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Introduction
My history guru, Dr Mubarak Ali
, has spent a lifetime arguing for rewriting history from the people’s standpoint as opposed to the rulers’. It makes sense because it offers you a multitude of perspectives as opposed to a monolithic one, as the tradition of oral history
 also suggests; generally there are no hard and fast rules for collating snippets of history by using this method. The danger that you are not being told the truth is there just as much as it is there in the so-called official history books, which once written are seldom challenged even under a non-authoritarian rule. Consider the vilification history books written in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, which share a common past, subject one another to.   

Then, consider a mega event like the terrorist attacks in the US on 9/11/2001, and how they were reported quoting various sources
. The angles and spins put on the event by media organizations varied. Even those claiming not to let speculation be a factor in their reporting were at least tempted; most succumbed as the floodgates of ‘who dunnit?’ This is understandable when on that day, and in the days and weeks that followed, everyone on the streets of New York had to tell a somewhat different story that connected them to the tragic event. The ownership of that day’s stories was as personal and individual as it was a collective affair in which the whole world suddenly got interested. 
A common thread that ran through the hundreds of thousands of stories that were subsequently churned out was that nobody denied that the attacks took place, which is not the case with holocaust, for instance. Those denying the latter, and arguably a more tragic event in history, are punishable in many countries; yet, there are denials. The point is that there are various layers of how one wants to have one’s truth told. Media organizations also act like individuals and governments when they lay down a policy for their staff to follow; any breach of it and out one goes. Pressure groups with a cause, ideologically motivated and terrorist organizations are more intolerant of any view other than their own prevailing. Punishment for a breach can vary from inviting a rebuke from the boss to, well, beheading. Yes, beheading! The Taliban in Afghanistan and now their namesakes exercising de-facto control over certain parts of Pakistan
, for instance, are known to behead a violator of their code of conduct at the drop of a hat, as it were. A number of journalists have been beheaded by them for reporting events that go against their own ‘approved’ version of truth.  

That said there remains a vast difference between how a democratic and an autocratic government may respond to actual or perceived violations of its code of conduct which it imposes on society to maintain order in society. However, a systematic effort remains in place on the part of ‘concerned’ governments to make sure that only the officially authenticated account of a truth is disseminated; anything at variance with it must not be allowed. But guess what? Declaring an undesirable act a crime does not always prevent the people from committing it; but the challenger must do so at the risk of castigation, of being declared an outlaw by the state, a social outcast, a violator of sorts, and the like, even by many among his intended audience, that is, the public. So when people speak on a taboo subject they are often walking the tightrope of suspicion, against what they say, and based on that, consequently, who they are. 
Consider the medieval notion of blasphemy. Is it really medieval? Perhaps only as medieval as war and war crimes have been through the ages, but have come down to us as a ‘standard’ practice to the present day. Even the most bona fide democracies in the world today have blasphemy and other laws on the statute to punish offenders of what must be held up as an established truth – without allowing much room for re-interpretation of the past. Take the case of Britain where only the Church of England is singled out as enjoying protection against blasphemy under one such law. No other faith can claim that immunity or protection.
 The outlawing of Muslim women wearing headscarves or Sikh men sporting turbans by France on grounds that such ‘looks’ are rather ‘un-French’ is another instance, though racial profiling of citizens remains taboo with the French people, and outlawed under the constitution.
 
However, it can be argued that the difference between a democratic regime and an autocratic one is that while such laws may stay on the statute, they would only be invoked rarely to punish a violator. Conversely, under public (and external) pressure such laws can also be revoked, as the case of the populist, albeit quasi-democratic, regime in Turkey shows.
 It remains another story though that the European Union required of the Turkish government to lift the ban on headscarves as part of democratic reforms and one of the pre-conditions linked to Turkey’s request to joining the EU, while Brussels had nothing to say on such bans imposed by France and many of the states forming the German federation. 
It would be exaggeration to say that governments alone are the enforcers of such laws. In cases involving prosecution, public pressure to bring a violator of shared, common space to justice is often behind any action taken to punish the violator. The rule is extended to apply to emotional, sentimental and such other intangible space which is equated with the actual physical public space. In Pakistan, for instance, no government can risk being seen as not willing to take action against anyone accused of blasphemy, or indeed of undoing the lopsided Islamic Sharia laws that are in patent violation of women’s and minorities’ rights as enshrined in the UN charter of human rights and to which Pakistan is a signatory. That no blasphemy accused since the inception of the infamous law in the 1980s has been actually brought to the prescribed, grisly ‘justice’ is another matter. The state judiciary has been reluctant to go against the sense of fair play based on common justice. It has not only restrained from passing a harsh sentence under the Sharia law but in an overwhelming majority of blasphemy cases set the accused free for lack of admissible evidence. The scheme also works the other way around in the same country: for instance, despite a well laid out regime governing the media’s do’s and don’ts, the government would not crack down on a violator. The reason: it would not want to be seen as being on the wrong side of public opinion which is firmly tilted towards free flow of information guaranteed by the Constitution, though there have been a few exceptions of late. 
The weeks’ long denial seen in acknowledging that Pakistani nationals may well have been involved in the gory Mumbai hostage taking drama in November, 2008, is also another cogent case in point. There was no public pressure in Pakistan for the government to come out clean vis-à-vis India’s claim that the hostage-takers were Pakistanis. The threatening rhetoric coming out of New Delhi was seen as offensive by Islamabad, and the view was shared by a majority of Pakistanis. It can also be argued that the Indian government’s threatening posture had immense public backing behind it, just like Pakistan’s refusal to act out of fear of an Indian reprisal had similar public support. When the rhetoric from India was toned down, Pakistan came forth and accepted the fact that the Mumbai hostage-takers, or at least the sole survivor of the violent drama, were indeed Pakistani. This, weeks after the Mumbai attacks Pakistani media had already got on to the story and revealed that the man in India’s custody was a Pakistani; his parents’ interviews had made headlines just days after the Mumbai attacks. Yet, the denial persisted because the people, the media and the state were on the same page: they would not be talked down to by India. The paradox here is that while the actual source of information in this case, the parents of the Mumbai attacker, were not doubted in their ownership of their son, but because of India’s offensive posturing this was not the truth many Pakistanis were willing to hear, as if, just because India insisted they own its version of events. 
Sensitivities abound. Governments (and their people) continue to live in denial of facts that need little authentication. Apologies, if and when they are offered, are too late in coming. Consider the Australian labour government’s apology as late as in February, 2008 to its nearly half a million-strong aborigines’ community for many a lifetime’s wrongs done by the state, aimed at practically decimating the aborigines.
 But more important, also consider the lack of such apologies coming from Japan to China and others for war crimes, or from Pakistan to Bangladesh for the 1971 tragedy
, or indeed from Israel to the Palestinians for the Sabra and Chatila massacre of 1982
… the list can go on and on. History books are full of such contradictory narratives of the same events depending on whose history books among the adversaries you are reading.   
Another potent case in point is the US government’s denial of apology to many of its own citizens who were mercilessly subjected to McCarthyism in the aftermath of the Second World War
. More recently, the wholesale abuse of power unleashed under the George W. Bush administration after 9/11/2001 against American and non-American Muslims and torture that took place in places like the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq and Camp X-Ray at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, also defies all norms of human rights, though they were deemed to have been sanctioned under controversial laws hurriedly enacted by the US administration, and later found to be open to widespread abuse.
 There remains little hope in the near future for any westerners or Israelis being brought to book for crimes committed against humanity with the full backing of their democratic regimes under laws passed by elected parliaments to ensure ‘national security’. The former Serbian rulers and their accomplices in war crimes against Bosnian Muslims, following the unraveling of Yugoslavia in the 1990s remain the only exception in recent history; but then the Serbs were no allies of the West.       

It is against this very stark world reality that the social and political outfall of one-party rule, any lack of civil liberties, perceived and real, and the right to information in a country at once as benign, public welfare-focused and restrictive as Singapore, should be judged—if judged it must be.
Lasting Impressions
Nothing becomes Singapore and Singaporeans like success. It seems very like a society geared for success. Not everyone makes it, but everyone aspires to making it in their own way and within their capacity. Most people are hard working and conscientious about the job given to them; a multitude can be seen going about their daily chores with due diligence, even if in a mechanical way. And that’s where this nation really stands out. 
What needs to be done shall in all likelihood be done – not necessarily by way of courtesy or with a smile – because there are systems in place. The all-pervasive government interventions have left little to chance; little effort is expected on the part of the individual handling a task to have the needful done; the task assigned can either be done or it cannot be done, so says the written or the unwritten manual because once on your job, you’re supposed to have memorized all the rules. That’s how Singapore goes to work and does business. Often when confronted with such can/cannot be done situations with a government department, the outcome is to your satisfaction. All praise to Almighty Government! 

