
The familial in welfare regimes

In 2015, I met Sharma (not her real name). We spoke in her small public rental 
flat. She is a mother of four and grandmother of three. She works 12-hour 
shifts 5 days a week. She uses her bonus to buy her grandkids nice backpacks, 
water bottles, and shoes; months after any purchase, she can recall exactly how 
much each item cost. She has not spoken in months to her daughter, who’s 
the mother of the grandchildren living with her.

The idealized imagery of family in contemporary Singapore is narrowly 
articulated and widely institutionalized. At its centre stands a heterosexual mar-
ried couple. Formal education and regular and continuous employment are their 
core values. Children and ageing parents are important players to complete the 
image – interdependence, particularly of the economic sort, bind the multigen-
erational family. Within the terms of this story, Sharma’s acts of love, commit-
ment, and sacrifice are not legible. Divorce and remarriage, children living with 
extended family, early parenthood and grandparenthood, patchy and irregular 
wage work – through the idealized lens of “normal families”, these patterns 
that characterize low-income familial lives are often framed as “dysfunctional”. 
Sharma’s work and her fierce devotion to her children and grandchildren have 
limited legitimacy in the national narrative; her family would not appear on a 
poster.

In discussions of family in Asian contexts, one theme stands out: the family 
as an institution is under pressure due to delayed and non- marriage and cor-
responding reduced fertility (Jones et al., 2008; Rosenbluth, 2006). In Japan, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea, and Singapore, below-replacement fertility 
rates and ageing populations form salient backdrops to discussions about family. 
Scholars point out that the roles of families in providing care and support will 
inevitably shift (Chang, 2003; Peng, 2002). In countries where families play 
major roles in the financial support and physical care of older persons, the 
sustainability of such arrangements is in question (Chan, 2003; Croissant, 2004; 
Gough, 2001). Discussions about family thus ultimately lead to questions about 
welfare regimes and, specifically, how public policies will deal with the expansion 
of needs and the shrinking of familial support systems (Aspalter, 2006; Holliday, 
2000; Holliday and Wilding, 2003; Kwon, 2005).
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Reforms are under way to address the challenges resulting from these demo-
graphic shifts. This represents one of the most important sites of change – 
political, economic, and social – in these countries. Some cases have already 
moved towards greater universalization (Peng and Wong, 2008). In Singapore, 
too, public policy appears to gradually be moving in the direction of growth 
of public provisions. Yet the valorization of a particular and narrow familial 
arrangement persists. What are the implications of this continuity?

If the familial is at the centre of welfare distribution and remains as a core 
principle embedded in welfare reforms, then its terms must be closely examined. 
In particular, we must scrutinize how “the family” is presumed to be enacted, 
what sorts of actual variations exist, and with what consequences on people’s 
access to public goods. In this chapter, I point to important class variations in 
the performance of the familial.

Everyday practices

In the process of examining changing family forms and welfare regimes, scholars 
have uncovered important gaps in the meeting of needs; they have highlighted, in 
particular, the relevance of gender and class in shaping long-term well-being and 
security (Lee, 1999; Mehta and Blake, 1997; Ng, 2013). The logical outcome of 
concern over well-being and how it differs for groups is to look towards the struc-
ture of welfare regimes, and in particular to consider how different welfare regimes 
deal with similar issues. This is important work; much, in fact, remains to be done 
in this direction. However, this macro-comparative approach – which tends to focus 
on policies and statistical trends – is incomplete. To fully understand the structural 
architecture of regimes and how it is they do or fail to meet needs (and whose 
needs), we must also look at everyday processes, at the interstices and interactions 
between subjects and fields (Bourdieu, 1989; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).

Just as to understand schools (Bettie, 2003; Lareau, 2003; Pascoe, 2007), 
workplaces (Clawson and Gerstel, 2014; Ehrenreich, 2010), and prisons (Page, 
2011; Wacquant, 2009), ethnographers have paid close attention to the everyday 
interactions of subjects with these institutions; to understand the logic, principles, 
and implications of the familialist welfare regime, we must scrutinize what 
subjects bring into the field and what happens when different subjects bring 
different practices (Edin and Nelson, 2013; Edin and Kefalas, 2011; Hays, 2003; 
Haney, 2002). In welfare regimes that centre heavily on “the family”, we must 
examine the types of performances of the familial required, who can perform 
them, and what the consequences of varying performances are. Such scrutiny 
will give us a more complete view of how the structural operates and what sorts 
of assumptions and requirements policy regimes demand.

