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ABSTRACT 

This thesis illustrates how differences in migrant identities in Singapore define cosmopolitanism in 

local spatial context. As opposed to a homogenised categorisation of abstract labour, the diverse 

migrant identities are acknowledged and granted solidarity for individual expression. Singapore’s 

landscape of cosmopolitanism is in fact shaped by their transnational histories, nationalistic 

sentiments, and access to social and cultural capital in everyday localised contexts.  

A cosmopolitan society embraces differences of the Other from everyday practices to spectacular 

foreign cultural events. It is a complex mixture of cultural and ordinary activities that are enacted 

under different spatial circumstances of interaction, subjective positioning and physical proximity. 

This, in turn, translates to a space and stake in the city that allows for continual negotiation 

among the different migrant communities as well as with the larger society.  

Located at the border between Singapore’s downtown core and conserved site of Jalan Besar, 

the proposed centre for migrant communities functions as a public space for the different 

communities to form enclaves and develop cultural continuity. It houses shared residential, 

recreational, commercial and administrative functions while creating opportunities for the different 

communities to claim a space of their own. Through reclaiming space belonging to the Other, this 

centre presents itself as a heterotopia amidst the city.  

 

Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Lilian Chee 
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL PLURALISM 
 

Singapore is undergoing a metamorphosis. Transformation has begun on several levels in recent 

years, which include the physical, political and social fabric of our nation. Prior to the 

endorsement of Singapore’s population White Paper in February 2013, the influx of low-skilled 

migrant labour has been a catalyst of change for our society. Attitudes towards these migrant 

communities are not always one of appreciation, despite their contribution in shaping our physical 

and economic landscapes. Instead, contradictory reactions prevail as the norm. Similarly, 

displeasure and discontentment among the migrant communities have also begun to surface on 

several occasions, manifesting themselves in suppressed retaliation to labour strike. How would 

this situation intensify as the population continues to grow towards the 6.9 million mark? What 

does it mean to be a first world nation in our contemporary context? 

With an increasing number of migrant workers in Singapore as it tends towards a third of its 

population, the issues of spatial justice within the city becomes increasingly relevant. Migrant 

labour has developed a permanent presence despite the temporary status imposed upon 

individual worker. Spatial injustice is argued to be imposed by governmental planning. Unequal 

distribution of developments, unequal access to basic amenities or facilities due to physical 

barriers and financial barriers are examples of how city planning and development contribute to 

spatial injustices for the marginalised. 

This thesis examines specific migrant communities on work permits. A brief official description of 

work permit is given below: 

A work permit is issued to a foreigner to work in Singapore if he draws a 

monthly salary of up to $2, 500. The work permit states the name of the 

employer and the occupation of the migrant worker. A migrant worker is not 

allowed to work for any employer or in any occupation other than that stated 

on the work permit card. It is an offence to employ a migrant worker without a 

valid work permit. Under the Employment of Foreign Workers Act, the penalty 

for illegally employing a worker without a valid work permit is a fine equivalent 
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to between two to four years of migrant worker levy, or imprisonment for a 

term not exceeding one year, or both. For the second or subsequent 

convictions, the penalty is a mandatory custodial sentence of one to 12 

months, in addition to the above fines. The work permit cards are issued free-

of-charge. Migrant workers are required to carry their work permit cards for 

identification at all times. Migrant workers who fail to carry their work permit 

cards will be liable to have their work permits cancelled, be repatriated and 

barred from employment in Singapore. Employers are not allowed to retain 

their workers’ work permit cards and those who do so may be debarred from 

employing migrant workers. If the work permit card is lost, the worker is 

required to make a Police report and notify WPD. A $30 administrative fee will 

be charged for the replacement of a lost or damaged work permit card. 