Singaporeans have no idea what the term ‘lean’ government means. They cannot imagine a scenario in which the Big Brother is not in the know of all that goes on in this island nation, almost all of the time. The state’s prying eyes and ears, instructions and recommendations every step of the way in everyday life do not annoy Singaporeans. This is what the government is all about, most can be found arguing. A fat government here also means a very efficient government so it works out to most people’s satisfaction most of the time. An average citizen cannot imagine that if and when he or she needs help with a social service, the government or its functionaries could be found lacking. This just does not happen in this country. Government intervention through built mechanisms in practically all sectors of life is seldom resented. When not praising it, many Singaporeans speak of it as the necessary extra arm and the leg they must have to get by in all they do, all they aspire to doing and accomplishing in life. There’s little discussion in public forums on the one-party rule in place since the 1960s because every five years the people have a chance to vote again, and they have been voting the same People’s Action Party back in power. When they do talk of one-party rule, it is with ambivalent feelings because the young nation hasn’t known it to be any different. And like everywhere else opinions here also vary, though to a surprisingly limited degree. There are very potent emblems of this political public cold-heartedness vis-à-vis indulgence in political activity or even gossip; the symbolism inherent in attitudes and at certain obvious public venues cannot be mistaken. 
Landing at Changi Airport one feels cold. There’s little aesthetic value in the terminal that architecturally belongs to the 1980s model of functionality, and betrays Singapore as an unexciting destination, though that may not be entirely true once you get to know the place and its generally ‘see-no-evil, hear-no-evil’ people. The airport surely has the latest state of the art technology to deliver on the expectation front. It is perhaps the bored airlines’ staff on duty, the salespeople at the duty free and the immigration officers that add to the gloom of the rather plain building. Within minutes of landing at Changi, you may find strangers in varied uniforms giving you directions, telling you where to go, where not to stand or seemingly loiter, and indeed where to stand ‘behind’ a line marked on the floor and not ‘on’ that line; even how not to laugh out loud, etc. – of course all unsolicited. Given the airport’s size and the number of flights docking in an out of it, it’s the buzz that one expects at such global hubs which is conspicuous by its absence. Officialdom, not a welcome greeter anywhere, just stares you in the face. 
Or is it that on your first trip to the most developed of the South East Asian countries, it is your pocket guide book and the many warnings listed in it about the do’s and don’ts in Singapore that color your first impressions of the place? Yet, all considered, Changi Airport is not a very cheerful curtain raiser to the prosperous island nation. It lives up to the unflattering side of its great, multi-racial, multi-ethnic and multi-talented people, as explained by the global guide books’ stereotyping of Singapore. 
There may only be few dreads and horrors to be faced at Changi or at customs check posts at the crossings into Malaysia, depending on what you look like. Yet the subject remains an obsession and a pet peeve with the guide books, some of which really unduly dwell on it. Again, you seem to get what you invite by the way you look. If you look halfway urban and educated, as opposed to swarms of migrant workers of various nationalities, nobody skims through your bags or throws a fit at spotting a few cigarette packets which promptly appear on the officer’s monitoring screen as your luggage is x-rayed, if it is asked to be x-rayed at all. Even when you’re stopped, you’re seldom asked if you’ve brought in chewing gum, or alcohol over and above your allowance. As you reluctantly leave the customs counter and step outside the building, dreading that if you are found smoking you might be reported to the police, a pleasant surprise greets you: bins and ashtrays are seen placed at convenient intervals to let Singapore live up to its reputation for cleanliness. And there certainly are a few cigarette butts in the ashtray to put your fear at ease. It’s time to light up, and exclaim, ‘Singapore, here I am!’ And contrary to the wrong press given to the country, no one seems to give two hoots about it.

On my first landing in Singapore, the cabbie who took me from the airport into town was not talkative, but dead polite, perhaps in the colonial sense of the word. When spoken to, he replied in sparkling English, interspersing his short sentences with ‘sir’, in a way that let you know he’s saying it with a capital ‘S’. “Cash or charge, Sir?” he inquired after stopping the taxi at my destination, followed by another question: “Would you like a receipt?” Then, thanking and wishing me a pleasant day, he drove off, leaving me wondering if this was all he was programmed to say and do that day. 
As days and weeks went by, in and out of Singapore, the experience became more or less staple, even as one got to know one’s Singapore a bit better. In any other country, developed or developing, a cabbie at the slightest of opportunity would crib to you about all that is wrong with the world, especially one that he inhabits. Not here. We seem only to have taken up too seriously the virtue of minding one’s own business in Singapore. Not that there is anything wrong with the attitude; only just it leaves little to spontaneity. It seems that where Plato at the beginning of civilization, as we know it today, had failed to translate his Republic into reality, and communist regimes in our time their means of production as dictating human actions in everyday life, Singapore has made a success of the formula. So much so that life without such state interventionist mechanisms that exist here and mechanically dictate citizens’ behavior is unimaginable by many Singaporeans.
Most people faithfully discharge the duties assigned to them rather painlessly or in a numb way; there are few surprises to behold. Buses and trains run on time, as indeed do lunch, coffee and dinner breaks. This nation is so time conscious, and meticulous that very few, if any, individual is ever seen to be in a hurry to do anything, say, in the street or a public place. In any other city elsewhere in the world with a comparable infrastructure a lot can go wrong with an individual’s time management skills a lot of the times. Not here. Singaporean do not run up or down the escalators to make up for lost time. Why? Because they really time their day’s activities, and then stick to the plan.
Some lessons are perhaps best learnt in the cradle. If proof be needed one need only observe young mothers traveling on mass transit trains, taking pains to keep the peace onboard. They’d be found whispering into their toddlers’ ears to observe the ‘decorum’ of the occasion, as it were. Babies and toddlers sitting in a stroller are repeatedly covered by their mothers, nearly blindfolded by downing the hood to keep objects of excitement out of the child’s sight, and pleaded with to go to sleep. And they listen and comply most of the times! Also, there seems to be a constant drilling of such values perhaps even in schools,  for unlike schoolchildren going home after school anywhere else in the world, Singaporean children and teenagers, say of ages 10-16, already behave like adults. One doesn’t remember having seen such sober, un-naughty if not cheerless, schoolchildren anywhere else. The lessons in discipline and solemnity are taken into adulthood rather unwittingly, perhaps, as a way of life.
Even on campus life is little different. Young adults are seen dutifully engaged in their pursuit of knowledge. Public sitting and activity areas are rather quiet, as are the otherwise bustling canteens at lunch hour. A music concert, a book fair or a job fair may be in progress here and there, now and then, but all with an all-pervasive sense of decorum. Students talk to you when you approach them, they’ll give you directions and help out in whatever way they can; it is their restraint, a practiced politeness and the guarded behavior that seems a bit out of place in a college environment. At the bank on campus, the guard ensures that foreign students line up, and not talk out loud or, the horror of horrors, laugh as they wait for their turn at the till. A laugh with friends in a public place does seem to invite many a curious look, though not necessarily any frowns or expressions of disapproval. 
There seems to be an obsession in Singapore with using the public address system and prompting devices installed here and there, and apparently everywhere all over the city. At every floor the lift literally announces the floor number, and warnings such as ‘doors are opening’ or ‘closing’.  It gets a bit too much after a while. On mass transit trains and at stations, the public address system and TV screens warn you about keeping an eye on suspicious looking articles and fellow passengers. A voice directs you in great detail on what to do as a responsible citizen under the circumstances. Videos in trains and stations play back public service messages, showing graphic images of the Madrid train bombings, the London bombings and the Mumbai siege of the city by terrorists, followed by repeated reminders that eating and drinking are not allowed on trains or at the stations. It is perhaps the drilling in of such glum messages over and over again that leaves the people in a state of numbness. It is seldom that a youngster, with eyes closed and earphones plugged into his ears or simply dosing off over a book, rises to offer the priority seat he or she may be occupying to one it is intended for. Singapore trains by regional and global standards are not really crowded during peak hours, but one can understand why any crowdedness seen is given the space it is given in the media here. The potential of Singaporeans to put up with any adversity, no matter how small or transitory, is not a very developed trait. Even youngsters readily occupy a vacant seat as soon as it becomes available. They seem either tired or bored, as opposed to alert or fresh.         
The older generation is perhaps less hung up on what appears to be the Singaporean nation building formula in action that manifests itself as a roaring success in public life, and of which many today are immensely proud. If you approach anyone who is, say, over the age of 50, with a query or offer them a courtesy, it is responded to in a more spontaneous, genuine as opposed to a learnt and rehearsed manner in which the youngsters behave. The politeness and spontaneity seen in the elderly Singaporeans is true across the board, regardless of one’s economic class. The older lot is not polite or interested in the interaction because they have a whole career ahead of them or that kind behavior is expected of them if they are to make it to the top, they genuinely are nice and warm people.
At a park in the evening, it is clear who’s come here to do what. With many it’s a constitutional without which they cannot go to bed and have a good night’s sleep. Young boys may be flying kites or playing a ball game, young girls may be taking a walk, skating or cycling, couples may be camping or picnicking, it’s their rather businesslike expressions that tell the outsider as if they are only supposedly having fun. Predictability, as the occasion entails, is writ large on nearly every face. If you’ve been here for a few days, weeks or months, here’s a simple test that will illustrate the feeling you get out of observing Singaporeans in public life. Just ask yourself when was the last time you heard someone laugh out loud with joy, or even seen a smile break out spontaneously, in a school, college, at the shops, in a bar, that is, without being prompted by a rather obvious joke or a comic situation? Even at pubs and bar counters, most people had rather watch TV than strike a conversation with one sitting next to them. Foreigners may be the only people to do so. Just where and when do these people let their hair down? Or do they? One wonders. The whole city, an entire nation is constantly on the go, but rather cheerlessly.