In this chapter, I examine people’s lives – their practices, sensibilities, and 
orientations as they form families, negotiate relationships, figure out care of 
dependents, reflect on the past, and plan for the future. My understanding of 
people who are middle-to-high income are drawn from interviews conducted 
from 2003 to 2005 (Teo, 2011). Findings about persons living with low income 
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stem from ethnographic research from 2013 to 2016 (Teo, 2018). I draw on 
three sets of contrasts across class to illuminate how people in different class 
positions “do” family differently and similarly. I analyze what the contrasts in 
practices and orientations reveal about the fields in which subjects find themselves – 
the conditions that structure people’s lives as well as the consequences of their 
classed performances of the familial.

Inside family lives: resonances and contrasts

Life paths: “normal” pathways versus unpredictability

When I spoke with young, middle-income, and/or upwardly mobile Singapor-
eans about their life plans, a key leitmotif in their responses was the articulation 
of a “normal” and “Singaporean” path. It was taken for granted as that which 
most people travel on, one that involved certain steps in particular sequence, 
and one that came together smoothly and in apparent material progression. 
Nina, 25 years old when we spoke, described her plans to me in this way:

I think basically, from a couple of years back, we thought we’ll get married 
two years after he started working. And he’s only just started working, so 
we don’t want to change things. There’s no reason to speed things up. 
And we want to save up. We want to have money for things, not only for 
housing, but for other things. Maybe for a car . . . A long time ago when 
I was in school, I didn’t think it had to be like this, but I think because 
of interaction with other people, seeing my colleagues, like, oh, you get a 
car and then you get married. Or you get married and then two weeks 
later you get a car, so that in the morning, you can send each other off to 
work. Basically, it’s like settled into the same thinking as other people.

For young, middle-class Singaporeans, marriage and having children are life 
goals that come after completing school and then working for a few years. The 
accumulation of CPF (Central Provident Fund)1 savings in order to finance 
flats, and the wait for flats to be ready, set the initial timeline. Beyond this, 
certain material things are also seen as preconditions to “settling down”. Nina 
speaks here of the need for a car in order to get to work; as I shall describe 
later, others spoke of needing to ensure enough money to provide for children’s 
education and enrichment needs. These needs are shaped by and in turn motivate 
certain trajectories around employment – in which there is regular employment 
as well as upward advancement within career tracks. Moreover, there is a pathway 
out of schooling/childhood into work/adulthood that one pieces together from 
talking to others in similar social milieus. As Siti put it:

Life in Singapore, it seems like there’s that sequence of things. You go to 
school, secondary school, junior college, university, and then work and get 
married. There’s such a progression of things.
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While some, including Siti, are unimpressed with this “progression of things,” 
they are nonetheless well aware of what they perceive as universal norms within 
Singapore society. The feeling that there is a path that one should stay close to 
is both a strong orienting force and a source of security; this became clearer to 
me as I met people for whom life does not follow such a path.

It takes longer to figure out the families of low-income respondents. This 
complexity in familial forms corresponds with lives that meander, stall, or back-
track. In contrast to the upwardly mobile lives of relative predictability, where 
material circumstances are expected to improve, people living with low income 
have typically had difficult childhoods that have led to unpredictable and stress-
ful adult lives. As they grow from teenagers to young adults, they are met not 
with possibilities and multi-year plans, but rather challenges in meeting immediate 
needs and surviving crises.

The story of Leila, a 35-year-old woman, illustrates this. Leila is an astute 
observer of people and comes across as no-nonsense. She has not had much 
formal education but has a certain status in her neighbourhood. Children and 
teenagers are drawn to her and often hang out at the narrow corridor outside 
her flat. When community workers have trouble finding or communicating 
with a kid, they come to her. Leila has five children ranging in age from 18 
to 12. She tells me about some very tough years in her early twenties, when 
she was unable to manage the costs and logistics of sending her kids to school. 
By her account, she herself quite liked school, or at least found it “not so 
boring”. Nonetheless, she dropped out around the time she was 13 years old 
and in Primary 6. She speaks nonchalantly about this, but it was a sacrifice she 
made after her grandfather, a caregiver to her and her younger sister, passed 
away. She quit school to care for her sister. She reminisces about working, at 
age 14, at McDonald’s, and earning a little over a dollar per hour. She says 
she enjoyed that time because she got to go on outings with friends. More 
than two decades on, she vividly recalls buying two things that clearly brought 
her pleasure: a pair of overalls from the brand Diesel, and shoes from Benet-
ton. After the McDonald’s job, she also worked as a cashier in various places. 
By the time she was 17, she was married and had had her first child. Since 
then, it has been a constant struggle to make ends meet. Her husband works 
as a cleaner. His salary of a little over a thousand dollars per month supports 
their family of seven. They have various unpaid bills. Sometimes they do not 
have quite enough to eat. Occasionally, her sister is able to help them out. 
The challenges of living on so little, and the stresses of fear of falling further 
lower, are constants in her life.

