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Abstract 
 

 

 
This thesis is an investigation into the socio-economic effects of English literacy among 

the Chinese of Singapore between 1945 and 2000. Through the use of oral history, 

statistical evidence, and existing secondary literature on the conditions of everyday life 

in Singapore, it explores how English literacy as a life chance has played a key role in 

shaping the class structures that exist among the Chinese in Singapore today. Adopting 

a ‘perspective from below’, this study provides a historical account that surveys the 

experiences of everyday life in Singapore through the stories of everyday life. It seeks 

to present an account that more accurately reflects the nation’s nuanced past through 

defining eras in Singapore’s post-war history – ‘Singapore Stories’ in the plural, as 

opposed to the singular. 

 

Viewing the impact of English literacy through the prism of Max Weber’s concept of 

life chances allows an examination of the opportunities in the lives of the interviewees 

cited within by distinguishing between negotiated and corralled life chances. The 

overarching argument made by this study is that in the later stages of Singapore’s post-

war history and development, English literacy was a critical factor that allowed 

individuals to negotiate key opportunities in life, thus increasing the likelihood of socio-

economic mobility. For those without English literacy, the range of possibilities in life 

became increasingly restricted, corralling individuals into a less affluent economic state. 

 

While acknowledging the significance of structural forces, and in particular the shaping 

influence of industrialisation, economic policy, and social engineering, this study also 

demonstrates how regarding the Singapore Chinese as possessing a variety of 

distinguishing social and economic characteristics, all of which serve to segment the 

community as an ethnic group, adds a new and critical dimension to our academic 

understanding of the nation’s social past and present. By locating areas of resistance and 

the development of life strategies by an individual or household, this thesis illustrates 

how language, literacy, and class operated within the reality of undefined and multi-

layered historical spaces among the Chinese of Singapore. 
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Introduction 
 

 

 

This thesis is an investigation into the socio-economic effect of English literacy among 

the Chinese of Singapore between 1945 and 2000. Through the use of oral history, 

statistical evidence, and existing secondary literature on the conditions of everyday life 

in Singapore, the thesis explores how English literacy has played a key role in shaping 

the class structures that exist in Chinese Singapore today. Using Weber’s concept of life 

chances, this thesis argues that the social and economic significance of being literate in 

English increases correspondingly with the industrialisation and commercialisation of 

everyday life in Chinese Singapore.  

 

Viewing English literacy through the prism of life chances also enables the thesis to 

canvass the hidden social costs of Singapore’s rapid development, and how significant 

sections of the population have struggled to come to terms with the growing demands of 

ordinary life amid the increasing affluence of their peers. In the face of Singapore’s 

much-heralded ‘economic miracle’, the citizenry’s experience and negotiation of the 

socio-economic conditions must be recognised and underscored. 

 

In order to achieve these aims, the thesis will recount the stories of everyday life 

provided by the reminiscences of over thirty individuals, weaving them into the 

continuum of historical chronology. Primarily through the use of oral history and 

collective biography, it transforms the erstwhile simple narrative of national history into 

an account that reflects the nation’s more nuanced past as experienced and perceived by 

ordinary individuals and their families through defining eras in Singapore’s post-war 

history. 

 

The analysis in this study is specific to the ethnic Chinese in Singapore. Given the scope 

of the subject matter, it would be impossible for this thesis to expand the discussion to 

encompass all of Singapore’s communal groupings. It would also be presumptuous to 

suggest that the evidence and arguments pursued in this study with respects to the ethnic 

Chinese are equally and entirely applicable to the Malay and Indian communities in 
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Singapore. Consequently, the research, discussions, and findings in this study are 

confined exclusively to the ethnic Chinese community of Singapore. 

 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters and a conclusion. Chapter One introduces a 

broad view of Singapore’s history for the reader who might be unfamiliar with the key 

events in the island’s modern history. It also surveys developments in Singaporean 

historiography through various epochs, and illustrates how the methodology of people’s 

history offers a critical contribution to the historiography of Singapore. 

 

Chapter Two highlights the key sources and literature that are utilised in this thesis. The 

value of oral history to scholarship and the process of interviewee selection for this 

study are detailed, while the principal concepts that are at the centre of this discussion, 

namely literacy and class, are also addressed. 

 

A simplistic dichotomy between the employable English-educated and the 

unemployable Chinese-educated Chinese has been pervasive in Singapore’s broader 

historiography, and is largely a product of state discourse. In the domain of education 

and employability, the lives of the non English-literate Chinese school-leavers have 

often been pitted in direct opposition to the opportunities that were available for their 

peers who were educated in English-medium institutions.1 Chapters Three and Four 

seek to redress this widely-held belief by demonstrating how the (post-)schooling lives 

of the English and Chinese-educated students have often been similar. As will be 

revealed, the proportion of unemployed in both camps was comparable, and there is 

little evidence to suggest a strong correlation between occupational status, education 

level, and one’s mode of literacy. These two chapters are hence best regarded as 

operating in tandem with one another.  

