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Dear Readers, 
 
It is with great pride that I introduce the second issue of our 3rd Volume of The Lens Journal. Each edition is a 
testament to the ever-expanding boundaries of student thought, and this one is no different. The papers in this 
issue dive into timely, complex, and often deeply human questions—from the way we perceive stress in academic 
life, to how we care for children battling leukemia, to the treatment of migrant workers, and the tension between 
economic nationalism and globalism. 
 
In a world that often demands quick answers, these students chose to pause, question, and investigate. Their work 
reminds us that young voices—when given the space—do not shy away from nuance or responsibility. They lean 
in. 
 
We invite you to engage with this issue not just as readers, but as fellow thinkers. May you be stirred by the 
compassion, insight, and intellectual boldness of these writers, and may their work encourage you to look more 
closely at the world around you. 
 
 
Warm Regards, 
 

 
Michel Sherif 
Editor, The Lens Journal 
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Economic Nationalism and Globalism  
 
Alya Bustari 
 

 
 
At the end of the Triassic period, Earth’s continents were fused into a single significant landmass – Pangea. Continental 
drift has since separated the supercontinent. In many ways, global politics mimics this motion, drifting away from a world 
whereby humanity can share a common planetary existence. In its place, Nationalism and a focus on division over 
connection has emerged. But we are still part of One Earth. 
 
That idea, at the heart of globalism, suggests that cooperation, connection, and interdependence should guide international 
endeavours. Albeit globalism’s prevalence, the rise of economic nationalism illustrates conflicting opinions amongst 
people. Nationalists want protection, control, and the reassurance of prioritising their own country. As globalisation 
continues to shape how economies function, doubt surrounds a pressing question: can these two forces - nationalism and 
globalism - peacefully coexist, or are they fundamentally at odds? 
 
According to Anderson (1991), a nation is “an imagined political community… because the members of even the smallest 
nations will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives an 
image of their community.” (p. 6). However, Tamir ‘The Origins of Nationalism’ (1995) points out that a nation cannot be 
purely imaginary due to shared feelings or perceptions caused by a variety of factors including, but not limited to, 
language, law, religion, land and history. Tamir further recognises that these factors may segregate groups, an example 
given being the Isreali-Palestinian conflict. Both groups share history and land, however unlike nations that have bonded 
over the common grounds, the tension has escalated into a war. These shared factors may conflict one another and thus 
instead of bonding identity, it causes separation, culminating in shared feelings and perceptions which transpire into 
collective beliefs and exclusively collectivise a group into a nation. In continuity, these beliefs evolve into action and 
policy, and when these actions are based on the collective feelings of its people, nationalism has set afoot. 
  
Nationalism originated in ancient Rome (Obstfeld, 2021), with modern nationalism being associated with the Revolution 
of the United States (1765-1783) and France (1789-1799) (Kohn, 1939). Both revolutions solidified a historical legacy 
that has developed their national culture over time (Lieven, 2005).  Famously, Napoleon Bonaparte is known to have 
played a key part in the transfer of nationalism around Europe (Lyons, 1994). As economic ventures grow in 
contemporary society, a business that accesses global resources benefits from comparative advantages increasing 
productivity and profit. Another catalyst of globalisation is innovators in technology which have contributed 40% of 
global productivity growth from 2004-2014 (Aslam et al., 2018), elucidating the extensive impact technology has amassed 
internationally. Notwithstanding the fear that homogenisation of culture caused by phantom neo-colonialism purges 
cultural diversity (Berry, 2008). Therefore, we must consider the multi-faceted attributes of globalism in context with 
those of nationalism.  
          ​  
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Nationalism’s dominant impact on the global economy is showcased through trade wars. According to Itakura (2020) the 
repercussions of the ongoing US-China Trade War, a large percentile caused by the tariffs that began in 2018, have cost 
China over 1.41% of its GDP and over 1.35% of US GDP. The Trade War is an example of nationalism restricting a state's 
ability to be global by limiting trade relations between countries of the opposing party. As the countries trade at higher 
costs, both lose competitive price advantages, decreasing their platform in the global market as the refusal to co-operate 
continues to the detriment of both States. According to Fajgelbaum et al., (2021) countries such as Vietnam, Thailand, 
Korea, and Mexico have taken advantage of the Trade War to increase their trade and strength of their product markets. 
Whilst the US and China are using their nationalist beliefs against one another, countries such as Vietnam are taking the 
opportunity to enhance national economic interests, and as a result become more global. Thereby highlighting that 
Nationalism may harm a nation, and that when acts of nationalism support globalism, the outcome can be economically 
beneficial.  
 
