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Seeing a story to get to a case 

 
Teo You Yenn 

 
 
A single story versus a case. What is the difference and how does it matter?  
 Reading an individual’s life as a single story, we are drawn to particularities. How old 
is Hafizah? How many children does she have? How old are they? What is her ethnicity? Is 
she married? To whom? Or divorced? Is she employed? Is she on social assistance? Where 
does she live? How did she come to be there?  
 What someone hears in the answers to these questions depends partly on their existing 
worldviews, and partly on the tone with which the story of Hafizah’s life is told and who is 
telling it. The listener’s views and beliefs—about marriage or divorce; who should be having 
children; ethnicity and what that implies about one’s values; the value of wage work; home 
ownership versus rental flats—will shape how they interpret Hafizah’s story. Who tells 
Hafizah’s story, and with what words—"choices, options, luck, strength, resilience, mother, 
work”—will affect how the listener empathizes, sympathizes, acts, or does not.  
 In the Singapore context, Hafizah’s story can easily be heard as one about poor 
“choices”. She had children when she was too young; she has too many of them, more than she 
can afford1; she married the wrong man; she should be trying to find better work; there is help 
available, she just needs to be resourceful. Her regret at having to leave Dakota Crescent can 
be received as understandable, but “common sense” thinking is that development and growth 
are necessary for the country. Anyone, regardless of how rich or poor, would need to move if 
the flats are old and the area needs to be redeveloped. New flats are nicer anyway, so she is 
lucky to be relocated. If Hafizah’s story is told sympathetically, as it is by the volunteer, 
Jingzhou, who journeyed with her, other interpretations may follow. She has had bad luck in 
her life, and she remains resilient and a loving mother. She has strengths and is a generous 
person who contributes to her community.  
 The fact that a story can be heard and received differently by different people is not 
inherently problematic. But the act of telling stories poses three conundrums for people 
interested in raising awareness about the marginalized in order to bring about social change. 
First, if listeners walk into stories with existing worldviews, are such stories capable of 
changing minds and motivating action? Second, if the teller of stories and the words they use 
are crucial, will a shift in the teller and a shift in words also mean that fewer will be moved? If 
people’s reactions are influenced by who does the telling and how, how sustained are their 
reactions likely to be, and how generalizable beyond the particular story? Finally, and most 
important, even in the most sympathetic interpretation of Hafizah’s story, there is no source 
identified for her troubles, nowhere to locate causal mechanisms, and consequently nowhere 
(and no who) to look for accountability or change.  
 When a story is told just as a story, the result is volatile. The transformative potential 
of telling a singular story often is, and must not be, overestimated.  
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 Reading a case 
 
