


From citizen social science to citizen bureaucraft: an ecology of social justice activism in Singapore
ABSTRACT: this article theorizes citizen knowledge production from a non-Western, nonliberal locale by examining why social movement-oriented citizen science is not practiced in the soft authoritarian context of Singapore. While environmental injustice arguably does exist in the city-state, citizens and residents are nor responding by producing undone science. In fact, seldom does the environment, science, and technology figure as the object of activism, let alone social injustice claims. Drawing on interpretive documentary analysis of interviews, news reports and auto-ethnography, this article argues that science and technology are guarded by tacit “out-of-bound” markers—or OB markers that constitute the norms of acceptable criticism. These OB markers are socially maintained by, and coproduced alongside, the twinned practices of elitism and meritocracy in Singapore, where the academic elite constitute critical voices, and as such, must navigate their credibility and privilege with the state, thereby foreclosing more radical forms of activism. As a consequence, elite Singaporeans practice citizen social science in areas of the environment, race and migration. Further, I show their standards and practices of evidencing and scientific communication can be construed as ‘citizen bureaucraft,’ where they cite the state to hold a kintsugi mirror to injustices it perpetuates. This article describes an ecology of social justice activism centred on Singapore’s primarily Bangladeshi migrant construction workers during the pandemic to show how citizenship is coproduced with citizen knowledge production in more authoritarian contexts, and how the coercive state responds. 
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1. Introduction
In 2019, Tamil minority rap artists, the brother and sister duo, Subhas and Preetipls Nair, faced legal action—and in 2023, a 3-year jail sentence for Subhas—for their parody music video, “K. Muthusamy” (Koh, 2023). A remix of Iggy Azalea’s “F*ck it Up”, the rappers called out “Chinese privilege” and “brownface” in their country Singapore, and the ongoing marginalization of Indian and Malay minorities in all spheres of cultural, economic and political life (Preetipls, 2021). This video led to the artists being charged with disrupting “racial harmony” by the state. During the pandemic in mid-2020, when migrant workers of primarily Bangladeshi descent were quarantined in very close quarters in purpose-built dormitories in Singapore and contracting the coronavirus in record numbers, Sudesna Roy Chowdhury, then a resident medical doctor, mobilized Bangladeshi expats in Singapore to translate COVID-19 messaging from the Singapore state about hygiene and healthcare access to migrant workers (robert, 2020). Their work led to the creation of TranslateFor.sg, a site used by primarily Chinese health care workers to better communicate with migrant workers of Bangladeshi or Tamil origin. TranslateFor.sg was highly feted by the government and news outlets, and led to Roy being awarded Her World’s Woman of the Year award (A. Wong, 2020). The following year in 2021, anonymous activists came together to create the NGO, Migrant Mutual Aid, and concurrently, a “Migrant Death Map.” Gleaned from news clippings, the map documented where and how migrant workers of all ethnicities and genders died in Singapore (Map, n.d.). The state, thus far, has appeared to ignore it. Academics, too, have communicated to general audiences about mandatory contact tracing, and as long as the framing has been restricted to “anticipatory governance” and not social justice, have even been publicly recognized for their efforts (self-citation). 

Markedly absent from this litany of activism are social justice issues associated with science, technology, and the environment, much less social movement-oriented citizen science (Ottinger, 2016) filling in the gaps of “undone science” (Hess, 2016). Arguably, environmental injustices likely exist in Singapore, given its location as a global hub for oil refinement (Ng, 2013), it proximity to forest clearing burns in neighboring Indonesia that annually awash Singapore in haze (Lin, 2023), and its practice of land reclamation by building out territory from sand from neighboring islands (Powell, 2021). While academics may write on some the socio-ecological justice issues arising from these areas, citizen science is not being pursued as a mode of political and policy participation. Similarly, while Singapore is world-renowned for its hyper-technological futurism that seems to the technological, social and natural into a coherent governance logic under the auspices of the Smart Nation (Laurent et al., 2021), there appears to be little activism that excavates, say, algorithmic bias or the excessive surveillance of some Singaporean communities, which seem to be the bread and butter of activist intersectionalities with race and technology in Western contexts. The research questions that arises from this activist ecology are the following: What does citizen knowledge production look like when theorized from a non-Western, nonliberal context like Singapore? Why is social justice-oriented activism organized around some sociopolitical domains, such as race, LGBTQIA+ areas, capital punishment, pensions, and migration, but not others having to do with science and technology? Who is able to engage in credible activism? What kinds of citizen knowledge production are they pursuing to make claims to the state, and how is this shaped by the coercive state and broader political culture in a so-called “soft authoritarian” contexts? What kinds of citizen knowledge production is authorized, legitimated, ignored, adopted or punished by the state, and why? 

Social justice issues around race and migrant workers came to the front and center during the pandemic in Singapore, and thus offers a window to consider these questions. While international health institutions viewed Singapore as an exemplar of pandemic management, the state experienced structural inequities in terms of who faced increased risk and disease burdens. Primarily South Asian migrant workers of South Indian and Bangladeshi origin working in construction, factories and shipping (Kathiravelu, 2021) bore the brunt of the coronavirus infection, largely due their confinement in crowded purpose-built dormitories located on the outskirts of the city-state (Heijmans, 2020). Subject to different epidemiological curves than the so-called Singaporean “community” (self-citation), the plight of the migrant workers precipitated widespread public critique, and inquiry in academic spheres. 

Since the pandemic hit Singapore, scholars have written academic articles on the racialized experiences of migrant workers during the pandemic: how workers were treated as risk vectors contaminating the body politic of Singapore (Ye, 2021); their mental health under quarantine (Chan & Kuan, 2020); the importance of NGOs in creating more effective risk communication strategies to migrant workers (Tam et al., 2022; C. M. L. W. Wong Olivia & Jensen, 2020); how infrastructures exacerbate inequalities and (im)mobility (Kathiravelu, 2021); the need for grassroots initiatives in “techno-preneurialism” to connect with top-down initiatives to create a more effective Smart Nation (Das & Zhang, 2021). While the previous literature constitute a fraction of relevant scholarship directly or tangentially related questions of social justice, they nonetheless reveal an under-exploration of how political culture shapes how grassroots organizations and individuals responded to the crisis, how they communicated social justice issues to broader audiences by pursuing certain kinds of evidentiary practices, but not others. In short, while numerous studies across disciplines have focused on the Singapore state’s communication strategies during the pandemic, there is to date insufficient attention to the both the role of citizens in raising awareness by producing knowledge on behalf of vulnerable groups, and communication strategies for broader audiences. 

