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Fighting For a
Birthright



Food is everything we are. It's an extension of nationalist
feeling, ethnic feeling, your personal history, your prov-
ince, your region, your tribe, your grandma. It's insepara-
ble from those from the get-go. - Anthony Bourdain
(Schulz, 2010)



Abstract



Every country has a street food legacy. All roads apparently lead to ancient Rome, Greece and China and began as cheap chow for
the poor. Today it is fast food for people on the go. In Singapore, this heritage is a unique dining experience, quite unlike any-
where in the world. The genesis of the trade in the city-state originated in the 1800s, when hawkers served meals from pushcarts

and wooden cabinets that they ferried from place to place.

By the mid-1900s, they were depended upon to feed a nation when it became the norm for married women to continue in their ca-
reer ambitions. But as the way they conducted their trade posed a high risk of infectious disease spreading in the population, itin-
erant food vendors were relocated to purpose-built sheltered hawker centres from 1971. Over the succeeding decades these per-
manent facilities all over the country became not only destinations to have a meal but for family and social gatherings, and busi-

ness meetings.

Generations of Singapore residents since then took it for granted that it is their birthright an inexpensive good and tasty meal is
always close at hand any time, even 24 hours a day. This symbiotic relationship between the food hawker and patron took a huge
blow when Covid-19 hit in early 2020 and in-dining forcibly came to a halt at hawker centres. The laughter and chatter of people,

and clanging of food utensils of cooks and diners came to an eerie silence, like a frame from a dystopian movie.

These scenes came into focus in my lens as vendors at hawker centres struggled to stay afloat as Singapore waged a battle against
the pandemic. Their eyes pined for familiar faces as a mother would for a hungry child to feed while in-diners were still prohibited

in Phase 1 of reopening up the economy.
All through this trial, a country-wide movement on various social media platforms to support and save this national food institu-

tion went on with a passion. Come what may, Singaporeans, foodies who would drive hundreds of kilometres to Malaysia and fly

thousands more across continents for the sake of their palates, were determined to preserve their culture at home.
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Introduction



It dawned upon me a couple of years ago that | had to record images of Singapore hawker culture that may be lost in time because

this country is changing constantly.

Junod (2014, p.168) mentioned “The photographer is no stranger to history; he
knows it is something that happens later. In the actual moment history is made, it

usually happens in terror and confusion”.

Modern Singapore was founded on the backs of migrants. They came from all corners of the world, chiefly from Asia, when Sir

Thomas Stamford Raffles established a trading port in 1819. It was inevitable in a small island that over time their cultures fused,
no more so than in everyday food. This literal melting pot inspired them to concoct new dishes from each other’s ethnic food. The
Chinese used ingredients from South and Southeast Asia to create their interpretation of curry and chilli recipes. In their turn, the

Indians and Malays embraced, among others, the noodle, an East Asian staple, and gave it a spicy spin.

This gastronomical evolution eventually found its way into the alley ways of 19" century Singapore. With thousands of immigrants
flowing into the colony in its nascent years, many turned to hawking cheap food to fill hungry stomachs. Over the subsequent dec-

ades and into the next century these vendors selling every variety of ethnic fare became ubiquitous.

The street, though, bred unsanitary conditions. In post-Independence Singapore, hawker centres were built from 1971 to house
street food vendors in a clean environment under one roof. As married couples moved out of the kitchen and joined the workforce
in droves in the latter half of the 20" century, it became official policy to build hawker centres in every town and residential dis-
trict. This gave Singaporeans easy access to scores of vendors selling all types of inexpensive food. As a consequence, it en-

trenched in their psyche the culture of dining out for every meal.
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From gentry to ordinary folk the hawker centre evolved into an indelible part of Singapore life. It is a community centre of sorts,

connecting people of all veneer.

The high demand they created and the competition that came with it, produced quality food of the highest standards at the lowest
levels that has been internationally recognised. In 2016, the Michelin Guide awarded a Singaporean hawker “the world's first (and

cheapest) Michelin-starred street food” for his Hong Kong-style soya sauce chicken.

But this love affair with and almost complete dependence on the hawker to feed a country has consequences. Covid-19 made this
point. When Circuit Breaker regulations were imposed to restrict the movement of people with social distancing and work-from-
home, the nation was suddenly wrapped in a pall of gloom. There was concern on how it will hit the hawker trade and, if any, its

lasting effects on a cultural institution.