The contrasts between Leila’s narrative of her life and those of people like 
Nina or Siti are obvious: where one is paved with stability and brimming with 
potential, the other is unpredictable and with virtually no upward trajectory. 
Whereas one set of narratives depicts the self as having autonomy to chart its 
own destiny, the other illustrates the vagaries of deep interdependence between 
family members and across generations. Significantly, while for Nina and Siti, 
performing the heteronormative family – employment/career, savings, marriage, 
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housing, childbearing, in this order – are foregone conclusions, Leila – also 
heterosexual, married, and with children – does not, in fact, fit the idealized 
family.

Paying attention to what’s missing – a certain sequence (savings before mar-
riage), a certain capacity for income-generation and savings (particularly for 
housing), a certain number of children (befitting of what one “can afford”) – 
draws out the fact that the idealized family entails far more than sexual orienta-
tion. The idealized family can be legible only when viewed through particular 
lenses of class. I will return to this point later. For now, I turn to a second set 
of contrasts inside families by looking at “work-life balance”.

Work-life balance: “no choice” solutions versus no choices

Faye, 24 years old, and married without children when I interviewed her, told 
me this when I asked her what she thought people should think about when 
they consider having children:

I think see whether got anyone to take care of them or not. Because if you 
don’t have your parents, you actually got to get a maid. So before you get 
pregnant or give birth, you actually should get a maid prior to that. Settle 
everything, so that everything is ok.

When I asked her what she thinks most people do, she stated simply:

Childcare after 18 months. Prior to that, it’s family. Most of them will get 
a maid.

Three things are noteworthy: first, we see that grandparents and maids are 
options that emerge immediately, and that childcare centres come into view 
“after 18 months”. Second, we hear in her answers strong presumptions again 
about a normal path, a way things generally are and should be – an ease with 
the notion that there is a typical solution. Finally, this solution is one that 
involves money and the outsourcing of care. It is money not just for the employ-
ment of a domestic worker or childcare centre fees, but also money that can 
be foregone in the potential earnings of grandparents, as well as money that 
presumably, therefore, has to go to the material support of grandparents.

Huda, like Faye, is 24 years old. Like Faye, she is a young woman with hopes 
and aspirations. The possibilities they face in their futures, however, are pro-
foundly different. Huda already has two children – ages 7 and 6. They were 
home with her the two times we spoke. They are lively and sociable kids. Huda 
is affectionate with them and proud of the fact that her son, Ridwan, is good 
in mathematics and her daughter, Sara, is a precocious reader. I was struck by 
the fact that even the younger of her two kids could cook instant noodles on 
her own. Part of this independence is bred from necessity. Huda works as a 
cleaner in a hotel kitchen, for which she is paid S$45 per day, but her work 
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has become very irregular. She has a boyfriend, but his work too appears to be 
unstable; in any case, he does not appear to contribute much to her household 
expenses. Her ex-husband does not pay maintenance for the children, and she 
fears he will challenge her custody if she chases him for it. When she has work, 
her shifts are at night. She leaves the kids at home with her boyfriend. She 
leaves her flat at 1030pm and gets to her workplace downtown at 11pm. 
Together with her co-workers, they clean from 1130pm to 4am, with a break 
or two in between. Then she waits to catch the first train and reaches home 
around 7am. The kids are both in the afternoon session at school, which starts 
around 1pm. After she gets home, she takes care of them. The older of the 
two, in Primary 1, goes to and from school on his own. The younger one, Sara, 
still needs to be sent and picked up. Huda could not afford the deposit of 
S$1000 that a childcare centre required from her, so she put Sara in a kinder-
garten. This means Sara is in school for only three hours. As a result, Huda 
has just two hours or so in the afternoon to sleep before she has to go back 
to school to pick Sara up. She sleeps in fits and starts, worried that she may be 
late for pickup; she has received fines and complaints from teachers for being 
late. She was panicked about the fact that she wasn’t getting enough work and 
that her bills were piling up. She desperately wanted to get another job nearer 
to her home, and one that was more regular hours, but aside from the fact that 
she had not found a position, she also fretted about what she would do with 
her kids if she succeeded. She tried to apply for after-school Student Care for 
her older child this year, but it was fully subscribed. Her big hope is that next 
year, when both of them are in Primary School, that they can both be in Student 
Care and she can then secure a job with normal hours.