At Clarke Quay, Singapore’s answer to New York’s Broadway or London’s Covent Garden, a certain uncanny solemnity that you do not associate with nightlife can be quite pervasive even at the weekend, though the aesthetically lit up and awnings-studded riverside haunt itself looks very cheerful. Youngsters flock the place, the bars, the discotheques, the theatres, but the only visibly cheerful faces or audible laughter are those of the foreigners, who stand out by their mannerism. 

On a flight back to Singapore from Bangkok, the plane was full of young holidaymakers returning home. The couple in their twenties sitting next to me were very polite, taking care to give elbow room, rising to make way, offering to help put my bag in the overhead compartment—all gratis and in sheer politeness that is at once gratifying and chilling. The youngsters are by and large better educated and more aware of social coutesies (especially those who holiday abroad) than, say, those a generation ago, but they are also cheerless, which is a tad sad.   
In the following, final pages of this paper an attempt has been made to document impressions and views of Singapore by Singaporeans based on short, candid interviews with people from a cross section of society. As the exercise turned out, it is at best an attempt at taking the pulse and the blood pressure of this otherwise very healthy, young and promising nation, and not necessarily collating history. The past for many today is now another country that they do not recall. They have their eyes firmly fixed on the future, as they agreed to record their opinions on history still in the making.
Singapore: From the Horse’s Mouth

Unity in Diversity

Some 25 Singaporeans from various age groups, racial, ethnic, economic, and born and immigrant backgrounds candidly spoke to me at places like the neighborhood hawkers’ market, bus stops, train stations, public parks, pubs, shopping malls, high-end restaurants along Clarke Quay and Orchard Road, and the so-called underbelly of this island nation, Gaylang and Little India. There was seen to be an immense sense of unity in this diversity in most literal terms where opinions were concerned. 

Those I spoke to expressed their views in a largely measured and studied manner, with few outward emotions attached to them, although everyone I spoke to was indeed very articulate, and generally hopeful. Where there was a feeling of despair, it was expressed in regard to the have-nots of Singapore, immigrant workers, and to a less extent, about the ways of the now better off younger generation born of less privileged parents. Concerns about minorities, who are generally treated well, were also voiced by the majority Chinese respondents, but with little sense of alarm. Nearly everyone requested anonymity, some even spoke on the condition that I will not ask them their real name, let alone hold it back if they told me. The most common reaction was the suggestion to put me in touch with a more representative leader, a social worker, or a public office holder and such, who would be in the better know and thus more qualified to speak on aspects of life in Singapore. Taking the respondents’ pictures was out of the question. In the end there were hardly any earth-shaking revelations or disagreements with the state or life as it is lived here in general. But such muted responses also are a revelation no less, in that they reveal a subtext about approach to life that cannot be dismissed. 

A sense of conviviality and acceptance in good faith prevailed all along. To an outsider who has only spent less than three months in Singapore, the diverse group of people I spoke to seemed to represent somewhat prototypes, although stereotyping be far from the objective of this project. Everyone I spoke to remains a respected individual in his/her own right, and not just a statistic, though they’d much rather be treated as such. The responses recorded here by no means claim to represent Singaporeans as a whole; they can be taken as being representative of the people who volunteered to share their opinions; it has to be an assumption that there may be many others like those I spoke to, who share the opinions expressed. 

The standardization of the reporting language in what follows forms an integral part of the respect with which I, as an outside with little insight of my own into Singaporean society, document the various opinions in these pages. I do not subscribe to the prevalent view in sections of the western press, in particular, that holds that a narrative’s authenticity comes from reporting verbatim the nuances and inadequacies in an adopted foreign language as spoken by the ‘natives’. This paper is not aimed at any such ‘trained’ readership, which is used to reading the reporter’s interpretation of a local expression in parentheses. An honest reporter should decipher a local expression and put it in plain English. An effort has been made here to do just that. Also, I’ve tried to put the inputs of various individuals I spoke to under a set of broader themes as they emerge from the conversations to avoid repetition of the same opinions on a given issue, and also to accommodate as many of my 25 interviewees as possible. The following conversations are abridged and edited for the sake of clarity; abrupt responses are deliberately left un-probed to ensure the least of interventions by this reporter for fear of prompting the subject. Pertinent details and atmospherics appear where necessary.  

Over to the marathon sessions of the most earnest of outpourings of the heart and the soul. Long live Ordinary People:       

‘I’ve Made it’

Michael, 38, single and a restaurant worker, generously invited me to his apartment near Cantonment Road after we had a chat over a drink in the Duxton Road area.

“I want you to see my house. I managed to buy it with two of my brothers who share it with me. Of course our aunt put in a word. No lies, though. She comes and lives with us whenever she chooses. Our parents died some time ago. They were not as well off as we are now. Their parents had come here from China after the war. They were already grown up when they became Singaporeans. We were born here. This is our country. We don’t go back to China. 

“The good part is that we brothers have our own place. We can think of getting married now, each one of us, whoever finds a girl for himself will go first and the other two will pay for the wedding. This is our culture. We like to live together, share everything. Look, I have my own attached bathroom! So maybe I should get married first. I should because I am also the eldest, even though we only have a year each between us.

“So do you like my house?” he asks me with a sense of achievement.

“The government is good. It takes care of the people and their needs. I am learning the computer, I can already work the machine, the Internet, you know. Too many things about Singapore these days on the Net. Don’t believe everything you read. Some people are jealous. I hope we win the table tennis tournament. I can swim, I can play soccer, but just with friends, not professionally.

I ask him what he would like to do after mastering the computer.

“I am going to have children one day. The government pays you if you have children. See, everything they have thought about. My children will go to a good, international school, Singaporean, not a foreign international school, and they will learn science and computer. So I must know beforehand what they will learn. It always helps to plan. That’s why I work the computer now.
Michael does not have an ideal wife in mind.

“I have to be acceptable to her also…” he says modestly as his parting words.

Ungrateful?
What worries taxi driver Tao, 62, is that his grandchildren are rather ungrateful. 

“Me and my wife are from another generation. We’ve seen worse times when scarcity was the norm. We worked very hard. We still do. I drive the night shift. I like it like this. My son is a doctor, and my daughter a senior school teacher. Already, they have known less adversity. They had it pretty much made for them. And my grandchildren? They are another story. Spoilt brats, my wife and I call them. While my son and daughter speak of the recession with alarm, we worry more for their teenaged children. They do not count their blessings and always want to shop and shop! The same gadgets they buy over and over again every few months because there is a new version, they say. And they must have it.

“Okay the recession is there all right. Until a few months back, I used to make nearly 20 taxi trips during the night, people going home after they have been out and about. These days it’s down to seven or eight, may ten, at the most. Often I drive around empty. But no problem. This is nothing. Today we are not dying of cholera, for instance, which used to be so common when I was growing up. Everything is pretty much safe and steady here. I work because I want to work. Me and my wife, we take short trips now and then. Just around here, not to far off countries. We like the sea, the islands, the nature, etc. nothing too complicated for us. We are simple people.

“But I worry for my grandchildren!” he concludes.
Madame Lee, in her 50s and a widow, works as a housekeeper in a serviced-apartment complex. Always polite, efficient and cheerful, she opens up to me:

“What is wrong with young people today?” she asks, hoping I might have an answer to satisfy her.

“They are really ungrateful for all that they have. My daughter is already 32 and son 30. Both have good jobs but neither wants to marry and settle down. They tell me to mind my own business whenever I broach the subject. In my time if you crossed your mid-20s and not got married, you were history! I keep telling my daughter but she ignores me. My son says he’s healthy and has a long way to go before he even thinks about settling down.”
I suggest she leave them alone and let them decide for themselves if they are ‘educated and have good jobs’ as she says, even though the terms are relative, I do not wish to grill Lee. I suggest she raise the issue with her local MP and see what he has to say.

“I wouldn’t. You know I am old-fashioned and shy. I do not go to talk to him. But I sent my brother who understands my problem, because he is facing a similar one in his own home!”

So what does the MP say? Surely he must share the concern, I tell her.

“Oh, he does. Very clever man he is. He says, ‘Send them to me. I’ll try to convince them. The government now has many incentives for young people to get married and start raising a family. But only if our children would listen.

