘vulnerability.’’ To be ‘‘vulnerable’’ in Singapore, she explained,
means one is permanently unable to work and has little or no family
support; or that he or she was just able to cope in good economic times but
has been thrown into difficulties during bad ones; and/or that one is faced
with a multitude of family problems, compounded by financial difficulties.
This statement reflects the core principle of the Singapore state’s welfare pro-
vision: provide a sustainable social safety net that is not permanent and
comes with specific conditions. Recipients of state assistance are ultimately
expected to be self-reliant; to be willing to work if they are able-bodied; and
to reach out to the ‘‘family as first line of support.’’
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The speech also highlighted the principles of dependency and sustainabil-
ity. The Singapore state wants to come up with solutions that create opportu-
nities but ‘‘do not engender dependency’’ and solutions that are ‘‘efficient’’
and yet ‘‘still involve and engage the community.’’ It is hard to quibble with
these principles. Dependency and sustainability have become potentially
explosive fiscal and political issues even in European welfare states, where
there historically have favored public provision of social support (Castles
et al. 2010). Thus, in emphasizing the need to exercise prudence in public
spending, the Singapore state is behaving in ways that fit well with the global
political economic zeitgeist. Nonetheless, it has a narrow definition of
welfare needs and, indeed, of citizenship. First, it locates the state as the
source of a limited and last-resort support. Second, employment is practically
a precondition to social membership. Third, while it refers to the notion of
‘‘community’’, very little is said about the mutual obligations citizens may
have toward one another. Finally and most importantly, the Singapore state’s
definition of welfare valorizes the family as the main party of responsibility.

In this paper, I argue that we should view the Singapore state’s approach
to welfare not only as an outcome of a specific set of cultural values centered
on the familial, but also as a driving force in producing and reproducing spe-
cific definitions of ‘‘the family.’’ In other words, while some observers of the
Singapore state have implied that Singapore’s familialist ‘‘culture’’ has shaped
its approach toward welfare, I turn this claim on its head, arguing that the
state’s welfare framework has itself produced and solidified boundaries,
values and practices around the familial. This, in turn, shapes how welfare is
imagined in Singapore.

Casting the familial not only as a driving force but also as a product of
welfare policies is useful in a number of ways: first, we can better understand
how it is that such a familialist model persists amidst rapid and drastic soci-
etal changes. Second, we can see that welfare policies do not simply reflect
but produce citizen subjects. Finally, it helps us to think about the challenges
of welfare reform in contexts such as Singapore’s, where there is a strong
resistance to the expansion of state responsibility in the face of demographic
pressures that clearly require higher levels of social support.

Welfare in East Asia: Key Approaches, Feminist
Interventions

Welfare issues—social protection against unemployment and provision
for retirement, health and education, caregiving for dependents—have
become the focus of attention for scholars in light of declining fertility rates
and rapidly aging populations in much of East and Southeast Asia. Social
policies in East Asia are typically described as exhibiting relatively low public
expenditure on social welfare; an orientation toward investments, such as
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education, that contribute to economic growth; prominent roles for families;
hostility toward the notion of the welfare state, and limited commitment to
welfare as a citizenship right (Holliday 2000). Some have pointed out, more-
over, that dependence on familial support is not merely financial. Indeed,
it involves caregiving responsibilities, which fall disproportionately on
women (Peng 2001).

Comparing Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore,
Aspalter (2006) concludes that ‘‘in East Asia, clear preference has been given
to the family and the market in welfare provision, while limiting the welfare
function of the state largely to the regulative role in social welfare policy’’
(298). Analyzing social spending in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand, Croissant (2004) concurs
that citizens in need of healthcare, housing, retirement, and unemployment
support, have generally had to rely on themselves and their families. Even in
the area of education, where states like South Korea have claimed to be being
major investors, there is a great deal of private investment (Chang 2007).
Compared with European states, East and Southeast Asian states have been
relatively reticent in spending on social programs.

Much of the literature on welfare in Asia is oriented toward ‘‘problem-
solving.’’ Scholars argue that, given the changing demographics and eco-
nomic conditions, system sustainability is at stake (Gough 2001; Chan 2003;
Croissant 2004). The pressures of rapidly aging populations, changing family
forms, coupled with slower economic growth rates mean that countries in
East and Southeast Asia have to reevaluate their social support systems. Since
the Asian financial crisis of 1997–8, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan have
begun to reform their social security systems to make them more universal
and inclusive, but many inadequacies remain (Kwon 2002; Song 2003;
Croissant 2004; Peng and Wong 2004; Kwon 2005; Peng and Wong 2010).