The specifics of the stories I hear vary. There are women who do wage work, 
and there are women who do not. In both cases, there are heavy costs to bear. 
As Huda’s story illustrates, doing wage work often means deep and intense 
stresses on one’s physical and mental well-being, as people are stretched to the 
limits of what and whom they can care for. It also creates care gaps – times of 
day when children are completely on their own, activities they are involved in 
without adult supervision – that generate other problems and worries. Huda, 
for example, tells me that she lets her children play downstairs on their own so 
that she can catch some sleep; like other parents in low-income neighbourhoods, 
this worries her tremendously because she thinks they will fall into bad company 
and learn bad habits. Whether fair or not, Huda attributes their recent “talking 
back” behaviours to the fact that she’s been letting them play downstairs.

Women who do wage work thus find that “balance” is a word that mocks 
them: their lives are characterized by intense and endemic stresses as well as 
major gaps in care for their children. As children get older and needs change, 
they find themselves still stuck because of impediments that are class specific: 
one woman I spoke with wanted to go back to work now that her son is 10 
years old but could not because the public rental flat she is in has a front door 
that keeps getting stuck and he cannot open it on his own. This is a non-issue 
for households where there is always an adult waiting for kids when they return 



102 Youyenn Teo

from school; indeed, for middle- and high-income households, recent adjust-
ments to maid levy concessions suggest that “children” up to 16 years old still 
have special claims to round-the-clock care and supervision (Shanmugaratnam, 
2015). Cooking instant noodles is certainly not a life skill they need.

Among the low income, women who do not do wage work are generally 
women who have husbands who are employed. They have usually had some 
experience doing wage work and have stopped precisely because one person 
cannot do so many things in any given day, and they were having trouble taking 
care of responsibilities at home and at work. Not doing wage work means they 
can shop for groceries, cook, clean, do laundry, go to the post office to top up 
their utilities card, and watch over their children. It also means, however, that 
finances are stretched tremendously thin and that the wage-earners in their 
households are under immense pressure to stay healthy and employed. Having 
just one wage earner and no savings puts them in precarious positions – accidents, 
health problems, employers’ cost-cutting or other measures, can each cause 
them to fall immediately into abject poverty. Where they have young children, 
it also means that those children cannot attend childcare centres, only kinder-
gartens, because wage work is a precondition for accessing childcare centre 
subsidies. When their family circumstances change, and they want to do wage 
work, they lack the flexibility to do so because kindergartens provide very few 
hours of care. Switching into childcare centres is often difficult because of lack 
of availability in nearby places, and because children have settled into their 
school settings. Just as middle-class parents are concerned about and respond 
to their children’s desires, low-income parents find it hard to move children 
out of environments they have grown comfortable in.

Regardless of employment status, one thing is very clear: the options faced 
by low-income women cannot, in good faith, be called “choices”. The contrasts 
to the presumed options that Faye so simply and matter-of-factly described are 
stark. The inability to effectively outsource care means that “balance” is elusive 
no matter what a woman “chooses” to do.

I turn next to a third and final set of related class contrasts: sensibilities and 
practices of parenting.

Parenting: planned projects versus trying one’s best

Annette Lareau contrasts the parenting styles of middle-class and working-class 
parents: the former engage in what she calls “concerted cultivation”, whereas 
the latter parent in ways that emphasize the “accomplishment of natural growth” 
(Lareau, 2003). In the former, children are the centre of family lives, and their 
organized activities and accomplishments are family projects. In the latter, chil-
dren have lengthy unstructured time on their own. Children in middle-class 
homes also communicate with parents in ways that involve a lot more negotia-
tion than in working-class ones. The point Lareau makes about these contrasts 
is that these differences matter insofar as the world is structured in ways that 
favour one style over another. These varied parenting styles lead to children 
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with correspondingly different capacities to deal with teachers and other authority 
figures; importantly, middle-class styles are perceived and received more favour-
ably and lead to outcomes that advantage middle-class kids and disadvantage 
working-class ones.