This article argues for conceptualizing the work of various citizens and residents of Singapore as citizen bureaucraft by describing an ecology of actors: how various elite citizens who are academic-activists, journalists, musical artists and doctors engaged in social science knowledge production and communication to broader publics, and the kinds of government responses they have elicited. I argue that the mutually reinforcing constructions of elitism, quantitative empiricism, and a soft authoritarian state foreclose the more oppositional modes of citizen science (Ottinger, 2016), but allow opportunities for citizen social science (CSS), which activists have transformed into citizen bureaucraft. To build this argument, Section 3 recounts how the discourse of Confucianism and “Asian values” anchors the Singapore state’s unity to both domestic and international audiences, and legitimizes a narrative of elitism and meritocracy to create the construction of everyday citizens as lacking the talent and drive necessary for governance. Within such a cognitive deficit context, Section 4 discusses activist knowledge production practices and communication strategies to fashion a discursive ‘mold’ of the state to better see its governance logics. Drawing on literature in activism, citizen science (CS) and citizen social science (CSS), Section 5 focuses on activists’ epistemic and communicative repertoires to show how citizen bureaucraft emerges from CSS as a strategy to press claims in Singapore’s statist knowledge economy. Citizen bureaucraft entails citing the state’s policies, authorized data and evidence, including state sanctioned journalism, as well as social media posts ignored by the state to construct a mirror that reflects its immorality. While CSS is often discussed in scholarship in terms of its instrumental uses to communicate social justice concerns to broader publics, to date, there is scant literature on the processes through which CSS emerges as a communicative and knowledge production strategy, particularly in more repressive contexts. The case studies of Section 6 begins to fill that gap, and in doing so, articulates the “coproduction” of the state and modes of activism (Jasanoff 2005) by drawing attention to the epistemic practices of bureaucracy when state-hardened boundaries of authorized scientific knowledge exist. Section 7 concludes by zooming out to the realm of social theory to consider how democracy and autocracy might be conceptualized from Singapore.


2.	Methods
The article synthesizes existing scholarship on authoritarianism and its co-construction with elitism and meritocracy, with existing literature on CS and CSS and public sociology, to conceptualize the political work of social scientific methodologies through citizen bureaucraft. To develop this concept, I build case studies from data gleaned from interviews, news reports, and auto-ethnography. This latter method is used as the author was present in Singapore during the pandemic as a participant and observer in activist spaces. I follow the tradition of more “analytical ethnography” as opposed to “evocative ethnography,” as I was “(1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2) visible as such a member in published texts, and (3) committed to developing theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena” (Anderson, 2006). I have collected data of chosen case studies from auto-ethnographic experiences of working with all the activists and academics discussed. I have been involved in a limited capacity in assisting the effort to translate government documents, have given advice on how to collect data for developing a migrant death map, have tried to bring in as a speaker for an academic event the rap-artist and comedian Subhas Nair, and have written for general audiences about contact tracing (self-citation). 

3. Conceptualizing Citizenship through Meritocracy and Technocratic Elitism
Singaporean soft authoritarianism, in which state-driven capitalism coexists with autocracy, is widely seen as a stiff competitor to liberal democracy (Fukuyama, 2012). The People’s Action Party (PAP) has led Singapore for 60 uninterrupted years (T. Lee & Abdullah, 2022). Lee Kuan Yew, the founder of Singapore, harbored great skepticism towards Western liberal rights and democracy. Founded on neo-Confucian ideals, Yew has spoken extensively of the political and economic malaise of Western society that focused on individual expression above the needs of society, such as moral order, economic and social stability, and good governance (Nasir & Turner, 2013; Roy, 1994). The PAP, much like in Chinese Communist Party, suffuses all aspects of social, political and economic life through regulations, laws, policies and norms (Vadaketh & Low, 2014; Chua, 1995) where “governance is characterized by a combination of cultural and ideological hegemony with a monopoly over material resources” (Y. Teo, 2021). Called an “air-conditioned nation,” political scientist, Cherian George (2020), uses air conditioning as an analytical and discursive device to show how the PAP controls its populace by providing comfort and simultaneously preventing political discourse from heating up to uncomfortable temperatures. In such a “soft authoritarian” regime, where the duties of citizens to the state exceed the obligations of the state to the citizen (Nasir & Turner, 2013), the social contract Singaporeans are interpellated into is one where citizens give up certain freedoms of speech and expression in exchange for a hypermodern city-state that produces convenience, social stability, and a strong economy (Yeoh et al., 2016). 

Scholars have shown that the foundational ideologies of the PAP are meritcocracy, elitism and multiracialism (Abdullah, 2018; Tan, 2008), whose moral legitimacy has secured popular consent for Singaporean authoritarianism (T. Lee & Abdullah, 2022). Understanding elitism and meritcocracy is particularly relevant to tracing the constitutive role of scientific knowledge in the Singaporean state. Michael d. Barr (2006) argues that Singapore anchors the legitimacy of technocratic governance in elitism. While the ideal technocrat in Western societies is supposed to be a faceless bureaucrat invested in a modernist project of development and nation-building by drawing on cold, objective expertise in economics, law, medicine, and engineering, Singapore acknowledges the role of political power in guiding logic and rationality. 

Who becomes part of the political and administrative elite is shaped by the discursive construction of an objective meritocratic educational system intended to winnow and uncover talent, but simultaneously obscures the workings of privilege and social capital (Barr, 2006). In Singapore, those most deemed virtuous—whose moral and intellectual capacities have been subject to fierce tests, and thus are worthy of becoming part of Singapore’s rarefied governing class—are English-speaking, overseas-educated with high academic achievement and administrative skills (Barr 2006). These individuals who attend the most prestigious schools come from high-income, English-speaking families, and tend to be of Chinese ethnicity (Lim & Tan, 2020). Embracing a genetic, biological conception of talent, Lee Kuan Yew stated that limited resources must be invested in the top 5% so they will be the “that yeast, that ferment, that catalyst in our society which alone will ensure that Singapore shall maintain its pre-eminent place in South and Southeast Asia” (quoted in Lee & Abdullah, 2022). Similarly, Yew’s son and recent Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong has defended the need to maintain a “natural aristocracy” as seen in the following quote: “You want people who stand up, we don’t want people who scrape and bow. But if you don’t have a certain natural aristocracy in the system, people who are respected because they have earned that and we level everything down to the lowest common denominator, then I think society will lose out … If you end up with anarchy, it doesn’t mean that you’ll be delivered with brilliance” (Prime Minister’s Office, Singapore, 2015).

