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Identify ‘pain points’ of living in unequal society

Paulin Straughan

We now have avery diverse
population because of immigration
and because many Singaporeans
have had the privilege of going
overseas. How dowe then curatea
future discourse as we are setting
the stage for writing the Singapore
story? How dowe include their
narratives? Our traditional
Chinese-Malay-Indian modelis not
going to be enough. We've heard
complaints that the Chinese say:
“Weare not just Chinese —- we are
Cantonese, we are Hokkien, we

How can we keep our cultural
roots but, at the same time,
contribute toacommon pool of an
identifiable homogeneous
Singaporean identity?

Not easy. And then it gets more
complicated. And before the
Eurasians have the chance to say

topad up that “Others” withalot
more other people. And now who
constitutes that “Others”?

So, moving forward, I think we
have to have very concrete plans as
we curate the Singaporean identity
toremember that we have

bicultural families and new citizens. :

When new citizens come on
board, we have to remember that
we invited them because we
believe they can add value to our
nation-building endeavour. Surely

: whenwe invite them, we don’t

¢ expect them to shred their cultural
: heritage. How are they going to

¢ growrootsif we remove their roots
i tostart off with?

We have to be confident, as we

: speak of an inclusive community
: andsociety, that we are not goingto :
: bedistracted by mischief makers

: onsocial media that encourage us
: thatxenophobiais okay, aslongas
¢ weare talking about foreigners.

: The minute we allow that, the

. foreigner-Singaporean divide will
: soon creep intoanew norm,and

: thenwe end up hurting the very

: fabric that makes Singapore a

: unique and strong society.

come from different parts of China.” :

I'ma family sociologist; for the

aword, alabel, that over time we

We often start off with an exercise
- define family. My students will go

: outandtalk to their friendsand as

¢ theyears go by, the definition of

: family and my family - thereis so

: muchdivergence. Whenwe are

: pressed to define family, many of us

: willsay married heterosexual

¢ couple with biological children.

i Those who think a bit more will say:
¢ “Adoptedalso can.” Andifyoulet

: thatsilence sit for alittle while, they
: maygo: “Sometimes, there will be

: divorceinvolved.” And you let that

rest alittle while and then you go:

i “Well, sometimes there are single
. families.”

And soit challenges us.
We form many policies based on

: therecipient family, but that :
¢ assumes family asa social construct :
: staysstable.SoI'msogladtohear :
¢ the Minister for Social and Family
: Development challenge us to

¢ expand the definition of family.

: longest time Ilectured on sociology : ONTHE'LARGER CONCERNS'
: offamily. You can’t really talk about :
¢ family without first defining family. :
¢ Sothe first few lectures will always

¢ berested on this notion of: What is

: family? What exactly are we

¢ studying? Family, in sociological

: jargon,isasocial construct. Itisjust
the “Others” is not quite us, we start :
: have given adefinition. And

: because there are no challenges to
: that definition, over time to the lay
¢ community, it becomes an

: objective definition. Itis like you

¢ canjustlook and identify family.

OF INEQUALITY
University students are constantly

: stressed outand I can’tunderstand
: why. Because youare already in
. university - what’s the problem?

They tellme stories of how they

: lookat their parents and what their
¢ parents have achieved - theyare at
: acertainlevel in the hierarchy. And
: theylookat themselves. They

: sacrificealot to stay ahead in the

: grading curve and then they

: graduate and go: “I'm now going to
¢ belike my parents.” Then they find
: thattheyareright at the bottom of
¢ the pile again when they start

: working. And then theylook ahead
¢ andtheygo: “There isnoway I can

i achieve what my parents have

¢ achieved.” Andit really drowns

i them. Self-doubt, concerns about

: optimismabout the future, all that

¢ contributes to the incidence of

: depressionamong our youth. And

¢ we cannot say that is so trivialand

: frivolous, just snap out of it, because
¢ thatisthereality theylive in.

Singapore beinga very small

. country, there are benefitsand

. challenges. The benefit is that

. because we are small, the pioneer
: leaderswere able to gather usand,
¢ with the limited resources we had,
: webuiltanationinavery short

time. And we could bring as many

: peopleaspossible on board. But
: because we are small, any
: differential is magnified.

Standing in between Havelock

: Road onthe Singapore River - on

¢ theleft, Clarke Quay area, beautiful
: condos with swimming pools out in
: theopenand people worshipping

: thesun.Across theroad, onthe

. right, up on the hill we have rental

: flats.It'sveryjarring and disturbing
: forme when Istand like that

: because itisuncomfortable.

So these kinds of comparisons we

: seeevery day, the line that

. differentiates between the haves

: and have-nots, is not so simple. I

¢ think we have to invest resources

: into distilling the differentials

: based onanempirical,

: evidence-based perspective to see
¢ where the differencesare and

: where the pain points are.
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: Management University.

Source: The Straits Times @ Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction



