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Abstract

As the world enters the “era of migration”, how should the museums of
Singapore, which focus greatly on its multicultural/ethnic heritage, face issues of
migration? This paper takes the National Museum of Singapore-History Gallery
(NMS) as case study, through methods of exhibition analysis and interviews,
discerns how the history and memory of early Chinese migrant laborers are
projected; and how the laborers’ images further depict national history. This
study found that the museum consciously integrated stories of migrant laborers
into national history, strengthening today’s multivariate society as results of
migration. Citing from film elements, early Chinese migrant laborers are
provided with a voice equivalent to the “museum voice”, allowing them to
dramatically transform from the other to the self. However, the all-too-perfect
multi-voice experience not only in effect co-wove a “single narrative”, such as
the continuation of colonial race system to discipline, govern and strengthen
nation-ethnic stability; but also uses the laborers’ images to shape a new national
identity, as images of diligence, loyalty, and national devotion all project the
value and expectation of modern Singapore society. Further, the perspectives of
the ‘hui-kuans’ demonstrated that the delineation of Singapore’s identity cannot
be single-handedly built in this cabinet of curiosity, and can only become clear
though the process of losing, finding and embedding one’s roots within the

complicated local-national, self-other relationship.

On displaying migration history under a multicultural and multi-ethnic
society, NMS can direct the public to ponder on the construction of borders, to
realize that a multicultural society is built on the encounter and intermingle of
self and other; through letting localized multi-discourse into the museum, giving

new meaning to migration and national history.
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