The state’s belief in the virtue of elitism translates into the PAP fashioning itself as classical paternalistic philosopher kings who alone can govern the city-state, as the ordinary Singaporean is emotional, ignorant, lacking foresight, and thus, cannot contribute meaningfully to national governance. Questioning the Confucian authority of the state and challenging its values are beyond the preserve of everyday citizens. A quote from the Lee is illustrates such distrust of the state in its citizens: “You mean that iceman knows the consequences of his vote? ... Do you honestly believe that the chap who can’t pass primary six knows the consequences of his choice when he answers a question viscerally, on language, culture and religion? But we know the consequences. We would starve, we would have racial riots. We would disintegrate (quoted in Lee and Abdullah 2022). Even so, Parag Khanna (2017) argues that Singapore is less ‘soft authoritarian’ and more a ‘direct technocracy’ that combines the high technocratic governance of Singapore with Swiss-style direct democracy because of its numerous public consultations and town halls. Yet, the heavily scripted and moderated nature of these events, where consultation is undertaken by elites in various cultural and political institutions circumscribed by the PAP, “consultative authoritarianism” may be more accurate (Rodan, 2011). Rodan argues that public consultation is intended as casting a narrow net to policy relevant institutions and expertise for the purpose of problem-solving, not a normative exercise of questioning national policies and ideologies.

In Western liberal democracies idealized relationship between science and democracy in liberal democracies as conceptualized through “attestive witnessing” as articulated by Yaron Ezrahi (1990) drawing on the twin birth of democracy and scientific knowledge production during the European Enlightenment.  In attestive witnessing, the languages of science mediates state-society relationships so citizens can hold the state accountable for its policies, and the state can justify its policies to citizens. In Singapore, the guardians of attestive witnessing are the state’s technoscientific elite, where knowledge produced specifically to forward the aims of the state are sanctioned, and those many citizens who are viewed as less meritocratic and untested are not seen as knowledgeable enough to participate in policy discussions, let alone generate independent knowledge.


4. Spaces for Activism in Singapore and Identifying the Gaps

In the context of discrediting citizen’s abilities to understand and act in their worlds, Left-leaning scholars have bemoaned the lack of vibrant civil societies and activist communities in Singapore (Y. Y. Teo, 2018). Uncovering the state metaphor of governing as gardening in the so-called “Garden City” (Nasir & Turner, 2013), governance is oriented towards creating the right admixture of persuasion and coercion in all aspects of life to cultivate a passive citizenry. Abdullah (Abdullah, 2020) writes how the People’s Action Party (PAP) has engaged in “democratic backsliding” since the 2011 elections. With respect to free speech, Singapore views the role of journalists as communicating the ideas of the state, rather than functioning as a watchdog to the state. And while the Singapore Constitution ensures the freedom of assembly and speech of all Singaporean citizens, it is within the regulatory ambit of the Singapore state to curtail such rights in the name of national security, public order and “common sense” morality, as evidenced by the existence of informal norms of “out-of-bound” (OB) markers, as well as formal policy mechanisms, such as the Protection against Online Falsehoods and Manipulations Act of 2019 (POFMA).
 
Adapted from golfing terminology to demarcate flagged areas where golfers are not permitted entry, OB-markers denote the blurred boundaries of what lies within and outside the confines of acceptable public discourse (Yang, 2002). Yet the boundaries of civil discussion on these topics—generally understood as relating to discussion on issues of race, religion, or government policy, such as capital punishment—are continuously shifting. “In some respects, the lack of explicit boundaries is in fact the genius of the government’s control. For the OB markers are not clearly defined until you cross them. The result has been a rigidly self-imposed censorship by journalists and editors attempting to avoid the invisible line” (Bokhorst-Heng, 2002). One of the more formal tools for enforcing public moral order is the Protection Against Online Falsehoods and Manipulations Act of 2019 (POFMA). POFMA was introduced to curb the spread of misinformation and “fake news” in online platforms, and as such, aims to “prevent the electronic communication in Singapore of false statements of fact, to suppress support for and counteract the effects of such communication, to safeguard against the use of online accounts for such communication and for information manipulation, to enable measures to be taken to enhance transparency of online political advertisements, and for related matters” (Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act 2019 - Singapore Statutes Online, n.d.). Still, the act has sparked controversy for its potential to curb free speech. Indeed, as of 2021 it was used 86 times, primarily at civil society activists and platforms, where it has ordered the targeted individual or news organization to issue a correction (K. X. Teo, 2021). POFMA has produced a chilling effect in civil society activism for policing the process of creating discourses less deferential to the state, and installing the PAP as the “ultimate fact-checker” (ibid). Atrophying these linchpins critical to nurturing activism—liberal education, free press, and freedom of assembly—have shifted the epistemic politics civil society, as will be discussed later in this section. 

4.1 	Activism through Art
Singapore is often thought to be populated by a passive citizenry, where ‘activism’ is considered a dirty word, particularly citizen mobilization that highlights inequities and social harms tacitly or intentionally perpetuated by the state. But this hollowing out of the civic space does not mean activism, especially around social justice, does not occur. In Singapore, like other East Asian nations, more liberal ideas of democracy and public participation have cultural resonance in imagining a more socially just and open society. Social justice oriented activism can be found in causes like anti-racism, LGBTQIA rights, climate action and environmentalism. Singaporean citizens still act outside state contexts, using modes such as alternative theatre (Chong, 2012), critique deflected as humor (Soh, 2020; Wee, 2013), and Instagram and Facebook to engage in queer and anti-racist activism (citations). The humanities, including art, theatre, music, and writing, have been critical sites of Singaporean activism (J. Luger, 2016; J. D. Luger, 2019; C. Ooi, 2010; C. S. Ooi, 2011). 