In Singapore, too, the centrality of “concerted cultivation” varies along class 
lines. While people with more money view children as outcomes of plans and 
as requiring certain material investments in organized activities, people with less 
money are more likely to see children as natural components of families and 
parenting as doing one’s best to provide. While they pay attention to their 
children, they do not micro-manage their everyday lives.

The strong sense that childbearing should be a planned process came through 
in my interviews. Farah, 28 years old and married without children at the time 
of our conversation, said this when I asked what she thinks people should 
consider when thinking about having children:

They need to be mentally prepared, financially prepared. Proper arrange-
ment for who should take care of the children.

Much of this preparedness centres on the thinking that raising children in 
contemporary Singapore costs a lot, and that they cost a lot for a long period 
in their lives. Wen Cheng, 32-years-old and married with one child, put it 
this way:

You must be very prepared. You must be very prepared that you want to 
have children. It’s really a lifetime commitment. It’s not a toy, where you 
just give back and then heck care . . . Of course [you] must have a stable 
job before you want to plan for a baby. That’s very important. Because it’s 
really not cheap nowadays. A lot of expenses for a child.

Indeed, some of these costs have to do with things that are resonant with 
Lareau’s notion of “concerted cultivation”. Elaine, 28 years old, married, and 
who has decided she does not want children, tells me matter-of-factly:

I think finance plays a big part . . . whether or not you can afford. These 
days, kids cost not just the basic necessities, but like education, tuition, 
ballet classes, and stuff.

This discourse that children are and have to be planned was largely missing 
among my low-income respondents. Most had started having kids early – in 
their late teens and early twenties – because they had also left school, worked, 
and then married early. It was never in the realm of possibility for them to wait 
to accumulate enough to buy a flat; to plan for children on the basis of having 
accumulated enough money is something far removed from their realities. 
Instead, children simply arrived around the time they married. When more 
children arrive, they bring stress but are also seen as blessings. That certain 
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financial preconditions are supposed to be in place – “for tuition, ballet classes” – is 
quite simply inconceivable.

Aisyah, a woman about 40 years old, told me about her parents divorcing 
when she was 12 years old. By her account, she then “grew up myself” – left 
school at Secondary 2 because her family had no money and she needed to 
earn her own, started working at age 14, met a man and married at age 17, 
and immediately had two children with her first husband. Her children from 
her first marriage are now 22 and 21 years old. After her husband cheated on 
her, around the time her kids were 8 and 7 years old, they divorced. A year 
and a half or so after her divorce, she was introduced to her current husband. 
He was a drug addict at the time, and she did not fall in love; instead, she did 
not have a place to live and the man’s mother asked her to marry her son and 
live with them. Subsequently, she had three other kids, now ages 13, 12, and 
8. Throughout her life, she has had to struggle – with wage work, with house-
work, with care responsibilities. She has never had the luxury to stop to plan 
when to have children and what needed to be in place before having them.

Aisyah is deeply devoted to her children. She understands their likes and 
dislikes well; she worries and frets over them. Her oldest son has grown into a 
friend and confidant; now employed, he is also an important source of financial 
support for their household of seven. The others are also close to her. On her 
days off, they take walks together or go window-shopping downtown. She has 
dreams for the family that involve the kids doing well and having enough money 
so that she can finally stay home, be a “big nonya” and “take care of children” 
(i.e. her future grandchildren). Yet, despite her attention to her kids, and her 
hopes for their successes, the kind of concerted cultivation described by Lareau 
and implied by Elaine – enrichment classes, tuition, ballet – are impossible because 
of money and time constraints.