“What do they have to worry about? They have good jobs; they make good money. They also spend a lot, buying things they will never need; taking expensive holidays with their friends, all the time. They say they do not want to be tied down in a marriage!”

I tell her not to worry. There’s hope for this generation also because both educated girls and boys are mostly not marrying as young as a generation ago so they will find a match closer to their own ages when they are ready to tie the knot.

“That’s exactly what they tell me,” she says somewhat sheepishly.

Identity Crisis?

Oona, 19 and a university student, says she’s too eager to hear my views on Singapore. I tell her I have to talk to many more people like her to form an opinion on her country, which nearly makes her blush. 

We meet in the smoking area of a fast food restaurant in a public park, where there are more smokers than chairs. She offers me her seat, closing down her laptop. I insist she stay put and have another cigarette and maybe we can talk about her country. She obliges and, as if on a cue, the man on the next chair rises to his feet, wishing us well in the conversation.

“Oh, we’re a small island nation… a bit unsure of ourselves… our identity, I mean. We’re all immigrants. I am ethnic Chinese, he’s Indian, she’s Malay, another one of us is Indonesian or a Filipino, etc., etc.” she speaks metaphorically.

“So who are we as a nation?” she asks.

‘Singaporean!’ I respond without an iota of doubt in my mind, challenging the notion of her having an identity issue.

“It’s not as simple for us, Singaporeans. I’ve even lost my language, the so-called mother tongue. My great-great grandparents came here from China; which part of China we don’t even know anymore. My parents’ generation that had university education switched to English. Those were heady days when they were growing up; nation building was on everyone’s mind, or at least it was on theirs. They came of relatively better off business families and had what was then the luxury of getting into a university. The government encouraged and stressed on women also acquiring higher education. But look at me today. I don’t even have a language that I can call my own.”

‘Isn’t English then your first language by default?’ I ask her.

“Sure. But then why Singapore? I am a world citizen. I can call any country my home where English is spoken.”

‘But you are here by choice’, I reason.

“Little do you know. You haven’t been here long enough to know the limits placed on your choices here. I can’t even buy a chewing gum if I want to. Everything is so… well, managed.

“Ideally, I’d like to move abroad after I complete my degree. I want to be able to live in a less managed society. And if and when I decide to marry, I shall raise my children out of Singapore so they know what it is to live in a normal world.”

Oona puts out her cigarette very calmly, and begs leave, after stating her resolve.

Peter, in his 40s, and a businessman, says he has just returned to Singapore after being away for 11 years in Taiwan.
“See that’s what I don’t like about Singaporeans,” he says pointing to the chap roughly his age and sitting across the bar from us in an Irish pub of sorts along Clarke Quay. 

“The other day I had a drink with this fellow and we chatted about everything under the sun. And now that I waved to him he’s acting like a complete stranger because he has that more important looking guy he’s brought over for a drink and probably to discuss business or something. I don’t care, man, but you’re so arrogant, so Singaporean! 
“So am I, but luckily being away from here I know better. You don’t have to be arrogant for people to look up to you. But that’s the mould here! And that’s what keeps putting me off from bringing my son back to live here; both me and my wife are Singaporean. Who doesn’t want to live in one’s own country but for this bad attitude?” He asks, insisting I call him Pete. 

‘Do you speak Mandarin?’ I ask him.

“Yes we do. But my wife and I we speak English. She’s as Chinese as me, but remember, we are the bastard generation whose parents insisted we spoke English if we were to make it in Singapore. Hey, we Singaporeans are great, aren’t we? If only we knew who we were and stopped pretending who we’re not!”

The outburst over, he feels somewhat relieved, and offers to buy me a drink if I have any more questions for him. I beg his leave.

Shanti, 32 and a visual artist, says she is perplexed by the fact that while Singapore has been able to retain and build on the strong Indian, Chinese and Malay visual and performing art traditions, which each one of the immigrant communities brought with them to the island as part of their identities, it has not been able to evolve an artistic identity of its own.

“Somehow there is little if any interaction at all between these various art forms which are now Singaporean by default. The Indian, the Chinese and the Malay artistic expressions have remained purely what they are, and have not crisscrossed or tried to interact with one another. You look at a canvas, a sculpture, even theatre or any other genre of visual or performing art and you know instantly that it is Malay, Chinese, Indian  or western, but there is no coming together of these influences to create a genre or even a single piece of art which can be called a fusion of the three most conspicuous of our art influences. I miss that.”

I ask her what has prevented her from venturing out in her own art, which has Indian overtones, to incorporate elements from Chinese and Malay art.

“You have a point, I agree. But a creative artist is very much bound by what clicks with her. For me, Indian art is an emblem of my heritage, my identity, in the absence of a Singaporean artistic identity which is yet to be born. Even if I try to break away from my passion of using Indian imagery in my art, I don’t think I could go very far with it. It would lack passion and smack of being art devoid of my inner feelings. It’s unfortunate but true that I should feel like this. Maybe the next generation of artists can evolve that spirit and take it to maturity. I really hope that happens.”                      

Personal Freedoms
Terry, a university student, says he’s very thankful for all that the government does for the people, taking care of all their basic needs and assisting them in any which way they feel the need, but he also wants a bit more than that.
“We should have more political parties. It should not be a one-party rule all the time. I’ve been to India and South Korea, and it’s good to see that the people there have a choice to in terms of which party or a coalition of parties rules at a given point. That is a better way of holding the government accountable.

“We should have the right to protest, peacefully, of course, against any policies that we don’t agree with. This is the norm in working democracies around the world, why not here? I feel sorry for some of the hawkers who make out a living by selling whatever little they can find to sell. They are not taking away anyone else’s food from their plates. They should not be made to move by the police from wherever they are selling their tissues, pencils, candy, whatever little they invest in to make a day’s worth of living. It is being insensitive to their sentiments; I wish they’d just let them be.”
I ask him why he thinks the poor hawkers are not allowed to do their little business.

“Because that’s not the image the government wants of Singapore to be projected. We’re a prosperous nation but not everyone is equally prosperous. They cannot be anywhere in the world, but in the rest of the world the less prosperous are just tolerated and not treated like lepers, and asked to make themselves less conspicuous.
“I am lucky; I feel privileged being able to get university education and all. But that does not make me oblivious of the less privileged, less educated, less skilled. There are so many older people, senior citizens, who are having to work at hawkers’ markets all around. Why doesn’t the state, which is so rich, take really good care of them instead of doling out just bare minimum in food stamps, or assisting them with staple food? Why are they left to fend for themselves at this age? Surely, there’s no challenge to the one-party rule, that’s why this neglect of a sizable segment of the population goes on. There’s very little that’s been done to lift the poor out of their poverty; and many are just in their middle age now. I think we have a serious problem with the system in which the government is only accountable to itself and not to all segments of society equally.”

Terry says his parents who are both in government service disagree with his reading of the social problems facing Singapore, but he finds their line of being thankful for what he has only self-reassuring.

“Yes, I am thankful for all that I have. I am thankful to the government also for providing so much that it does, but that doesn’t mean there is nothing left to do anymore for so many others who are not as politically aware as perhaps I am. I wish we had a multi-party system, and certainly hope we have it in the near future. That’s a hope and a dream many in my generation share.”

Clare, another university student on another day at another campus, agrees whole-heartedly and adds more to the list of issues concerning her generation besides repeating what Terry says.

“Homosexuality is outlawed here but that doesn’t mean we don’t have gays and lesbians. I have a few friends who say that after completing their degrees, mostly at state expense, they will leave the country and seek jobs elsewhere, where their sexual orientation is not a stigma. That’s another segment of society that the state is hardly willing to accept let alone tolerate.
“Then there are migrant workers. Singapore needs them. As we become more prosperous as a nation, we like to have domestic help. But there is no prescribed minimum wage here. Even in Hong Kong they have the minimum wage. There are no working hours defined for domestic help and so many migrant workers, especially maids, have to put up with so much abuse. If we are on a par with the developed world, and would like to be seen as a civilized nation, why do we allow this to happen in Singapore? We allow it to happen because migrant workers don’t have a say in how this country is governed. They don’t anywhere, but governments elsewhere are more responsive to the wellbeing of whoever lives in their country, not just their citizens who vote them into office. The apathy towards migrant workers here is appalling. I would like to see the situation corrected so that I can feel proud of being a Singaporean, which I am not as things stand right now.” 

Katherine, 38 and a journalist, says she’s been able to “win” her freedom back from Singapore by giving up her nationality. Born and raised in Singapore, of a Singaporean mother and a Malaysian father, she says she cannot imagine coming back and working as a journalist in Singapore.

“My parents are OK with my decision to take up my father’s nationality, even though they won’t leave Singapore for Malaysia. I find Malaysia to be more real world than Singapore; here I feel stuffy. It’s certainly not a place for investigative journalism. You have to apply more self-censorship here than across the strait in Malaysia and I’d rather keep my less limited than more limited freedom. So I made this conscious choice to switch nationalities. I did it some ten years ago, and I have no regrets.”