Work permits are issued to semi-skilled and unskilled migrant workers and are subjected to 

controls like sectoral restriction, levy, company’s dependency, etc. Work permit holders are not 

allowed to bring their immediate family members into their host country. They are also subjected 

to security bond and medical examination requirements. If an employer fails to pay the required 

levy, the work permits are cancelled and they are required to leave Singapore within a week. 
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At the legislative level, the management and its immigration policies continue to render migrant 

workers as exclusionary subjects within the country. For example, the work permits they hold 

have a maximum validity period of 10 years. This expiration limit further suggests their temporary 

status in Singapore, in which they would be repatriated once the maximum period of employment 

is fulfilled. Furthermore, this is aggravated by loopholes in existing policies that underscore 

vulnerabilities of these workers. One example was the uproar over the plight of jobless workers 

who had been living in deplorable conditions in the streets of Little India for months while waiting 

for the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) to resolve outstanding matters with their employers such as 

salary and work injury compensation claims. Arguably, the government risks compromising the 

economic benefits derived from having access to a large pool of cheap and flexible transient 

workers which the current system of managing migrant workers (re)produces. This, in turn, 

trickles down to the individual level, where locals discriminate against migrant communities based 

on their language and social practices, culminating as Nimbyism attitudes. They are primarily 

deemed as abstract units of labour with little account of their social needs and physical 

embodiment in the city. Contrary to the status quo, low-skilled migrant workers, particularly in the 

construction industry, are not a residual category in Singapore’s economy, but a basic 

precondition, enmeshed in processes that represent the “underbelly” of globalisation.  

There are essentially two camps in Singapore, one that supports integration of migrant 

communities into the mainstream society and the other to segregate them to prevent further 

dilution of Singapore’s identity. So while the integration rhetoric is the more morally defensible of 

the two doctrines, there are practical issues and contestations that hinder its realisation. 

Humanitarianism does not address the deeper issue at hand – the good life enjoyed by 

Singaporeans is premised to a large degree on the unequal treatment of the migrant communities 

who came here seeking employment and better remuneration. Put differently, Singaporeans have 

been handsomely rewarded for turning a blind eye to the inequality built into our country’s policy 

towards migrant labour. Integration would also mean that steering the nation’s economy away 

from the reliance on cheap labour and resultant quality living, which is regarded by many as their 

birthright. As long as Singapore’s growth remains entangled with the in-flow of migrant workers to 

service its infrastructural needs, the integration/segregation camps and exclusionary landscapes 

would remain. 
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Besides the polarisation of Singapore into the above two camps, the vision that the nation is 

striving towards appears to be divergent at this point. On one hand, Singapore aspires to be a 

cosmopolitan city-state; on the other, it wants to preserve its unique national identity. 

Unfortunately, the processes and policies leading up to meeting these two objectives often 

contradict rather than complement each other. Cosmopolitanism suggests openness to 

difference. It is the process of widening social, cultural and personal interests as a society 

becomes more receptive to ‘others”. This definition would also encompass the migrant 

communities in the discourse of migrant labour, who are often the victims of modernity, failed by 

capitalism’s upward mobility. In this thesis, cosmopolitanism is understood and experimented as a 

spatial concept, which is subsequently measured for its capacity to be open and inclusive of other 

people, cultures and ways of life. 

A cosmopolitan society embraces differences of the Other from everyday practices to spectacular 

foreign cultural events. It is a complex mixture of cultural and ordinary activities that are enacted 

under different spatial circumstances of interaction, subjective positioning and physical proximity. 

This, in turn, translates to a space and stake in the city that allows for continual negotiation 

among the different migrant communities as well as with the larger society.  
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NEGOTIABLE BOUNDARIES 

PHYSICAL BOUNDARIES 

The proposed intervention is located at the border dividing Singapore’s downtown core, Bugis, 

and the conserved site of Jalan Besar. This centre for migrant communities, functions as a public 

space that allows for cultural expressions and continual negotiations with the general public. It 

houses and supports a range of functions, which include shared residential, recreational, 

commercial and administrative programmes. Additionally, it is a place for distinct cultural groups 

to claim a space of their own, bringing about cultural continuity in this foreign host country where 

they seek employment. These specific spaces are in general, religious, living and rejuvenating; 

loaded with cultural meaning for the different communities. Through reclaiming space belonging 

to the “Other”, this centre presents itself as a heterotopia within the city. 

