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1. Nanyang Technological University, 2018
After giving a talk about how conflict in the Indian Ocean circulated commodities and drove climate change, the renowned author, Amitav Ghosh, convened a master class on climate politics. With the characteristic melancholy that is exquisitely worn by a certain kind of Bengali intellectual, Ghosh spoke eloquently about how we are doomed to burn and drown. Thinking of Donna Haraway and Black science fiction authors like Octavia Butler and N.K. Jemisin, I asked about the possibilities of transnational solidarities. Ghosh replied that “Science fiction was derivative literature” and then followed it with (and I am paraphrasing), “from everything I have seen Black people in America do not seem to care about the subaltern elsewhere.”
A week later, Angela Davis loomed behind me, her wan face peeking out between a red turtleneck, and her afro shadowing her eyes. In front of me, was a wall of a hundred faces in my Contemporary Social Theory class, with many of students’ glinting glasses multiplying Davis in her rage and grief. On screen was an excerpt from the Black Power Mixtape documentary, showing Davis’s famous interview while jailed in a courthouse outside San Francisco in 1972. The Swedish filmmakers asked Davis if she approved of violence. Her voice rose in disbelief and indignation. “I just find it incredible, because what it means is that the person who is asking that question has absolutely no idea what Black people have gone through, what Black people have experienced in this country since the time the first Black person was kidnapped from the shores of Africa.” 
As she spoke, I looked back to the students, and Ghosh’s startling words came back to me. Was he right, that if Black Americans did not show any interest in the subaltern elsewhere, in Singapore, these students would not care about them in turn? I wondered if I, too, was like the filmmakers. What was I doing, showing Singaporeans this documentary? Why should Davis matter to them? Did I have any idea of the experiences of Singapore’s Indian and Malaya minorities? Did I have any business talking about race in Singapore, especially when it was considered an out-of-bound topic because of its potential to promote racial discord and enmity? And if I did, how could I go about doing so, especially when teaching STS in Singapore?
The substrate of these questions is the ür-question of whether and how to pursue and teach critical inquiry of race and technology, and their intersections in a more stereotypically ‘authoritarian’, ‘non-Western’ contexts. The scope of employment for Western-trained academics in STS is increasingly global. More of these academic opportunities are opening up in soft-autocratic places, such as in China, Hong Kong, Qatar, UAE, especially through partnerships between Western universities and host countries. Singapore, for example, hosts Duke-NUS and Yale-NUS. Many of these universities hire professors trained in the United States, Britain and other Western European contexts. Most of my colleagues, for example, are from the Ivy Leagues and ‘Oxbridge’. 
How, then, can we equip ourselves and our students to negotiate differences in pedagogical expectations? My division of Sociology in NTU expresses commitments to a more liberal arts education. Yet how we put this into practice is unclear and uneven. In this paper, I draw from my 3-year auto-ethnographic experience as an Assistant Professor in Sociology at NTU to show: 1) how I embraced and performed a radical vulnerability as both self-therapy and a pedagogical tool, especially while negotiating my shifting positionality, to show how the personal is always inextricably political, 2) modeled risk-taking through public scholarship as a form of citizenship, and 3) grappled with students in the classroom of how we negotiate and sit with ‘icky’ discomfort, which, for me was my unease with how the academic Left discussed race in Singapore. Through these reflections, I argue that training to teach in such positions requires far more than diversity training, but a deeper a visceral, emotional and intellectual soul-searching to not only understand different cultural histories, epistemologies, and modes of communication, and decentering Western liberal values, but also a willingness to live with a fragmented sense of self. 

My positionality as pedagogy
As an ordinary self-loathing person, living and working in Singapore has precipitated a deep desire to know myself, why I experience certain frustrations, joys and disappointments surface, why righteousness over some issues burps out of me like an uncontrollable emotional flatulence. In short, I have been compelled to explore my mental worlds that structure my feelings and responses to Singapore. Such a task is admittedly self-indulgent, but also therapeutic and a pedagogical tool in the classroom.
Soon after accepting the position at NTU, I was told that I would teach the core class for third-year Sociology undergrads, Contemporary Social Theory. I was told that I should not “be American” and inflate grades, and that I should adopt a “scary” demeanor to maintain my authority and earn students’ respect. While I did not give As for effort, I could not perform the god-trick of disembodied expertise. Instead, I wrote my class and essay of my life journey, of my privilege and tokenization, of the questions that interested me
National University of Singapore, 2019
A few months later, in May 2019, I sat in a large seminar room at the National University of Singapore (or NUS), attending a symposium called, “Invisible Privilege.” One of my colleagues who co-organized the symposium along with NUS had told me that they wanted to call the event, “Chinese privilege,” but were told by Singapore’s Ministry of Education that the title was too inflammatory and risked upsetting the statute of “maintaining racial harmony.” 