 

The investigation as to just how critical English literacy was in the forming of class 

structures among Singapore’s Chinese after 1945 begins in Chapter Three, with the 

lives and experiences of the English-literate working class at the heart of the discussion. 

This chapter explores how circumstances beyond the control of the individual 

household at the time negated the socio-economic function of English literacy at the 

                                                           
1 For an account on how the English and Chinese mediums of education have been polarised in 
mainstream Singaporean history, one should be directed to Huang Jianli’s work in ‘Positioning the 
student political activism of Singapore: articulation, contestation and omission’. Inter-Asia Cultural 
Studies, Vol. 7 (3), 2006, 403 – 430. 
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time. Chinese schools and their students take centre stage in Chapter Four. The nature 

of the discussion invariably necessitates a critical review of how the Chinese-educated 

students have come to be represented in Singapore’s mainstream historical discourse. 

Contrary to the common myth that they had an overriding obsession with ‘protecting’ 

Chinese language, culture, and education, it will be argued that there is another view of 

the Chinese at the lower end of Singapore’s socio-economic hierarchy, that many were 

disinterested for the most part in the cultural politics of the day. Rather, many preferred 

to vest their hopes in something that they felt could best guarantee their economic 

emancipation – the opportunities afforded to their children through education and 

English literacy. 

 

Chapter Five traces the emergence of an English mono-literate community. Shifts in 

economic policy and the resultant ‘Knowledge-Based Economy’ meant that this group 

was best positioned to take advantage of the changing occupational landscape. For the 

English mono-literates, the decade was also a time when the fragmentation of the 

extended family began in earnest. As socio-economic stratification became more clearly 

defined, so too were families increasingly divided along similar lines of language, 

literacy, occupational status, and class. 

 

Chapter Six continues the thesis’ analysis of the social impact of Singapore’s rapid 

industrialisation and development during the 1980s by taking a closer glimpse at the 

‘other side of the miracle’. It views the historical experience of Singapore during the 

1980s through the lives of the non English-literate Chinese factory workers, and 

demonstrates how, in the absence of English literacy, the ensuing sequence of life 

corralled individuals into the lower economic strata of society. 

 

Chapter Seven brings the history of both the English and non English-literate Chinese 

communities into the 1990s, when the popular discourse of an ‘economic miracle’ 

reached dizzying heights,2 and when the materialisation of everyday life became an 

almost suffocating process. Isolation became a defining feature of existence, as nodes of 

the extended family were beset by strained relations that were the result of unequal 

opportunities in life. Within the nuclear family itself, members of the household 

discovered that being on the trail of the so-called Singapore Dream consumed every 
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waking moment of one’s being. Even with the enormous sacrifices made, success in the 

pursuit was not guaranteed, increasingly hinging upon the acquisition of English 

literacy. And it was a pursuit that, ultimately and cruelly, left many frustrated, 

dissatisfied, and alone. 

 

Narrating the story of life is a practice that has defined humanity through the ages. From 

carvings etched in caves, to oral traditions, to Wilfred Owen, presenting a narrative can 

often be the sole evidence of agency that is available to an individual or a collective, 

providing context for action, soliciting empathy for plight. Narratives create plurality in 

our understanding of history, reminding us that the stories of life and nation alike run 

correspondingly, crossing on some occasions, contradicting on others. As historian Paul 

Thompson writes, “once the life experience of people of all kinds can be used as its raw 

material, a new dimension is given to history.”3 In “bringing history into, and out of, the 

community”,4 this thesis will illustrate how the historical experience of life among the 

Chinese in Singapore from 1945 – 2000 was coloured by language, literacy, and class.

                                                                                                                                                                          
2 See for instance H.S. Rowen (ed.), Behind the East Asian Miracle: The Political and Social 
Foundations of Prosperity (London and New York: Routledge, 1998); and S. Lall, Learning from the 
Asian Tigers: Studies in Technology and Industrial Policy (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996). 
3 P. Thompson, ‘The Voice of the Past: Oral History’, in R. Perks and A. Thomson, The Oral History 
Reader, 2nd edn. (London: Routledge, 2006), 28. 
4 Ibid, 31. 
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Chapter One 
 
 

‘History from below’: People’s History in the historiography of Singapore 5 
 

 

 

The history of Singapore is widely understood as a history of its economic success. 

From its heyday as a nexus of trade during the imperial era to the ‘technotropolis’ that 

boasts high living standards for most of its citizens, Singapore as a historical subject is 

most often viewed through the lens of the ruling elite. By erroneously and simplistically 

using the policies and personalities of the Singaporean leadership as an example of how 

the sheer genius of a few can triumph in the face of overwhelming adversity, the 

historical function of the citizenry in the island’s socio-economic development have not 

been fully acknowledged. 

 

As such, the writing of the history of ordinary people in a Singaporean context remains 

a relatively new phenomenon. Buried beneath the multitude of histories that have been 

produced dealing with key personalities and processes is a rich historical subject matter 

that has only begun to be tapped by academia. By juxtaposing Singapore’s broader 

history with shifts in attitudes toward ‘Singapore’ as a subject of history-writing, this 

chapter will argue that the presence of a large body of triumphalist literature, consisting 

primarily of  tributes to specific personalities in Singapore’s post-independence history 

in particular, has resulted in a skewed historiography which largely neglects the 

documenting of the experience, agency, and function of the ordinary person as well as 

the price exacted by the nation’s ‘economic miracle’. By also exploring specific 

tangents in the development and current state of Singapore’s broader historiography,6 it 

will also seek to establish the underlying causes for a general disinterest in a history of 

Singapore as seen and experienced by the general citizenry. It will begin by locating 

people’s history as a framework for historical methodology. This will be followed by a 

survey of key changes that have taken place in approaching ‘Singapore’ as a historical 

subject, interwoven within a general narrative of Singapore’s history to facilitate a 

                                                           
5 A revised version of this chapter was published as an article titled ‘Ignoring “History from Below”: 
People’s History in the Historiography of Singapore’ in History Compass, Vol. 5 (1), 2007, 11 – 25. 
6 By broader historiography, I refer to the practice of history-writing in both the academic and non-
academic worlds. 
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greater understanding of the island’s social past for the reader. It will conclude with an 

overview of the state of people’s history in the historiography of Singapore and its 

contributory advantages. 

 

The function of ‘ordinary life’ in the historical narrative 

 

History, it is commonly presumed, is a narrative voice. The place of historical works in 

the political, popular, and academic domains alike is to engage in discourse through 

which some sense of the past and present can be made. Beyond the uncomplicated 

practice of constructing ‘national history’, scholars such as Michel Foucault, Hayden 

White, Paul Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, and Richard Evans are often keen to 

underscore the importance of recognising ‘histories’ in the plural, as opposed to the 

singular.7 If a dominant historical discourse does emerge over time, then the task of 

discovering why this is the case and the validity of its claims falls upon successive 

generations of historians.  

 

If one is able to indulge in a metaphorical representation and suggest that historical 

discourse can be likened to a group of individuals speaking simultaneously, with each 

trying to tell his or her own story, then the process through which a particular discourse 

becomes dominant is akin to how the individual with the loudest and clearest voice 

eventually drowns out his or her peers. As is suggested by the oft-used cliché that it is 

the victor who writes history, power is essential to the process of deciding pre-eminence 

of a particular narrative. 

 

Two characters, Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles and Lee Kuan Yew, dominate the history 

of Singapore. The meanings attached to these men transcend their individual roles in 

history. The idea of Raffles for instance is synonymous with the island’s colonial past. 

The branding of the ‘Raffles name’ is an obvious example of this. The premier 

educational institutions in Singapore carry his name; Raffles Avenue and Raffles City 

lie at the meta-geographical heart of the city today; the architectural design and appeal 

of the refurbished Raffles Hotel still conjures images of a ‘romantic colonial past’ that 

beckons through its pinewood entrance.  
                                                           
7 See M. Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (London and New York: 
Routeledge, 1989); H. White, The content of the form : narrative discourse and historical representation 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, c1987); P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 
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Beyond the reference to a man who spent less than half a decade in sum on the island, 

‘Raffles’ transforms Singapore’s complex colonial past into a simple, tangible being. 

Singapore’s history becomes conveniently simple. The British arrived, Singapore 

‘began’. They proceeded to develop the island into a major port city, and Singapore 

emerged into a state of modernity. Simply put, ‘Raffles’ has become the amalgam of the 

British administrators who were empowered politically and culturally to dominate the 

historical narrative. 

 

The role of Singapore’s patriarch Lee Kuan Yew in Singapore’s history has been well 

elucidated, particularly by himself through his memoirs. The history of Singapore after 

1959, or indeed in some cases 1945, cannot now be easily separated from the history of 

Lee Kuan Yew. A plethora of histories congratulate and pay homage to the man many 

believe to be singularly responsible for ‘the Singapore Story’. At every turn, each 

decision made by Lee is analysed, and then credited as being fundamental to 

Singapore’s economic success since 1965. Like the idea of ‘Raffles’, the idea of ‘Lee’ 

possesses the political and cultural power to dictate the way Singapore’s post-colonial 

history is understood.8 

 

Given the hold over the historical narrative that these individuals have it would be 

useful, returning to our earlier metaphor, to ask “whose voices are being drowned out”, 

and also “do they have anything meaningful to say, and how can we hear them say it?” 

Can we view Singapore’s past through the alternative discourse of the faceless citizenry, 

the caricatured student of the Chinese-medium schools, or unspectacular factory 

worker? In short, can we make the silent ‘speak’? And if so, how can it best be done? 

