
Introduction 

 In light of the Singapore government’s efforts to promote marriage and parenthood, this essay will 

attempt to construct and discuss ideal types of marriage based on Weber’s Verstehen methodology – 

where marriage is a precedent for parenthood. A discussion will then be made to analyse and evaluate the 

effectiveness of current government policies against these ideal types as well as deviations from these 

ideal types. 

 

Verstehen Methodology 

As social actions are conceptualised in terms of means toward ends, Weber proposed ideal types 

to distinguish archetypal social actions and categorise them, while acknowledging the existence of 

deviations and dynamics of social actions (Appelrouth & Edles, 2012, pp. 127-130). His proposed ideal 

types consist of Traditional, Affective, Instrumental-Rational and Value-Rational actions. 

 

Traditional action (TA) refers to the social action performed by individuals in strict accordance to 

historical precedence and conformity. Affective action (AA) refers to the individual’s social action towards 

their goal to maximise pleasure, based on emotions. Instrumental-Rational action (IRA) refers to the 

social action performed by individuals to optimise means efficiently in order to maximise their short-term 

goals. Value-Rational action (VRA) refers to the social action performed by individuals to pursue their 

long-term goals based on a particular ideology. 

 

 The Verstehen model can be applied in Singapore to construct four ideal types of marriage, based 

on TA, AA, IRA and VRA, with characteristics gleaned from media articles; these are Traditionalists, 

Companions, Realists and Idealists respectively. 

 

Traditionalists 

Traditionalists refer to a group of Singaporeans who adhere to their cultural customs and beliefs 

with regard to marriage and parenthood. A common Confucian-based perception of a Chinese 



Traditionalist would be the view of marriage and parenthood as an extension of patriarchal family 

expectations towards societal harmony and respect between generational roles (Ko, n.d.; Tan K. P., 2001). 

 

While the Traditionalist is becoming a minority in Singapore due to the increasing number of 

educated Singaporeans who do not subscribe to such preconceptions on family (Tan K. P., 2001, pp. 101-

104), there is evidence of the Traditionalist type as seen in Singaporean men who marry lower-educated 

foreign brides to fulfil traditional roles of the homemaker and reproducer in the family (Tan T. , 2012). 

 

An interviewee1 with an uneducated Vietnamese wife shared that, “if anything happens, my 

children are most important. They continue my line, you know” and “she signed a contract [sic] stating 

that I will have unconditional custody of my children” ([Redacted], 2013). To him, his homemaker wife 

serves as a reproducer. 

 

Companions 

 Companions refer to a group of Singaporeans who are romantically drawn to marriage in order to 

further their companionate love for each other (Tan T. , 2012) – where companionate love is described as 

the profound and affectionate attachment towards each other (Meyers, 2010, pp. 424-425). 

 

Some companions may choose to remain childless due to varying reasons – such as lack of time 

and career priority (Tan & Neo, 2012; Tan J. , 2012; Tan S. , 2012; Tay, 2013). This suggests that 

childless married couples can derive satisfaction through shared activities (e.g. walks in the park) and 

similar interests (e.g. pet ownership). 

 

Realists 

 Realists refer to a group of Singaporeans who choose to marry and have children due to the 

amount of state support and benefits. Their marriages are rationalised by the welfare benefits given by the 

                                                 
1 Interviewee is a personal friend who has graciously answered the author’s questions with regard to his opinions on his 
Vietnamese wife. He currently has two sons. 
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government, such as financial grants or priority schemes given to newly-wedded couples for public 

housing (Chin, 2013; Tan L. , 2011; Tan S. A., 2013). Realists also maximise their personal income for 

other purposes as such benefits reduce the financial commitment to a myriad of demands associated with 

marriage and parenthood. 

 

Idealists 

 Idealists refer to a group of Singaporeans who believe in the philosophical and ideological value 

of marriage and parenthood and their beliefs may stem from such personal or religious ideologies. In 

terms of personal ideology, for example, Humanist Idealists subscribe to the belief that being married is a 

secular concept of mutual support and social convenience which is supported and recognised by the state 

(BHA, n.d.). 

 

 In terms of religious ideology, for example, Catholic Idealists derive their beliefs in marriage and 

parenthood from catechism, where marriage, family life, procreation, responsibilities and duties, form one 

of the fundamental concepts of the Church’s social religious doctrine (Vatican, n.d.). 

 

Discussion 

 Through the identification of the constructed ideal types of marriage, the Singapore government’s 

success in promoting marriage and parenthood amongst Singaporeans through various policies and 

programmes can be evaluated. 

 

However, Bboth Total Fertility Rate (at 1.29)2 and General Marriage Rate (at 43.7% per 1,000 

unmarried males and 41.4% per 1,000 unmarried females, aged 15-44 years)3 are still not ideal for the 

future population development of Singapore and suggest that national policies are inadequate in meeting 

Singapore’s national goals. 