My colleagues told me that this conference was radical, that nothing like this had ever been held in Singaporean academia before. And they were heartened by the strong showing of participants. People were thirsting for this kind of discussion. The motivation for the conference was to show what privilege looked like in Singapore, a place with histories intertwined with, but still different from, the violent global histories of colonization, slavery and lynchings experienced by Black communities in the States. Earlier in the day, Peggy McIntosh spoke about structural racism in the States. What followed was akin to a stationary waltz. Some participants stepped forward to gingerly unpick the structural manifestation of Chinese privilege in Singapore through housing and education policies, or representations in the media. Others carefully stepped back to provide particular examples that appeared to defy systemic articulations of racism. All talks restricted analysis to Chinese, Malay, and Indian demographics—what is known as the CMIO model of the racial superstructure of Singaporean multiculturalism. 
As I listened to—and sometimes, unwisely participated—in these discussions over two days, I became increasingly confused. Why were scholars shying away from connecting Singaporean racism to global structures of anti-Blackness? Why were they not talking about how white and Chinese privileges intersected or departed? Why did some claim that American and Singaporean histories of racism were completely different, especially when Singapore was built from the labour of low-income South Asian migrant workers and live-in female domestic ‘helpers’ from Indonesia, Phillippines were Myanmar? But my questions went unanswered, and as an outsider, my role was to listen and not ask any more questions.
Afterwards, some colleagues told me the discourse on race was far more mature in the States, indicating that Singapore had to ‘catch up,’ as if it was on some linear trajectory towards progressiveness and liberalism. I sat with this a bit. Was I, someone who had never studied race, and only read a little of Fanon, Mbembe, Crenshaw and Wilderson, really so advanced and enlightened compared to my Singaporean colleagues? It turns out that I am not. At the end of the day, a senior colleague came to me and said, “You can say anything, but you need to be able to hang them properly so others will hear.”
2. Home, Circuit Breaker, 2020
Faizal spoke of suicidal thoughts—he didn’t know what he would do next. His depression ate at him and he said he no longer had a will to live. He had been confined to his dorm since March, first for an injury, and then for the duration of the “Circuit Breaker” since early April. The largely South Asian migrant workers would continue to be isolated in the dormitories well after Circuit Breaker and into Phase 3 of Singapore’s re-opening plans. Faizal could not stomach another day of inedible canteen food, the absence of work, not being able to send money back home, and wanted to know how I could help me. I was interviewing him on a project on surveillance and pandemic management. I told him this could not go on forever—to be strong—and sent him some money to supplement the interview incentive. 
After initial successes, Singapore witnessed the sudden and rapid rise of infections within LIMW dormitories in April, compelling the state to construct two epidemiological curves—a skyrocketing one for LIMWs, and a downward trending one for those in the ‘community,’ which include Singapore citizens, permanent residents and ‘foreign talent’ or high-income migrant workers. Anecdotal observations indicate that LIMWs are treated neither as vulnerable groups nor ‘essential care’ workers, but as simultaneous ‘high risk’ medical threats to the Singapore body politic, as well as moral risks, where Singaporeans fear the racialized figure of the South Asian male for his latent violence (Ye forthcoming). The pandemic has amplified vulnerabilities for LIMWs, with reports of overcrowding, unavailable testing, poor hygiene conditions and lack of sanitary products, and little access to information, food and the internet.
Yet the narrative of Singaporean exceptionalism has been globally reproduced in how the country has successfully managed the COVID-19 pandemic. The international perception of a compliant Singaporean citizenry who quickly adopt social distancing measures and ‘circuit breakers’ (i.e. lockdowns) under penalty of criminal charges, along with an extensive digitalized apparatus of app-based contact-tracing (e.g. Safe Entry and TraceTogether), pervasive temperature checks, and infection and crowd maps (COVID-19 2020), as well as an active “snitch culture” have all supported Singapore’s self-branding of a model managerial SmartNation for others to emulate. For example, the locally-developed TraceTogether app and wastewater surveillance are two such technologies intended for widespread adoption. TraceTogether, which detects the proximity of users through Bluetooth, was considered by international leaders for domestic implementation, and has sparked a worldwide debate on how various governments culturally balance privacy and public health. Singapore has also piloted wastewater surveillance in ‘high risk’ migrant dormitories to act as an early warning system through the mass analysis of viral loads in wastewater to achieve a clearer picture of disease
clusters and asymptomatic carriers traced to buildings and neighborhoods (Thompson et al 2020.