 

The concept of people’s history has been subjected to repeated metamorphoses through 

the course of its life, necessitated by shifts in historical modes and discourse. For 

instance, alltagsgeschichte, or the history of everyday life, emerged in popularity in the 

1970s as a general response to the increased pervasiveness of modernisation theory, and 

                                                                                                                                                                          
2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); E. Hobsbawm, On History (London: Abacus, 1998); 
and R.J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta Books, 1997). 
8 Some scholars argue that the ruling government’s use of ambiguous limitations, such as the ‘OB’ or 
‘Out-of-Bounds’ markers, as well as its highly successful efforts to politicise all facets of the state 
bureaucracy (and the information and source material that is controlled by these agencies) has led to a 
docile academic body that is unable, or at times unwilling, to challenge official discursive modes. See for 
instance C. Lingle, Singapore's Authoritarian Capitalism (Fairfax, VA: The Locke Institute, 1996); and 
C. George, Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation (Singapore: Landmark Books, 2000). 
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offered West German historians an opportunity to reconcile the subjective experience 

with larger political and national processes by exposing the workplace, neighbourhood 

or school to the scrutiny of the research process.9 In French historiography, the roots of 

people’s history extend even farther, into the eighteenth century through the works of 

Jules Michelet. As Chair of History at the Collège Impérial (later the Collège de 

France), Michelet’s works (most notably Le Peuple and Du prêtre, de la femme, et de la 

famille) transferred the emphasis of historical understanding to the ordinary people of 

France, and this was a trend that was later adopted by other French intellectuals such as 

Georges Lefebvre and Marc Bloch (though Bloch’s de-emphasis on individual agency 

renders his work a variant of people’s history). 

 

However, a full discussion on the historiography of people’s history is beyond the scope 

of this chapter. In People’s History and Socialist Theory, Raphael Samuel furnishes a 

more detailed framework for understanding the historiography of people’s history than 

this section could ever hope to render.10 It is sufficient to note that regardless of its 

varied forms through different phases of history-writing, a consistent theme of people’s 

history is that it solicits the past through the historical experience of the everyperson, 

based on the assumption that s/he is an active participant in historical production as 

actor and narrator. Hence the historian invests upon him or her the responsibility of 

‘making’ history. As Eric Hobsbawm advocates, the philosophy behind people’s or 

grassroots history is to allow the historian to pertinently question  

 

why most of the history written by contemporary chroniclers and 

subsequent scholars from the beginning of literacy … tells us so little about 

the great majority of the inhabitants of the country or states it was recording, 

why Brecht’s question ‘Who built Thebes of the Seven Gates’ is a typically 

twentieth-century question.11  

 

As Samuel suggests, by its very nature people’s history adopts an oppositional 

posture.12 Pitting kings against peasants, generals against infantry-of-the-line, prime 

ministers against factory workers in the name of historical illumination, the polarity 
                                                           
9 A. Ludtke, ‘What is the History of Everyday Life and Who Are Its Practitioners?’ in The History of 
Everyday Life: Reconstructing Historical Experiences and Ways of Life, trans. W. Templer (Princeton: 
Princeton Universities Press, 1995), 3. 
10 R. Samuel, ‘People’s History’, in People’s History and Socialist Theory (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul Ltd, 1981), xv – xxii. 
11 Hobsbawm, op. cit., 266. 
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with which people’s history often approaches its subject can be offensive to historians 

who do not view what Samuel calls ‘history from below’ with the same interest. 

 

One need not resort to dichotomy in order to contextualise people’s histories. The 

methods applied for the gathering of evidence are neither mutually exclusive nor 

contrasting when held against traditional methods of archival-histories and research. 

People’s historians will often read the same archives, and anchor their findings on the 

same documents from such repositories, but the difference in the approach is that a 

people’s historian reads this evidence ‘against the grain’. Returning to Hobsbawm: 

 

[T]he grassroots historian finds only what he is looking for, not what is 

already waiting for him. Most sources for grassroots history have only been 

recognised as sources because someone has asked a question and then 

prospected desperately around for some way – any way – of answering it … 

There is generally no material until our questions have revealed it.13 

 

It is also useful to think of the development of people’s history in the latter decades of 

the twentieth century as a union between modes of research. The emphasis on 

‘resurrecting the silent narrative’, as the methodological process has been termed, often 

elevates the function of oral histories, and the solicitation of such accounts from the 

living transforms the scholar from historian to ethnographer. The focus on society at a 

cellular level – a street, suburb, household or factory for instance – leans toward the 

fundamental principals of micro-sociology. 