Scholars have observed how social justice activism through art has been long tolerated by the Singapore government, where the cosmopolitan cultural currency of art is seen as an externality of Singapore’s global positioning as an exemplar of governance. Ooi (2010) notes how Singapore’s desire to become a City of the Arts and attract global talent to foster a creative economy is tempered by the PAP’s discomfiture with the unruliness that creativity can bring. Yet, Geographers studying urban social movements have shown how the local to global art scene in Singapore is a space for critique (to a point) and community-building). Artists such as Juria Toramae (Juria Toramae on In-Between Spaces, Object-Oriented Thinking, and a Sense of Belonging — Object Lessons Space, n.d.) and Sim Chi Yin (CHIYIN, n.d.) have curated photographs to explore how people and nature navigate living in a constantly shifting centre that seems to leave little space for mourning what came before (Novak, 2022). Playwrights such as Alfian Sa’at and Neo Hai Bin have written plays such as Merdeka interrogating Singapore’s positive relationship to colonization, and its acrimony with Malaysia (Sa’at et al., 2022), even as their theatre troupe Wild Rice as well as other contrarian artists were defunded (Fern, 2017). Before its closure, the Substation fostered encounters between artistic, activist and political groups (J. Luger, 2016). The NTU Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore continues to host various art exhibits of radical feminist orientation, such as art inspired by the work of Donna Haraway (Vapour Islands, 2021). The activity by artists leading tours around Bukit Brown cemetery, a huge, forested swathe of land in Singapore with the largest Chinese cemetery slated for highway development, speaks to how low-key but impactful activism can gain momentum (Luger 2016). Nonetheless, artists, especially theatre groups seeking to engage audiences on issues of homosexuality, race and religion, frequently have funding cut by the National Arts Council, resulting in artists engaging in pervasive self-censorship and low risk-taking (C. S. Ooi, 2011). And some artistic protests are simply not tolerated. For example, Jolovan Wham, a civil rights activist drew a smiley face on a piece of cardboard and held it up in a police station to support two young climate activists who had been jailed for holding up signs. Wham was detained as well (Beech, 2020). This divestment leads to the fine arts pursuing merit—not through unruly or whimsical creativity or political commentary—but through market-driven commercialization. 

4.2	From Citizen Science to Citizen Social Science to Citizen Bureaucraft
While art has dominated the language of social justice advocacy, in surveying the landscape of the many CS initiatives in Singapore, one might arguably deduce that natural scientific knowledge generation has not emerged as a site for civic engagement for social justice, per se, even as it is a space for environmental knowledge production. A productive starting point for conceptualising the ecology of CS in Singapore is to grapple with what imaginaries of citizenship and knowledge production are being invoked in differing forms of activism, writ large, in authoritarian contexts. In taking the first part of the syllogism, “citizen,” Fa-Ti Fan and Shun-Ling Chen (2019) pursue the citizenship question of CS in the context of East Asia, observing that, “citizen science tends to glide over such concepts as state, citizen, and the public and to assume that the reader will understand what they mean” as it relies on a “commonsense” notion of participatory Western liberal democracy (181). They discuss four dominant ideas of citizenship found in he the wide ecology of CS practices. The first is citizenship as being part of a cosmopolitan scientific community when volunteers and professional scientists collaborate, such as in bird counting projects, or OtterWatch in Singapore (Kim 2020). The second is citizenship as nation-building through state projects like Operation Moonwatch during the cold war for people to track satellites, and in a contemporary example, Singapore’s participatory politics of TraceTogether contact tracing technologies (self-citation). The third model of CS invokes citizenship as moral and epistemic practice to showcase government and industry negligence and dereliction, and is tied to issues of undone science and social justice (Frickel et al., 2010; Hess, 2016; Kimura, 2021; Ottinger, 2013)). The final mode of CS is to use existing technologies and infrastructures to remodel and “shake up” existing establishments and institutions through cyberactivism and hacking. 

In Singapore, one often finds examples of the first and second modes of CS, but not the third or fourth. The reason for this, as I will argue in the case studies in Section 6, is that technology is guarded by an implicit “out-of-bounds” (OB) marker, as will be discussed and shown in the case studies in Section 6. In consultative authoritarianism, those seen as possessing necessary technoscientific expertise for policy discussions are enfolded into a polity of already tested, virtuous, meritocratic elite. There is little need to draw the dragnet wider to include other voices, because the state monopolizes the production, control and consumption of scientific knowledge, particularly that which is policy-relevant.
 
In the absence of CS, what one does see a profusion of is citizen social science (CSS). To support the observation that a limited ecology of CSS flourishes within the relative vacuum of critical CS activism requires examining the locus and constitution of social science through the Singaporean state. In Singapore, the social sciences, like demography, psychology and economics, humanities and journalism have played a constitutive role in producing knowledge both to buttress and critique the state. While Prime Minister Lee was skeptical of Western liberal democracy, he underscored the importance of Western science and technology to solve problems and create rational governance (C. Ooi, 2010). Yet, social scientists since the 1970s have gradually made a case for their relevance in public policy discussions, particularly in the domains of demography, and the effects of industrialization on families (Nasir, 2014). In recent years, social science studies have addressed issues as disparate as the ability of citizens to follow sustainability initiatives found in behavioral economics to sustaining the state in the face of low-population growth, from the uncertainties of social stability posed by migration to the challenges of multiculturalism. Nasir (2014) further argues that Singapore’s quest for high university rankings have furthered the quality of social scientific research, as universities began hiring those trained in American or British universities, and partnering with prestigious universities to found new (precarious) institutes of liberal higher education, such as the now-dissolved Yale-NUS. Such a quest for global recognition as an intellectual powerhouse has meant that the highly, quantitatively empiricist state has had to recognize and value those unruly disciplines such as sociology and anthropology, even as their methods of qualitative research and ethnography are suspicious, and easily dismissible (Teo 2021). Herein lies the paradox of knowledge production for activists: on one hand, with the state as ultimate fact-checker under POFMA, it can easily discount all citizen knowledge production as biased and untruthful, particularly knowledge produced through qualitative methods. On the other hand, these methods are the only ones available to critical elites as quantitative data is too often unavailable, or only so in aggregate form (Ang 2020). What emerges from this paradox is what I call “citizen bureaucraft.”

But one need to understand citizen social science (CSS) before arriving at citizen bureaucraft. CSS is a stepping stone to chronicling social justice activism which catalogues and communicates social ills and inequalities in Singapore. CSS methodologies have so far been described and critiqued for their instrumental success, whether for democratization (Jallad et al., 2022) and robustness (Purdam 2014). CSS has appeared in science communication and environmental studies scholarship as proscriptive, where CSS is supposed to facilitate knowledgeability and grassroots policy action about climate change (Albagli & Iwama, 2022; Kythreotis et al., 2019), raise awareness of social justice issues (Lorenz, 2020), open up participatory modes of social science that include the voices of marginalized communities (Albert et al., 2021; Burawoy, 2021), forge new relationships between academics and society (Housley et al., 2014), and build more transparent mental health care systems (Bonhoure et al., 2023; Pykett et al., 2020). As an object of classification scholars have studied how CSS extends the parameters of CS (Purdam, 2014). From a more critical perspective, CSS is charged with ignoring the sociomaterial needs and histories of engagement of communities intended as co-creators and partners of CSS (Kenens et al., 2020), and ethical dubiousness given the unequal power dynamics between researchers and citizens (Tauginienė et al., 2020, 2021), where volunteers are co-opted as mere data points instead of promoting active citizenship (Blacker et al., 2021), thus inviting CSS practitioners to co-create ethics of practice (Thomas et al., 2021).

