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Introduction 

Foreign domestic workers (FDWs) have been an integral part of Singapore society since the 

beginning of the century. They can easily be found in market place, bus stop, MRT, and other 

public spaces. In fact, Singapore has one of the highest numbers of FDWs per 1,000 

household in the world, higher than Taiwan and Hong Kong (Ministry of Manpower 2012). 

All of this fact confirmed FDWs’ significant presence in 5 million-populated Singapore. In 

response to the growing presence and dependency on FDWs, government plans to reduce the 

FDWs employed in Singapore drastically by introducing tighter legislation and policies so 

that it will be harder for Singaporean households to employ an FDW.  

In this essay, I argue that government should proceed to enforce tighter legislation and 

policies to reduce dependency on FDWs mainly because having FDWs is not-align with 

Singaporean classical or traditional value (conservatism). The argument against from liberal-

capitalist cannot be accepted due to flaws in their argument’s assumption. This essay is 

divided in four main parts, which are quick description of current state of FDWs in 

Singapore, arguments from classical conservatist on why tighter policies should be taken, 

followed by possible argument against from liberalism and capitalism point of view, and 

finally concluded by response from conservatists.  
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Current State of FDWs in Singapore 

Currently there are around 203,000 (2010) until 206,000 (2011) FDWs in Singapore. It means 

that around one out of five Singapore household employ an FDW (waipang 2012). Most of 

the FDWs are doing the household work, such as house-keeping, cooking, and look after the 

children and elderly. 

This significant number of FDW in Singapore was triggered by the fact that most of 

Singaporean women are working, thus they have less time for doing a ‘typical’ housewife 

work and caring for the elderly. In 2009, around 54% of Singaporean women are 

economically active (World Bank 2010), among the highest in the region. 

Why FDWs should be reduced: Arguments from Classical Conservatist 

Conservatism is defined as an ideology which prefers or tries to preserve the status quo or the 

customary way of life of a society (Ball and Dagger 2004). However, what is status quo could 

be different from one society to another. In USA, conservatists are those who try to protect or 

preserve the traditional liberalism value that their founding fathers embraced. However, 

generally, conservatists are those who try to preserve traditional values which are under 

attack, e.g., from liberal idea, modernization and urbanization.  Conservatists believe in social 

contracts (each person is a part of society) and their goal is to have stability, harmony, and 

continuity.  

Singapore has a deep cultural root from mainland China, where the major embraced values 

are the Confucius values. One of the main Confucius value is Hsiao, which means “love 

within the family: love of parents for their children and of children for their parents”
1
. This 

Confucius value really value relationship, such as respect to family, social harmony, and 

                                                           
1
 From http://confucianism.freehostingguru.com/, accessed April 12

th
 2012. 

http://confucianism.freehostingguru.com/
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work life balance (Wikipedia 2012). Classical Conservatists in Singapore will always think 

about how to protect and preserve this classical or traditional value that Singaporean have. In 

regards to government’s proposal to reduce the FDWs in Singapore, the classical 

conservatists are supporting this proposal mainly because of the following reasons: 

First, classical conservatist believes that they should maintain the classical or traditional 

family values in Singapore. They argue that some of these classical values have been eroded 

by modernization, which also supported by the presence of FDWs in Singapore. The erosion 

can be seen from some points: 

1. The conservatist believes that mother should act as someone who transfers family values 

to the children. Home is an informal school to make children become a more civilized 

person. However, the modernization that has taken place in Singapore has degraded this 

equilibrium (or stability). Since the option to employ FDWs is easily available, many 

woman have chosen to be career woman and less-focus in doing their role, such as the 

“to civilize” role, as a mother. Conservatists think that FDWs have helped to destabilise 

the stability and peace in the traditional or classical family order. In some cases, for 

example, children are much closer emotionally to the FDW than to their mother.  

 

2. The conservatist values family highly. However, Singapore fertility rate has decreased 

quite drastically from 5.5 in 1960 to 1.2 children per woman in 2009 (World Bank 2012). 

This means the size of Singaporean family become smaller or even less new family. 

Conservatists think that the availability of FDWs in Singapore is among major 

contributing factor to all of this. Women are willing to be a career woman just because 

they think there will be person who takes care of the household work which in the end 

contributes to having fewer children. 
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Secondly, in the era of rapid globalization, which means a bigger threat to classical value, 

children need more parents’ attention in their development.  The threat could be the internet, 

the video game, magazines, and other media. Thus, mother role nowadays is even more 

needed compared to before. However, the availability of FDWs gives more incentive for 

women to work and left their children unattended. Based on a study in 2010, funded by the 

Ministry of Education and Media Development Authority, around 9% of Singaporean youth 

are classified as “pathological gamers”-addicts. They spent around 37.5 hours each week 

(around 5 hours per day) on gaming (Hui 2012). This fact shows the early impact of lower 

parents’ (mainly mother) attention to the children. Again, conservatist stresses that a greater 

role of mother at home is highly needed. 

