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Abstract

This article will draw on the author’s experience in conducting participatory surveys
in Singapore to offer alternative conceptualizations and versions of participation.
The aim is to encourage self-reflection on the assumptions and expectations that
participatory researchers carry with them into the field. Ultimately, how a group of
people respond and interact with the idea of participation is going to vary widely
depending on a whole host of circumstances, not all of which are observable and
measurable.! It is thus the conviction of this article that participatory endeavors have
to do their best to be aware of local specificities and community dynamics that might
cause research encounters to seem ‘messy’, and that researchers should think twice
before classifying these as ‘failures’.? As irreducible individuals, our respondents
show participation in various ways, not all of which involve noise or enthusiastically
interacting with another, especially if that person is someone of authority which he/
she has reason to fear.?
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Introduction

The concept of ‘Participation’ has become main stream in many
research circles today, including Political Science and International
Relations. As championed by the World Bank (WB) and United
Nations(UN) in particular, participation can be broadly conceived as
an attempt to ‘decenter the researcher’ from their traditional position
of power, to allocate as much autonomy as possible to participants.*
In some cases this might be an almost complete ‘transfer’ of power
to participants, such that they are involved in every stage of the
research process: identifying the pressing issues, formulating research
questions, doing fieldwork and obtaining data, also writing it up or
presenting it in their preferred format.® The end-product in many
cases might not fit the expected format of academic contributions, as
participants may decide that other mediums like drawing, music or
video making suit their interests more. Overall, there is a huge, and I
would argue overrated, emphasis on the idea of speaking up in public
and demonstrating visible involvement.®

Research context and methods

For reasons of privacy, I shall not disclose the name of the firm
I did survey work for, nor the exact times and locations where this
work took place. However, it was a private market research firm who
were interested in finding out the opinions of local residents regarding
the effectiveness of government communication and information
dissemination strategies. I spent 14 days interviewing local residents
in the designated areas on a house-to-house basis. The structure of the
survey was such that I had a list of themes and questions in multiple
choice formats, plus a few short structured questions. However they
were not to be used if residents have their own contributions. Each
survey started with a very broad question enquiring about the local
minister’s effectiveness in reaching out to the district population and
providing them with updated information. They were also encouraged
to provide general feedback on how the communication outreach
system could be improved. The mode of answering was verbal
which I would note down on an iPad. In this scenario, ‘desirable’
participation would be if the majority of my respondents took charge
of the conversation by elaborating on their particular household/
personal situation, such that the survey template was not heavily used.

Results and discussion

The actual outcome, however, was not so rosy. A large majority
(75%) of my respondents ended up not giving an answer to the broad
question such that [ had to use the structured survey. Overwhelmingly,
residents did not show an inclination to express political views or
be involved in evaluating the survey questions themselves. Most
provided monosyllabic answers before proceeding to fill out the close-
ended questions.

What was especially interesting to note, however, is that residents
were enthusiastic about debating about politics in their own ways
which is un measurable by the research tools at my disposal. Firstly,
the political climate and tradition of Singapore must be taken into
account. As a one-party state since independence, politics is widely
considered a sensitive topic and might even constitute one of the ‘Out-
of-Bounds’ (OB) markers.” This does not indicate that residents are
apathetic or simply disinterested in political discussion. It does mean,
however, that they carry it out in a myriad of other creative ways which
cannot be publicly seen, for example in the household among family
members, or with close friends. Another ‘creative’ and informal tactic
which was highly used was not directly answering my question, but
rather expressing their views, especially criticisms, of the government
in other contexts unrelated to the topic of information communication.
A prevalent example is offering to share negative experiences of
income tax policies rather than communication policies. This way,
there was no way I could document their critical views since the
conversation was not geared to the survey’s rubric. Thus there were
a countless number of highly valuable interactions where residents
expressed strong opinions, however due to the specific form these
expressions took, I was unable to neither record them nor use them for
official purposes of reporting back.

Secondly, and related to the attenuated political climate of
Singapore, is the general fear of having one’s controversial view made
known in public circles. I observed a widespread reluctance to have
one’s critical views documented, which perhaps explained why many
chose to take an indirect route by dodging the question while being
critical. Also, most residents were visibly much more at ease when I
put away the iPad, and that was when some of the strongest opinions
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were aired verbally. Looking back, I realized that residents perceived
me as someone ‘working for the government’ since I was conducting
a related survey. Hence they would be understandably reticent when
asked to offer suggestions of how the government apparatus could be
improved.

Conclusion

Implications for participatory research

Returning to the main contention of this article, the research
encounters described above point to the ‘messiness’ of participation
in terms of how it does not fit empirical research traditions.’
How individuals view participation is strongly linked with their
experiences in education and the knowledge/resource base they can
access. Prominent social identities that mediate one’s ‘worldview’,
in this sense, include socioeconomic background, class, gender and
family upbringing among others.” Thus among participants, simply
because they have an identity in common such as ‘woman’, does not
mean they will relate to the theme of ‘Gender’ in similar ways.' It is
particularly pertinent for social researchers to be sensitive towards
such ‘idiosyncrasies’ in participatory interactions, which often
contradict established theories of human behavior.

In addition would be the problems of Language, broadly conceived
as a colonial tendency to work solely within the narrow boundaries
of the English language.! To do justice to participants would mean
paying attention to the social atmosphere and general sentiment
surrounding the encounter. This may not be amenable to literary
representation and written expression, as theorists of Affect propose.
In Singapore, there are four official languages including English,
plus three mother tongues: Chinese Mandarin, Malay and Tamil.'> A
whole host of other dialects within these mother tongues also exist,
the most common ones being Hokkien and Teochew. Also, English
was legislated as a national language only in 1965, which meant a lot
of my older respondents only spoke their dialect/mother tongue and
had very limited English proficiency. These technical barriers aside,
the larger argument is that languages can be seen as systems which
mediate affect, ie. Linguistic affect.”* That is, it is not a far stretch
to argue that we change personality or the way we think/interpret
depending on the language space we are occupying.'* Given that many
of my respondents did not speak English as a native language, there
would be huge mistranslations of their original intention or intensity
of their expressions. This issue of non-translatability is largely seen as
un resolvable, because language systems simply are unable to ‘access’
and fully inhabit one another.' This does not mean our research is
futile,'® however, but instead of using data translated into English to
prescribe what others should do, perhaps it would do better on those
in the academy to use that for self-reflection instead, ie. Asking what
English is unable to cover.
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