Joseph, studying for a degree in mass communication, says he’s already having second thoughts about pursuing a career in journalism in Singapore. 

“I am only a year away from acquiring my degree so I don’t want to leave it unfinished. The government heavily subsidizes university education for us, and those of us who get in are lucky. We should make the best of it. But being a journalist here is not such a great option as I’ve already discovered. It doesn’t pay all too well, and there’s little job satisfaction in a country where there is no freedom to information law. The government can keep any and all information from you on a given issue, and you cannot challenge it. The editors exercise a lot of self-censorship; only positive criticism of a very mild nature may be allowed, given the issue involves something as important as public safety, but even then the government can never be projected as being on the wrong side. There is little accountability of our government or the politicians; to say that they are not corrupt leaves one with a doubt because what ways are there for a citizen or a journalist to investigate whether a government official is corrupt or not. Who has the time and the money to take them to court, anyway, even if that is one of the remedies?”           

Joesph says he’ll eventually branch out into something more exciting within the communication discipline, maybe graphics, after he’s had his brush with journalism in the job market for a while. He feels obliged to take up journalism even if for a short while because he conscientiously says the government has subsidized his education and that should not go to waste. 

“I certainly don’t want to be a reporter attached to government reporting. Nor will I write ‘lifestyle and trends’ articles. Travel sounds interesting, so I’ll try that out for a beat,” he concludes.

Serena, another graduate student studying marketing, says she does not like the lack of personal freedoms in Singapore.

“My generation just wants more from the system. We definitely want more freedoms, to choose and live the way we want to, say the things we want to, even have some dissenting voices in public spaces. I sometimes defy the expected norms by smoking in places you are not supposed to smoke just to vent my anger at the system. But then most of us are also somewhat hypocritical. We love and hate the same system. We love it because it delivers, but we also hate it where it fails to deliver.

“My family is quite well off. My father has many friends in the government. He keeps telling me to stop voicing my opinions; it won’t reflect well on him. The other day, a friend of mine called to say that she’ll be taking my rant on the treatment of immigrant maids by some Singaporeans off her Facebook page where I’d posted it. She said, and I know, she is friends with a minister who is also among the list of her Facebook friends. She would hate for him to read what I had left, because she has a whole career path in front of her and wouldn’t want to be seen as hanging out with ‘dissidents’ like me.

“Can you imagine she called me a dissident, as if I am running a campaign to bring down the government or organizing such a group? I am not! I had just written that the plight of the foreign maid about whom I read in the paper the other day made me ashamed of being a Singaporean, and this is supposed to be a dissident opinion to her! 

“The thing is, many young Singaporeans want their freedom to say and do things differently but they don’t want to say or do so in the public domain, on a public forum, for fear of losing career opportunities, as it were. That’s not the case. Our government, for all its tight-fisted policy to keep matters under the wraps is no dictatorial or repressive regime. It’s not like China here. We should be able to speak up; challenge the boundaries, and I am sure nothing drastic will happen to us.”         
But who will do it? This seems to be the question that bothers Serena.
Hashim, another university student, says life for him is rather taxing. 

“I am a practicing Muslim which leaves me little time to seek the kind of leisure activities youngsters from other faith can enjoy. No clubbing, no booze, no dance parties for me. Theatre, maybe once in a while.

“But I find my studies quite daunting. I’ve managed to keep straight As all this time and plan on keeping up the hard work. Some sport after studies and I feel really exhausted. There is a lot of pressure in Singapore on students to keep their grades in order if they want to get into a good career. You cannot afford to be the second best; you have to be among the best to get anywhere, to land a job you can be proud of. This concern I feel leaves most of us with very little time to indulge in fun and frolic. I wish the system had more in-built room for taking quality leisure time out. But that’s the way the government controls our minds, by keeping us so engrossed in our studies that we have no time to think about anything else. I feel like a robot at times, who is getting tired of running on the same old program, day after day, after day…”    

Samuel, 22, is studying for his MBA in the United States, and is home for end-of-term/Easter break. As he takes rest on a bench from jogging at West Coast Park, I catch up with him.

“No, I don’t think I’ll come back to Singapore. My parents are very upset with me because they expect me to come back and run the family business with my dad. But we’ve argued. I’ve tasted the forbidden fruit of living in freedom, saying what I want to say, doing what I want to do and when and where I want to do it, and there’s no looking back for me. I wish them well. I wish Singapore well. But I’ve just outgrown the restrictions here. My parents think my American girlfriend has put these ideas into my head, but I keep telling them she hasn’t even been to Singapore, and I’ve gown up here, so I know what I don’t want anymore.

“I enjoy the American lifestyle. It’s so real. You laugh out loud when you want, you can cry in public and that’s acceptable too; you can be mischievous, you can pick a heated argument, even fight in a public place without physically harming anyone, of course, and the skies don’t come crashing down on you. The country won’t rise up and start a revolution to dislodge a government just because you did that! To me, that’s the way to be in a democracy, be yourself. Be open about how you feel, and feel good for that freedom.

“No, thanks, I ain’t coming back. 
“I hope this helps with your project.”

He wishes me good luck and leaves.  

Sabri, a 26-year-old Singaporean-Malay and a hawkers’ market worker in the greater Woodlands area misses the personal freedoms he says citizens enjoy elsewhere, though he is not being able to pinpoint what for him those personal freedoms are that Singapore lacks to provide him.
“Everything is so managed here. Well defined. By the book. Don’t sit here, don’t stand there, don’t loiter, don’t litter, etc. There are just far too many don’t than do’s in the public space. I just don’t feel comfortable, although I’ve never been in trouble with the law, or been abroad to actually tell the difference. They say in Malaysia things are pretty relaxed, but then they also have thieves and other crime.” 
I ask him how many of friends and relatives share his opinion, and he says many, perhaps most but hardly anyone will come forward to talk about these matters because they are too busy making a living.

“Also they don’t want to come under suspicion because many of them receive government assistance to meet even their grocery expenses. They don’t want to be seen as conspirators or something of the sort. They feel there is too much at stake; that they can lose out their privileges if they fell foul of the government.” 
I ask him how real is their fear.

“Not real at all. Who are we, people like us? We are not political leaders challenging the government. We don’t have a following, do we? Why would the government want to harass us if we only just voice our opinion? We are not going to launch a street protest like they do in Thailand; just talking freely amongst friends makes you feel better. I do it all the time, but many others like me are simply afraid to even talk. Why? I really see no reason.”    

Abdullah, 30, and a Tamil Muslim shopkeeper in Little India laments the lack of choices in choosing to live where he wants to. State regulations bind him to sell his house in his part of Little India only to another Singaporean-Indian, and to buy a property elsewhere that another one from his own ethnic origins is willing to sell.

“This really limits my choices, while the Singaporean-Chinese have far more choices than me because there are so many more of them. This is unfair and discriminatory. In my street, for instance, I have to find only an Indian who would pay me so much for my house. In a better, upscale neighborhood in town, it is even harder to find another Indian who would sell off his property to me unless he’s leaving the country to move abroad. I have been in this bind for nearly three years, ever since I married. Me and my wife have decided to move out of Little India because we want to raise our son in a more neutral, mixed neighborhood. I don’t want to rent a house because that’s money out of the window. I’d rather save it for my children.

“There’s nobody who can help me unless I am lucky and the government reviews the law anytime soon. Otherwise my son and the children we plan having will be condemned to live in what we consider old-fashioned community-specific ghettos. It was perhaps important for my parents and their parents to live in Little India among their own people; but my wife and I feel differently. We are better educated. I run the shop because it makes me good money, so why not? I can manage having this shop from wherever I live. Why can’t we all just be Singaporean, without our ethnic background being a factor in where we can or cannot live? The law is just not fair on the minorities ethnicities. We should be able to sell and buy property anywhere we choose to on this tiny island that we call home.” he asserts.
Harsh is a young banker in his late 20s. He is concerned about marrying a Muslim girl, a co-worker. He and I chat over coffee at Emerald Hill, near Harsh’s workplace. 

“I come from a practicing Hindu family and she comes from a practicing Muslim family. Our two families will never accept our union, come what may. They can’t stop us from tying the knot because the civil law permits us to do that but they’ll never come round to accepting it. We both love each other but we also love our families and would not like them to stop meeting us after we get married.

What bothers Harsh and his girlfriend is that despite Singapore being a very tolerant country there is little mingling of the various communities here. They say intermarriages do take place but often at a heavy social cost to those who cross the unmarked line.

“Ours remain generally very conservative and inward looking communities. A Hindu may have Chinese and Muslim friends, and vice versa, but that’s where it stops. To each his faith, his customs and traditions and heritage, and that just defines being Singaporean. We may be very tolerant of our differences but we do not seek to venture beyond them and try to cross paths. Those who so do it at their own social peril.”