 

                                                 
2 Total Fertility Rate, for 2012, at 1.29 (SingStat, 2013) 
3 General Marriage Rate, for 2011, at 43.7% per 1,000 unmarried males and 41.4% per 1,000 unmarried females, aged 15-44 
(SingStat, 2013) 



Dominance of Instrumental-Rational Incentives 

 All ideal types of marriage stand to gain substantial benefits from Singapore’s marriage and 

parenthood policies4, once Singaporeans decide to marry and eventually become parents. However, a 

closer examination of the individual pro-family policies suggests that a majority of them are dominated 

by IRA-based incentives (see Appendix A for suggested categorisation based by appeal). 

 

 In the sphere of housing, public housing is still a relatively expensive asset to possess and often 

requires long-term housing loans. Hence the Housing Schemes & Grants and Parenthood Priority 

Schemes are formulated to offer monetary discounts and priority to first-timer Singaporeans on the 

condition that they are newly-weds (or going to be) or they are with children. 

 

The incentive of discounted public housing will appeal to Realists as they will rationalise marriage 

and parenthood as a step towards home ownership – evidence of IRA-based formulation in this aspect of 

national policy. For Traditionalists, Idealists and Companions, most of these incentives are secondary or 

not important to their individual ideologies. 

  

With regard to parenting, monetary benefits ranging from Medisave-utilisation (for delivery and 

pre-delivery) to Parenthood Tax Rebates are formulated to reduce the costs of having children. In addition, 

benefits such as Maternity Leave are given to allow Singaporeans the time to deliver and bond with their 

babies while protecting their employment status. 

 

Realists will see these incentives as highly appealing as they will be able to reduce their expenses 

and personal taxes, increase their personal liquidity and secure their employment statuses – further 

evidence of national policy being IRA-oriented. For Traditionalists, Idealists and Companions, these 

incentives are less important to their individual ideologies. 

 

                                                 
4 As outlined at http://www.heybaby.sg/summaryofmeasures.html 
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However, a point can be made that Idealists may find Assisted Conception Procedures, Assisted 

Reproduction Technology co-funding and maternity benefits appealing. Some Idealists may derive 

personal satisfaction from being parents. Thus, being able to have children (for childless couples who 

want children) or to take Extended Child Care Leave or Infant Care Leave (for couples who want to be 

involved parents) will appeal to them. Moreover, the Paternity and Shared Parental Leave adds to the 

VRA-based appeal of such incentives in national policy. 

 

Lack of Traditional, Affective and Value-Rational Incentives 

 As mentioned earlier, VRA-based incentives in national policy do have limited appeal despite 

national policy being oriented towards IRA outcomes. This suggests that national policy, while rational, 

can be seen as intruding into the personal and private spheres of marriage and parenthood. This is 

supported by Quah’s research (2009, pp. 42-44) that the impetus to marry and become parents is often 

regarded as a private matter made in the intimacy of a couple’s relationship. Additionally, the dynamics 

of ethnicity, religions, and cultures create obstacles to generalised national policies which may not be able 

to cater to such dynamism within the society. 

 

While the Singapore government has provided a general level of intervention (or rather, state 

assistance) in marriage and parenthood through the creation of social frameworks and resources, there is 

little the Singapore government can do to force individual Singaporeans into marriage and parenthood. 

 

An example of national policy that has secondary appeal to all the ideal types is the creation of 

governmental-helmed Social Development Networks (SDNs). Such SDNs have been described as 

stigmatised last resort networks and not essential to Singaporeans – individuals will still exercise their 

personal freedom of choice in selection of spouses in accordance to their ideals. 

 

Traditionalists may opt for matchmaking through their parents or of their own choice (through 

foreign bride agencies). Companions will hold out for a soul mate. Idealists may opt for individuals who 
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fit their idealised spousal requirements or allow their religious leaders select their spouses. Realists have 

their own criteria for spousal selection as well (such as financial independence). Even if any individual 

wishes to approach a SDN, most would prefer to utilise the services of privately-run dating agencies in 

order to exercise a certain amount of personal control over the matchmaking process (Lunch Actually, 

2013). 

 

Acknowledgement of Deviations 

 While the Traditionalist, Companion, Idealist and Realist are ideal types of marriage, the 

identification of social deviations is aided by such ideal types. Such social deviations can be seen in the 

various facets of society, where single parents, divorcees, bachelors/bachelorettes, LGBTs and others 

exist in Singapore society. 

 

 The Singapore government is beginning to acknowledge the existence of such social deviations 

and render their assistance as well; for instance, unwed single parents are now fully entitled to Infant Care 

and Child Care Leave (Teo, 2013). 

 

Conclusion 

Through the Verstehen methodology, ideal types of marriage and social deviations in Singapore 

can be identified, and lead to enactment of new or improved policies which offer state assistance to 

Singaporeans without imposing on their private lives. The fact is that despite national priorities, state 

assistance or interventions can only guide Singaporeans towards marriage and parenthood, and not force 

them into it. 