This is her schedule: each week, she works six days at a hotel, as a cook for 
hotel staff. Her shift is 10pm to 830am. She leaves her flat at 930pm and returns 
at 930am. She then takes care of the youngest, her 8-year-old son, and sends 
him off to school. After she comes back, she does housework. She tries to sleep 
between 2pm and 6pm. Besides her full-time job, she also does freelance work 
as a massage therapist, so sometimes she has to pay home visits to work with 
clients during the afternoon. The older kids generally come and go on their 
own. Her daughters, ages 13 and 12, help with cooking and household chores. 
In short, there is no time and energy left for “concerted cultivation”, even if 
she were so inclined and had the money to pay for activities for the kids. Parents 
in low-income households are acutely aware of the necessity of formal educa-
tion. They often nag at their kids to work hard, do well in school. It is poignant 
to hear them speak of wanting their kids to listen to them but not be like them. 
Lacking both the experience of doing well in formal schooling and the material 
resources to purchase private tuition – a key ingredient for doing well in the 
contemporary school system – their parenting can be characterized as simply 
“doing one’s best” and does indeed entail a lot of unstructured free time for 
their kids.
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In contemporary “mainstream” conversations about children and childhood 
in Singapore and other wealthy cities, we speak of children with busy lives and 
packed schedules. We speak of high expenses and too many hours in tuition 
classes. These are real problems that require solutions. Still, what I am pointing 
to here is that there are class variations: besides addressing the over-scheduled 
and over-cultivated middle- or upper-middle class child, we also need conversa-
tions about families where parents do not have the privilege of centring all of 
a family’s energies and resources on their children, and where children do not 
have the privilege of becoming “spoiled”, “stressed” or “entitled”.

Having described the insides of family lives and how they differ, I turn now 
to addressing what these differences reveal about the field in which they take 
on meaning.

Examining the field: hidden preconditions, 
differentiated consequences

It is worth beginning this section by emphasizing, as Lareau does, that varia-
tions in practices do not imply differential worth. Low-income parents and 
children demonstrate tremendous strengths and admirable qualities. There are, 
moreover, many resonances across class in the ways people value marriage, 
children, family. Against the dominant scripts of low-income families as somehow 
“dysfunctional”, it is important to call out the prejudices against people who 
have not followed the “normal” pathways, who do not do “work-life balance” 
in ways that fit middle-class understandings of what is appropriate, and whose 
love and care for their children are not expressed primarily in terms of “con-
certed cultivation”. The idealized pathways and practices are neither truly 
universal nor normatively better.

Nonetheless, because these modes of performing family are met with negative 
consequences, it is important to flesh out the preconditions necessary to perform 
the so-called normal. Without romanticizing or valorizing either modes of 
performing family, this section is aimed at showing that the differences matter 
because they are produced through people making choices under drastically 
different conditions, and they matter because they are consequential. Falling 
outside the ideal creates hardship both in the short- and long-term.

The performance of the idealized family – with sequential pathways, specific 
gendered arrangements of care and wage work, and particular orientations 
towards parenting – depends heavily on class conditions. Three aspects of this 
are key: money, mastery over time, and habitus.

First, it should be obvious by now that money is an important precondition 
to performing the idealized family. Money – both what people already have and 
what they expect to have – shape the ability of people to pay for the present 
and make plans for the future. In order to have family formation unfold in one 
smooth thread – from education to work, work to savings, savings to housing, 
housing to marriage, and then marriage to childbearing – there have to exist 
expectations for wage work leading to substantial savings. This, in turn, presumes 
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the possibility of good wage work. For people who, for various reasons to do 
with the finances of their own natal families, have had limited formal education, 
this is simply a presumption that cannot be made.

Besides shaping life paths, money is also central to the forging of the ideal-
ized work-life balance – in which women engage in wage work and outsource 
care labour to grandparents and domestic workers. The lack of money creates 
care gaps or monetary crises that affect not just the short-term, but also the 
long-term well-being of children and families.

Money, finally, is central to enabling the sort of parenting that has become 
crucial to children’s long-term success within the Singapore school system; 
money buys tutors, classes, and services, and it buys time for parents to manage 
their children’s education.

Second, to perform the idealized family, one also has to have some control 
over one’s time. In a recent study, Clawson and Gerstel point out that unpre-
dictability has become a central feature of employment (Clawson and Gerstel, 
2014). Nonetheless, they argue, some groups have more control over this 
unpredictability than others. In particular, people in higher status, better paying 
jobs also tend to have more control over their schedules; within this group, 
men have more control over their time than women. The centrality of time 
comes through in my earlier discussion of work-life balance and parenting. 
Children’s needs for adults’ time tend to be inflexible (i.e. if children are home 
during certain times, those are the times an adult must also be home); on the 
other side, employment demands also tend to be inflexible. They are more 
inflexible the lower paid and lower status jobs are. To perform the idealized 
family – combining wage work and care work in ways that are also gendered – 
thus becomes particularly difficult for people whose only access to wage work 
is work that does not afford mastery over time.