 

Contexts in approaching ‘Singapore’ as a subject in history-writing 

 

The nature of the way in which Singapore evolved from trading post to settlement, 

crown colony, federation, and ultimately independence has had a distinct influence on 

its historiography. To better understand how contemporary approaches to Singapore’s 

history have been affected by events on and beyond the island over time, it is useful to 

view its historiography in broad phases. We will begin by examining the impact of the 

early colonial phase of history writing, from 1819 to 1942. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
12 Samuel, op. cit., xvi. 
13 Hobsbawm, op. cit., 271. 
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The ‘pre-history’ of Singapore, that is to say Singapore prior to the establishment of the 

British trading post in 1819, has often been dismissed as being irrelevant to 

understanding ‘modern’ Singapore.14 This is based on the descriptions of the island by 

colonial historians, suggesting that there was little of note on the island prior to the 

arrival of the East India Company’s (EIC) vessels, save for a Malay fishing village and 

its eight hundred inhabitants. As Kwa Chong Guan observes, for writers such as Charles 

Burton Buckley, Kennedy Gordon Tregonning, William Skeat and Charles Otto 

Blagden, and Richard Winstedt,15 “modern Singapore … began in 1819. Nothing that 

occurred on the island prior to this has particular relevance to an understanding of the 

contemporary scene.”16  

 

The underscoring of 1819’s scholarly significance thus suggests that on a specific day, 

month and year, the history of Singapore ‘began’. What historians must be concerned 

about in understanding the historiography of the island is thus the complete significance 

attached to the arrival of Sir Stamford Raffles et al in the context of deciding ‘when’ 

Singapore’s history begins. 

 

The dismissive attitude toward Singapore’s ‘pre-history’ by scholars at the time 

established a critical pattern for much of the early colonial phase of its history writing. 

Any attempt to divorce the early historiography of Singapore from a Malayan context is 

a tricky proposition at best. By not acknowledging the relevance of the ‘pre-historical’ 

period, Singapore’s history was instead made part of a greater Malayan history that 

often obscured the city’s distinctive past.17 The signing of the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 

1824, just five years after the arrival of the Raffles expedition to Singapore, was to have 

far-reaching consequences for the island’s historiography. Along with Penang and 

Malacca, the latter formerly a Dutch colony ceded in exchange for British territories in 

                                                           
14 This has begun to change in scholarly circles, particularly in light of the illuminating archaeological 
work undertaken by John Miksic. However, in Singapore’s broader historiography, there remains a 
distinct tendency to consider this era ‘pre-history’ and irrelevant.  
15 See for instance C.B. Buckley, An Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore 1819 – 1967 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1984); W.W. Skeat & C.O. Blagden, Pagan races of the Malay 
Peninsula (London: Frank Cass & Co., 1966); K.G. Tregonning, The British in Malaya: The first forty 
years, 1786 – 1826 (Tucson: Pub. for the Association for Asian Studies by Arizona U.P, 1965); and R. 
Winstedt, Malaya and its History, 7th edn. (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1966). 
16 C. G. Kwa, cited in A. Lau, ‘The National Past and the Writing of the History of Singapore’, in K.C. 
Ban, A. Pakir and C.K. Tong, Imagining Singapore, 2nd edn. (Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 
2004), 43. 
17 Archaeological remains that have been excavated since the 1980s by teams led by scholars such as John 
Miksic lend credence to the hypothesis that the island was once a critical centre of trade during the Hindu 
and Buddhist eras of Southeast Asian history; specifically within (first) the Srivijaya and (then latterly) 
Majapahit Empires from the seventh to sixteenth centuries. 
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Sumatra in 1824, Singapore was integrated into an administrative entity known as the 

Straits Settlements; colonial historians, for the most part, adopted the boundaries of this 

administrative entity as their own.  

 

Singapore’s founding, and the early colonial phase of history-writing 

 

Singapore’s ‘founding’ must be understood in the greater context of the era. As the 

nineteenth century began, huge stocks of machine-made produce flooded the domestic 

markets of post-industrial revolutionary Europe. The growth of the middle class in the 

western part of the continent meant that demand for this produce could match, and even 

exceed the wants of the market. Political tensions greatly threatened the stability of the 

trading of factory materials within Europe as the Napoleonic Wars reached their high-

water mark, while the similarity in the geography and climate of the European states 

meant that much of the factory produce relied heavily on raw materials imported from 

the Americas, Africa, India, Southeast Asia, and China. With an incessant demand for 

silk, tea, opium, spices, and porcelain, the trade routes to China and the East represented 

the lifeblood of new laissez-faire economies, which began to take shape in the age of 

factories. 

 

Despite their fabled superiority at sea in European waters, the British found themselves 

lagging in the race to lay claim to colonies in Southeast and Southwest Asia, where vital 

supplies of tin, rubber and spices were located. The Spanish ruled the Philippines from 

the conquests of Cebu and Manila in 1565 and 1571 respectively, from which their 

warships controlled the approaches into the eastern Chinese seaboard. The Dutch were 

gradually expanding their control throughout the Indonesian archipelago while signing 

essential trade agreements with various Malay Sultanates. For the British, a port that 

could cater to the logistical demands of trade was critical. 