 

Total word count: 1,588 / 1,500 



References 

Appelrouth, S. A., & Edles, L. D. (2012). Classical and Contemporary Sociological Theory (2nd ed.). 
London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

BHA. (n.d.). Humanist Families Discuss Family Life. Retrieved from British Humanist Association: 
http://humanism.org.uk/education/parents/humanist-families-talking/ 

Chin, D. (2013, Feburary 14). New priority scheme for flats attracts families. The Straits Times, p. A1. 
Ko, N. H. (n.d.). Familism in Confucianism. Retrieved from Women's Global Connection: 

https://www.google.com.sg/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CD
UQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwgc.womensglobalconnection.org%2Fpdf%2F11naihuako.pdf&
ei=MR1pUe3TC8WlrQfG6oDoAw&usg=AFQjCNERJef0DeVFB9QE3cpJXNI-
Xxx67g&sig2=KM-dWJ4E9je3IT8PbFgQLQ 

Meyers, D. G. (2010). Social Psychology (10th ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill. 
Quah, S. R. (2009). Families in Asia: Home and kin (2nd ed.). New York: Routledge. 
SingStat. (2013, April 12). Latest Data - Births & Deaths. Retrieved from Department of Statistics 

Singapore: http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/latest_data.html#14 
SingStat. (2013, April 12). Latest Data - Marriage & Divorces. Retrieved from Department of Statistics 

Singapore: http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/latest_data.html#15 
[redacted]. (2013, April 02). His Vietnamese Wife. (V. Lin, Interviewer) 
Tan, J. (2012, Feburary 13). More not mentally ready for babies: Poll. The Straits Times, p. B6. 
Tan, K. P. (2001). "Civic Society" and the "New Economy" in Patriarchal Singapore - Emasulating the 

Political, Feminizing the Public. Crossroads: An Interdiscplinary Journal of Southeast Asian 
Studies, 15(2), 95-124. 

Tan, L. (2011, October 20). Newly wed first-timers, vulnerable families. The New Paper, p. 10. 
Tan, S. (2012, October 28). Pets or parenthood. The Straits Times, p. 10. 
Tan, S. A. (2013, March 08). The Budget AND my family. The Straits Times, p. B5. 
Tan, T. (2012, September 30). Not taking second marriage for granted. The Straits Times, pp. 10-11. 
Tan, T. (2012, September 30). Up: Singapore men and their foreign Asian brides. The Straits Times, p. 11. 
Tan, T., & Neo, C. (2012, April 15). Just the two of us. The Straits Times, p. 12. 
Tay, H. P. (2013, January 28). A child? Baby, we have no time. The Straits Times, p. A22. 
Teo, X. W. (2013, March 15). Infant care, childcare leave for single parents as well. Retrieved from 

Today Online: http://www.todayonline.com/singapore/infant-care-childcare-leave-single-parents-
well 

Vatican. (n.d.). The Fourth Commandment (Augustinian). Retrieved from Catechism of the Catholic 
Church: http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s2c2a4.htm 

 

You have successfully applied the tool of ideal types to shed light on what works and what does not of 
existing government policies on marriage and parenthood.  I enjoyed very much the conciseness and 
clarity of your analysis. Now I would like to pick your brain for a more difficult but important question:  
What can our government and our society do to influence the marriage and parenting decision of the 
traditionalists, the companions, and the idealists respectively?  
 
Best regards, 
[Redacted] 
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Appendix A 

Suggested Summary of Measures Categorised by Appeal against Ideal Types 

 Traditionalist Companion Idealist Realist 

Getting Married 

Meeting People □ □ □ □ 
     

Setting Up A Home 

Housing Schemes & Grants   □ ■ 
Parenthood Priority Scheme    ■ 

Parenthood Provisional Housing Scheme    ■ 
     

Having Children 

Medisave Maternity Package   □ ■ 
Medisave for Assisted Conception 
Procedures (ACP) 

  □ ■ 

Enhanced Co-Funding for Assisted 
Reproduction Technology (ART) 
Treatment 

  □ ■ 

Accouchement Fees for Higher-Order 
Births 

  □ ■ 
     

Raising and Caring for Your Children 

Enhanced Baby Bonus    ■ 
Medisave Grant for Newborns    ■ 
MediShield Coverage for Congenital & 
Neonatal Conditions 

   ■ 

Parenthood Tax Rebate (PTR)    ■ 
Qualifying/ Handicapped Child Relief 
(QCR/HCR) 

   ■ 

Working Mother’s Child Relief (WMCR)    ■ 

Grandparent Caregiver Relief (GCR)    ■ 
Subsidies for Centre-Based Infant Care & 
Child Care 

   ■ 

Enhanced Foreign Domestic Worker Levy 
Concession 

   ■ 
     

Supporting Work-Life Harmony 
Maternity Leave   □ ■ 
Extended Child Care Leave   □ ■ 

Infant Care Leave   □ ■ 
Adoption Leave   □ ■ 
Enhanced Maternity Protection for 
Pregnant Employees 

   ■ 

Government-Paid Maternity Benefit for 
Shorter-Term Workers 

  □ ■ 

Work-Life Works! Fund    ■ 
     

Encouraging Shared Parental Responsibility 

Paternity Leave   □ ■ 
Shared Parental Leave   □ ■ 

Based on measures provided at http://www.heybaby.sg/summaryofmeasures.html 

Key 

■ Denotes primary appeal 

□ Denotes secondary appeal 