I ask him if the two of them are going to cross the unmarked line that separates them. “We’ll have to. We’re irrevocably in love. But the sad part is that we’ll both end up being unhappy, to a degree, either way. The families will just not come round to it, and that really pains us both equally.”

Yet, all is not that glum and there is a silver lining to their mutual understanding. 
“She does not require me to convert even though her faith forbids her from marrying an idol worshipper, which I am. I am a practicing Hindu, and there’s nothing in my faith that will make me ask her to give up hers. I do honor the caste system because that’s who you are born and it is part of your identity, but I do not believe in untouchability or that kind of nonsense. She’s a practicing Muslim and I respect that. As for our children, they can decide for themselves which faith they want to follow; most likely they’ll follow their mother’s faith, but who am I to object?”          

On the Poverty Line

Sally, who appears to be in her 40s, is a street vendor. She sells tissue packs, hairpins and other useful trinkets. I run into her at the Boon Lay bus terminal. She manages to say enough in her broken English to serve the purpose of this paper.  

She tells me she’s nearly always on the run to avoid being chased by the police. She’s petrified of being arrested because she does not have the license to sell whatever little merchandise she picks up on a daily basis, and resells it on a little premium. She lives with her aunt who is old and can barely support herself. Her married cousin, a blue-collar worker, also lives in the same house. They get food assistance from the state but that’s not enough for the family. She must go out everyday and bring back whatever food or money she can to her aunt.
I ask her what if the police do manage to arrest her. She says the very thought is frightening, but that they really wouldn’t harm a poor person like her. They’d probably keep her in their car or at the station for a few minutes or hours and then let her go after a warning. But then what? That would change nothing because she must go back to work again. That’s why, she says, she doesn’t stay in one place for too long and keeps moving from one MRT station or bust terminal to the other.

I ask her why she does not go and take up a job at a hawkers’ market. She says she’s not interested and finds it boring. She’s used to roaming the streets with her own little treasure tray, selling what she fancies selling on a given day, and that’s the way it’s going to be for her. 

Some 70-plus-year-old Yao clears the tables at a hawkers’ market in the Bugis area and takes drinks’ orders from customers. I ask him why he has to work at his age.

“To tell you the truth, I’ve always worked. All my life. Even as a child, my mother made me go out and sell dumplings she used to make, so I’ve never known it to be different. I have no children; my wife died a few years ago, and I need my cigarettes, my beer and the lottery ticket at the end of the day, so I just come here and offer my services. They pay me enough to get by another day.”

Yao lives with his niece and her husband, who also get state food assistance. I ask him if he wishes the government did more for people like him, and he comes back with an astounding answer.

“Why should the government pay for my smoking and drinking and gambling? It should put that money in the school system so that our youngsters don’t end up like me. How long will I live? Another few years. I have no regrets, I’ve lived a full life.”

Then he turns around and asks me: “You like a beer? I’ll get you one. On me,” he insists that I must not refuse his offer. 

I tell him to please get me ‘Te O, ko sang’ instead, and enjoy seeing him dismiss me as a nerd! 

Agent X (my own euphemism for a common pimp), is in his 50s and works around the back alleys of Gaylang. He’s not willing to divulge much information for obvious reasons, but gives me enough of a glimpse into the world in this part of town that Singapore is loath to own.

“No more Filipinas here. They’ve all moved to Orchard Tower. I can get you a Chinese or a Vietnamese girl who’ll look like a Filipina, I promise—minus the price difference. A hundred Sing dollars for the night; do it here, pay just 20 Sing for the room, nice, clean, air-con…, or take her to your hotel, you choose,” he makes the generous offer. 

I pretend not to be impressed.

“OK, last price 40 Sing for a shot!” 

I show no reaction again.

“Come on, 25 for you!”

I look him straight in the eye.

“Hell, I have to make a living, you see!”

‘OK, I’ll give you $10 for just talking to me about what you do, and I’ll buy you a beer at a stall,’ I come back with a counter offer. He looks puzzled and reflects before answering.
“What do you want to know?”

I roughly explain my project and tell him that he could be one of the people I am talking to. After some reflection, he decides to trust me.

“$15. Ten for talking to you and five for beer, which I will have later on my own,” he sets the rules. 

I agree, and we decide to keep walking as we talk to avoid being stopped by the police patrol on the prowl around the area.   

“On a good night I may make up to $200, all tax free. I take home goodies for the kids and my wife. I have two boys, 15 and 12, and I love them dearly. My wife works at a food outlet, so food’s taken care of. We often join her at the stall to eat. My children have a kind of an idea what I do, but we never discuss it. It’s not good to expose children to such things, you know.

“I am no rogue though. I love my wife and my family; a man must do what a man must do to earn a decent amount of money. I’ve been in the business for a year. Officially I am not well; I have a chronic gastro disorder, and that helps, so I can’t take up a job, and we get some assistance from the government. They (the officials) also look the other way if we don’t pester them too much. They don’t want to investigate each and every case. My wife collects the assistance we get, and everyone’s happy. We don’t bring in expensive medical bills so the government doesn’t mess with us. 
“I used to work in construction, as a laborer. Lots of hard work, long hours, tiring, boring, and then I developed this health condition. Now I work just a few hours in the evening and make just as much, sometimes much more, really. The prostitutes I work with are not like the girls you see out here soliciting in the street. They stay indoors, in their homes and wait for me to get them customers. No risk to them of being questioned by the cops or running into crazy drunkards, so I charge them a fee for it. It’s anywhere between 40-60 percent of what the customer agrees to pay for the service. He pays the girl I take him to up front and I come back the next day to collect my share. The girls I work with are fairly decent. As a rule we never try to swindle each other; we need each other.

“The agents are mostly Singaporeans like myself, those who bring the customers or keep the foreign girls here. Not all girls are foreigners, the local ones get a better share because they don’t have to pay the agent to keep them here. At the end of the day, a girl bags anywhere between 20-60 percent of what the customer pays. They’re fairly healthy and clean. Can I still interest you in one?” he asks me earnestly, yet again.
We have already walked a few blocks and smoked a couple of cigarettes. I say I am ready to pay him the agreed $15. He stops me as I reach for my wallet. He says he can’t take the money like this in the street and attract attention. So we must go and buy a pack of Marlboro’s for him and he’ll take the pack and the change from the vendor.
A saree-clad Usha, who appears to be in her 40s, solicits potential customers just outside Orchard Tower and stands out for her getup. Unlike the pimp at Gaylang, she doesn’t want to be paid just for talking to me. Uninhibited, she says she’s game for anything, but we shouldn’t be seen lurking outside in the street. Because she’s a chain smoker, we decide to go to one of the outdoor cafes and chat over a drink. She orders a glass of red wine, and allows me to pay for it.

“I am as Singaporean as it gets. White men like saree-clad women, and I like white men; that’s why I dress up in the traditional Indian attire. They come in all ages, from teenagers to men in their late 50s or above. When I don’t like one much, I quote a higher price. If I like who I am going with, then I can be very generous, both in terms of waving off my fee and in bed…” She laughs, before taking a deep puff at her cigarette. 

“Some of the girls here, make that most, and mostly immigrant workers, live under wretched conditions. They owe huge amounts in debt to the agents who brought them here; they must also send money home to feed their families. They feel helpless and pathetic; I feel sorry for them,” she tells me.

I ask her about herself.

She laughs, takes another deep puff and continues: “I live in denial. That’s better than self-pity. I was married, in my own community, of course… no surprises there…” another burst of laughter follows.
“Same old Bollywood film story: no child, try again, take another wife, says the husband’s mother. There’s no concept of divorce in Hinduism, but hey we get our way in Singapore. But it was me who decided to end that… unfruitful… (laughs) marriage of six years. He could not stand up to his family; nor were we particularly in love, if truth be told. So before he dumped me for another complaint, young and dutiful housewife, I divorced him. 

“Then I found a Dutchman and went away to live with him in Thailand for some eight years. There went the family ties. I was ex-communicated for all practical purposes, but didn’t mind it at all. I had to take my revenge on my parents for the arranged marriage and do something outrageous, so this Dutchman thing was just a godsend. I eventually married the guy. And then we began to grow apart. Marriage is such a bad institution. It doesn’t suit me, really. I collected the little alimony he would give me and returned home from Thailand where he managed a small motel for his Indian owner.”

Usha says she’s putting up with a school time friend of hers who had a crush on her as they were growing up. “I am not lesbian, as you can tell... (laughs). But my friend who is, and she’s very good-hearted. She lives on her own, running her own shop, so she was glad to have me back with her. She can have her girlfriends over while I am out trying to have some fun on my own. I can live on the little I make, and that’s good for now. It’s not every night I get a customer, but that doesn’t really bother me as long as I have this friend’s home to go back to—for now.
“I don’t know what lies ahead for me. No, I will not seek government help for standing on my feet. I despise the government and how it keeps watching over us like we’re toddlers. I am now used to breathing in free air, with those years in Thailand. Won’t go back; not much for me there anyway. I’ll try to create my own little free space here. In good time I’ll decide what to do. I still have a lot of fire left in my belly, along with the rotten eggs that won’t fertilize…” she laughs out again.
First Generation Migrants

Mohammed Aly, a banker in his late-50s and a first generation Indian migrant, says his son, an only child, studying in the US does not want to return to Singapore. 