Third, habitus. A central insight in Bourdieu’s work, and which scholars such 
as Lareau (Lareau, 2003; Lareau and Weininger, 2008), Khan (2011), and 
Karabel (2005) have explored in various empirical sites, is that there are “a set 
of historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in the form of mental 
and corporeal schemata of perception, appreciation, and motion” (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant, 1992: 16). Class privilege or disadvantage is partly manifested 
in people’s bodily practices – their speech, comportment – as well as in their 
tastes, preferences, sensibilities, and orientations. To plan one’s life according 
to a certain life path from school to work to housing to marriage to childbear-
ing; to take for granted that “grandparents and maids” will care for one’s 
children; to think of being able to afford enrichment classes as a precondition 
to having children – quite apart from the material realities implied, all of these 
reflect the tastes, preferences, and sensibilities of a specific social class. Even for 
the (historically relatively new) middle-class respondents I spoke with, these are 
not always “natural”. They are not the mental schemas, the sensibilities, and 
the orientations that shape the practices of lower income respondents. To ask 
them to perform the familial in these ways, then, is partly to ask them to tran-
scend their very selves.
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Aside from the fact that the performance of the idealized family requires 
conditions that are not universally present, the contrasts across class are also 
important to interrogate for what they reveal about consequences. Here, dif-
ferences are central precisely because, when their practices are brought to bear 
in contemporary Singapore society, they are read, interpreted, and treated 
negatively. As this happens, the consequences for “falling short” are profound 
and sustained.

For performing the familial outside middle-class ideals, people living with 
low-income bear at least three consequences.

First, they miss the train to long-term security and social belonging that 
housing ownership affords. The ownership of public housing is an important 
mode of welfare delivery in Singapore (Chua, 1988; Tremewan, 1998); for all 
its inadequacies, it is supposed to be a main mode of financing old-age income 
(Low, 2014). It affords stability in everyday lives and some financial security in 
the long term. Because it is near-universal, it is also a central marker of Singa-
porean identity. Many of my respondents aspired to home ownership; when 
they talked about neighbours or family members who have “made it”, they refer 
to people who have moved out of rental flats into “owned” flats. For not being 
able to plan their lives in normative ways, for not having smooth-sailing child-
hoods leading into adulthood, they are also shut out of this important mode 
of security, belonging, and social worth.

Second, as mothers, women in low-income households cannot win. If they 
do not do wage work, their household incomes remain extremely low and they 
face long-term vulnerability; moreover, their children are not eligible for childcare 
centre subsidies. If they do partake in wage work, they do it at great cost to 
their and their families’ physical and mental well-being; significant care gaps 
remain unfulfilled (Teo, 2016).

Middle-class women who enter the workforce are marked as good mothers 
and citizens – given various tax rebates and reliefs signalling their value to society; 
middle-class mothers who leave the workforce are valorized as good mothers 
who sacrifice their careers for their children’s well-being. The same practices, 
performed by women who are not well-educated nor high-income, are met with 
relative neglect or outright disdain. Many respondents point out, for example, 
that social workers pressure them to find wage work and put their children in 
childcare centres, even when this would create a lot of other problems for their 
children and families. The contrasts in struggles around the work-life balance 
issue reveal the double standards around motherhood that exist and which are 
partially produced through and embedded in public policy.

Third, and finally, falling short on middle-class ideals for performing parenting 
has profound consequences for the reproduction of poverty and inequality. Many 
of the people I spoke with face daily hardships, material deprivations, and limited 
opportunities for upward mobility in their lives now because they did not have 
much formal education. The only jobs they have access to offer little autonomy 
and are physically demanding and poorly paid. They did not have much formal 
education and have ended up with these meagre job opportunities because of 
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the difficult circumstances of their own childhoods. They needed to work because 
their families had no money. They did not mind school but were not doing 
particularly well and failed some exams, and so dropping out did not seem to 
be a huge step. Some found school downright demoralizing and impossible to 
endure. These same circumstances are now reproduced for their children. Regard-
less of their love and hopes for their children, they cannot partake in the sort 
of concerted cultivation that middle-class parents are doing. Their children have 
to contend with children who have more resources, in school contexts where 
the marks of failure come swift and hard, and where they are quickly tracked 
into streams that are talked about as low, pointless, marked for the unintelligent 
and unworthy. Parents struggle to keep their kids in school, but these forces 
are in general too powerful to fight. Falling short in parenting, in a field where 
middle-class parents’ styles set the standard, where characteristics produced 
through “concerted cultivation” are valorized and rewarded, then, has conse-
quences for intergenerational transmission of poverty.

