CONTESTED ASIAN PARENTING IN INTRA-ASIA MIGRATION 10

The Affective Dimensions of Child-Raising in Cross-National Families in Singapore

Bernice LOH

Centre for Family and Population Research, National University of Singapore
berniceloh@nus.edu.sg (corresponding author)

Brenda S.A. YEOH FBA

Asia Research Institute, and Department of Geography, National University of Singapore

Shirlena HUANG

Department of Geography, National University of Singapore

Wei-Jun Jean YEUNG

Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore

Studies surrounding the global circuits of migration have traced an increase in marriage migration and the
formation of cross-national families. Contemporary scholarship on cross-national marriages has given
attention to marriage migrants’ constraints as a result of intertwining social, economic, political and legal
disadvantages. In a study of 65 cross-national families across a range of socio-economic classes, this paper
focuses on the affective dimensions of child-raising in Singapore. While a conventional class analysis focuses
on the financial or material affordances of parenting practices, this paper illuminates how feelings and
expectations towards parenting are embedded in class, cultural differences and inequalities for a number of
spouses. Affect as a generative framework extends discussions about parenting beyond emotions, where
evaluations of the self and others are not separable from wider discourses about class, cross-national
marriages and ideologies about good parenting. Notably, it also accounts for ‘feeling rules’, where there are
certain ways that one must be invested in and to ‘feel’ as a parent. The stresses of ‘feeling structures’ can be
observed from the mismatched demands of parenting between certain couples: despite increased financial
burdens, there were Singaporean husbands in the study who had preferred their working wives to prioritise
their roles as primary caregivers, and migrant women who pointed out that the male breadwinning role while
important was inadequate for a child’s development. Expected ways of feeling may also present emotional
dissonances for spouses, especially for those who have left-behind children or children from previous
relationships. While some migrant mothers were contented that their children in Singapore were well taken
care of and had received copious amounts of attention from their husbands and grandparents, this
engendered guilt towards their children back home whom they had to leave under the care of the maternal
family. This paper examines how struggles and investments in parenting are not only undergirded by ideals of
‘good’ (middle-class) parenting and traditional gender roles and expectations, extended family members also
have a critical role to play in establishing parenting competencies for the spouses in cross-national marriages.
Affects generated through parenting are often relational and reflect one’s position in the Singapore society
and within the family.
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