In addition to pointing out the long-term inadequacies of Asian welfare
regimes, some have also argued that certain states have used social welfare as
a means of social and political control. Public housing in Singapore is a
good example of this. Chua (2000) and Tremewan (1998) thus argue that
Singapore’s People’s Action Party (PAP) government has used its monopoly
over public housing—in which more than 80 percent of the population
lives—to compel citizens to vote for them. Public goods are presented and
perceived neither as rights nor as entitlements (Ramesh 2000). The ‘‘commu-
nitarianism’’ embedded in Asian states’ social policies implies a definition of
citizenship which envisages limited state responsibilities to provide social
welfare (Chua 2004).

These critiques suggest the need to take seriously the broader consequen-
ces of social welfare policies, but this is also where existing work has fallen
short. In focusing on the consequences of limited spending, there is a ten-
dency to accept the notion that these states idealize the familial. The central-
ity of family is taken for granted either as a natural reflection of culture or as
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some sort of state strategy. Few interrogate how the familial has come to be
operationalized in social policies, how its form has been managed amidst
rapid and drastic socioeconomic changes, and what consequences the process
may have on how citizenship is defined.

Critical feminist literature on welfare states provides a useful counterpoint
to this by suggesting ways of conceptualizing consequences beyond ‘‘sustain-
ability’’ or abstract notions of political power. Feminist scholars have docu-
mented the myriad ways in which the very conception of welfare draws on
and depends on gendered and racialized assumptions and stereotypes of citi-
zens. When translated into policy and practice, differentiations and inequal-
ities are further solidified.1

The significance of gendered assumptions has been well documented.
These assumptions reproduce women’s marginal social position, in part by
creating in the public’s minds the notion that some people are ‘‘deserving’’
while others ‘‘undeserving.’’ Haney’s study of three historical periods in
Hungary demonstrates how state welfare regimes do not merely distribute
things but produce ‘‘categories of worth’’ when they decide who gets what
under what circumstances (Haney 2002). Abramovitz refers to a ‘‘family
ethic’’ that historically underlies welfare policies in the United States, arguing
that it is a discourse that justifies and codifies differences and inequalities in
how men and women are regarded. In setting narrow parameters around
how men and women are to behave, the family ethic also shapes which
women are regarded as deserving and which undeserving, differentiating
women along class and ethnoracial lines (Abramovitz 1996).2 Similarly,
Gordon (1994; 2001) argues that United States welfare programs targeted at
single mothers have been designed in such a way that the women recipients
have been stigmatized as immoral and parasitic. The stigmatization has,
moreover, been particularly profound for African-American women and is a
barrier to the development of norms about welfare as collective responsibil-
ity, citizenship rights and equality of opportunity.

The comparative literature on welfare states has also documented how
states, to varying degrees, undermine women’s positions by drawing on and
thereby solidifying gendered divisions of labor within the home. This
happens when state support upholds the family wage system, stepping in to
intervene when there are ‘‘family failures’’ (Gordon 1988) when they support
women as caregivers and men as wage-earners (O’Connor, Orloff, and
Shaver 1999; Sainsbury 1994); when support for women does not adequately
recognize their dual roles as caregivers and wage-earners (Henrici 2006)3 and
insofar as they reward women’s care labor less than men’s paid work
(Ungerson 1990; Sainsbury 1994).4

As they reproduce gender roles and norms, state practices indeed consti-
tute gender (Orloff 1996). In particular, they designate women as citizens in
specific and often constraining ways, thereby undermining women’s capacity
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to participate as autonomous political subjects (Skocpol 1992; Fraser 1994;
Lister 1994).

In analyzing the origins and effects of social policies, the feminist scholar-
ship, therefore, suggests the need to take seriously the productive dimensions
of social policies and not simply what they fail to do. Reviewing the feminist
literature on welfare states, Adams and Padamsee (2001) argue that we need
to move away from the work of categorizing policy regimes to looking more
closely at how ‘‘subjects’’ are recruited, recreated, and transformed within
given systems. They make the case that social policies set up the categories
and boundaries with which people make sense of their worlds. In contrast to
the work that looks at the overt political effects of particular social policies,
this suggests a project that goes beyond the state’s overt goals and actions to
probe its broader, sometimes unintended, effects (Teo 2011). It also suggests
an expansion in the conceptualization of ‘‘political’’ effects: beyond making
claims that states suppress citizenship rights and entitlements through its
inadequate provisions, this approach implies a closer look at how citizenship
is conceptualized by the state.

The Singapore Case: Embodying Key Tensions
Faced by States

Partially because of its location—geographically within Southeast Asia and
conceptually in East Asia—Singapore has not generally been included in this
critical/feminist welfare state literature, which has tended to focus on cases
in the global North. The strong stereotype of the Singapore state as social
engineer has also had a paradoxical effect: instead of encouraging scholarship
that interrogates what the state encourages Singaporeans to become, how it
does so, and the extent of its successes and failures, the stereotype seems to
encourage scholarship that takes for granted its social engineering capacities
and therefore leaves largely untouched the specific ways in which it shapes its
subjects. The subtleties of state effects, particularly in terms of how citizens
are defined, have thus not received adequate attention.