Currently, infrastructural developments are underway at the site. The completion of the Downtown 

line and Jalan Besar MRT station coming 2017 would mark the removal of open spaces and 

existing informal activities. The site has a long history of accommodating Singapore’s infamous 

Thieves Market since the 1930s. It has significantly reduced in size in recent years as laws 

governing street peddling toughen and infrastructural works encroach on this site. 

Simultaneously, the Rochor Canal separating the two zones is a diminishing border that has 

begun to prompt large-scale commercial activities to expand from Bugis, eventually transforming 

the character of Jalan Besar as it encroaches deeper in the near future. In response to this 

possible trajectory, the site strategy undertaken would be to locate the proposed intervention 

within the dominant city core, and in doing so, inevitably influence the re-drawing of city 

boundaries.  
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1930s 

1930s 
 
1  Sawmill 
2  Slaughter House 
3  Municipal Incinerator 
4  Abdul Gaffoor Mosque 
5  New World Amusement Park 
6  Old Rubber Factory 
7  Juan Juan Hotel 
8  Allenby House 
9  Kampong Kapor Methodist Church 
10  Open Space 
11  Open Space 
12  Jalan Besar Stadium 
13  Victoria School 
14  Singapore Ice Works 
15  Municipal Quarters 
 

Conservation Area 
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1930s 
 
Rochor Canal 
Diminishing Boundary 

Urban Grain 
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2008 Master Plan 
 
Residential 
Mixed (Residential/Commercial) 
Commercial/Business 

Education/Hospital/Civic 
Places of Worship 
Open Space 
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Planning Subzones 
 
1  Farrer Park 
2  Little India 
3  Sungei Road 
4  Rochor Canal 
5  Kampong Glam 
6  Victoria 
7  Bencoolen 
8  Selegie 
9  Mackenzie 
10  Mount Emily 
11 Lavender 
12  Crawford 
13  Bugis 
14  Dhoby Ghaut 

Underground Boundaries 
 
1  North-east MRT line 
2  Downtown MRT line 
3  East-West MRT line 
4  North-South Expressway 
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SOCIAL BOUNDARIES 

Social boundaries are patterns of social interaction that give rise to and subsequently reinforce 

self-identification among members of community and group distinctions. They are thus better 

understood as social mediums through which association transpires rather than as territorial 

demarcations. It is a social construction involving insiders and outsiders mutually acknowledging 

group differences in cultural beliefs and practices. In the proposed intervention, boundaries are 

conceived as negotiated processes dividing public and private spaces. The former refers to 

communal spaces where cross-group interaction takes place among migrant workers from 

different backgrounds. The latter refers to cultural specific spaces that define a particular migrant 

community. This study of social networks and social capital is central to understanding plural 

societies for which this thesis aims to represent in its heterotopic model.   
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HETEROTOPIA 

In his rationale of heterotopias, Michel Foucault delineates heterotopias as spatial mediators of 

utopias and “real” space. They have to be understood in their relations to other spaces and places 

to be read in the set of relations of meanings. Adopting the heterotopic model, the proposed 

intervention is distinctive from other places and deviates from the ‘norm’. It is identified by its 

distinctiveness of uses, activities, occasions and visuals, which develops and evoke spatial 

feelings and sense of belonging. For the migrant communities using this space, this public space 

serves as a site for a collective assemblage and allows the performance of familiar lifestyle and 

social practices. Implicitly it enables the construction of personal, social, cultural and spatial 

identity in a foreign host country. Over time, this centre aims to transform from a functional centre 

into a place of symbolic representation of cultural heritages, identities and belonging for the 

communities. Following the second principle of heterotopias, the meanings making the city central 

have morphed over time with the inflow of migrant cultures that shaped the dispositif imposed on 

the urban core. The dispositif of the city used to be and still is continuously negotiated and 

contested. 

Bringing together several functions that are in themselves incompatible into the proposed migrant 

centre reflects a highly regulated microcosm. It mirrors the theatre in bringing onto stage, one 

after another a series of places that are foreign to one another and superimposing them on to a 

unified architecture. These functions include residential, recreational, commercial, administrative 

and cultural, housed under one roof. Functionally-specific spatial units have developed, indicating 

a certain kind of their incompatibility to each other, juxtaposing to form a dynamic space that 

requires constant negotiations among its users. 
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APPENDICES 







Debbie Fordyce talks with migrant workers seeking assistance through her Cuff Road
Project.