Global initiatives have been perceived to contradict the interests of a nation, including the global initiative climate action 
of the Sustainable Development Goals. According to Abas et al., (2015), 39.5 Gigatons of carbon dioxide emissions are 
released annually to meet the global energy demand of more than 12 billion tons of oil equivalent per annum. This 
depletion of and overdependence in finite resources will cause food, water and security crises (Friedrichs, 2010; Sorrell, et 
al., 2010), risking another sustainable development goal - zero hunger. Fossil fuels fill 81% of primary energy demand 
(Welsby et al., 2021), this engenders the prediction that oil and gas production will have to decrease globally by at least 
3% per annum by 2050 to meet climate preservation goals. A nation would seek to have a strong economy to provide a 
higher standard of living to its people, some achieve this by utilising fossil fuels. In Europe, 10 countries, such as the 
United Kingdom and Germany, present values of fossil fuel use of higher than 80% (Martins et al., 2018).  In 2024, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2023) released that exports of goods credits rose by 1.7% to $789 million and listed the 
main driving factor as coal. In climate preservation and economic nationalism, countries find themselves at a conflict of 
interests, making global progress difficult due to the lack of coherency, further segregating the world by promoting 
self-interest to gain a competitive advantage over countries abiding to climate goals.   
  
It is, however, possible for both globalisation and nationalism to both benefit economically. Countries that interact in 
global trade are more economically developed than less active nations, after all a country grows from their exports. 
Between 1988 and 1997 Singapore had a GDP increase of 2.67 times, comparable to that of Hong Kong's. Singapore is 
now recognised as the most free-market economy in the world - in other words, Singapore has low restrictions, allowing 
its people to be globally resourceful. Singapore's GDP per capita in 2022 was US$82,807.6, the US’s was US$76,329.6, 
and Yemen’s was US$650.3 (The World Bank, 2024). Both Singapore and the US are countries that are heavily involved 
in global trade, allowing their GDP per capita to be larger than Yemen, a country not able to do so due to the current civil 
war. Ergo, demonstrating that countries' interests to increase the scale of their economy is allowing countries to become 
more global. Moreover, countries can form trade relations as another way of being global. In less than 10 months in 2023, 
China had exported $81.5 billion in goods to Russia. Notably, this is more than the total export to Russia in the entirety of 
2022. Rising by 13%, Chinese imports of Russian goods have further increased. Ergo, trade allows for both nationalism in 
strengthening your national economy and may make a country more global.  
  
Increasing expectations of commercial image, and the evolving trend of transparency in business practices have made 
sustainability in business the epitome of importance (Laszlo & Zhexembayeva, 2011). An unsustainable business both in 
terms of humane and environmentalist practices may gain a negative reputation from consumers, the media, stakeholders, 
employees, or even potential and current business partners. British Petroleum Plc’s (BP’s) oil drilling rig disaster in the 
gulf of Mexico in 2010 (Arora & Lodhia, 2017) resulted in the death of 11 workers and tarnished BP's reputation, losing 
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almost 25% of its market value and $40 billion in costs relating to recovery and cleanup. Many consumers calm their 
conscience of knowing about issues such as climate destruction by buying products that seem to promote or help solve 
issues, such as preservation of the environment. Bryson & Lombardi (2009) have studied two property development 
companies that have focused on sustainability and have in depth listed the many benefits that such a business model has 
brought to them. Global initiatives can be considered an entrepreneurial opportunity for nations to gain the upper hand and 
progress their nations economic standing.  
  
It is not difficult to describe these ideologies as diverse, both in juxtaposition to one another and perceptions within 
themselves. A nation finds success in its own sovereignty and power whereas globalism collectivises the world, leaving 
some nations with less autonomy. Focusing on nationalism in itself can cause conflict between nations, as highlighted by 
the Trade War between the US and China. However, global initiatives, including climate action may contradict a nation’s 
interest resulting in a nation undermining global interests and hindering progress. Nonetheless, global trade benefits the 
economies of countries, showcasing a beneficial partnership between nationalism and globalism. Finally, sustainability is 
crucial for business due to evolving expectations and transparency trends. Companies embracing sustainability gain 
positive reputations and potential economic advantages.  
  