Reforms

The idealized norms around family described in this chapter have come about 
not spontaneously but through strong interactions in particular policy environ-
ments (Teo, 2011; Teo, 2015a; Teo, 2015b). Public policy is important because 
they define need and worth, because they shape tastes and practices, because 
they have consequences on people’s lives well beyond what they are designed 
for (Abramovitz, 1988; Fraser, 1994; Gordon, 1994; Haney, 2002; Lister, 1994; 
O’Connor et al., 1999; Orloff, 1996). It is appropriate, therefore, to conclude 
with a discussion about how public policy should address the issues related to 
class inequality highlighted in this paper.

First, policy makers need to closely scrutinize how policies presume conditions 
for familial formation and practices that they have not ensured are accessible to 
all; second, they should consider if the rigid definitions that now exist around the 
familial are producing fair and just outcomes in terms of access to public goods.

The conditions faced by people in the process of forming and performing families 
are instructive. If money and mastery over time are significant barriers to staying 
on track to purchase public housing and to achieving work-life balance, and insofar 
as people are, in fact, engaged in wage work, then there needs to be close and 
critical scrutiny of low-wage work. If people are already pushed to the limits in 
terms of how much work they can do, and they are still not making ends meet, 
then clearly something is wrong with the wage structure. There is urgent need 
for greater pressure placed on companies to increase wages in a sustained way.

Women’s employment, particularly low-wage women’s employment, has the 
potential to improve lives. Yet too many care gaps exist. These must be addressed 
by shifting away from privatization of the problem (through ever greater num-
bers of foreign domestic workers), towards social solutions that embrace a wide 
range of real choices across class. One specific change could be the removal of 
requirements for employment to access childcare subsidies; instead, people should 



Falling short 109

be enabled to make choices that work for their families at specific points in 
time. Another change could come through shifts away from granting tax credits 
and reliefs, since this is a form of support that is targeted at a narrow social 
class (Teo, 2013); it is a remnant of the eugenics era of pronatalism and should 
go because they send strong signals about the differential worth of mothers 
along class lines. Finally, more attention needs to be paid to enhancing the 
availability of services that people without other forms of care help can access 
easily in their neighbourhoods, workplaces, and children’s schools. After-school 
care for children in primary schools and care during school holidays, for example, 
have not received adequate attention. In sum, we must start to imagine a work-
care regime that is not premised on the invisible labour performed in middle-
class households by grandmothers and domestic workers.

Finally, part of the purpose of discussing the concepts of habitus and field is 
to point out that inequalities manifest often in the fact that certain qualities are 
rewarded as valuable and worthy, whereas others are punished as deviant and 
worthless. Policy makers must pay attention to these biases in serious ways. How 
do housing policies exclude people on the basis of conditions they have little 
control over? How do work-care policies reward certain practices when manifested 
by people of certain social class but not when another performs them? Closer to 
Bourdieu’s own work, do schools teach what they are requiring children to know?

These are not easy questions to ask and answer. Nonetheless, given what I 
have found about the differential conditions people face as they form and care 
for their families, as well as the unequal consequences to these differences, these 
are questions that must be addressed to bring about greater equality and justice 
in the provision of public goods.

Note
1 The CPF is a mandatory savings system wherein a proportion of an individual’s 

income from formal employment is deposited into his or her individual account 
on a monthly basis, with matching contributions from the employer. This fund 
is meant to satisfy some key needs for individual Singaporeans: public housing (in 
which more than 80 per cent of Singaporeans live), healthcare (with savings and 
insurance components), and retirement. Although it belongs to the individual, 
each account is strictly regulated in terms of amounts of contribution and usage. 
Before retirement, the funds are generally not available to the individual. The 
financing of housing is the major exception, and most Singaporeans pay for down 
payments and finance mortgages with money from their CPF accounts.
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