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a b s t r a c t

Feminist scholars have emphasised the central import of bringing feminist approaches into political
geography, so as not to reify the global or the totalizing ambitions of political geography. However, the
reification of the global is perhaps a pragmatic strategy for small places in a big world. Singapore is touted
as the Asian development miracle; a Tiger Economy that has survived in spite of its small size and lack of
natural resources. This year the man credited with its transformation from a backwater island-state to a
global city-state, passed away. This is also the year that marks the 50th year of Singapore’s independence.
In writing this review I analyse the overlap and synergies between the developmental goals of a newly
independent state and the goals of the feminist movements. In particular, I maintain that the govern-
ment’s push to transform Singapore into a global city from the late 1980s onwards, and its strategic
use of Asian Family Values as the panacea for the threat of Westernisation have resulted in a more
divided movement. Looking past the legacy of Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew, I ask how we may begin to
reclaim feminist politics to stitch together the divided spaces produced by Singaporean state biopolitics.
Through this exercise, this intervention contributes to feminist articulations on the problem spaces of
feminism; and challenges the reification of the global by talking across multiple worlds that feminist
politics inhabit.
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1. Introduction

The year 2015 marks Singapore’s 50th year of independence. It
will also be remembered as the year Lee Kuan Yew passed away.
Lee Kuan Yew is indeed worthy of the title founding father. He
was a key figure in Singapore’s fight for independence from
British colonial rule, and he had a significant part to play in
Singapore’s achievements as its Prime Minister from 1959 to
1990. While acknowledging the integral role he played in
Singapore’s modernisation and economic development, I believe
it is also an opportune moment to take stock of and consider the

possibility for rethinking feminist geographies in Singapore. The
Singapore Story is seen by many as being synonymous with the
biography of Lee Kuan Yew. However, what happens to the story
with the passing of its key protagonist? What are the opportunities
for telling different stories, for different endings?

In writing this intervention my aim is to respond to Sharp’s
(2007) call to bring feminist approaches into political geography,
so as not to reify the global or what is seen as ‘‘the totalizing ambi-
tions of political geography’’ (2007: 382). This, I argue, means pay-
ing attention to the politics that emerge at the local scale.
Specifically, my aim is to consider seriously Peake and Rieker
(2013:9)’s suggestion that feminist need to ‘‘deploy notions of fem-
inism as a problem space’’, ‘‘a space of intervention and political
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action’’ that centres on ‘‘articulations of new grammars of
gendered geographies of justice.’’ These ‘‘new grammars’’ cannot
draw from the ‘‘singular production of a gendered subject in quest
of her already defined set of rights’’.

The Singaporean state’s singular production of a gendered sub-
ject is the heterosexual female citizen who must make rational
choices when faced with the double burden of economically pro-
ductive work in the public sphere and social reproduction and care
work in the private sphere. It is this belief in the pragmatic weigh-
ing of cost and benefits that has arguably resulted in the country’s
declining fertility rates, and its pro-natalist population planning
policies. This singular gendered subject is integral to a biopolitics
that is central to the reproduction of the Singaporean nation, thus
marginalizing other productions of feminist subjectivity. These
include for example single and divorced women, and women from
Singapore’s LBTQ community. In this review I focus on the latter,
arguing that in deploying a governmental technique centred on
Asian Values, the Singaporean state has made mute individual sub-
jectivities located at the intersection of gender and sexuality.

In next section I engage with the biopolitical strategy of the
Singaporean state, which has been attributed to Lee Kuan Yew. I
analyse the overlap and synergies between the developmental
and population planning goals of a newly independent state and
the goals of the feminist movement at the time. I maintain that
the government’s push to transform Singapore into a global city
from the late 1980s onwards, and its strategic use of Asian
Family Values as the panacea for the threat of Westernisation have
resulted in a more divided movement that distances sexuality from
gender. In the penultimate section I ask how we may reclaim fem-
inist politics by using the example of two women’s advocacy
groups: AWARE and Sayoni. I posit that the difficulty involved in
finding spaces for collaboration challenges the state’s production
of a singular gendered subject. However, rather than see this as a
limitation, I argue that this may also provide an opportunity to
speak productively ‘‘across worlds’’ (Staeheli and Nagar, 2002).
These are indeed challenging and difficult conversations that the
Singaporean state, taking its cue from the feminist movement,
can no longer afford to ignore.