Other nations are testing wastewater surveillance, and debating its ethics (Gable et al 2020).Singapore, the model nation of pandemic This last comment of how to hang and frame critical commentary would be echoed by a Singaporean friend and colleague a year later in my own research on Singapore. After receiving a grant to study the political implications of wastewater surveillance on low-income migrant dormitories, the IRB committee really wanted to make sure the government regulators to be interviewed would be protected from censure, possibly because migrant dormitories had become such a manmade hotspot of COVID-19. To get through the IRB process, I had to ensure the protection and anonymity of regulators. While critiquing Singaporean technology is not explicitly considered an out-of-bound topic, like talking about race beyond the multicultural discourse of maintaining harmony, critically interviewing, let along challenging technocrats requires finesse and knowing how to hang comments.
2.
Let me interject with a few words of my positionality. In Singapore, I experience constant intersubjective whiplash. Depending on with whom I am interacting, I am disaggregated into various parts of my already-fluid, ever-becoming identity. The Singapore government sees me as Indian, where I am required to pay a tax every month to support the broader, marginalized Indian community. At least three postdocs from India have told me the difficulties with finding housing because Chinese landlords do not rent to Indians who are considered smelly and possibly violent. A couple of Chinese-Singaporean colleagues see me as American, although my American colleagues, most of whom are White, appear to not see me as such. Outside of NTU, several think of me as a maid or cleaner, especially if I go out in my Indian clothes. At the hospital, I try to cut through my Indianness by mustering and amplifying all of my American loudness and professorial gravitas so I can to get better treatment. 
3.
As talking about racism in Singapore was taboo in the first year I taught Contemporary Social Theory, I focused on the American experience to talk about theories of double consciousness, intersectionality, necropolitics and Afropessimism and Afrofuturism. But in the intervening two years, the discourse on race has shifted in Singapore. Three cultural controversies erupted. The first was the scandal over brownface. The second was the cancellation of a class at Yale-NUS led by controversial Malay poet and playwright, Alfian Sa’at, called ‘Dialogue and Dissent in Singapore’. The third was the police investigation over a social media comment made by a minority candidate stating that Singaporean jails were filled with Malays and Indians.
In the first case, Mediacorps, Singapore’s national broadcaster, darkened the skin of a Chinese man to look ‘Indian’ for an e-pay advertisement. When several cultural commentators called this ‘brownface,’ others reacted by saying the concept of ‘brownface’ was a liberal import and not applicable in Singapore. In response to the ad, local sister-and-brother rap artists, Preetipls (pronounced ‘pretty please’) and Suhas, made a video, “Eff the Chinese.” A so-called ‘netizen’ reported this video to the police, and the siblings were investigated for inciting racial enmity. They subsequently issued an apology.
The second case, while not related to race, raised the issue of the freedom of speech and the prospects of liberal arts education in Singapore. Alfian Sa’at had a proposed a course at Yale-NUS called ‘Dialogue and Dissent in Singapore’. The class was to explore “citizen journalism to artistic works, from 'accommodationist' tactics such as pragmatic resistance to 'radical' strategies of civil disobedience" to understand what dissent looks like in authoritarian societies. But the Yale-NUS president chose to withdraw the course, as students might be compelled to violate the law by taking the class. One activity was to make protest signs and go to ‘Speaker’s Corner’, the designated space in Singapore to hold political speeches, but which still required a police permit to use. Making signs and going to the Speaker’s Corner thus would infringe their [Yale-NUS] “commitment not to advance partisan political interests in [our] campus.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://sg.news.yahoo.com/yale-nus-programme-on-dissent-and-resistance-withdrawn-over-concerns-of-partisan-political-interests-and-legal-liabilities-095925729.html] 

The final case took recently around Singapore’s 2020 election, when a young Malay candidate, a woman named Raeesah Khan, was investigated by the police. Two years ago, the then 24 years old Khan wrote, “Singapore jails minorities mercilessly, harasses mosque leaders but let’s [sic] corrupt church leaders who stole SGD50 million walk free. Who did they pay?” referring to the treatment of the powerful Chinese Christian community.[footnoteRef:2] She added that it seemed that the law treats the rich Chinese and white people differently than say, a South Asian migrant worker. While these comments were made two years ago, they were dug up during the election, and Khan was investigated for possibly inciting enmity between the races. A former MP responded that Raeesah’s progressivism would lead to “American violent culture wars in Singapore”[footnoteRef:3]. Like Preetipls and Suhas, Raeesah, too, was compelled to apologize: “My remarks were insensitive, and I regret making them. I feel really passionate about minority issues regardless of race, and in my passion I made improper remarks, and I have to be accountable for them. I will fully cooperate in any police investigations.”[footnoteRef:4] But other citizens began a #IStandWithRaeesah, and expressed discontent over the government’s investigation of Raeesah, as well as their handling of the pandemic. This groundswell of civil society led to the Opposition claiming 10 of 93 seats, which was seen as a victory by progressives like my colleagues. [2:  https://mothership.sg/2020/07/workers-party-raeesah-khan-sengkang-grc/]  [3:  https://www.academia.sg/academic-views/a-vocabulary-of-our-own/]  [4:  https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/wp-candidate-raeesah-khan-apologises-for-insensitive-remarks-in-posts] 

3. Home, Pandemic 2020
It is in this context that I, as an outsider, am trying to navigate how to teach about race, and race and technology together, and whether I should be the one to teach it at all. The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement has certainly impacted Singapore discourses on race. When celebrities have stood in solidarity with BLM, they have been criticized for ignoring structural racism at home. The movement has created a space for activists and cultural observers to revisit questions of how and whether to ‘import’ a Western and liberal vocabulary of how to talk about race. 