 

Penang, an island just off the west coast of the northern Malay Peninsular, was acquired 

in 1786 but the nautical dimensions of its harbour proved to be insufficient for the 

demands of the EIC. The natural advantages conferred upon Singapore by virtue of its 

geography meant that the island could also be used as a centre for entrepôt trading. 
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Founded as a free port, Singapore reflected the growing positive attitude in Europe 

towards the idea of an “end to the old mercantilist system of trade”.18 

 

The need for labour to facilitate the island’s development meant that population growth 

would need to be accelerated through migration. Key individuals in the administration 

considered the local Malays as inefficient, unmotivated, and lazy,19 content to live 

simply in their kampong tending to their fishing nets and therefore wholly ‘unsuited’ to 

the toil involved in building and running a major port. Consequently it was to the 

Chinese and Indians that the British administration looked to solve their labour crisis, 

for it was believed that both were ‘naturally built’ for intense hard work. In 1823, John 

Crawfurd was appointed Resident of Singapore. Crawfurd’s work as an amateur 

anthropologist, having published the History of the Indian Archipelago three years 

earlier, was typical of the ‘scholar-administrators’ of the era. Of the Chinese, he writes: 

 

The Chinese have an intimate knowledge of the markets, and a skill in 

assorting and laying their cargoes … [T]hey display a rigid economy, and 

give an attention to detail … They have, over and above, peculiar 

advantages in the ports of their own country, some of them such as afford 

the most favourable materials of a commerce with the Indian islands, the 

European merchant being altogether excluded from … I entertain so high an 

opinion of the industry, skill and capacity of consumption of the Chinese, 

that I consider one Chinaman equal to the value to the state of two natives of 

the Coromandel Coast and to four Malays at least.20 

 

By 1830, just four years after Crawfurd ended his tenure as Resident, the population of 

Singapore had risen to 16,634.21 The ethnic breakdown of the population was reported 

as 6,555 Chinese, 7,640 Malays, 1,913 Indians and 526 ‘other races’, and during the 

next decade the Chinese population reached a majority position.22 By the turn of the 

twentieth century, the ethnic Chinese percentage comprised 72.7 per cent, a figure 

which has remained constant to this day. 

                                                           
18 E. Lee, ‘The Colonial Legacy’, in K.S. Sandhu & P. Wheatley, Management of Success: The Moulding 
of Modern Singapore (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1989), 4. 
19 H.K. Kwee, Race in Texts: Enunciating “Chineseness” in the Late-Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 
Century Singapore (National University of Singapore: Unpublished MA Thesis, 1999), 12. 
20 Cited in ibid., 12 – 13. 
21 S. H. Saw, ‘Population Trends in Singapore, 1819 – 1967’, Journal of Southeast Asian History, Vol. 10 
(1), 1969, 39. 
22 H.E. Wilson, Social Engineering in Singapore (Singapore University Press: Singapore, 1978), 6 – 7. 
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The manner in which Singapore was regarded as a component of the settlements, rather 

than a distinct colony, is reflected by the fact that most early official records from the 

Colonial Office tend to refer to the inhabitants of the settlements as a whole, rather than 

of Singapore, Penang or Malacca specifically. The effect of this discourse is evident in 

the early colonial histories. Attempts by authors such as Begbie and Newbold to map 

out the history of Malaya only succeeded in providing a simplistic overview of the 

cultures within the settlements. None paid heed to the possibilities of tracing a separate 

history of Singapore and its migrant communities. Later works by scholar-

administrators such as Frank Swettenham continued along similar lines of thought.23 

Albert Lau has since identified this as a chief reason in the lack of “a distinctly 

Singaporean orientation in [Singapore’s early] historiography”.24  

 

John Cook’s Sunny Singapore (published in 1907) and F.M. Luscombe’s Singapore 

1819 – 1930 (1930) rank among the earliest attempts to map a separate history of 

Singapore, as did an attempted narrative of the events in Singapore spanning 1819 to 

1867 in C. B. Buckley’s An Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore (1902).25 All 

were vivid narratives in their own right, although none were able to accomplish 

anything beyond providing superficial accounts based largely on secondary sources or 

third-hand knowledge of the settlement. 

 

Contributions (particularly in English) to history writing in Singapore from the 

colonised population were generally rare occurrences. There were exceptions to the 

rule, when specific members of the colonised community took it upon themselves to 

document their experiences for posterity. An invaluable historical work is Song Ong 

Siang’s voluminous One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore. 

Originally penned in 1923, it provides a striking narrative of life for the Chinese in 

Singapore at the turn of the last century.26 His ethnicity, language skills and contacts 

granted him a degree of access to the Chinese communities that was almost unique 

among English language writers at the time. Articles appearing in the Straits Chinese 

                                                           
23 F.A. Swettenham, British Malaya : an account of the origin and progress of British influence in 
Malaya, Rev. edn. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1948).  
24 Lau, op. cit., 36. 
25 J.A.B. Cook, Sunny Singapore: an account of the place and its people, with a sketch of the results of 
missionary work (London: E. Stock, 1907); and F.M. Luscombe, Singapore 1819 – 1930, with a foreword 
by Dr. Gilbert E. Brook (Singapore: C.A. Ribeiro, 1930). 
26 O. S. Song, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore (Singapore: University of Malaya 
Press, 1967), 4 – 7. 
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Magazine, a short-lived periodical (1897 – 1907), at the turn of the twentieth century, 

also attempt to reconcile the documenting of migrant experiences with a historical 

narrative. 