Like many ‘‘developed’’ countries, however, Singapore is facing increasing
pressures to deal with economic conditions that render certain groups of
workers vulnerable to displacement from steady and continuous employ-
ment; widening social and economic inequalities; an aging population that
requires affordable healthcare; and a population with enhanced and growing
needs for educational opportunities and care services. At the same time, it is
situated in a world that takes for granted neoliberal logic to privatize indus-
tries, set low tax rates, and limit social spending in favor of individual
responsibility. In many ways, then, it is a state deeply embedded in the logic
of the globalized political economy.
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The Singaporean state has embraced neoliberal ideology in important
ways—espousing the claim that markets can and should be free; that eco-
nomic growth and competitiveness should be the central goal of a nation;
and that citizens’ access to necessary goods ought to be dependent on their
economic productivity. In practice, the Singapore state is not, however,
unequivocally neoliberal in the sense of deregulating financial markets, or in
allowing for the privatization of public goods. In fact, it is a state that is
highly anti-welfare in rhetoric but in practice interventionist and heavily
involved in housing, education, healthcare, and public infrastructure. Its
interventions have been accompanied by a strong orientation toward encour-
aging familial responsibility.

The Singapore case thus embodies some of the key tensions faced by both
the historically strong welfare states in Europe and those states that have long
been resistant to welfare-statism—the United States, Australia, and much of
East and Southeast Asia. Like these countries, Singapore has to figure out the
appropriate balance between states and markets, and the relationships
between family, states, and markets.

This paper thus interrogates the Singapore case and asks: what are the ways
in which welfare provisions and the familial connected? What are the conse-
quences of a welfare system predicated on the centrality of family? I discuss the
intertwining of family and welfare policies and argue that it is not a static, pri-
mordial Singaporean family that shapes welfare, but rather that the very con-
ception of welfare works to entrench particular familial forms. Following this,
I discuss what this means for how citizens are constructed and defined, and
what these patterns may imply for the future of welfare reforms.

Inventing the Singapore Family

Compared with the EU countries which, according to Peng and Wong
(2010), spent 27 percent of their GDP on financing welfare and social secur-
ity in the mid-2000s, state spending on these programs is significantly lower
in East Asia. In the same time period, Japan’s spending was at 18.6 percent
of GDP, Taiwan and Hong Kong close to 10 percent, and China, Korea and
Singapore less than 7 percent (Peng and Wong 2010, 657).5

Welfare is a bit of a ‘‘dirty word’’ in Singapore. In public discourse, the
state emphasizes the evils of welfare, warning citizens against asking for enti-
tlements because this will result in high tax rates and claiming that excessive
and continual welfare support will breed dependency and lead people to
become uncompetitive. Just as welfare is framed in negative terms, ‘‘the
family’’ and ‘‘community’’ are framed in positive terms as sites of efficient,
sustained, and genuine resolutions. It is ‘‘communities’’ who can apparently
understand true problems, and ‘‘families’’ who can provide genuine, holistic,
and long-term support. Indeed, welfare and family are often framed as in

392 Teo



tension and conflict. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, in a 2007 Chinese
New Year message, put it this way:

In many Western countries, generous state welfare benefits for the
unemployed and elderly have weakened the family unit. When some-
body loses his job, he falls back on state unemployment insurance.
When he grows old, he relies on state pensions and medical care. As a
result, family members often feel little responsibility to care for one
another.

Singapore must avoid these pitfalls. The Government is doing more to
help the needy. We are instituting Workfare to help lower-income
workers. The GST Offset Package includes a generous Senior Citizens’
Bonus. But let us never undermine the traditional responsibilities of
the family, especially in looking after the elderly (Lee 2007).

In the above statement, Prime Minister Lee contrasts the Singapore case to
‘‘western countries,’’ drawing a direct causal link between state welfare provi-
sion and the decline of family. He implies that families are held together by
dependence, and that when dependence is removed by state policies, family
members will also no longer need nor turn to each other. Thus, in
Singapore, the state only steps in in the most extreme cases, so that everyone
else will continue to be compelled to rely on family members. In other
words, the state should not step in to interfere with ‘‘traditions’’ of (presum-
ably mutual) dependence between the young and the old.

Accompanying this discourse, ‘‘the family,’’ through various policies and
institutions, has come to take on very specific definitions. Just as certain
states have been highly involved in creating the conditions for the dominance
of neoliberal logic, claiming that ‘‘free’’ markets will lead to the best solu-
tions (Harvey 2005), the Singapore state has been actively involved in carving
out specific definitions of the familial while claiming that families should be
left alone so that they can practice their ‘‘traditions.’’