At the Invisible Privilege conference, there was an open debate between the structural and the particular. I am reminded of Tim Choy’s words in Ecologies of Comparison (2011) of how argumentations based on uniqueness and specificity on one hand, and generalizability on the other implicate different political commitments in how one makes meanings and practices of environmentalism. Such a debate is explicitly taking shape in Singapore to discuss to what extent Singaporeans can and should form a vocabulary of their own that adapts, undermines and mobilizes Western concepts as they are interrogated through Singaporean and Southeast Asian reflections on their experiences. 
For example, in a recent piece, a Singaporean scholar, Nazry Bahrawi, argues for making a difference between racism and racialism. He argues, “Racism is a malicious practice that dehumanizes people on the basis of differences of ethnicity and at times religion. It is often expressed as hate speech, though not necessarily, as it can also come in the form of subtle remarks that can be described as ‘microaggressions’. Racialism, however, can appear rational and practical. It posits that races have essential traits proven by empirical evidence, such as education performance and health indicators. Thus, racialism categorizes people neatly into manageable boxes. In Singapore, racialism manifests itself most clearly through racialized data which then informs our social, education and health policies.”[footnoteRef:5] He goes on to give the example of race-centric data which shows obesity to be a Malay cultural problem. But, if policymakers factored in socioeconomic status, they might not make such cultural generalizations. [5:  https://www.academia.sg/academic-views/a-vocabulary-of-our-own/] 

One can certainly critique positioning racialism vis-à-vis racism, as the dichotomy differentiates the two in a way that divorces the emotive from the rational, the personal from the bureaucratic. Such a separation succeeds in only depoliticizing racism further, and reinforces the idea that racism is a problem of knowledge. With better knowledge and enlightened policy—and perhaps generating ethnically-blind data—one can solve the problem of racism and create a more post-racial society. While critiques of such policies have been made by many feminists of color in the United States, as an American outsider, it is not my place to make this kind of critique uninvited and publicly. 
Indeed, the politics of kindness are alive and well in Singapore, and to gain any traction with the state or civil society, all must embrace the politics of respectability, where civil, non-offensive discourse is crucial to legitimacy. Alfian Sa’at, the playwright himself, advocates participating in and constructing a civil, empathetic and polite conversation of race and other issues. For example, when military tanks rolled through Singaporean neighborhoods during the National Day Parade, Sa’at expressed his discomfort in seeing tanks in residential areas, and then was publicly chastised by some commentators. In response, he wrote on Facebook, “ If you really love those tanks in your neighbourhood, then post about it. Rhapsodise about them…But to pick a quarrel because you disagree? I'd rather you try explaining what it is you like about what other people don't like, and who knows, if it's a heartfelt, persuasive post, there'll be many people agreeing with you, or at least making their agreement visible by 'liking' your post, and it won't annoy you so much that someone with an opposite view would have other people agreeing with them, to the point where you feel the need to swoop in and register your disagreement in such disagreeable ways.” Politeness, civil conversations and empathy are the primary anti-racist weapons in Singapore, and as an American who is comfortable with the political and moral value of righteous rage, I am learning to view Singapore’s more ‘muted’—or at least, different—register of affective politics as doing the political work that needs to be done in this context.