 

For the migrant worker, Singapore was a land of financial opportunity. But the bustling 

city was also a temporary site in his or her life. At least initially, most had the intention 

of returning home. ‘Singapore’ was a harsh historical experience, often demanding 

backbreaking labour of the migrant worker. Only when sufficient money had been 

remitted, or if violence or disease ended his or her life tragically, could an end to the 

sojourn be contemplated. The desire to escape, through opium or a visit to the brothel, 

represented a common urge to forget the harshness of each day. It is unsurprising that 

few among the lower classes were keen, or able, to record their experiences.  

 

The plurality of the migrant Chinese community 

 

Most of the Chinese migrants came from the Guangzhou (Canton), Guangxi (Kwongxi) 

and Fujian (Fukien) provinces in the southeast of China, which are home to a plethora 

of Chinese dialect groups such as the Cantonese, Hokkien, Hylam (Hainan), Kheh, and 

the Teochew. Smaller groups of Chinese outside these principal regions also made their 

way to Singapore, but these were by far the minority. The diversity and numerical 

composition of migrants by dialect group during this era is still evident in contemporary 

Singapore. In 1990, there were 896,080 Chinese of Hokkien heritage, or 42.1 per cent of 

the Chinese population. The Teochew and Cantonese formed the next largest 

communities, at 466,020 (21.9 per cent) and 323,870 (15.2 per cent) respectively. The 

population of the Shanghainese and other dialect groups from outside of the 

Guangzhou/Guangxi/Fujian provinces stood at 67,460, or 3.2 per cent.27 The majority 

of the migrants came from impoverished backgrounds, seizing the opportunity 

presented to them by the opening of the Treaty Ports in 1840 to seek out a better means 

of supporting themselves and their families.28 

 

The period between the opening of the Treaty Ports and the Second World War was 

marked by a rapid urbanisation of, in particular, the southern and south-western regions 

                                                           
27 Profile of the Singapore Chinese Dialect Groups (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 2002), 2. 
28 J.F. Warren, Ah Ku and Karayuki-san: Prostitution in Singapore 1870 – 1940 (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2003), 9. 
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of the island. Singapore’s position in the economics of empire blossomed in tandem 

with its trade, the value of the latter rising to over 2 billion Straits dollars by 1926.29 

 

Not all Chinese were first-generation migrants as there was already a substantial 

Chinese presence on the Malay Peninsular itself. More importantly, apart from speaking 

a variety of Malay a small but significant group of the peranakan also spoke English, 

the result of either contact with the British through the process of trade, or living under 

direct colonial rule in Penang and (later) Malacca.30 With the establishment of a free 

port in Singapore, many peranakan made their way to the island in search of profit and 

opportunities.31 

 

With the injection of labour into Singapore also came an influx of languages and 

dialects. Before the revolution of 1911 and the May Fourth Movement, there was no 

institutional or concerted effort to create a common language among the Chinese. 

Within the Chinese language itself there are at least five further groupings: the Wu, 

Min, Yue, Hakka and Mandarin.32 While written Chinese in its logographic form can 

easily be understood across dialect groups with the provision that one is literate, the 

vocabulary and structural differences of the five groups render users between families of 

dialects unintelligible to one another.33 In Singapore, the main Chinese languages in use 

were the Min (mainly Hokkien and Teochew) and Yue (largely Cantonese), with 

smaller amounts of Hakka and Mandarin users,34 in the latter case at least initially. 

 

Many of these dialect groups, such as the Hokkien and the Teochew, felt animosity 

toward each other that can be traced back to triad and regional rivalry in China, and this 

bitterness often erupted into outbreaks of deadly violence up until the 1960s.35 The 

violent clashes between the Hokkien and Teochew groups further serve as an example 

of the divisions within the community, and challenge any attempt to simplistically 

classify the Chinese migrants as a singular cell. What can be inferred is that the various 

                                                           
29 See for instance L. K. Wong, ‘The Trade of Singapore, 1819–69’,  Journal of the Malayan Branch, 
Royal Asiatic Society,  Vol. 33 (4),  December 1960, 1 – 315; and ‘Singapore its Growth as an Entrepot 
Port, 1819–1994’,  Journal of Southeast Asian Studies,  Vol. 9 (1), 1978, 50 – 85. 
30 C.F. Yong, Chinese Leadership and Power in Colonial Singapore (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 
1992), xvi. 
31 C.A. Trocki, Singapore: Wealth, Power and the culture of control (London: Routledge, 2006), 17 
32 N.S. PuruShotam, Negotiating Language, Constructing Race: Disciplining Difference in Singapore 
(New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1998), 34. 
33 Ibid., 34. 
34 Ibid., 34 – 35, 
35 Yong, 1992, op. cit., 23 – 25. 
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dialect communities, despite their differences, saw themselves as ‘Chinese’ in relation 

to the other ethnic groups on the island, yet referred to themselves through their 

respective communal and dialect loyalties in their relations with each other. 