Since the 1980s, ‘‘the family’’ has featured strongly in the Singapore state’s
approach to dealing with citizens’ access to public goods. The Singaporean
couple formed through heterosexual marriage—where both man and woman
are employed in the formal labor market, and where the couple has older
and aging parents and young children to support—has become the normal-
ized form of imagining family. This type of familial membership is explicit
criterion for accessing housing and support for caregiving. In accessing
healthcare, education, and support during periods of unemployment, market
logic reigns; where there is (minimal) state support, eligibility again depends
on one’s ‘‘household’’ conditions. Individual families have to find their own
solutions. Below I elaborate on how narrow definitions of the family are
reproduced through policies in two areas: housing and caregiving.
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The ‘‘Normal’’ pathTo Securing a Home

The housing situation in Singapore is unusual for an otherwise strongly
capitalist economy as over 80 percent of Singaporeans live in public flats.
The small proportion of private condominiums or ‘‘landed property’’ (i.e.
houses) is expensive and inaccessible to most; the rental market is also rela-
tively limited. The situation is, however, more complex than this suggests.
Although public, people own their flats as private property.6 While most
Singaporeans buy their first flats directly from the Housing and Development
Board (HDB), they are able to buy and sell these flats on the housing
‘‘market’’ after a certain number of years. While the building of public flats
is initially funded by the state, and first-time buyers receive subventions and/
or grants enabling them to buy the flats at lower prices, ‘‘public housing’’ in
the Singapore case is not an automatic entitlement of citizenship.
Nonetheless, owning property has become a near-universal goal for
Singaporeans and more than 90 percent of public housing dwellers own the
flats they live in. Significantly, ownership rests on two key conditions: suffi-
cient income and family formation through marriage.

‘‘Doing family’’ in specific ways is a precondition for accessing housing.
Citizens are required by the Housing and Development Board to form a
‘‘family nucleus’’ with other individuals (either citizens or Permanent
Residents). This criterion is most straightforwardly met when two people
marry. Under some conditions, a parent and an unmarried adult offspring
may also co-own a flat. When people divorce, they have to sell their flat and
divide the assets, although in some instances divorced or widowed single
parents may form the required ‘‘family nucleus’’ with their minor child.
Unmarried Singaporeans cannot buy flats until after the age of 35, and are
generally limited to more expensive ‘‘resale’’ flats on the market (i.e. not pur-
chased from the HDB). In the HDB’s early years, the regulations around
familial ownership seem to have been primarily an issue of ensuring that the
shortage of housing supply was quickly met. In recent years, however, regula-
tions defining the family nucleus have been more explicitly ‘‘pro family.’’ As
a consequence of these policies, Singaporeans understand marriage to be a
key precondition of living independently from one’s natal family. People I
interviewed about family policies, including HDB regulations, told me
‘‘singles’’ should just stay with their parents until they are married.7,8

The institution of public housing in Singapore is further shaped by the
Central Provident Fund (CPF). The CPF began in 1955 as a form of retire-
ment savings plan. A percentage of a citizen’s wages is placed into her/his
CPF account, with mandatory matching contributions by her/his employer.
Unlike the pension systems in European countries, individuals have their
own accounts that they maintain throughout their working lives and that
only they can draw from after retirement at age 55. In other words, these
funds do not go towards a bigger pool of retirement funds and there are
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neither intergenerational transfers nor redistributional effects at the societal
level. Over the years, various elements have been added to the CPF, such that
things like health services, healthcare insurance, and children’s education
expenses can be funded through individuals’ accounts. Of particular rele-
vance here, since 1968, people have been able to use their CPF funds to pur-
chase residential properties.

Indeed, most Singaporeans pay for public housing through CPF. Long-term
and continual employment is key to being able to afford housing using one’s
CPF savings, and necessary for paying the mortgage for up to thirty years. As
housing prices increase, it has also become increasingly necessary for people to
draw on two incomes in order to fund this purchase. Consequently, a specific
heterosexual, economically productive family is enshrined as the standard
behavior. The ‘‘failure’’ to form families through marriage or the ‘‘failure’’ to
maintain marriages can limit access to housing. Indeed, the parameters are so
narrow, and the rules and regulations so well known that Singaporeans take for
granted the housing–marriage pairing (Teo, 2010, 2011).

Singaporeans have developed narratives to describe this process as well as
strategies that are shared collectively. When I interviewed young Singaporeans
who had either recently or not (yet) gone through the process of buying flats,
I was struck by how well they knew the intricacies of the system. They
described the necessity of working for three or four years to accumulate CPF
funds for downpayments; ‘‘queuing up’’ under the ‘‘Fiancé/Fiancée Scheme’’
for a flat; timing the ‘‘ROM’’ (the legal marriage, where ROM stands for the
Registry of Marriages), so that they can collect the keys once they are assigned
a flat; and planning a ‘‘customary’’ wedding so that they can legitimately (in
the eyes of parents and relatives) move in after doing the necessary home
renovations. Many also described their reasons for picking certain locations
over others, which often centered on plans for having children and the
‘‘necessity’’ of living close to parents and parents-in-law so that they could
provide childcare. They were also cognizant of the fact that these potential
grandparents were themselves getting older, and that it would be good to be
near them ‘‘in case anything happens.’’ That there was an extra S$10,000
grant for choosing a flat within one kilometer of one’s parents was a bonus.