There is however, scope to be more unruly and strident in private spaces. As one of the only minority faculty members in my department, two women in my college who are Indian-Singaporean and Malay-Singaporean have asked me to be part of a small group of minority women, which includes two Indian women from India. With our very different positionalities, such an invited private space can foster critical discourses and lead to the kinds of solidarities that perhaps neither Amitav Ghosh, nor some of my colleagues believe exist. But it is in these tiny places where transnational connections can form between different people occupying overlapping and othered positionalities, who extend hospitality to one another. It is in these small chosen communities of reaching and searching, where generous and non-innocent conversations challenge us to see our collective political realities and articulate differences. 
5.
As an outsider who finds herself within intimate national spaces now and again, I do not have the necessary credibility to discuss racial and ethnic dynamics in Singapore, or really in the United States for that matter. My strategy had been to assign students readings on race, such as from Frantz Fanon, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins and Achille Mbembe, and then help students discuss how it may or may not apply in Singapore. I push them to draw their personal experiences to talk about whether and how Chinese privilege is couched in global colonial discourses of anti-Blackness and whiteness. But this has been difficult. Most of my Singaporean-Chinese students in the first year I taught have said the fissures of inequality they see are about class, not race. I have asked Malay grad students guest lecture on their research showing how Singapore’s eugenics policies have shaped contemporary policy on education, housing, media and military service. Yet students enact many of the same behaviors as white fragility, claiming that they are not personally racist. If I was Chinese-Singaporean, I would likely have the credibility to have more meaningful discussions, but as an Indian-American, my interventions can be—and have been—read as importing liberalism.
What does one then do in a public classroom setting, where there is a chance that someone will report you? How does one talk about race, and the relationship between technology and race in a context where critiques of liberalism abound in the public sphere, and where Singaporean academics have only recently and very publicly begun engaging in conversations about race, and in doing so, crafting their own voice and vocabulary?
My attempts to answer these last two questions are couched in our current context of pandemic in Singapore, where large, privately-run dormitories for low-wage primarily Bangladeshi and Tamil migrant workers have been the hardest hit by COVID-19. As we are all acutely aware, the pandemic behaves like targeted radionuclide dyes injected into societies’ veins to act as a neon map of all of socioeconomic fissures and weaknesses. That the COVID-19 crisis has centered on South Asian migrant has given me an unexpected opportunity to ‘capitalize’ on my credibility as someone who knows something about South Asia, is Bengali, acts as a Bengali interpreter for migrants, and is interviewing them to understand their experiences of surveillance in Singapore. The dormitory debacle, where the government has been heavily criticized for its poor responses to the dorms, has provided an opening to talk about race and technology together. It is very easy to show students a widely circulated Facebook post: “Why the workers. They themselves cannot keep clean? They are the one stay at the place, use the place why cannot be response for their own hygiene?” The supposed filth and lack of hygiene of migrant workers were blamed for high transmission rates within the dorms. Students read about the historical construction of the “myth of the filthy migrant,” and reflect on neoliberal calls for self-reponsibilization of health that is paired with even more invasive state surveillance. My own work shows that the government was ethically cleared to test drugs like hydroxychloroquine on migrants, and are currently subjecting them to downloading three redundant tracing apps that do not work on their Huawei phones. With these kinds of local and real-life anecdotes and discourses, reading excerpts of Ruha Benjamin’s Race after Technology, begin to make sense, and students can tie so-called liberal vocabularies of race to their observations of the racial ‘nuances’ in Singapore, while simultaneously noting departures.
6.
Next year, I am slated to teach a class I developed, ‘Gender, Race and Technology’, where, as the final project, students must design a feminist and anti-racist technology, and discuss what that means in the context of Singapore. My syllabus is being reviewed by the college and the University. It remains to be seen whether I have been able to ‘hang’ my pedagogy in a way that is palatable to the University. But I hope over the past two years, I have learned better how to do so by decentering my American values of how conversations on race and technology should take place in Singapore; carving out private, transnational spaces to have critical and generous conversations; and having students read the pandemic’s brutal glare on inequality through global discourses of anti-Blackness. Angela Davis does matter in Singapore, as I imagine the racial politics of Singapore (or of any other location) matters to Davis. They are each other’s transnational Other to whom they each extend hospitality, to dance, commiserate and fight with.



I have tried to put this into practice when teaching about race and technology, together and separately, by approaching it as a fundamentally political project that requires divining how to be a public ally to Singaporean academics and minority students, while being able to create more private spaces among minority faculty for critique. In this critical engagement, I gather and play with my recent experiences trying to teach STS in Singapore, where I began to embrace radical vulnerability as 