Debts and dreams: Singapore's migrant workers
By Liz Neisloss, CNN
October 7, 2011 -- Updated 0707 GMT (1507 HKT) CNN.com

Singapore (CNN) -- It is early

evening at the Isthana restaurant in

Singapore's Little India and migrant

workers are streaming in. Some

pay for their curries and packets of

rice, while others come for a free

food program run by an NGO

called The Cuff Road Project.

Many of these men -- mainly from

Bangladesh and India -- have no
work and little or no money. But

they have no shortage of sad

stories to tell.

Back in his hometown in southeast

Bangladesh, Amran longed to work in Singapore. So the 23-year old with a ready smile borrowed money
wherever he could - some from relatives and some from a neighbor who charged interest. He scraped together

the US$7,000 demanded by an agent in Bangladesh to secure a construction job and work permit.

Only nine months into his job in concrete assembly, Amran fell and broke his leg so badly that bones

protruded through his skin. Though his doctor urged his employer to keep him in the hospital, Amran says he

was sent back to the worker's dormitory after a week with a metal plate and 60 screws inserted into his leg.

Back in the dormitory Amran was left to fend for himself with a supply of pills and his food supplied by friends.

He's healed now but left with a limp and a large debt.

Singapore's reputation for being stable and business-friendly has fueled this tiny nation's rapid development. To

keep this engine of growth running, Singapore says it needs migrant workers. Of the more than one million

foreign workers in Singapore, the majority are workers like Amran, filling the ranks in the country's booming

construction and shipyard operations.

"I've gone places with workers and they will suddenly point up to the skyline and say 'I built that building.'"

said Debbie Fordyce, who runs the Cuff Road Project. It serves thousands of meals every month to migrant
workers who have filed claims for salary or injury compensation through Singapore's Ministry of Manpower.

In recent years Singapore has beefed up its labor regulations, and some see an evolution during the past
decade. "I think there is now a greater awareness and sensitivity towards the rights and concerns of these

work permit holders," said Eugene Tan at Singapore Management University's School of Law.

But critics say there is more to be done in tackling unscrupulous employers.



Construction worker Manik sold his land and borrowed from a neighbor to pay his agent's $5,000 fee. "In

Bangladesh, very poor, everybody coming must sell land, cow, something," he explained. He never believed

he'd be worse off.

One day he fell in a manhole while pulling optical cables but got little sympathy or help. "If you try to take a

day off, foreman say, 'boss cut your permit and send you back,'" Manik recalled. When his injury didn't heal,

his boss told him to drop his request for further medical help or be sent back home. Manik showed two burns

on his hand he claimed were inflicted by the lit cigarette of his angry boss. He says his mother has a heart

condition and can't tell his mother about his problems. "I tell her I am happy," he says. Whatever the outcome

of his case, Manik wants to get another job here. "Singapore so much money, so we come, we want to make
our future," he said.

Companies in Singapore must carry insurance for their workers and are expected to pay medical costs. But
advocates say injuries can be kept under the government radar by minimizing medical care days even for

major injuries. A spokesman for Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), a migrant welfare center said,

"There are cases where they have been locked up or sent to outpatient for serious injury." A 2010 report by a

coalition of Singaporean charities alleges evidence needed to pursue claims is often missing or concealed by

employers.

The Singapore Contractors Association, many of whose members are the targets of workers' complaints, says

it doesn't track abuses and that it is up to the worker to " take on the employer themselves" with the help of the
government or a lawyer.

"It all comes down to the government's attitude towards workers and labor. This has always been a pro-

business and pro-employer government. This is why the laws are not strong enough to provide protection,"
said Jolovan Wham of HOME, a migrant advocacy group.

Stories abound among workers of "gangsters" hired to threaten anyone who tries to bring a claim against their

employer - or kidnap workers from the company dorms or off the streets to send them home when they can
no longer work. The government does not give statistics, but both the Government and advocates offer advice

on what to do if being forcefully repatriated.