The familiarity with procedures, as well as the integration of structural
and cultural elements—HDB rules and weddings—are noteworthy as they
signal that housing policies have put in place ‘‘typical’’ ways of ‘‘doing mar-
riage.’’ Insofar as home ownership is highly valued by Singaporeans—a pre-
condition for independent living and significant for asset accumulation—the
narrow path created by housing policies serves to normalize the view of
family as a dual-income heterosexual couple at the center, with children and
elderly dependents attached. In describing the route from work to savings to
ROM and HDB flat, from childbearing to childcare and elderly care, people
continually referred to this mode of doing family as ‘‘what most people do’’
and ‘‘the normal way of doing things.’’
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This family form was not the norm for most of Singapore’s
pre-Independence history, but it has come to be largely accepted as ‘‘tradi-
tional’’ and ideal in important ways. In other words, in the realm of housing,
a very significant social/public good in Singapore, the state has not just
drawn upon existing notions of family in its public policy. Through public
policy, it has created norms and ideals around the Singaporean family. People
who fall outside these normative boundaries find it difficult to access this
most important of public goods. To use the word ‘‘norms’’ also signifies that
the effects of state regulations lie beyond compliance with rules. They also
act as strong disciplinary mechanisms, wherein people view and judge them-
selves and others according to these narrow criteria and standards of
‘‘family.’’ We see this process when it comes to the issue of caregiving
as well.

Gendered Childcare

As women enter formal employment in greater numbers, support for
caregiving has become an increasingly important part of welfare. Daly (2010)
points out that the orthodoxy in the EU is now toward gender egalitarianism
with the associated advocacy for policies that support working mothers and
fathers in their dual roles as workers and parents. Support, moreover, is
increasingly child-centered and individualized, so that services are directly
accessible to children regardless of their parents’ situations (Daly 2010).

In contrast, though the Singapore state claims that it is working to ensure
social mobility by focusing on children and education, caregiving support for
their parents is quite limited. What support there is, moreover, helps to solid-
ify narrow familial norms. Rather than including all parents through universal
provision, schemes are designed primarily for the heterosexual married couple
and dual-income, middle-class married couples are marked as deserving the
most support. Women, depending on their social class, are half-heartedly,
supported as workers and all women are reified as responsible for care work—
even if some are exempt from personally doing everyday care labor.

On the surface, things look reasonably good on the gender front in
Singapore. Over the past decades, women have acquired parity in education
and are increasingly entering the formal workforce.9 Indeed, the Singapore
state’s developmental goals have historically depended on women’s entrance
into formal employment, and the state has done much to pave the way for
this through increased formal education and training (Salaff 1988; Lazar
2001; Pyle 2001). Upon closer examination, however, it is clear that the state
has pursued measures that undercut gender equality. Its policies toward
parents of young children reinforce women’s responsibilities as choice-
bearers and decision-makers of matters pertaining to children and the house-
hold. In addition, narrow familial forms—with dual-income married hetero-
sexual couples at the center—are reinforced insofar as such families receive
most public support.
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While paid maternity leave for working married women has been increas-
ing over the years—now sixteen weeks—for a long time the law did not
require employers to give paternity leave. Instead, a mere three days has been
the norm within the civil service and ‘‘recommended’’ in general. The state,
in January 2013, announced that married men will be entitled to one week’s
paternity leave.10 While married women in civil service jobs have access to
lengthy unpaid leave (up to four years) for childcare, their male counterparts
do not have access to this option. Where gender-neutral leaves exist, they
make up a paltry two or six days of childcare leave per parent per year
(depending on how old a given person’s child/children is/are). To benefit
from the full sixteen weeks of paid maternity leave—paid partly by the state
and partly by employers—mothers have to be legally married to their child-
ren’s fathers. State support therefore goes primarily to women who fit into
dual-income heterosexual married families.

In addition to leave provisions, the overall context of care created by state
actions is important for understanding how gendered roles and dual-income
heteronormativity are further solidified. The state’s insistence that ‘‘family is
the first line of support’’ is reflected in policies defining who should pay for
care and who should do care work.

Though there has been an expansion of public support for care, caregiving
in Singapore is still largely construed as a private problem with private solu-
tions. The many schemes that have been introduced since ‘‘the pronatalist
turn’’ of the mid-1980s—the Baby Bonus; more generous paid maternity
leave; income tax reliefs/rebates; and most recently, subsidies for childcare
centers for the very low income (roughly the lowest 20 percent of all house-
holds, with income below S$875 per capita per month)—are all targeted at
individual families and come with restrictive criteria. Families must finance
care themselves as the childcare/preschool sector is largely market-driven
and there is no basic guaranteed access. Moreover, policies reinforce the ideal
of keeping a significant proportion of care labor within the home.