The perception of national and global interests within society have the capacity to evolve to be a more harmonious 
coexistence of Nationalism and Globalism. Nonetheless, climate action being against a nation's interests should not be the 
case. If the changing consumer attitude is properly understood, it can be concluded that environmentalism is an 
entrepreneurial opportunity that allows businesses to profit over their sustainability or efforts towards solving global 
issues. Moreover, countries that retreat from globalisation or participate in economic conflict against one another only 
cause themselves more harm, a result that is inconsistent with their national interests.  
  
We must remember that we are all a part of the Same Earth. A country, in essence, is a jigsaw puzzle that Globalisation 
places and eventually soldiers into a cohesive picture. Globalism will naturally occur to improve efficiency in resource 
allocation, whilst overly adversarial competition wastes resources that would be better allocated by working together, 
illustrating that instead of binary oppositions, we must learn to abridge our interests. What increases business profitability 
or allows countries to gain a competitive advantage will be the resourcefulness emerging from utilising collective 
advantages. Henceforth, Globalisation and Nationalism are most effective in cooperation without conflict, connecting 
humanity beyond borders in a shared planetary existence. 
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Abstract 
This research paper examines the treatment of migrant workers in Singapore, pointing to a pressing issue seen by labor 
exploitation, poor living conditions, and inadequate legal protections and policies. Migrant workers, primarily from 
countries like Bangladesh, India, and Myanmar, form the majority of Singapore's construction and domestic sectors. 
However, their contributions are often overshadowed by the challenges they face, including wage theft, unsafe work 
environments, and limited access to healthcare and basic rights. 
 
To explore this issue, I utilized a mixed-method approach combining secondary sources such as online journals, news 
reports, and academic research papers with primary data from in-person interviews conducted with migrant workers, 
activists, and labor rights organizations. This method of research enabled a deeper understanding of the systematic issues 
backed by reports and statistics, and personal experiences of the workers. 
 
A noticeable gap between Singapore’s progressive economic sector and the treatment of its migrant workforce was 
revealed. Despite the construction of legal frameworks, enforcement remains weak, leading to continued exploitation. 
Interviewees shared personal stories of mistreatment, while activists pointed to systemic flaws in labor policies. 
 
This research concludes that change requires stronger labor law enforcement, improved living conditions, and greater 
efforts towards social integration to protect migrant workers' rights. These changes are crucial to ensuring fair treatment 
and safeguarding human dignity in Singapore’s workforce. 
 
Keywords: migrant workers, exploitation, discrimination, marginalization, social integration, social isolation, systemic 
issues, singapore 
 

 
 
I. Introduction 
Migrant workers play a crucial role in Singapore’s economic development, particularly in the construction, domestic 
work, and manufacturing sectors. These workers, primarily from neighboring countries like Bangladesh, India, and 
Myanmar, often leave their home countries in search of better opportunities. However, behind Singapore’s image as a 
global economic hub lies the darker reality of systemic mistreatment and exploitation of these workers. Many migrant 
workers face long working hours, delayed or unpaid wages, cramped living conditions, and inadequate access to 
healthcare. The COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, exposed the vulnerabilities of this marginalized group, highlighting 
the need for a deeper understanding of their lived experiences and the systemic issues they face. 
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Despite existing legal frameworks that aim to protect worker rights, numerous reports and research studies suggest that 
enforcement remains weak, leaving migrant workers in precarious situations. While much has been written about the 
economic contributions of migrant workers in Singapore, there is a significant knowledge gap regarding their experiences 
and the everyday challenges they face. This gap limits stronger, structured policy reforms and public awareness of the 
issues. 
 
This research paper seeks to address the question of “What is the migrant workers' experience in Singapore and the 
underlying systemic causes of this experience”. The goal of this study is to examine the lived experiences of migrant 
workers, assess the efficacy of existing labor laws and policies, and propose solutions that could ensure fair treatment and 
protection of workers’ rights. Through a combination of secondary research and primary data collected from interviews 
and surveys, the study aims to uncover key factors contributing to the experiences of migrant workers in Singapore and 
offer recommendations for improving their conditions. 
 
II. Literature Review 
The mistreatment of migrant workers in Singapore has been a topic of growing concern in recent years, with researchers, 
activists, and organizations highlighting the various challenges these workers face. The literature primarily examines labor 
exploitation, systemic inequities, and the socio-economic factors contributing to the mistreatment of this marginalized 
group. 
 