While CSS is discussed in terms of the efficacy of methodologies to achieve a project’s goal, what is not broached is how epistemic strategies are shaped by a particular political culture, particularly in more autocratic settings. Following the discussion on the coproduction of CS by Strasser et al (2019), the knowledge ways and strategies that are produced by CSS are coproduced along with norms of citizenship and the state, itself. Rather than looking to natural science and its quantitative methodologies to communicate issues of social justice, citizen social scientists (or public sociologists) communicate social injustices, often through ethnographic and qualitiative methodologies. To understand how this might be, and to grapple with the modes of evidencing, expertise and data used by Singaporean citizen social scientists, I place CSS methodologies and knowledge production within the ambit of citizen bureaucraft. Following Fan and Chen (2019), the onto-epistemological category of ‘citizen’ (whether they are denizens such as permanent residents or migrants, or legal citizen) are differently refracted the lens of the administrative and legal state. In contexts where undone scientific knowledge is disavowed, an attention to bureaucraft highlights how citizens mobilize existing state-sanctioned knowledge in journalism, social science and public policy data to create bricolage representations of lived realities of injustice. The following section will turn to a categorization of citizen social science through bureaucraft in Singapore, with special attention to activities during the pandemic.

 5. Conceptualizing Citizen Bureaucraft and Citing the State

During the pandemic, the Singapore state quickly deployed timely information and risk communication of the coronavirus through frequent public service announcements, text messages, music videos, social media (Tam et al 2022). Early on, Singapore  “tapped the shoulder” of selected scientists who would be elevated to act as public liaison to communicate disease progression and risk (personal interview, Dale Fisher). Such “pandem-icons” (Joubert et al., 2023) like Dale Fisher gave approximately 1.5 interviews every day for over a year to news agencies, speaking of the latest research, information and containment strategies (personal interview, Dale Fisher). These chosen public experts would be the face of pandemic management. Yet, when experts stray from PAP-sanctioned information, they are swiftly corrected with POFMA. Paul Tambyah, chairman of an opposition Singapore Democratic Party-cum-international expert on infectious diseases, was issued with such a correction during the pandemic, which also happened to be an election year for the PAP. When he stated that the Ministry of Manpower discouraged migrants from being tested for COVID-19 without speaking to medical professionals, the government charged Tambyah with spreading misinformation and issued directives to news outlets carrying this news (Jayakumar et al., 2021). Indeed, POFMA was invoked not only for containing COVID-related misinformation, but also for silencing critique of the government during the pandemic (ibid).

STS demonstrates that facts are always socially constructed (Shapin & Schaffer, 1985), and that agreement upon facts is a “necessary political fiction” and precursor to the practice of liberal democracy (Ezrahi, 2012). When the state polices the production of some kinds of facts it perceives as threatening, those critical of the state must find creative ways to generate and legitimize new knowledge that highlights injustice. In Singapore, the quality of, and access, to publicly available data is uneven at best, where such data is heavily aggregated (Ang, 2020). A former Singapore studies colleague told me that being a quantitative social scientist in Singapore can be quite difficult as public institutions guard their data zealously, and access to data depends on networks and proximity to power. When the liberal democratic ideal of attestive witnessing through the shared lingua franca of data is absent (as it also is in Western nations), activists must fashion moral claims about societal ills through other means. Ethnographic and interview methodologies are widespread tools in building cases, but conveying rigor and validity to a quantitatively empiricist state is challenging (Y. Teo, 2021). 

Activists have thus learned to see like a state (Scott, 1998), by citing the state, as these kinds of evidentiary practices are least likely to be met with punitive repercussions. Such an evidentiary practice entails drawing on the state’s own corpus of knowledge, usually sourced from published journalism and videos uploaded to social media outlets, where such publications enjoy default legitimacy by virtue of its un-POFMA’d standing. Activists creatively build a case of injustice, whether it is of racism or the oppression of migrant workers, to fashion a mirror for the state. These practices can be called citizen bureaucraft in that it highlights how citizenship is being practiced and co-constituted through bureaucratic-epistemic relationships between differently-positioned subjects—elite activists, academics, migrant workers—vis-à-vis a non-monolithic state. Joshi and McCluskey (2018) have introduced “bureaucraft” to consider when and why public officials respond to public demands, where responses are provided to actors who seem legitimate, credible and trustworthy—which incidentally are qualities attributed to Singaporean elites, and even many academics. The authors state that bureaucraft refers to “the art of manoeuvring diplomatically within complex organisational and individual incentives that pervade state bureaucracies – in other words, the bureaucratic equivalent of statecraft” (Joshi and McCluskey 2018). When citizens are similarly engaging with a labyrinthine state with different organizational and incentive structures, but doing so using implicitly-sanctioned knowledge sourced from the state’s own bureaucratic-journalistic complex, they are engaging in citizen bureaucraft. In the next sections, I provide case studies from Singaporean activism during the pandemic to show how citizen bureaucraft is being used by different actors to see ‘what will stick’ and penetrate the carapace of the state.


6. 	Social Justice-oriented Citizen Bureaucraft

6.1	Translating the State
When news broke of how hard the migrant dormitories were being hit by COVID-19, Sudesna Roy Chowdhury, a professional doctor-cum-dancer, began mobilizing Bengali speakers in Singapore to translate hygiene practices and information about the coronavirus being distribute by the health ministries. I, too, rushed to join in the effort on WhatsApp groups, but soon found that there were important differences in Bengali dialects (I speak Bengali of West Bengal, but not in Bangladesh). On WhatsApp, there would be a call for translating a document, or acting as a translator for a Bangladeshi migrant worker, and several people would respond to the requests. Over 100 Bengali speakers joined to help migrant workers, which culminated in the site TranlateFor.sg. What started as a group to help translate medical professionals for migrant workers turned into a one-stop shop for government officials and state health workers to secure translation help for informed consent forms for clinical trials, crowd-funding for individual workers facing various crises, translation of the legal rights of workers for pro-bono lawyers, securing food for Muslim holidays, advertising poetry contests and musical performances to raise the spirits of migrant workers, and voice-over and video editing of numerous government initiatives, which included everything from how to use Zoom to how to use TraceTogether token for contact tracing.