“He finds it stifling, too restrictive a society here. He keeps asking us if he’s Indian or Singaporean. See, we basically speak English at home, not our mother tongue. He has no roots in India as such; he’s never lived there. When he went to India on a trip with friends, he liked a few things but there was much else he didn’t like. But I guess he’s resolved to calling himself Indian rather than Singaporean since he’s left for the States to study there. I can somewhat understand his sense of not belonging here, because even after so many years, I still consider myself something of a foreigner,” says Ali. 

“I don’t agree with him,” says Mrs Ali. “I consider myself very much a Singaporean. This is the only place I now call home; there’s no place else in the whole wide world that I’ve been to and have been half as much at ease with. There’s simply no place like Singapore. My husband has a habit of making an issue out of non-issues, trust me,” she pleads.

Aly intervenes: “It’s not about me, it’s how our son feels about Singapore since he’s left it. He also says he’s sick of me and my wife having quarrels all the time,” Aly says looking sideways at his wife.

Mrs Aly retorts: “It’s you who’s picking fights with me, not the other way round,” she clarifies, as I walk alongside the couple in a park.

The lady is far from being done, just yet: “You know, what’s wrong with him?” She asks me, pointing at her husband. “He’s a loser. First he gave up his country for money and a glitzy lifestyle in Singapore. He forced me to come here with him, leaving my old parents and the rest of the family behind. Now that they are dead, I have no one and nothing to go back to. I have all my friends here and am very happy. And now he’s not all that stinking rich either. Wait and see what the recession does to him! Men his age are no more wanted in the profession. They are the ones who brought the banking system down. And now he’s lost his son too. I am not worried. Our son will have me anytime, but him? No way. Not if I can help it. He’s been cheating on me, you know.”

“Why are you burdening the gentleman with personal details? Talk about Singapore,” Aly suggests.

“I have no complaints. I love this place despite the trouble it gave me with this man! But he would have done it anywhere else also. It’s not geography, you know…” she can’t seem to keep her husband out of the conversation.

“Let’s tell him about the lack of freedoms here that’s keeping our son from coming back,” Aly tries again.

Mrs Ali responds and confronts her husband furiously: “You faced no hindrances in the way of your shenanigans and liaisons here, did you? So what are you complaining about? My son is not like you. He’s not coming back, not because of Singapore but because of what you’ve been up to all these years with other women! You haven’t left a slut—please excuse my French—untouched.  The reason why he’s not coming back is the same why I am not leaving you. Neither he nor I want to give you any satisfaction, and that’s God’s truth on earth!” 

Mrs Aly then turns to me and says earnestly, “Singapore’s not the bad guy here, please make a note of it.”

I thank them for their input. 

“Come and have food with us at the East Coast Park, great seafood there and we’ll talk more,” Mrs Aly offers.

I make an excuse and leave.

Naveed and Ayesha, 16 and 14, whose parents migrated from Pakistan to Singapore ten years ago, have been away for the last two years, as their father went on an overseas posting to Pakistan as a multi-national country head. They long to be back in Singapore for good. Naveed is able to come back for military service, and his sister, Ayesha, just tags along with their mother.

“All my friends are here. I miss being with them,” says Naveed.

“Naveed hardly sticks around with the family whenever we come back for a short break,” says their mother. “The minute we landed he called up his friends. Before we knew it, he picked up his bag and was off to catch the MRT from Changi to go directly to his friends from the airport. There was no stopping him.”

Ayesha says she doesn’t want to be with her mom all the time either when they’re in Singapore. “It’s not like Karachi, you know. It’s very safe here. Nothing goes wrong. No worries whatsoever. I love walking along Orchard Road and checking out the shops in the malls. And I really miss the food. Singaporeans make the best pasta anywhere in the world, and everything else too,” she says. “Now you know what we miss!”

Naveed says: “Our government really takes good care of us, all of us. We are as Singaporean as those born here. There’s no discrimination. I am definitely coming back here to go to university; we have two of the finest in the world right here. I wouldn’t trade being here with anything. This is home, because I virtually grew up here. I am definitely coming back to my country, serve it the best I can and contribute to its progress. Going to live in Pakistan these last two years has really made me count my blessings.”

Ayesha says both she and her brother are pretty conversant in Mandarin, and they can even make do with Malay somewhat. “Not that we need to know these languages; everyone speaks English, but we chose to learn Mandarin. We love our country and our people. We very much belong here. This is home. There’s no question of calling ourselves anything but Singaporean.”

Their father, too, cannot wait to be back in Singapore. 

The Philosophers
Kim, a bachelor in his 40s and the owner of a family-run restaurant, sits on the balcony of a pub in the Duxton area and enjoys his cigar with whisky.
“So what brings you here, my friend? Come sit,” he says enthusiastically in colloquial French and offers me the chair next to him. Such a spontaneous show of familiarity is indeed very rare in Singapore, and my surprise is not lost on him, as I thank him and return the greeting in French.

“So where are you from in France?”

Before I can answer he continues in French, “I know a Frenchman when I see one. I holiday in the south of France. I call a Frenchman a Frenchman and an Englishman and Englishman.” 

I come back at him with this: ‘You’re indeed the kind of man who, ‘when he sees a post, says that’s a post, and when he sees a pump, says that’s a pump, and is not to be got to call a post a pump, or a pump a post, or either of them a toothpick!’ No sir, I am not from the south of France!’ I respond.
He looks very impressed, and switches to English, saying he only has very limited knowledge of French, and it’s refreshing to hear a Frenchman speak such good English. “That was marvelous! Only a Frenchman could have put it so eloquently!”

I tell him it was a line from Dickens, not my own.

Kim acknowledges. “The English have had their good writers too, but nothing like your philosophers.”

I don’t wish to disappoint him by revealing my nationality just yet, so I steer the conversation along. ‘You seem to have a rather independent, thinking mind of your own,’ I tell him.
“Ah, typical of Frenchmen! So you do want to know what I think is wrong with my country?”

I respond by saying I think there’s more right than wrong with Singapore.

“That’s very flattering decent of you, you know. But much needs to be corrected here. This prosperity, some of it so transparently false, has bred attitudes that are unreal. There’s ill-found aloofness among many Singaporeans today, especially those who are better off, which borders on haughtiness. A truly accomplished and mature people do not display this kind of behavior. They continue to be interested in the rest of the people around them, the less accomplished, more normal people whose success in life has not gone to their heads. What’s more, this behavior does not come naturally to us as Asians. It’s totally false and out of place in our geography and who we naturally are.”

I tell him it’s heavy stuff he’s talking about.

“But that’s what’s wrong with many Singaporeans today. They pretend to be someone else, some aristocrats, as in medieval European literature. Trust me that’s not us.”

Kim says what he calls the rot starts at the top in leadership and trickles down to upwardly mobile middle class. “The false façade is put up so that the developed world can respect and treat us Singaporeans on a par with it. Someone has to fix this if my nation is to mature and come into its own and feel comfortable being who they are. We are certainly not a clone of the West. We have our own history or histories, shared through a very pluralist culture in this part of the world, and that’s not necessarily come to us from the West.”

I tell him it’s both surprising and refreshing to come across someone who’s thinking about the bigger picture in a very analytical way. “You see, I am interested in art and literature, a bit of a Frenchman myself, and that really expands your horizon,” he argues. 
“We need a multi-party system to have such debates in the open. We need to talk these matters through in TV talk shows, for instance. But this government will never allow that. Not in the near future if it can keep the lid on such debates, which I think it will.”

I finally tell him that I am Pakistani and working on this project.

He says I am free to quote him as long as I don’t reveal his real identity. We both laugh.     

Dona, easily in her 70s, sells small packs of tissues in the China Town area. She demands two dollars for the small pack, but readily accepts one, provided you buy at least two packs. She’s one of those old ladies seem to have gone off their rocker, but who would not leave you alone easily unless you bought what she was selling. The fixation with two dollars is inexplicable, but she says two are better than one. Is she lonely? She loves to talk as long as you’re ready to listen to her. In her chain of thought one idea flows into the other.

“The birds have flown away. To Malaysia, to Indonesia, to the islands far, far away. They will not come back to Singapore. Don’t fly here, don’t pee there, keep your chirping down, no noise, no flying in big numbers, don’t disturb the peace, we are Singaporeans. The birds don’t like us, so they’ve flown away.”

I wonder whether she’s referring to her children who might have gone away, abandoning her, but Dona only wants to rant on without entertaining questions.