Many studies review labor exploitation of migrant workers in Singapore. Research by Pooie (2022),  emphasizes that 
migrant workers in Singapore are often subjected to exploitative working conditions, including long hours and low wages. 
Despite contractual agreements, instances of wage theft and delayed payments are widespread, as highlighted in a study 
by Home (2024). Furthermore, poor workplace safety standards, particularly in the construction industry, exacerbate their 
vulnerability. According to Unsafe workplaces (2021), the incidence of workplace injuries among migrant workers 
remains disproportionately high compared to local employees, underscoring systemic neglect. 
 
The issue of inadequate housing and poor living conditions is another recurring theme in the literature reviewed. Research 
by Ng (2023) reveals that many migrant workers are housed in overcrowded dormitories with insufficient access to 
sanitation, privacy, and recreational facilities. During the COVID-19 pandemic, these conditions became particularly 
problematic, with dormitories serving as epicenters of infection. Ng highlights the roles of such conditions in exacerbating 
physical and mental health risks for migrant workers. 
 
When it comes to legal and policy gaps, several studies point to the limitations of Singapore's legal framework in 
protecting migrant workers. While the Employment of Foreign Manpower Act provides basic rights, enforcement is often 
inconsistent, as noted by Wham (2014). Employers and agents frequently exploit loopholes, leaving workers with limited 
legal recourse. An article by Goh (2021) argues that the dependency of workers on their employers for visa sponsorship 
creates a power imbalance, rendering them vulnerable to abuse. 
 
Beyond economic and legal aspects, the literature also explores socio-cultural factors. For instance, ILO (2020) research 
highlights how negative public perceptions of migrant workers reinforce discriminatory attitudes and justify their 
marginalization. Public narratives often depict these workers as economic burdens rather than contributors to Singapore’s 
growth, further entrenching systemic inequities. 
 
While these studies provide valuable insights, there is limited research on the lived experiences of migrant workers from 
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their perspectives, particularly through qualitative methods such as interviews. Additionally, few studies offer practical, 
policy-oriented solutions to address the systemic challenges these workers face. This paper seeks to bridge this gap by 
combining secondary research with primary data to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the issue and to 
propose actionable recommendations for reform. 
 
III. Methods 
3.1 Study Design 
Multiple approaches were used to examine the mistreatment of migrant workers in Singapore. A combination of 
qualitative and secondary research methods was utilized to explore personal narratives, societal perceptions, and systemic 
challenges. This design allows for a holistic understanding of the issue by integrating primary data collected through 
interviews and surveys with insights from existing literature. 
 
The qualitative component focused on firsthand accounts and opinions, while the secondary research provided context and 
corroborated findings with established studies. This approach ensures a balanced perspective, grounded in both empirical 
data and scholarly analysis. 
 
3.2 Data Collection 

1.​ Interviews with Migrant Workers: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with migrant workers from the 
construction and domestic sectors. These interviews explored their experiences with working conditions, housing, 
and employer relationships, providing detailed insights into the challenges they face. 

2.​ Interviews with Soup Kitchen Volunteers: Additional interviews were conducted with volunteers at a soup 
kitchen serving migrant workers. These discussions shed light on systemic issues and the social dynamics 
influencing the treatment of migrant workers as observed in their daily interactions. 

3.​ Google Forms Survey: A Google Forms survey was sent out to Singaporean citizens and residents as well as those 
with experiences in Singapore. The survey was made to understand public perceptions of migrant workers, attitudes 
towards them, legal protection, and social integration. The responses provided a broader societal perspective on the 
issue. 

4.​ Secondary Research: To supplement the primary data, extensive secondary research was conducted using online 
journals, news articles, and academic papers. Sources such as journals, reports from reputable organizations (e.g., 
The UN), and government statistics were selected, based on their credibility, relevance, and objectivity. 

 
3.3 Data Analysis 
Interviews were translated and transcribed, and qualitative data analyzed from transcriptions.  
 
Survey responses were analyzed using a combination of basic questions and open-ended questions. This analysis provided 
a nuanced understanding of societal attitudes and perceptions regarding the treatment of migrant workers. 
 
For the secondary research, content analysis was applied to understand findings from multiple sources, ensuring that the 
themes identified in the primary data are supported by official data. By integrating these diverse data points, the study 
offers a comprehensive look into migrant workers' experiences in Singapore and the underlying systemic causes of this 
experience. 
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IV. Results 
4.1 Interviews 
One of the most pressing issues for migrant workers is financial insecurity. Many workers prioritize sending money back 
to their families over their own well-being, often leading to poor living conditions and food insecurity. One interviewee 
noted that workers hesitate to spend money on fruits or other nutritious food, as those are seen as “luxury items” rather 
than necessities. Another participant emphasized the financial motivation behind migration, stating, “He wants others to 
know that they are also here to make money for their families back home.” 
 