All of these activities fall within the realm of translating the state, and in doing so, becoming an ad hoc part of the administrative arm of the Singapore government. The data, straight from the Health Ministry, requires no interpretation or bricolage. These efforts could be classified not so much as practicing citizenship, but more crossing the blurry divide between the state and citizens to becoming a legible and authoritative member of the state. Like journalists who are supposed to merely communicate the state’s policies to the citizens and other residents of Singapore, Chowdhury and her mobilized citizens practiced citizenship to mean becoming part of the state’s administration to communicate state policy and recommendations to migrant workers. Such activism was discursively apolitical and therefore received with large-scale approval—there is no attempt to generate new knowledge, but rather translate received wisdom for marginal subjects who would be brought into the fold of the Singaporean body politic as new, knowing subjects. Indeed, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong frequently referred to migrant workers as “brothers” whose welfare needed safeguarding (citation). In working to advance the state’s mission, elites like medical professionals did not overtly critique the migrant blindspot of the state, but their work could be couched into the discourse of morally upstanding Singaporeans who are “doing their part” in the face of a pandemic, even one that manufactured undue risk burdens onto vulnerable migrant worker groups by quarantining them in small, cramped spaces where practicing hygiene was challenging at best. While Singapore is considered a low-trust society, it is important to see that the primarily Chinese Singapore government did not fact-check translations or subject it to POFMA. The translation mobilization was a true democratic moment in the view of the Singaporean state, where self-appointed individuals banded together to buoy the nation and gently push away icebergs that could delegitimize the state’s exemplary response to the pandemic.

6.2	 Academic and journalistic social science communication 
In Singapore, public sociology has emerged as a locus of tentative activism by Singaporean academics, many of whom were trained abroad. Teo You Yenn (2021) speaks of the challenges of publicly-facing sociology that critiques the state, where individuals have to take great personal risk (being denied tenure, blacklisted etc) while maintaining legitimacy as a professional social scientist, and also publicly-relevant create knowledge—often with partners in the arts and humanities, as well as state-sanguine NGOs like those for migrant workers (HOME) and women (AWARE). Such public sociology is often ethnographic, due to the lack of availability of data, which can be easily dismissed by a quantitatively empiricist state (Nasir, 2014). Still, raising awareness and producing knowledge about social justice has traversed academic and activist spaces, where elite, activist scholarship and writing has taken root. While Singapore ostensibly has low freedom, the independent publishing scene in Singapore is quite vibrant, particularly through the work of the independent publisher, Ethos Books. Established in 1997, Ethos Books has been a widely-recognized actor in in communicating social justice oriented social science for wider audiences, and public sociology more broadly. It has published humanistic and social scientific work from elite academics, activists and journalists, such as sociologist Teo You Yenn writing on sensitive topics of socioeconomic stratification (This is What Inequality Looks Like), independent journalist Kirsten Han writing on activism on issues such as the death penalty (The Singapore I Recognize), or the recent excellent compendium of essays investigating nature-culture in Singapore (Eating Chilli Crab in the Anthropocene). 

In academic venues, public sociologists such as Zainal and Abdullah (2021) have critiqued the racial superstructure of the Singapore state and invoked “Chinese privilege,” and debates have been taken up by broader publics. Other scholarship for general audiences is published in Academia.SG, a clearinghouse of Singapore-related public scholarship led by a group of Singaporean scholars, one of whom was Teo You Yenn. Such excellent knowledge production runs counter to the hegemonic state, and relies on establishing methodology, particularly for public sociology, as opposed to humanistic disciplines, to make a case for the facticity of their work. Crucially, in This is What Inequality Looks Like, Teo (2018) devotes an appendix to her ethnographic data, “This is What Data Looks Like,” to defend the construction of this reality to an quantitatively empiricist state and imagined public who could dismiss her claims. She writes, “I include it [the appendix] even though it is not a book for academics…because understanding how knowledge is produced matters. Knowing how questions are crafted, how data is collected, how people who use data use it—these are important skills in the contemporary world, and a crucial precondition to building a democratic public.” While Teo is implicitly speaking of the importance of Ezrahi’s “attestive witnesses” (1990) whereby citizens and the states have forged a common data grammar to hold one another accountable, the methodology appendix can also be read as an important expression of investing ‘alternative’ data collection and analysis with expertise for an uncomprehending state. 

While much focus on justice oriented public sociology has focused on social stratification, and even less on issues of race, until recently, very few have articulated the role of science and technology in exacerbating inequities and perpetuating social injustices. Singaporeans have certainly drawn attention to environmental destruction for nation-building. Citizen engagement around climate and the environment shows that the ever-optimizing, efficient and managerial state, in its policy and political omniscience, has not foreseen and managed all possible unintended consequences of a scientized and technological society. The recent volume, Eating Chilli Crab in the Anthropocene (, documents groups fighting habitat loss of various native animals, with some charismatic fauna, like otters, being privileged over others (Kim, 2022),  aggressive “land reclamation” to expand Singapore’s territory at significant ecological and social cost (Novak, 2022; Powell, 2021), the consequences of living with native “invasive” species like Javnese mynahs (J. H. Lee, 2022).  

Yet critiques of the materiality of technology itself, rather than its socio-ecological effects have eluded criticism. In the absence of any citizen-driven projects around science and technology, it can be argued that science and technology are guarded by an implicit OB marker. Science and technology, contained within the purview of elite technocrats governing a hyper-modernist state, are seen as beyond the deliberative capacities of everyday Singaporeans—after all, being able to hail cabs, easy check-outs that bulk scan shopping bins, and air travel through Singapore’s vaunted Changi International Airport, are the very conveniences implicitly stipulated in the Singaporean social contract. Indeed, instances of any kind of activism has been confined mainly to the vocabulary of convenience. When Singapore’s Mass Rapid Transport (MRT) trains were not working 2011, Singaporeans felt justified in using humour and righteous indignation against the state (Wee, 2013). Most recently, some citizens created a petition to stop using the TraceTogether contact tracing app for privacy concerns, but this was disbanded after having Facebook conversations about it with the Smart Nation minister, Vivian Balakrishnan (self-citation). Interestingly, several citizens wished for more convenience by having facial recognition technology be used for their financial transactions, transit card, TraceTogether, and other conveniences (#TraceTogether May Be the World’s Most... - Vivian Balakrishnan | Facebook, n.d.)! 