As a sociologist, I am interested in persons’ experiences, the contours of their lives, not as 
stories per se but as cases. I do not often explicitly use the word “case” in my writing, because 
it tends to sound clinical and dehumanizing, but it is conceptually central to my work and to 
the work of many analysts and commentators in various disciplines. The analytical difference 
between a single story and a case is not obvious and therefore worth elaborating. A case is one 
example out of many possible examples. A case implies that there is a larger pattern formed by 
amassing many different people’s stories. A case is always firmly embedded within a larger 
social context—not a butterfly, but a butterfly in a garden. A case implies that it is not the 
singular story—Hafizah’s story—that we should focus on, but what her story can tell us about 
something larger. A case sheds light on social phenomena and social conditions. The power of 
the analytical work of transforming stories into cases lies in informing us about how things 
work, not just for Hafizah but for others who live in society.  
 Hafizah’s story reads easily as poor choices or bad luck. It can be cast as folly just as 
easily as it can be painted as resilience and strength. Hafizah’s story names no agents. We 
cannot see how she is where she is, and what or who would need to change for her and her 
children to have different lives. Even if we are not of the “poor choices” camp, we don’t know 
where Lady Luck lives.  
 As a sociologist, when I read Hafizah as a case, different concepts and arguments 
emerge. Her experiences can be placed next to those of others I have interviewed.2 I compare 
what I read about her to what I have read in other studies of people whose circumstances are 
linked to hers—women trying to balance needs for wage work and care responsibilities; 
persons living with low income trying to make ends meet; people with wealth and how they go 
about meeting similar needs.3 
 Hafizah’s story, as told through the interview as well as through the volunteer’s 
reflections, can be taken as a case in light of knowledge about other cases. A story is not 
automatically a case and the work of understanding does not inevitably arise from telling a 
story. When we do analytical labor, moving from singular story to case, transforming “story” 
into “data,” we see that her experiences matter deeply because they illustrate and illuminate 
broader patterns and conditions in contemporary Singapore society.  
 First, wage work and care responsibilities. Hafizah has a tough time balancing needs to 
earn money and needs to care for her children. This is a struggle shared by many other parents 
in contemporary Singapore. But class matters in shaping the intensity of these struggles. For 
low-wage workers, the challenge is especially intense. Children have many needs that require 
changes to schedules and adjustments in parenting strategy—illness, school closures, special 
outings, extra-curricular activities. As children grow, they also have a range of emotional and 
developmental needs that require various types of parental intervention. There are hours in the 
day when children need supervision or support. Everyday life is busy with housework, errands, 
obligations, conflicts, love. The nature of low-wage work is that it does not allow for much 
flexibility or bargaining power vis-à-vis one’s employer. Low-wage workers have fewer formal 
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and substantive rights compared to their higher-wage counterparts. The care infrastructure in 
Singapore has historically focused on easing working parents’ needs through market solutions, 
which means people have to purchase the services they need from private providers. 
Specifically, the state has facilitated migrant domestic workers to carry out domestic and care 
labor within individual households.4 This puts people of different class backgrounds in very 
unequal positions to meet needs. Hafizah’s story, when placed in context and read as a case, 
allows us to see more clearly the nature of the work-care-migration regime and infrastructure 
in contemporary Singapore.5  
 Second, gendered burdens and classed worth. In telling the story of someone like 
Hafizah, Jingzhou draws our attention to her strengths as a mother. In my own writings, I have 
made similar moves. There is something powerful in the articulation of “motherhood” and 
“good mother.” For someone whose strengths are not often legible to the more powerful and 
wealthier segments of society, (good) motherhood is an attempt at constructing legibility. It is 
an effort to claim legitimacy. A story might stop there: this is the story of a good mother, and 
you may not admire her for anything else but you must admire her this. A case has to go further: 
why does the point even need to be made that Hafizah is a valued person and why is her value 
crystalized into her motherhood? What do our articulations of good motherhood tell us about 
Singapore society?  
 The other side of the valorization of motherhood is the uneven burden borne by women 
and the gendered roles assigned to women that are at once cultural and structural. They are 
upheld by public discourse and policy practices that place women and not men as primary 
caregivers.6 That we valorize motherhood represents our understanding, as well as our 
reproduction, of the significance of gendered roles in society. Gendered roles are both capital 
and cage. If one can be valorized as a good mother, one can just as easily be cast as undeserving 
for being a “bad” mother, or less of a woman for not being a mother at all. We play a necessary 
and yet dangerous game when we call for support of marginalized persons on the basis of their 
good mothering.  
 That Hafizah’s mothering is relevant, nay central, to articulations of her worth and 
deservedness calls attention to two things about our existing mental frameworks of worth and 
deservedness. First, it suggests a void in our societal regard for persons, insofar as we lack firm 
beliefs in their inherent worth and rights independent of familial roles. We use the discourse of 
good motherhood, in other words, because we lack the language of and commitment to 
inherent, inalienable rights of persons as persons. Second, we turn to this rhetorical strategy 
more often with lower-income women because the undercurrent of eugenics thinking continues 
to live in Singapore’s pronatalist policies.7 In the Singapore state’s imaginary—made concrete 
in various schemes, programs, and tax incentives over the decades—women like Hafizah are 
not supposed to have so many children. We defend the motherhood of Hafizah and others like 
her because they need to be defended, but the game is especially dangerous if we forget that 
this is what we are doing. We must move from story to case in order to highlight that the need 
to defend Hafizah’s rights to mother tells us something about the violation of those rights 
specifically for persons who have fewer educational credentials and lower income. Hafizah’s 
story, seen as a case, is valuable for illuminating the ways in which gender and class intertwine 
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in our everyday imaginaries of equality/inequality and what we have come to take for granted 
as conditions for recognition and valuation in our society.  
 There are further ways to look at Hafizah’s story as case. We could scrutinize the 
barriers she faces when trying to access social assistance, or her family’s living conditions in 
terms of housing, healthcare, nutrition, transport, and education. When we do, this is what we 
will see: in this wealthy society that is Singapore, there are people with unmet needs. In trying 
to meet needs, they face unfavorable conditions compared to people with more educational 
credentials and higher income. The things we might think of and which in wealthy democracies 
are often conceptualized as public goods are not equally accessible to all. Instead many of the 
inequalities of an uneven rewards system for wage labor are replicated in public goods. Income 
matters greatly in how healthy one is, how well one can provide for the educational needs of 
one’s child, how secure one can feel in having a home, and the possibility of retirement.  
 The general point is this: we place Hafizah’s story in context—a butterfly in a garden—
so that we can better understand the big picture of her circumstances and how they are 
connected to the circumstances of others in society.  
 
 Transforming society 
 
How does this matter? I made the point earlier that when we want to tell the stories of 
marginalized persons in order to shed light on their lives and bring about social change, we are 
faced with three conundrums: it won’t genuinely change minds and motivate action; it won’t 
stick or go beyond singular cases; we don’t know where the levers of change lie.   
 Hafizah’s story is powerful. We should continue to tell stories like hers and make space 
for others to tell their own stories, because human emotions of empathy, of outrage, of sadness, 
of solidarity are important and we do not need to be shy to embrace them. We also need to 
know these stories simply because these experiences are so out of sight.  
 But if we want to transform society, we must deepen our analysis. We have to 
understand how things work. And we cannot understand how things work without drawing out 
patterns, without stepping back to look at the big picture, without attempts to link cause and 
effect.  
 Will this then genuinely transform minds and motivate people to act? Perhaps not. But 
demonstrating that something goes beyond individual idiosyncrasies to larger social 
phenomena, and disrupting common sense beliefs and stereotypes that do not hold up to 
empirical scrutiny will probably bring us closer to this goal. Will it stick and go beyond just 
the story at hand? Again, there is no guarantee. But identifying problems at the level of social 
conditions and structures certainly changes the requirement for the person in the story to be 
“deserving,” and highlights the importance of going beyond random and isolated acts of 
kindness. Finally, locating source, agents, and accountability. In individual stories of 
marginalized persons, we see their exclusion without seeing what forces exclude them. We 
cannot push back against an invisible hand. Analyzing Hafizah’s story as case, we see public 
policy at work. This is uncomfortable but it is where we must focus our attention. Policies 
around things like wage work, the care infrastructure, and public housing matter greatly in our 
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lives. It is here that we must train our lenses, so we can begin to conceive of standards, set 
baselines below which no one should fall, call for targets and evaluation of programs, and 
check back for accountability.  
 In meeting the people who have put in time, energy, and hearts to the Cassia 
resettlement project, I have been deeply inspired and moved. The kindness of people is valuable 
and to be treasured. We need more kindness in our world. The problem of inequality requires 
more: that our systems too be transformed to reflect respect for shared humanity and the mutual 
obligations of members of our society. For this, we must move from story to case, from 
individuals to big picture. Butterfly, in a garden.  
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