Thirdly, conservatists consider immigrants or new comers as a threat or intrusion to their 

social harmony. Many of the FDWs are people who do not have good familiarity to the 

Singaporean culture. The FDWs have different culture background, thus the conservatist 

want to reduce their presence as much as possible. They want to maintain the social stability, 

coherence, and homogenous that has been there since long time. This case can also be found 

in UK and USA where the conservatists have urged government to reduce the number of 

immigrants to the country. 

In general, we could say that classical conservatists in Singapore blame the availability of 

FDWs as a supporting factor of why the classical or traditional family values have eroded in 

Singapore. Besides, they also argue that as a new comer to Singapore, the FDWs have 

destabilised social harmony in Singapore. Thus they agree with government proposal to 

reduce the FDWs by introducing more regulation and policy. They hope that with a less 

availability of FDWs in Singapore, more women will (again) assume their ‘traditional’ role as 

a mother, so that the “tried-and-true” Singapore family values can be preserved. 
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Argument against from liberalist-capitalist  

Liberal capitalists are those who believe in individual liberty and market mechanism. They 

aspire for a small government (intervention). They believe that human beings are rational, 

self-interested, and competitive. Thus any law, custom, or condition that limits individual 

choice should be removed. This idea is understandable given liberalism emerged from 

rebellion against religious conformity, ascribed status, and strong state or monarch (Ball and 

Dagger 2004).  

The government proposal to reduce the FDWs plus strong support from classical conservatist 

has triggered strong reaction from liberal-capitalist Singaporean. They think that government 

should not introduce tighter regulation which can reduce FDWs’ availability. Some of their 

arguments are as follow: 

First, government should not involve in someone’s household affair. Household is a private 

sphere that should be protected from ‘outsider’ intervention. Private sphere is someone’s 

autonomy and intervention to this private sphere is considered to be violation to one’s human 

rights. The decision whether to employ a FDW or not or the decision on what values that a 

family considers good for their children should not be dictated by the government. If a family 

embrace a value that their children should be kept free to do what they want because that is 

part of their life learning process and will stimulate creativity, government does not have 

right to prevent that. So, reducing the FDWs availability cannot be accepted because 

intervention in choosing which value best for a family is an intervention to one’s private 

sphere. 

Secondly, in line with argument above, the opportunity to have a choice is something that has 

to be respected. Imposing regulation that make employing FDWs difficult in Singapore has 

limited the choice the people can have. People have to be given a choice whether to employ a 



PP 5103 Term Paper 2 Page 6 
 

FDW or not. There should not be restriction. Human beings are a rational agent; they will 

choose to do something that can maximize their benefit, without giving negative 

consequences to others. 

Last but not the least, unavailability of FDWs could trigger lower economic growth, due to 

lower labour participation, and that is something really bad for Singapore as a whole. Career 

is regarded as something important by many Singaporean. If the FDWs are not available, the 

married women would possibly ‘be forced’ to stay at home and do all of household work. If 

this happen, the availability of labour force in the country will be reduced, this could 

undermine the economic growth.  

Counter argument for liberalist-capitalists’ arguments: A conservatist view 

Pertaining to arguments from liberal-capitalist above, there are several responses from 

classical conservatist. 

First, People are not fully rational, or in another words, human nature is imperfect. There are 

many negative effects (negative externalities) that have not been taken into account in 

personal or private decision. Liberalists give too much attention to individuals and too little 

attention to the community. A household maybe not concern about the few children that they 

have or about the development of their children, however in a larger view, this thing really 

needs to be considered. Low number and low quality of future generation could undermine 

the future economic growth and security of a country, which in the end will affect the 

survival of a country. This concern is most likely had not been taken into account by many 

people. People tend to think for a short time period. That is why intervention from 

government is highly needed, i.e. to impose positive freedom on society. 
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Secondly, the mind-set about economic growth should be changed. The quality is more 

important than the quantity. A higher GDP with a broken home, online-game addicted 

children, is not a desired society that Singaporean want. In fact, this case is increasing and 

persists. A survey by National Institute of Education found that 84% of students who are 

initially addicted to video game in 2007 are still addicted in 2009 (Hou and Hui 2011). Thus 

government really need to take action, to create a regulation or incentive, so that people are 

more concern about their family. 

Thirdly, being a housewife (if they chose to be) does not mean being unproductive. There are 

a wide range of options of profession that can be done from home, such as writer, IT 

consultant, etc. However, it is important to mention that embracing the family values, 

reviving the role of mother in families, does not necessarily mean that a woman cannot work. 

Rather, it implies that women could balance their work and family life.  

Three main arguments above show that there are flaws in liberal-capitalist assumption which 

made their arguments against this proposal are incorrect. 

Conclusion 

Government need to tighten regulation and policies to reduce dependency on FDWs. 

Classical conservatists Singaporean argue that the easily available FDWs in Singapore have 

complemented the deterioration of classical family values that have been embraced by 

Singaporean for generations. Besides that, the fact that the FDWs cannot integrate well with 

the Singaporean culture also came as a source of objection against their presence in 

Singapore. There are some objections from liberal-capitalist. However, as explained above, 

this objection is tackled by the conservatist due to flaws in its assumption. Thus, it can be 

concluded that Singapore government should proceed to tighten the regulations and policies 

in FDWs market. 
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