How then might one approach public sociology around issues of social justice and technology? Social science communication around technology during the pandemic shows a stark difference in citizen bureaucraft when comparing the role of foreign and Singaporean academics: Foreign academics have a degree of freedom to not be bound by methodology as their Singaporean counterparts. During the pandemic period, foreign academics at Nanyang Technological University, including this author, wrote Op-Eds about the sociopolitical implications of the Smart Nation (self-citation), mandatory contact tracing through the TraceTogether app (self-citation) and the wearable dongle (self-citation). The authors were arguing for more transparent and participatory technology governance processes around surveillance in Singapore, noting the Facebook Q&A sessions taking place between the Ministry of the Smart Nation and the public. We attempted to publish the first of these commentaries to contribute to the ongoing discussions on whether to make contact tracing mandatory in The Straits Times. But when the winds changed and the state decided to pursue that imperative, as our piece disagreed with the state, it was pulled at the last minute from publication. We have since published our Op-Eds in Academia.SG. Together, these commentaries, evidenced by journalistic pieces published in Singapore, were taken up and circulated by activist communities, and also succeeded in being integrated (without acknowledgement) into the verbiage of the Smart Nation mission by the state. One Op-Ed even won an award from the “Stories of a Pandemic” project (Awards | X (History) and Y (Sociology) Wins Prize for Pandemic Commentary, n.d.) sanctioned by the Deputy Prime Minister (syafiqah_ikhbal, 2021). While these pieces informed broader commentary, we were also foreign academics—the censorship I might receive would likely have come later, such as having troubles getting tenure, as other “trouble-making” colleagues faced.

In contrast, one can consider the citizen social science of the Centre for AI and Data Governance (CAIDG) at the Singapore Management University, led by a British director, but overseeing largely Singaporean researchers. Rather than writing personal Op-Eds, the researchers conducted careful and methodologically defensive work to highlight the discriminatory effects of COVID-19 surveillance technologies on vulnerable groups, including migrant workers and the elderly, in Singapore, India, and the UK in their book, The Vulnerability Project: The Impact of COVID-19 on Vulnerable Groups (Findlay et al., 2021). Noting the sensitivity of broaching the subject of vulnerability in Singapore, particularly when migrant workers were high risk vectors in transmitting infection, but not in catching it, Findlay carefully warded off likely criticisms of the research (that the evidence was not causal but correlational, and personal), by taking comprehensive approach to making transparent how they came to their conclusions—how they treated evidence, theory and removed their own personal biases—and importantly, how they have no intention of laying blame on any government bodies. He writes:
“The information used is based on secondary or third-hand commentary and in some instances presented without contrary opinion, or the benefit of more objective confirmation. Again, this comment can have weight. In stating the obvious, researching and writing on topics like this as a global pandemic raged, and pressures of time for policy relevance prevailed, the research team did not have the luxury of original empirical work, or often for cross-referencing qualitative sources. Even so, strenuous efforts were made to avoid sensation, bias, polemic, and information originating from compromised or questionable sources. Wherever possible the original references for material used are provided and where they are not we have operated on fair-use conventions.”
Such instances where the audience is not only the wider public, but equally a critical state, citizen bureaucraft is a project of depoliticizing methodology—to render it less arbitrary and personal so the authors can examine vulnerability as legitimate fact finding, without facing POFMA charges. There is a sense that the citizen bureaucraft of the foreign academics can act as lone wolves, and thus singularly bear risk burdens at some unnamed future time. But for Singaporeans, the risks can be more immediate and have broader repercussion. Academia.SG published a study speaking of diminished academic freedoms in universities, both opaque and overt practices of censorship in academic career advancement, and of self-censorship amongst academics (George et al., 2023)—phenomena that are even more acute in light of the Foreign Interference (Countermeasures) Act that can find seditious any activity 
“‘directed towards a political end in Singapore’, including attempts to influence views on matters ‘that have become the subject of a political debate in Singapore’” (ibid). For transitory foreign academics who end up leaving Singapore (Chou, 2021), the risks borne of public engagement critical of the state are lessor than Singaporeans who must stay in the country.

The norms of careful evidencing and methodology intimately ties into expressions and practices of elitism in citizen bureaucraft. One practice that unites all elite citizen bureaucraft in foreign and Singaporean academia and journalism is civility. There is no room for anger, justifiable thought it maybe, as incivility swiftly erodes the precarious credibility of elites in oppositional stances to the state. Indeed, when young people violate the bounds of civility, elites express frustration that they have not done their due diligence of reading widely, or of simply being political without respecting a heavy corpus of scholarship, and thus of having a less valid place from where to speak. For example, when strident young people expressed anger about the cautious way racism was discussed in an open panel, academics were disturbed by the incivility and anger of their critiques and wished the young would educate themselves better. In other words, they have not been tested in the public arena enough. Such frustrations implicate deeper questions of representation in Singaporean citizen bureaucraft. Citizen science in the Western context generally valorizes the ability of marginalized groups to participate in democratic processes holistically through their voices, bodies and their production of undone science (Ottinger, 2016). In the soft authoritarian context of Singapore, elite vanguards in academia, journalism, and NGOs—all of which are in intimately tied to the state—represent vulnerable communities, including the vocal youth who have experienced discrimination, as well as migrant workers, through their public-facing scholarship constituted through the evidentiary processes of citizen bureaucraft. Such practices inadvertently reproduce the governance model of the Confucian state, where public intellectuals maintain their authority vis-à-vis the preservation of an elitist instantiation of citizenship as moral leaders who are calling the state to uphold its on standards of virtuous deliberation. 

6.3 	Unruly Singaporeans 
Several prominent public personalities are not so content to allow academics to be their vanguards. In 2019, Mediacorp, Singapore’s public broadcaster, created an advertisement for an e-pay app featuring an ethnically Chinese actor who darkened his face to appear brown (Stambaugh, 2019), and whose lanyard gave the name ‘K. Muthusamy.’ While the Media Development Authority stated the ad was done in ‘poor taste,’ the ad sparked widespread critique in Singaporean social media, which culminated in brother and sister rap artists, Subhas Nair and Preetipls, parodying this ad in a music video set to Iggy Azalea’s “F*** it up’ (Velayutham & Somaiah, 2022). Their harsh portrayal of Chinese racism against minorities led to police reports being filed against them, and a conditional two-year warning for the siblings (Saleem, 2023). An exchange of standard apology for the e-pay provider, and a satirical apology, and then finally a formal apology (ibid). For a while, the only site the video was available was in PornHub. A couple of years later, the siblings revamped their video by calling in “Buck it Up,” and instead of a food court, the siblings created a video that had excerpts, screenshots, and uploaded social media videos of everyday racism, to point to how these are not just casual, interpersonal issues, but instead were systemic and rampant in society. This strategy of flooding a music video with recognizably documented—and un-POFMA’d—instances of racism in Singapore can be read as a creative social scientific literature review for research, and thus a practice of citizen bureaucraft. Still, in July of this year, Subhas Nair was deemed to have violated his two-year conditional warning when he stated that the Singaporean Police Force unfairly targets minority communities. He was charged with disrupting racial harmony and sentenced to serve 6 weeks in jail (ibid). Such a response from the state shows that antagonistic form of communication that flout all conventions of civil and respectful dialog experience citizenship as bearing the coercive power of the state.

