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Singapore’s
national
identity is

in the skyline

: and economies around the world,

we’ve heard calls to build back

: better.

¢ It'saconcept that firstemerged

i after the 2004 Indian Ocean

: tsunami, that the period

: immediately afteracrisisisa

: unique opportunity for change

: thatimproves on pre-disaster

: conditions.

i TheSingapore Government has

: signalledits commitment to the

i welfare of migrant workers,

: providing free medical care for

i infected workersand pledging to

: overhaul dormitory standards.

i Bothare signs that the Government

: istaking thelead and making

i structural changes toimprove

: workers’ pre-Covid conditions.
Buta comprehensive and

ustained reconstruction is

eyond the Government’s remit. It

equires a fundamental change in

As we mark :
International Migrants
Day, pause to consider
those who literally
built the national icons :

. . he way we see and understand
Chrlsty D.avns and ow-wage migrants - indeed,
Tan QIUYI veryone - and the crucial work

: theydo: domestic work,
: construction, services,

: manufacturing, shipyards.

i Buildingbackbetter demands

: that we change the way our

: buildings are constructed so that

i wedoabetterjob of protecting

: workers at the bottom of the

: labour supply chain. It demands

: that we question the dominant

¢ narrativesabout the buildings and
: infrastructure that define our
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When we tell foreign friendswelive :
in Singapore, the most common
response by far goeslike this: “Ilove : |
Singapore, it's so beautifuland 3 i : | \ : \
clean!” They rave about our P )
supertrees, our durian-inspired : - - !
theatre and the sci-fiship sittingon : L | { y \
top of the towers. : - . ) \ i A i countryandidentity.
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anditsachievements. Theymake : architectural icons, buildings and infrastructure, say the writers, who point out that dominant narratives of the Singapore story have often left out the low-wage : about the “foreign” workerasa
us feel proud of Singapore’s : migrant workers who build, clean, maintain and renovate the icons of our national pride. ST FILE PHOTO : personyoumight know. Consider
identity and place in the world. : ur shared humanity; say hello,

At the official opening of Jewel
Changi Airport, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong said the complex
“resonates with Singaporeans,
because it reminds us that when
we dream bigand apply ourselves,
nothing is impossible”.

Abig part of Singapore’s national
identityis in the skyline, attached
to our architectural icons,
buildings and infrastructure. They
are visual testaments of how
Singaporeans have created a First
World nation out of sheer gritand
determination.

But who actually built them?

MISSING STORIES

Identityisa complexand evolving
thing, built on the stories we tell
ourselves. Dominant narratives of
the Singapore story have often left
outakey group of people: nearly

one million low-wage migrantswho :

build, clean, maintainand renovate
the icons of our national pride.

As Singapore entered into partial
lockdown earlier this year, we

: tried to find some of these missing
: pieces fora Lien Centre for Social

: Innovation research project.

i Wegottoknow Xin,a

: construction worker from China

: whohasbeen in Singapore for

! 12years - more thanadecade of

: separation from his wifeand

: childrenwho had grownup

: without him. Chatting over

: WhatsApp, we asked him about

: work. Knowing nothing of

: construction, we hoped he would

: tellussomething we could puta

: handleon, like bricklayer, welderor :
: electrician. He was none of them.

¢ Xinisaformwork carpenter. He
: builds the moulds into which

: concrete is poured and formed. In

: hiswords, he was the most basic

: worker at the bottom of the

: hierarchy. For others, there may

: be high-, middle- and low-level

: workers, but for them, migrant

: workers on the worksite, “we’re all
: the same, just workers doing

: work”, he said. We were struck by

¢ his humility, and moved by what

sounded like equality in the
: trenches of construction.

His story tells us of a Singapore

¢ where peopleare valued

: differently based on the work they
: doand how much they earn. This

: maybeafactoflife, butasad fact

hat need not define our beliefs.
We know there is dignity in all
work. More importantly, we know
here is value in every person.
Regardless of the work a person

deeplyloved by someone else.
Atapersonallevel, Xin’s story

Inthe early years of the 20th

¢ century, Christy’s
: great-grandmothersailedasa
: teenager from war-torn Europe to

America; in the 1930s, Qiuyi’s
grandfather escaped the Chinese

: civil warand made it to Singapore.
¢ Like Xin, they went insearch ofa

: betterlife and worked hard toraise :
: their families. Christy’s
: great-grandmother was a domestic :
: helper, Qiuyi’s grandfather wasa
: labourer. Separately, they were

: eventually given the opportunity
: tocall Americaand Singapore

: home, foreign lands where their
i children, grandchildrenand

: great-grandchildren thrived.

This is an opportunity Xinand

i otherslike him today do not have,
i does, he orsheisafather,amother, :
: ason,adaughter,wholovesandis

no matter how long they have

: worked here, how many homes
: theyhave kept, or how many

: : buildings they have built.

: reminded us of two different people :

i weknew whose paths had never
: crossed exceptin the universality of :
: theirmigration journeys.

: CONNECTEDINCRISIS

The problems confronting
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low-wage migrants are many and

: complex,and well documented in

research. But their visibility is

: limited toacademics and

: advocates. The Lien Centre report,
: Crisis And Connection: Unpacking
: Singapore’s Migrant Worker

: Issues, is anattempt to bridge this

: information gap. We reviewed the
: research out there and produceda
i primer on what youneed to know

: about Singapore’s migrant

: workersand why it matters.

We do this work because we

: believe transformative social

: change starts with knowledge and
: understanding, that :
i evidence-basedinsight canhelpus :
: pause and challenge status quo
: Ourencounter with Xinand others :
: like him highlight the

: longstanding disconnect between
: usand them;and yet, Covid-19 has
: madeacompelling personal

: connection. Resident or migrant,

i thehealthand well-being of

: everyone are linked ina pandemic. :

: AsCovid-19 upends communities

thinking about how we manage

¢ economic growth. It'sanidea

i often credited to American poet
: Maya Angelou: When we know

: better, we can do better.

{ BUILD BACK BETTER

mile, or nod, whatever you're
omfortable with. We invite you to
e curious and wonder, what’s his
1 her story?

Some of the architectural
marvels they have worked on may
urvive us and become
monuments studied by future

¢ historiansand anthropologists -
: perhapsour childrenand

i grandchildren - intenton telling
¢ the full story. What would that

: storysay about Singapore, its

¢ defining values asapeople,and

: whatitstands for asanation?

stopinion@sph.com.sg

* Christy Davis is executive director

: ofthe Lien Centre for Social

: Innovation. Tan Qiuyi is a Singaporean
¢ journalist covering migrants and

i minorities for The New Zealand
Herald. The Lien Centre report, Crisis

nd Connection: Unpacking
ingapore's Migrant Worker Issues,
an be accessed here:

. https://Icsi.smu.edu.sg/research/cri-
i sis-and-connection