In fact, the state intervenes to ensure a ‘‘flow’’ of care options into middle-
class households. To deal with the increasing demands for caregiving serv-
ices, the state has since 1978, under the Foreign Maid Scheme (Lazar 2001),
allowed a large influx of women to work in Singapore as ‘‘foreign domestic
workers.’’ It has also been reticent in formulating laws and regulations that
would protect their status as workers (Teo and Piper 2009). Migrant care-
givers, primarily from the Philippines and Indonesia, are required to live
with their employers and treated as a special category of workers whose labor
has no limits (no maximum hours, no minimum wage). Absent of universal
childcare services and in light of the still-limited institutionalized care
support for both young and old, and because this labor encompasses numer-
ous tasks well beyond giving care, this is the form of help that many
middle-to-high-income Singaporeans end up using for care of both young
and old. The number of foreign domestic workers has grown eight-fold from
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about 20,000 in 1987 (Asis, Huang, and Yeoh 2004) to roughly 190,000 by
2010—roughly one employed in every six (Citizen/Permanent Resident)
households (Transient Workers Count Too 2011).

The large and normalized presence of foreign domestic workers has
gender, class and ethnonational implications. Their presence within a rela-
tively new middle-class further solidifies this norm as a standard of sorts.11

Just as housing–marriage is ‘‘normal,’’ it has become ‘‘very Singaporean’’ to
deal with childcare in the following way: take sixteen weeks maternity leave
and assume that, thereafter, a grandmother will take on day-to-day responsi-
bility for one’s child; figure out if (a) the child will live with her/his parents
full-time or (b) she/he will live with the grandparent(s) on weekdays and ‘‘go
home’’ on weekends, or (c) she/he will be at the grandparent(s)’ during the day
and be ‘‘ferried’’ home at night. In addition, because grandmothers/parents are
getting older, people have ‘‘no choice’’ but to hire ‘‘maids.’’ Yet, because
‘‘maids’’ are seen as having ‘‘different values’’ and ‘‘cannot be trusted,’’12 they
are hired to ‘‘help out’’ while grandmothers/parents ‘‘supervise.’’13

A number of things happen when caregiving is dealt with in these ways: it
is labor that becomes naturalized as women’s work and domain. It is women
who must find other women to replace themselves; that the state offers a
‘‘maid levy relief’’ for working married mothers is a strong symbol of this.
And for women who do not partake in feeding, bathing, and burping, this
labor is done not by male partners but by grandmothers or foreign domestic
workers. Moreover, the state-orchestrated privatization of care creates class
differentiations and inequalities in the rights to family. ‘‘Having a maid’’ is a
norm more accessible to those with the economic means to hire domestic
workers as well as the means to support grandmother caregivers (many of
whom live in their children’s households). In other words, although
Singaporeans often talk about this maid–mother–mother-in-law caregiving
arrangement as ‘‘typical,’’ it is in fact a norm that many do not have access
to. Indeed, it is a decidedly middle-class definition of ‘‘normal.’’

While the Singapore state says a great deal about public housing and about
‘‘work-life balance,’’ and even though it intervenes heavily in both realms, this
has not resulted in the sort of ‘‘big government’’ critics refer to with reference
to welfare states. In fact, we have a paradoxical situation of a big state doing a
lot but supporting very little. What support it does provide presumes and
reproduces the notion that heterosexual, married, dual-income couples
deserve greater access to public funds when they have and raise children.

Conditional Citizenship: Implications for Sustainability
and Reform

The above examples suggest that there are narrow parameters and strong
norms around the familial in Singapore society. This stress on the familial is
not some primordial culture that is ‘‘reflected’’ in its social policies. Instead,
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these notions of the familial have come about through institutional rules that in
turn shape social norms. State policies have thus had significant effects in
shaping the boundaries around which Singaporeans can live and the life paths
they can take, not only because people ‘‘obey’’ rules, but also as these rules and
regulations create practices that generate cultural scripts regarding ‘‘normal
Singaporean ways’’ of securing housing and arranging for childcare. These have
consequences for how citizenship is conceptualized. Economic worth and fami-
lial normativity are central to one’s integration into the Singapore system. For
those who fall outside the ‘‘normal,’’ there is no right to social/public support.
Indeed, even the very thing that is supposed to be universal and a precondition
for membership—‘‘family’’—is something of a privilege.

Citizenship in Singapore has elements of, as Somers (2008) puts it, the
quid pro quo: to access public goods, you have to give your labor in exchange.
Good citizens are judged first and foremost on the basis of their capacity for
formal employment. Citizens who fall short of this are construed—not
merely through state rhetoric but through institutionalized marginality—as
undeserving. There is also a second part to the transaction: to fully access
public goods, one has to perform ‘‘family’’ in the appropriate ways.

Access to this very precondition of ‘‘family’’ is neither neutral nor equally
distributed. State policies put in place barriers for family formation for certain
groups. For lesbians and gay men, and for the unmarried (never-married)—
access to public housing and support for caregiving are curtailed such that
carving out ‘‘families’’ within shared physical households is out of reach,
except for the wealthy among these groups. For the poor or unemployed, the
quest for help requires filling out forms and subjecting oneself to scrutiny, in
an environment where there is intense shame associated with receiving
‘‘welfare.’’ What help there is is minimal and limited in time; one can imagine
the difficulties of keeping ‘‘family’’ together under such stressful conditions.
While ‘‘family’’ paves the way for access to public goods, Singaporeans have
differential access to familial lives depending on their class and sexuality (both
in terms of hetero/homosexuality and in terms of how they live in practice—
being ostensibly heterosexual but unmarried brings no benefits).

Moreover, citizenship construed through welfare in Singapore is largely
devoid of notions of collective responsibility and justice (Somers 2008). The
low levels of state expenditure, and indeed the low tax rates, signal to citizens
that it is not necessary to consider it one’s responsibility as a citizen to think
of and contribute to either public goods or their equitable distribution.
Instead, it is every person’s individual responsibility to make sure that they
and their families are alright.

So What?

The Singapore state’s current efforts to deal with the increasingly pressing
issues around the welfare and wellbeing of its citizens continue to reflect an
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attachment to the idealized family as the ‘‘first line of support.’’ Even where
it has moved in the direction of expansion—in increasing paid leave for
childcare purposes, for example—it has been deeply wedded to its particular
familial ideology, and indeed deepened rather than alleviated gendered and
class differences and inequalities. Demographic changes caused by low fertil-
ity and immigration, together with rising costs of living and income inequal-
ity, have rendered this approach problematic.

Since the 1980s, fertility rates have decreased coupled with rising costs of
living and income inequality. Although Singaporeans hold the idealized
family in high regard, trends in marriage and fertility signal that the condi-
tions of life have made their ideals difficult to achieve. In other words,
although they value marriage and children highly, the realities of the
Singaporean lifestyle—high stress, long work hours, financial uncertainty—
have impeded their capacities to match ideals to practices. For women in par-
ticular, marriage and childbearing have become even more entrenched as
their domain, even as they are also required to be good workers. It does not
take a feminist to see that this is a raw deal.

These trends suggest that more individuals and individual families are
choosing routes to achieve their own individualized sustainability that, first,
do not match their ideals, and second, may in fact have long-term negative
consequences for the economic sustainability of a resource-poor city whose
strategy has depended greatly on the one side on a pliant, growing and hard-
working workforce, and on the other side on families that are able to supply
their own needs. The state, while putting in place structures that uphold
norms of an idealized family, is not also providing the conditions that allow
the attainment of these very ideals. The familialist approach that emphasizes
independence rather than societal shared responsibility—as in, for example,
Scandinavia—seems increasingly unsustainable.

With Korea, Taiwan, and Japan on one side, and Singapore, Hong Kong,
and China on the other, Peng and Wong (2008; 2010) have argued that
while the former group has moved toward more inclusive forms of social
insurance, the latter cases have maintained an individualistic and market-
based model. The first group has been able to shift focus in ways that move
responsibility from individual families and toward more comprehensive and
universal social provisions because of democratic developments, and because
there is relatively low social distance and relatively high national (ethnoracial)
homogeneity among its populace. If indeed democracy, social proximity and
national homogeneity are preconditions for expanding social provisions, then
the Singapore case raises some troubling questions.

First, as evidenced by the national elections of May 2011, a growing
number of Singaporeans are dissatisfied with the lack of democratic rule in
Singapore. Nonetheless, the way electoral contests are organized and govern-
mental elites are recruited make it difficult for critical voices to enter key
positions in government. Between elections, the structural barriers that
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inhibit collective action make it difficult for ordinary citizens to form coher-
ent and identifiable organized forces that the state has to respond to. If dem-
ocratic governance is a precondition for deep reform of welfare toward
expansion, then it may take years before the PAP government is compelled
to seriously address issues of universality and equity.

Even assuming that ordinary Singaporeans come to influence social policy
in more sustained ways, the evidence suggests that they may not all want to
push toward expansion or greater equality. Here, we may consider two inter-
twining factors: first, welfare policies, such as those in the realm of childcare,
in fact favor the financially more able. To the extent that (solidly) middle-
class Singaporeans have internalized the idea that individuals and their fami-
lies should take care of their own problems, they are likely to resist paying
higher or more progressive taxes. In other words, the highly individualized
ways in which solutions are now crafted may make it difficult to convince
people to think in terms of mutual obligations among fellow citizens. The
call for higher public spending, and more universalized solutions may well
face class-specific resistance, in much the same ways as in the United States.