6.4 	Ignored by the State: Migrant Mutual Aid’s Migrant Death Map
During the pandemic, Subhas Nair and Sudesna Roy Chowdhury, began a venture that neither had embarked on before—they began an NGO, Migrant Mutual Aid. While Singapore has a few NGOs devoted to migrant worker causes, like Humanitarian Organization for Migrant Economics (HOME), Its Raining Raincoats, and Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), Nair and Chowdhury wanted to develop an organization not reliant on funding from the state or other organizations. Chowdhury spoke of the fear of getting co-opted by other vested interests that do not succeed in actually helping migrant workers (personal interview, Chowdhury). Migrant Mutual Aid also wrote about the disillusionment when “civil society language is intentionally co-opted by state actors.” Instead, they built an online platform that would “facilitate the redistribution of resources from Singaporeans to the migrant community” (Migrant Mutual Aid SG – Migrant Mutual Aid SG, n.d.). They see themselves as facilitators instead of ‘middlemen’ who connect individual Singaporean donors to migrant workers in need. Speaking directly to the question of representation, they state that they “do not speak on behalf of migrant workers,” but instead “amplify their voices and make sure help goes directly to those who need it.” 

In conjunction with the Migrant Mutual Aid effort, other activists have painstakingly developed the Migrant Death Map. The map was inspired by a similar initiative in India called the Migrant Workers’ Resistance Map documenting protests by migrant workers across India during the pandemic (migrant worker’s resistance map). The creators of the Migrant Death Map write powerfully about the need to produce such a map for Singapore, quoted here at length: 
“At the crux of the Migrant Death Map are questions about the archival, truth and memory: Who archives? Who is archived? What belies data and what is true? How does the state and various arms of the media amplify some stories and silence others?” These are issues that need meaningful reckoning with. Migrant workers have blurred into our landscape through the normalisation of unacceptable things: from the transportation of human beings like cargo, to the ubiquity of domestic worker abuse. None of these things are normal, and none of them are inherently invisible. The lack of regulatory practices tend to be justified by appeals to economic constraints and attractiveness to a global market; this rhetoric depersonalises and depoliticizes such issues, positioning them as forgone conclusions, beyond our scope of visibility and ethical responsibility. But as citizens we have the power and duty to do and demand better. Migrant deaths and the conditions surrounding it must no longer be concealed behind massive sound barrier canvases on construction sites, the confinement of domestic workers to their workplaces (some of which are abusive homes), the lack of meaningful oversight by the Ministry of Manpower (MOM), biassed reporting by state-controlled media, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) that treat symptoms instead of problems, or parliamentarians who extend platitudes and goodie bags for photo opportunities” (Note from Our Team, n.d.)
Creating this map meant practicing citizen bureaucraft. Through the migrant death map visualization, the team was able to make a powerful case against the common practice of transporting workers to construction sites in overcrowded, open-air lorries often driven by workers who have been driving from 13-16 hours (Lorry Accidents, n.d.). They have also brought attention to the normality of unsafe workplaces, rampant maid abuse, inaccessible healthcare and widespread mental health challenges. 

To read the Migrant Death Map as an artifact of citizen bureaucraft is to understand how, like a snake eating its own tail, the team fed the state to itself. Creating a visual and geographic narrative of Singaporeans proximity to violence required creating an aggregate data set from the seemingly isolated incidences shown in the news. The articles they gleaned came from the repository of national memory, the National Library archive, as well as the reports published by the Ministry of Manpower’s Workplace Safety and Health Reports available online and in physical versions. The team apprised this article’s author of their painstaking methodology of creating PDFs of migrant death and abuse from publicly available articles. At first the author could not comprehend why such a slow process is necessary—surely the government collects and publishes such statistics. But a conversation with a Singaporean colleague revealed this to not be the case. The team pored over 1000 articles to read about the violence and spilt blood obscured in the sanitized hyper-modern story of Singaporean nation-building. In their methodology, they speak of how often they encounter the words “reportedly” and “allegedly” that signal the unverifiability, hence veracity, of claims. The authors write they are trying to transcend the unverifiable and evoke the emotional. They write, “Our hope is that these stories can expand beyond the limits of fact and evidence to encompass the realities of the “unverifiable”. The inflection in a voice, the raised hair on the back of a neck, a scrunched forehead, an unsteady hand—all truths”. Their dataset has been made publicly available under a Creative Commons License (Methodology, n.d.). As such, the team aspires towards a form of attestive citizenship imagined to exist in liberal democracies, where the team asks the state to do better and adhere to its own moral code. Thus far, unlike the praise heaped on Sudesna Roy Chowdhury for her translation mobilization, the state has ignored the migrant death map—but they are surely watching.

7.	Conclusions

To explain the practice of citizen bureaucraft, as opposed to CS in autocratic contexts, I have engaged argueed that soft authoritarian contexts in East Asia have different conceptualizations and practices of both citizenship and knowledge production counter to the implicit liberal democratic understandings of CS. I follow Fan and Chen (2020) to show that the antagonistically democratic force of justice-oriented CS is absent in Singapore. Yet, in drawing on literature on the historical role of social science for and on the state, I argue that the recent phrase of “citizen social science” is more useful in characterizing the types of knowledge production engaged by social justice activists. Furthermore, I argue, their social scientific methodologies are not idiosyncratic, but rather reflect a broader pattern of ‘citing the state’ to make moral claims and avoiding censure. 

The social theoretical insight that emerges from an attention to citizen bureaucraft is that Jacques Derrida’s (2005) conception “the democracy to come” (la démocratie à venir) can be inverted to (l'autocratie à venir) “the autocracy to come,” where the latter is grounded as a governing logic that comes in seemingly non-uniform ways to different actors. The threat of sanctions, repercussions and jail is ever-present, and differing forms of CSS allows individuals and collectives to assert their agency through citizen bureaucraft by (mostly) managing to avoid punishment. Discussing how the ecology of social-justice oriented CS communication responds to and is shaped by the promise of future authoritarianism to take place of the “soft democratic” present underscores how Singapore constructs citizenship as a gift and privilege, as opposed to a right, that can be taken away at any time at some future, authoritarian time for elites, even as they are immediately taken away from others.
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