Lockdowns called Circuit Breaker was put in place amidst confusion. When the virus hit, rendering these places like deserts, the
picture of birds that refuse to take flight tell the entire story of a nation backed into a corner. The scenes could have come off the
reels of Steven Soderbergh’s Contagion, except this is real life in motion. Many businesses had to fold, and this affected many her-

itage food vendors, known as hawkers, in Singapore’s iconic hawker centres.

Berger (2013, p.62) quoted
“A photograph arrests the flow of time in which the event photographed once ex-

isted”.
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In modern, urban Singapore the hawker centre is a culture that has survived after two hundred years. Truly little has changed in
terms of how they function. | started documenting them for posterity because many hawkers are getting on in age and in an era
when they hardly have anyone who wants to take their places. Better occupations beckon their better educated children. Covid-19

was the trigger that pushed many of them into retirement.

Hence, shooting the fleeting moments at hawker centres - from Circuit Breaker to the easing of people movement rules and reo-

pening of businesses - was an opportunity to go deeper into my work on Singapore.
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Project Objectives



The reasons that drive photographers to capture images are many: from wanting to inform and amaze to inspire and document
history. The latter motivates me. As a photographer, | believe that because of the frequent changes that occurs in Singapore, it is
important to constantly document the country and its people. Barthes (1980) mentioned “Photography can lie as to the meaning of
a thing but never to its existence”, and Sontag (1977) echoed a similar sentiment “What is true of photographs is true of the world

seen photographically”.

While the written word offers vivid descriptions of people, places and culture, a picture, as the saying goes, paints a thousand
words.

A photo of a Singapore street scene in the 1800s could transport an audience back to a time that is now no longer visible. This will
be the case also for my work in 50 to 100 years’ time, and beyond. This is priceless for future generations. Compared to video im-

ages, photographs can also be hung on a wall and contemplated on.

| also want to start conversations among the audience on the topics | cover. | want to stimulate discussions on how this culture
can and should be preserved. As a photographer, | hope that the emotive images which | produced can push my audience to start
searching for them. It is an outlet that authorities can also tap into for valuable feedback on our food culture.

Carefully selecting the images, packaging, and presenting them to the public can help generate constructive conversations. It will
also help me understand what technique | employ is effective and appeals to my audience, hence allow me to grow and improve

my photographic work.

| want my work to have a meaningful impact, not only for those living in my time but also for others in the future.
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The Audience



| was advised to ease off from the Covid-19 theme and
this prompted me to rebrand the hawker centre project
as “Fighting for a Birthright”. This theme resonates with
all Singaporeans and hawkers, who want to preserve this

heritage that they own.

Sontag (2003, p.89) said
“The image says: keep these events

in your memory”.

This project that | have embarked on appeals primarily
to Singaporeans as it documents a history they are inti-
mately connected to. My secondary audience is the
world at large, visitors to Singapore who have heard
about our hawker centre culture - universally known as
street food - through the Singapore Tourism Board’s in-

ternational promotions.
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Ethics



In Photography, | always try to present the views in fac-
tual ways without the intention of causing unnecessary
misunderstandings which might arise from any biased

angles. With regards to the subject, | emphasised on th

e

importance of not affecting and disturbing the hawkers

and the customers during the photography shoot.

Singapore has a strict Personal Data Protection Act
which prevents photographers from harassing the sub-
jects. With differences in the cultural perspectives be-
tween the East and West, Singaporeans are generally
camera shy. Some do not like to be photographed;
hence | respect their wish, less my work raise any unu-

sual copyright or legal issues.
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New Hope



After months of forced desertion, they are back at their top haunts, but cautiously. The men and women
working tediously in their stalls breathed a sigh of relief. Once again, they are able see the joy of their pa-

trons partaking the food they’ve prepared.

The life of hawkers, when they awake to prepare food while the country is still fast asleep, then toil away
throughout the day to feed Singaporeans and until it is time to call it day is one such topic. A feature could

be conducted on a hawker about his life and work.

| strive to continue to photograph the food derived from the four races in Singapore. The many ethnic food
available, the select few who have decided to take over their parents’ food stalls and yet a younger, new
generation serving non-traditional fare are other angles, hence featuring the past, present and the future.

So, too, the people who benefit from them and take for granted hawker food is their birth right is another.

Training initiatives provided by the recently formed Hawker Training school has brought hope to the future
of Hawkers. Many Singaporeans who have no experience in this trade are eligible to take up courses in the

school. They are taught how to cook a variety of food from the different ethnic groups.
Before they set off on their new found trade, they practiced their skills at the training school’s hawker cen-

tre. Such training helps to manage their expectation as a new Hawker, to provide them with the courage to

manage their future business, or to give up the idea of being a Hawker if they find this job too tough.
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