“The sun rises. It rises again and again. Everyday’s the same. Then there are clouds, thunder and lightening; it rains; it stops raining; it’s dark; and then the sun rises again. Nothing changes, the sun keeps rising…

“Hear the people walk; they walk straight, then they turn and walk straight, and turn and walk straight… so many people, so many turns, so much walking…
“Have food, have drink, hot drink, cold drink, go back to work, go home, sleep and wake up, have food, have drink, hot drink, cold drink…

“Buy my tissue, $2, $2, $2… how many you want? Just $2, $2, $2…”
Conclusion

Anonymity is a blessing, as it turns out, or this project perhaps would not have been possible. Why would anyone pour his heart out to a stranger like myself, and a journalist at that? That the conversations recorded in the previous pages were mostly impromptu and in relaxed settings really helped. Where my requests for appointments for an interview were turned down by the ordinary citizens because it made them suspicious, striking a conversation just like that turned out to work very well, especially when they were assured of anonymity.

A few trends emerge from the responses I have been able to collect. These can be summed up as follows:     

There is a conceivable gap between the perceptions of failure and success as seen by the educated middle class and their less prosperous counterparts. While the middle class is interested in seeing public space open up for more pluralistic, if not liberal, ideas, the less privileged are more concerned with eking out a living and providing for their everyday needs as they wish for a better future for themselves and their children. A sense of elation in some at having made it from among the relatively less privileged section of society is reassuring; it reinforces the following positive change in society: 

It’s the better educated youth born of the previous generation, which was not necessarily privileged in its own time but worked hard through the social system to afford their children a better life today, that now want more from the system. This points to an expanding, better educated and more skilled middle class. Though the change may not be taking place at as rapid a pace as some expect, positive change is continuing to turn many Singaporeans’ lives around.
A generation gap has set in, but the government seems to be aware of this. This was evident in the way the government reshuffled the cabinet in March, when younger deputies replaced the older ones at key posts. Political change will have to come gradually and as part of the process, rather than in an abrupt manner. Even the relatively better off youth of today need the social net and government subsidies on quality education and housing. That the system has the capacity to take care of this steadily expanding middle class is no small feat.       

Singaporeans are terribly law abiding people, if not by conviction then certainly by conditioning. They are also largely conservative by nature because family values and units have remained fairly intact; so has attendance in places of worship. The relatively well to do have the luxury to philosophize and take it upon themselves to think for the whole nation and its future; the working class is just steadily trudging along, counting its blessings and hoping for the best. The desire for change in a system that continues to deliver is nor overwhelming, but to deny its existence can be dangerous in the years ahead. Singapore is no Eastern Europe of the 1990s or China of today where the people were and are willing to go the whole hog, if allowed, to effect change, and that’s a key message for policymakers.

Logic dictates that provision by the government over the years of a first world education and economic empowerment that is in progress, give way to first world political and social freedoms in times ahead. You can’t keep empowering your people with modern education and analytical tools and expect them to not critique the system. Personal freedoms will likely come as the state evolves and adapts itself in response to the change taking place in society. The people at large may not seem to worry so much about the lack of such freedoms just yet so that they would venture out to upset the apple cart, of delivery of basic needs, that the government has been ensuring. This is because, at present, the state’s paranoia of any abrupt change and its preoccupation with managing everything down to the individual, macro level still seems to be a reflection of the people’s expectations of the state.
As the roughly 80 per cent, in real terms up to 90-plus percent, of the population takes advantage of the social welfare net in terms of universal subsidies in the education sector, for instance, there is too much to lose (and pay for out of one’s own pocket) to keep the many privileges Singaporeans take for granted if they were to discard the existing scheme of running the state. No other nation in the developed world today continues to rely so heavily on government interventions and subsidies to maintain its system’s economic viability, and growth rates that Singapore has been consistently posting. Yet, the cynical view that the poor here remain poor, while the system remains focused on celebrating the success of the few cannot be rubbished altogether. Having said that, the paradox remains that it is those few high achievers and their contribution to the economy that help subsidize the rest. It’s a capitalist society at its benevolent best towards the have-nots.
Last but not least, there’s no compelling evidence to suggest that the system in place will come crumbling down if some public space is ceded to freedom of speech. The ruling party has led this nation of once meager resources to become a role model of prosperity in the region by creating vital resources from scratch and sustaining their growth; it is time it trusted its technologically and intellectually empowered people now with exercising more personal freedoms with responsibility. This vital exercise will help Singaporeans acquire more self-respect and confidence, and eschew feelings of identity crisis. 
To an outsider, ensuring cultural diversity, an egalitarian law for all and good economic management have been the defined and cherished benchmarks of nation building in Singapore—with no jingoism attached. Instituting freedom of speech will ensure that this real, progressive Singaporean identity is reinforced and proudly owned by all Singaporeans. The people seem more than ready for it, but as law abiding citizens they also seem waiting patiently for the government to realize this.                     
� Dr Mubarak Ali is a Marxian historian widely respected for his, albeit controversial, reading and re-writing of history in Pakistan. He is the author of many books, and a leading newspaper columnist.


� Wikipedia elaborates: ‘Oral history can be defined as the recording, preservation and interpretation of historical information based on the personal experiences and opinions of the speaker. It often takes the form of eye-witness evidence about past events, but can include � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folklore" \o "Folklore" �folklore�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myth" \o "Myth" �myths�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Song" \o "Song" �songs� and stories passed down over the years by word of mouth. While it is an invaluable way of preserving the knowledge and understanding of older people, it can also involve interviewing younger generations… Contemporary oral history involves recording or transcribing eyewitness accounts of historical events. Some � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthropologists" \o "Anthropologists" �anthropologists� started collecting recordings (at first especially of � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Native_American_folklore&action=edit&redlink=1" \o "Native American folklore (page does not exist)" �Native American folklore�) on phonograph cylinders in the late 19th century. In the 1930s the Works Progress Administration (WPA) sent out interviewers to collect accounts from various groups, including surviving witnesses of the American Civil War, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery" \o "Slavery" �Slavery�, and other major historical events. The � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Library_of_Congress" \o "Library of Congress" �Library of Congress� also began recording traditional American music and folklore onto � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acetate_discs" \o "Acetate discs" �acetate discs�…’  


� As the events of the day unfolded, many western channels quoting officials in Washington jumped to the conclusion that a Jordanian national who had just boarded a Middle East-bound flight that day was the prime suspect. He was brought back for questioning, and then allowed to go. Arab news networks told another tale, as did many others in the Muslim world, including the far-fetched, yet popular, angles that the attacks were planned by Jewish elements, or the Bush administration itself. Later, in the US, Michael Moore’s documentary, Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), alluded to similar conspiracy theories.   





� Large swathes of territories often referred commonly as the semi-autonomous Federally Administered Tribal Areas (Fata) bordering Afghanistan are under the control of disparate groups of local Islamists who call themselves Taliban, but are not united under a central leadership.    


� The point was categorically driven home with the publication of The Satanic Verses (1988) by the British writer Salman Rushdie, when Britain refused to proceed against him for blaspheming Islam, as demanded by British and non-British Muslims alike. 


� The French parliament moved to ban the overt display of religious symbols in schools in February, 2004, in the wake of Islam phobia that gripped Europe in the aftermath of the 9/11, with the backing of 70 per cent of the people, as ascertained by independent opinion polls. 


� Turkey’s pro-right, ruling AK Party lifted the ban imposed on the wearing of Muslim headscarves in schools and universities with the backing of a popular vote in its favor in February, 2008 after it had been banned by the secular military-led regime in 1980.   


� Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd apologized in parliament to aborigines for the wholesale historical excesses committed against Australia’s original inhabitants who today form some two per cent of the country’s population, and remained mired in economic hardship. Demands for affirmative action to benefit the affected communities gained momentum after the apology.  


� Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina in her speech to the UN in September, 2000 demanded an apology by Pakistan for the atrocities committed against her people by Pakistan Army during the 1971 war of independence, followed by trial of war criminals. Pakistan’s military ruler General Pervez Musharraf responded by canceling his planned meeting with the Bangladeshi leader on the sidelines of the annual UN General Assembly meeting. 


� ‘The 1982 massacres of Palestinians at Sabra and Chatila refugee camps claimed the lives of at least 800 civilians, murdered by Lebanese Christian militiamen allied to Israel during its brief occupation of the Lebanese capital, Beirut. The killings are considered the worst atrocity of Lebanon's 15-year civil war and perhaps during the entire Middle East conflict…’ ; http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/1779713.stm


� ‘Throughout the 1940s and 1950s America was overwhelmed with concerns about the threat of communism growing in Eastern Europe and China. Capitalizing on those concerns, a young Senator named Joseph McCarthy made a public accusation that more than two hundred “card-carrying” communists had infiltrated the United States government. Though eventually his accusations were proven to be untrue, and he was censured by the Senate for unbecoming conduct, his zealous campaigning ushered in one of the most repressive times in 20th-century American politics...’ 


–Arthur Miller:  http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/episodes/arthur-miller/mccarthyism/484/


� ‘F.B.I. Head Admits Mistakes in Use of Security Act’; The New York Times, March 10, 2007








 