The economic burden is due to inflation, particularly the rising cost of food, which affects both workers and the soup 
kitchens they rely on. A volunteer highlighted this issue, stating that a bag of cabbages, which previously cost $8, now 
costs $28, making it increasingly difficult for workers to sustain themselves. 
 
Migrant workers frequently endure physically demanding and hazardous jobs, often with minimal workplace protections. 
One interviewee described his job as “hacking buildings” for demolition projects, explaining that “his job is to hack. Very 
tough work. Very tough.” These conditions highlight the physically intensive and often precarious nature of their 
employment. 
 
However, not all workers reported negative experiences. Some stated that they did not face significant workplace 
challenges or discrimination. One interviewee remarked, “He said no challenges for him,” suggesting that perceptions of 
workplace hardships vary based on individual circumstances and industry. 
 
Beyond financial hardships, many struggle with loneliness and social isolation. To combat this, some workers find solace 
in community engagement. Volunteering at soup kitchens provides an opportunity for social interaction and a sense of 
purpose. One worker explained his motivation for volunteering, stating, “For them, when they volunteer, it’s like doing 
service to God. He said it’s better here than spending his time alone [...] and isolated.” This demonstrates how social 
support networks play a critical role in mitigating the isolation that many migrant workers experience. 
 
The duration of stay varied among interviewees. Some workers had been in Singapore for a short time, while others had 
lived there for over a decade. One participant mentioned arriving in Singapore in 2013 and had since returned to India 
seven times, while another had lived in the country for 15 years without returning home. This contrast reflects differing 
levels of financial stability and personal obligations. 
 
4.2 Survey 
My Google Form survey received 15 responses, despite wide distribution and repeated requests for responses. Out of 
those who responded, 20%, or 3 respondents, were under the age of 18, 6 respondents, or 40% were aged over 50, 1 of our 
respondents, or 6% were between 35 and 50 years old. 5 of our respondents or 33% were 24 to 35 years old 
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Fig. 1: Demographics 

 
40% (6 respondents) were Singaporean citizens by birth, 20%, or 3 people were naturalized citizens, and another 30% 
were Singapore residents. 7%, or 1 respondent was each a Singapore resident who moved to India, on a work permit, or 
none of the above. 
 

 
Fig. 2: Legal status 

 
60% (9 respondents) have never worked with or around migrant workers. 
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Fig. 3: First-hand familiarity  

 
 However, 80% (12 respondents) do not think that migrant workers are treated fairly or equally. 

 

 
Fig. 4: Treatment sentiment 

 
Similarly, 73% of respondents also feel that there are not enough laws in place to ensure the fair treatment of migrant 
workers. 

 

 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.15766925 Vol 3 | Issue 2 | June 2025 12 

 



 
©The Lens Journal 2025  www.thelensjournal.com 

 
 

 
Fig. 5: Sentiment on laws and regulations  

 
Additionally, 73% also think that there are not sufficient labor laws and policies to ensure the fair treatment of migrant 
workers. 
 
Most of the respondents feel that migrant workers are crucial to Singapore’s economy and should be treated better. For 
example, one of the respondents stated that: 

“This country would not be the same without these migrant workers and they should be treated more equally.” 
 

And another stated: 
“They do jobs that no Singaporeans would want to do.. they have the skill set that we don’t.” 

 
Majority of the respondents felt migrant workers had a difficult life and were not treated well, with respondents saying: 

“I feel they are treated marginally and a lot of local citizens look down on them with no respect.” 
 
“I have heard stories about how they aren’t treated as well as other workers, work very long hours and aren’t paid 
well either.” 
 
“They are grossly underpaid for the work they do.” 

 
V. Discussion 
This study sought to address the question of “What is the migrant workers' experience in Singapore and the 
underlying systemic causes of this experience”. The findings align with these objectives by discovering the financial 
struggles, food insecurity, and prioritization of remittances over personal well-being that many migrant workers face. The 
testimonies from interviews provide direct evidence of these challenges and emphasize the need for greater societal and 
policy support. 
 
The findings reinforce previous studies on migrant workers in Singapore, which document economic instability, legal 
vulnerabilities, and social exclusion. Literature on labor migration suggests that wage suppression and lack of adequate 
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