Second, there is the question of who counts as true members of
Singaporean society. In response to demographic trends, the state has aggres-
sively opened Singapore up to migrants. The proportion of non-residents
(neither citizen nor permanent resident) made up roughly 5 percent of the
total population in 1980, 10 percent in 1990, 19 percent in 2000, and 26
percent by 2010. In 2009, non-residents made up about 35 percent of all
employed individuals. The large influx of migrants in a short span of time
has created tensions. There is a rising sense that migrants are coming to
Singapore and taking away jobs, taking up housing, positions in universities,
and space in transportation. On occasion, these sentiments have turned
openly xenophobic.

The state’s response has been to create distinctions between citizens and
permanent residents in their access to public goods (Thompson 2011). The
impact is primarily symbolic as it does not significantly improve citizens’
access. Raising school fees for non-citizens, for example, does not mean
lower fees for citizens. Although the PAP government has made significant
gestures acknowledging the displeasures caused by the rapid inflow of
migrants, it appears that there will not be any drastic reversals in migration
policies in the near future. It makes the claim that Singaporeans’ low fertility
rates mean that Singapore has to depend on migrant labor); immigration,
like foreign domestic workers, are Singaporeans’ ‘‘no choice’’ solution.

If, as Peng and Wong argue, reforms toward universalization tend to
come about where members of a society see each other as a collective with
mutual responsibilities, then the schisms opened up by the immigration
issue inhibit the development of the kind of solidarity needed to support
expansion of the welfare state. The reactions to immigration are likely to
become increasingly polarizing. The state’s own responses enhance rather
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than downplay differences: its racialized view of the world, combined with
an almost desperate need to prove that it still ultimately represents
Singaporeans, has rendered more real the divisions between ‘‘old’’ and
‘‘new’’ Singaporeans.

At the beginning of this paper, I posed the question: what implications
follow from a familialist stance on welfare? Such a stance should not in fact
be taken for granted, and there is value in interrogating the specific ways in
which ‘‘the family’’ is constructed through welfare. In doing so, I have also
argued that the insistence on familial membership in welfare has consequen-
ces not only for the individuals in question, but also for broader notions of
citizenship. In producing what is essentially a sort of citizenship with neither
entitlements nor responsibilities toward other citizens, the Singapore case
now finds itself with serious issues of sustainability, with rather bleak poten-
tials for reform.

Notes

1. For a comprehensive review of the vast feminist literature on welfare states,
see Orloff (1996). For two edited collections of gendered analyses of the histori-
cal development of welfare states in varying contexts, see Koven and Michel
(1993) and Sainsbury (1996).

2. See also Elizabeth and Larner (2009); Quadagno (1996); and Roberts
(1995) for discussions of how ‘‘race’’ works in shaping social welfare provisions.

3. This is not to say that all states have acted in the same way. Morgan (2006)
documents and explains key differences in the level of support four states—
France, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United States—provide for women as
wage workers, and argues that religious politics lead to varying outcomes.

4. Women’s unpaid labor and its importance to the functioning of capitalism
have also been well documented. See, for example, Beneria (1999), Laslett and
Brenner (1989), and Glazer (1984).

5. These figures may be underestimations insofar as they do not include
things like public housing, which is very important in Singapore. Nonetheless, it
is fair to say that social spending in Singapore specifically and East Asia more
generally is far lower than in Europe.

6. The 1966 Land Acquisition Act gave the government the authority to seize
any land deemed necessary for national development. Land scarcity, combined
with the state’s monopoly over land, means that housing has to be regarded as a
public good in Singapore, even though most discussions of welfare states do not
include this in their evaluations of social provisions.

7. For detailed analyses of how Singaporeans think and talk about family pol-
icies and description of how I conducted fieldwork, see Teo (2011).

8. S$1¼ US$0.82 (January 2013).
9. In 2008, 95 percent of women and 93 percent of men between 25 and 34

years old, and 84 percent of women and 83 percent of men between 35 and 44
years old had at least secondary education (Ministry of Manpower 2008). In
2009, women made up 51 percent of all graduates from universities (Ministry of
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Community Development 2010). In 1970, the Labor Force Participation Rate was
81 percent for men and 28 percent for women (Singapore Department of
Statistics 2006). By 2010, this had shifted to 76 percent for men and 57 percent
for women (Department of Statistics Singapore 2011).

10. The changes will come into effect in May 2013.
11. Chua and Tan (1999) argue that there is an absence of working class

culture and that ‘‘for Singapore society as a whole, the newly rich middle class
sets the standard for the society, giving credence, at the ideological and percep-
tual levels, that it is a ‘‘middle-class society’’’ (155).

12. The presence of foreign domestic workers, as well as numerous other
migrants, has certainly intensified Singaporeans’ sensitivities toward ethnoracial/
national differences. Ray and Qayum (2009) have argued that servants’ presence
in households has important effects in shaping people’s perceptions of them-
selves as superior.

13. My use of quotation marks indicates the various terms and phrases com-
monly used in everyday conversations as well as in my interviews.
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