Shagar, a tall worker from Bangladesh, hurt his leg while carrying heavy floor tiling. While pursuing
compensation, he was invited for a coffee with his foreman one day at the worker's dormitory. When he got

there he was confronted by two "large Indian men" who demanded his work permit and dormitory pass. He
said one man told him, "Don't waste your time, you go your room, take your baggage and come with me." He

described being taken to an office belonging to a business that specialized in repatriating workers. Two other
workers already being held there were crying. Shagar was told he would be put on a plane back to
Bangladesh that night. What saved him, he said, were his hidden cell phone and the number of a lawyer's

assistant he had memorized.

Ravi, a brawny man wearing a heavy gold neck chain, is the owner of the UTR "repatriation" company. He
calmly denies his men are gangsters who used force. He explained that his company is called in when a

company fears the worker may sabotage the job or fail a medical. "The employer hires us to take them back
to the airport," he said.



According to Ravi, companies pay $250 per worker and in the space of six hours his two-man team can close
the worker's company bank account, collect his belongings and get him to the airport. He says he handles

about 20 cases a month, and it is "very rare" when a worker refuses to go back.

When a worker is "missing" in Singapore, Ravi's company searches for them, charging around $1,000 dollars
a head -- cost effective for companies that stand to lose the government-mandated S$5,000 security bond per
worker. He calls it "a completely different operation" but won't elaborate.

The government says repatriation companies are needed for travel arrangements, while the Singapore

Contractor's Association insists they are necessary to prevent workers from absconding before they get
through immigration. But a Government ministry spokesman conceded that the system is open to abuse.

"Some employers engage repatriation companies to avoid payment of salaries or other legitimate claims by the
workers such as injury compensation," he said.

The costs of obtaining work in Singapore also make it difficult for migrant workers to make a decent living.

According to one Singapore NGO, as much as 10 months of a worker's anticipated salary is paid in
employment agency fees. "At best for the majority of foreign workers, it is a way of making enough to

survive," said a spokesperson for TWC2. The government has capped agents' fees inside Singapore, but the
trail of money is hard to trace. Fees are paid up front in the worker's home country with little documentation.

The 2011 U.S. Government "Trafficking in Persons Report" asserts agencies and employers in Singapore find

ways to "mask" illegal fees. The report said "exorbitant fees are sometimes the result of multiple layers of sub-
contracting to smaller agencies and individual recruiters, commissions paid to Singaporean agencies."

In response the Singaporean government has questioned the credibility and methodology of the report. It says

it investigates and prosecutes any abuse of repatriation procedures, but they investigated only two cases in
2010, no mention of prosecution.

Some migrant workers are lured to Singapore by agents but then find there is no work for them. Kasshem, a
small man with sad eyes, came from Bangladesh to work in a shipyard after his small store at home failed. A

friend convinced him there was big money to be made. But when he arrived Kasshem said his company had
little work. He then injured his back. Back in Bangladesh he is more than $7,000 in debt and expects little

compensation though the government's settlement process. "My life finished," he lamented.

Singapore says it has increased demands for documentation from employers to prevent this type of abuse and
says companies must now show proof they have ongoing projects before work passes are issued.

Back at the repatriation office, Biplab, a 28-year-old former shipyard worker is waiting for his trip back to

Bangladesh. Wide eyed and swallowing rapidly, he relaxes a bit when he understands a reporter wants to hear
his story. Sitting alone, he readily admits he broke Singapore laws by seeking extra work outside the

conditions of his labor permit.

With no parents and five sisters to support, Biplab sold his house and land to pay his US$ 7,000 fee. But

when he arrived in Singapore he said the company gave him 10 days of work for every 15 and only paid $5

day when he wasn't working. Some months he earned as little as $300. In broken English, he asked: "After



food money, how?"

Biplab took on side jobs such as apartment repairs for extra money. But he said he went willingly with Ravi's

men and has not been mistreated. He said he will try to work in Singapore again.

Singapore is certainly not Asia's worst offender in this area, but workers' advocates say much needs to be
done to improve the situation. "Given Singapore's wealth and resources, it is a shame that we cannot deal with

these issues adequately," said Wham.

© 2013 Cable News Network. Turner Broadcasting System, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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