2. Singapore’s feminist movement and the biopolitics of Lee
Kuan Yew

Women have played a significant role in the construction of
Singapore as a modern developmental state. Lazar (2001) calls this
‘‘strategic egalitarianism’’ as women were co-opted into nationalist
project by the government and granted equality contingent upon
their ‘‘meeting particular nationalist objectives’’ (Lazar, 2001:
59). As such, the gains made earlier were the outcome of a partner-
ship or what Mohanty (2003) calls ‘unlikely coalitions’ between the
feminist movement and a pragmatic and overtly patriarchal state
(Chan, 2000). The latter needed to win over women voters in the
early years of independence as well as create an educated work-
force (Chin and Singam, 2004). Women were, thus, seen as playing
an integral role in enabling the state to achieve its modernisation
and developmental goals by playing a direct role in the control of
Singapore’s population, which would impact its most important
resource – its people.

‘‘Societies which do no educate and use half their potential
because they are women, are those which will be worse off.
Those that do, and face up to the problems of new social and
family relationships and new social institutions to help working
wives bring up the next generation, are those most likely to pro-
vide better lives for their people.’’

– (Lee Kuan Yew, Proceedings of the International Women’s Year
Seminar cum Exhibition, 1975, taken from Chan, 2000: 48).

The outcome was successful population control, higher educa-
tion amongst women, and greater opportunities for women to join
the workforce. Control over women’s bodies continued to play an
important role in ensuring Singapore’s economic success well into
the 1980s. Specifically, the ‘‘Three or More’’ policy that promul-
gated in The Great Marriage Debate was how Lee promoted his
belief in eugenics by encouraging educated women to have three
or more children. He maintained that educated women, in particu-
lar, responsible for ‘‘imperiling the country’s future by willfully dis-
torting patterns of biological reproduction’’ (Heng and Devan,
1992: 344; see also Chan, 2000; Lyons, 2004). These women were
accused of not doing their national duty of imparting their ‘intelli-
gence’, which would be ‘‘genetically inherited’’ by their offspring.
In this way, they were responsible for Singapore ‘‘los(ing) its com-
petitive edge in the world’’ (Heng and Devan, 1992: 345).

‘‘If you don’t include your women graduates in your breeding
pool and leave them on the shelf, you would end up a more stu-
pid society . . . So what happens? There will be less bright peo-
ple to support dumb people in the next generation. That’s a
problem.’’ (Lee Kuan Yew, National Day Rally Speech, 1983,
taken from http://m.todayonline.com/rememberinglky/poli-
cies-bedroom-and-beyond).

The fact that educated Singaporean women are postponing
marriage and consequently delaying having children is also sym-
bolic of the state’s lack of success in convincing these citizens that
the playing field is even (Jones, 2004). However, rather than focus-
ing on the issue of women’s rights or the need to make structural
changes within Singaporean society that over the years have con-
tinued to entrench gender-based roles within the family, the gov-
ernment taking its cue from Lee’s biopolitical legacy has continued
to focus on promoting marriage and family life in Singapore.

The legacy of Lee’s biopolitical vision for Singapore is, therefore,
one that is rooted in heteronormativity and gendered roles within
the family to promote a type of familyhood that is a key economic
survival and nation-building. In the instance of Singapore, the state
maintains that members of the nation share a common culture
rooted in a shared set of values (Ramdas, 2013). These shared val-
ues emphasise a family-centred communitarian ideal as part of the
national ethos. Specifically, this family is a heterosexual one com-
prising a man and woman who have children within the legal con-
fines of marriage. Divorced spouses, homosexual couples, unwed
mothers and singles are, for instance, are not considered a legiti-
mate family nucleus (Oswin, 2010). Familyhood in Singapore,
therefore, only counts when it comprises married heterosexual
couples and their offspring (Ramdas, 2012). This is evident in state
policies and laws that promote heteronormativity by legitimising
families where men and women must marry to form a family unit
(e.g. Singapore’s public housing policies), and where homosexual-
ity is criminalised under Section 377A of the Penal Code. Gay indi-
viduals are thus excluded from family formation through marriage.
Gay couples are excluded from legally adopting or having children.
The portrayal of Shared Values as Asian Values is the rationale used
by the state when it argues that Singapore is not like ‘Western soci-
eties’ and is, therefore, neither ready to repeal 377A nor enact mar-
riage equality legislation.

3. The problem spaces of multiple feminisms: The ‘AWARE Saga’
and its aftermath

This section of the paper examines how the distance inserted
between the intersections of gender and sexuality can result in
productive ‘‘problem spaces’’ for feminism (Peake and Rieker,
2013). Specifically, I engage with the multiple feminisms that
co-exist in Singapore by focusing on two women’s advocacy
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