 

Among the Straits-born Chinese, the inability to converse fluently in the Chinese 

languages rendered them highly visible. Instead, they spoke Malay and, increasingly, 

English as well, which resulted in the cultural ostracising of the Straits Chinese by the 

new migrants. Fiercely protective of ‘their’ language use, the peranakan reacted to the 

referral of the Straits-born Chinese in a derogatory manner by the new migrants 36 by 

adjudging themselves to be the idealised Chinese of the future – ethnic Chinese who 

read ‘much admired’ Western literature and had the ability to converse fluently with the 

administrators of the Straits Settlements.37 Due to their literacy in English, many 

peranakan were able to secure employment in European offices as cashiers and clerks.38 

The privileged among the Straits Chinese were able to transform their advantage of 

having an English education into “social mobility, a move which weakened their links 

with the Malay and Malay culture on the one hand and strengthened their identification 

with Great Britain on the other,”39 so much so that in 1900 a group of peranakan 

founded the Straits Chinese British Association and pledged themselves to the British 

Crown as the ‘King’s Chinese’.40 

 

This form of colonised patriotism did not go unnoticed by the British administration, 

nor did it go unrewarded. The colonial regime had an interest in nurturing the loyalty of 

the colonised, particularly a community potentially as ‘useful’ as the Straits Chinese. 

Thus, in the eyes of the British, the peranakan established themselves as the ideal ethnic 

and linguistic combination by marrying the highly desirable ‘Chinese traits’ of being 

industrious, highly productive, and (supposedly) virile with ‘modern’ skills such as 

English literacy and arithmetic.41  

 

                                                           
36 C.B. Tan, ‘People of Chinese Descent: Language, Nationality and Identity’, in L.C. Wang and G. 
Wang, The Chinese Diaspora: Selected Essays Vol. I (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1998), 31. 
37 B.K. Lim, ‘The Chinese in Malaya’, in W. Feldwick, Present Day Impressions of Far East and 
Prominent and Progressive Chinese at Home and Abroad (London: The Globe Encyclopaedia Company, 
1917), 881. 
38 L.K. Wong, op. cit., 84. 
39 Yong, 1992, op. cit., xvi – xvii. 
40 Loc. cit. 
41 PuruShotam, op. cit., 41. 
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The British administration also tended to view the peranakan as a ‘necessarily’ stable 

element of the population. A large majority of the population, in particular the migrant 

Chinese, saw their principal loyalties elsewhere.42 Singapore was merely a place of 

work, where one could hopefully make a decent living and save up for marriage and 

family life back ‘home’.43 In the midst of this population with detached loyalties, the 

Straits Chinese offered a welcome permanence, for in the running of empire there were 

countless low-ranking administrative posts to be filled. 

 

In return, the British conferred upon the upper class Straits-born Chinese a limited 

degree of political influence on the island. Upstanding members of the peranakan 

community found themselves representing the local population at large in the 

Legislative Council.44 There were two reasons for this apparent display of favouritism, 

with the first being loyalty to the regime already mentioned. The other motive was that 

the Straits Chinese were seen as positive collaborators “as a countering device to the 

growth and influence of the Chinese-speaking community.”45 The influence of the 

various secret societies over the Chinese-speaking population in Singapore was 

particularly alarming to the British, as the insular nature of these societies meant that the 

colonial government understood very little about the nature of their operations. 

 

The term ‘secret societies’ is something of an oxymoron when one takes into account 

the fact that their existence was known to all. Even after legislation rendered them 

illegal in 1870 they continued to play a vital role in the social lives of the Chinese 

migrants. These societies were a key component of Chinese migrant culture in 

Singapore, and the organisational structure of migrant Chinese society in Singapore 

gravitated around kongsi and bang, with the huiguan coming into the picture during the 

latter period of the nineteenth century.  

 

Kongsi were established with financial motivations, such as the organisation of labour 

and the running of plantations,46 and were largely law-abiding with keen interests in the 

                                                           
42 For more detailed discussion on the nature of ‘overseas Chinese loyalties’, see for instance G. Wang, 
‘Southeast Asian Chinese and the Development of China’, in Don’t Leave Home: Migration and the 
Chinese (Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 2003), 239 – 261. 
43 Trocki, op. cit., 47. 
44 Yong, 1992, op. cit., 291 – 292. 
45 Ibid., 290. 
46 P.P. Lee, Chinese Society in Nineteenth Century Singapore: A Socioeconomic Analysis (Kuala Lumpur: 
Oxford University Press, 1978), 45 – 46.  
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welfare of member migrants.47 But it was the bang that often drew the concern of the 

British. The five bang in Singapore were aligned along the lines of dialect and place of 

birth, and were organised accordingly into the Teochew, Hokkien, Cantonese, Hakka 

and Hainanese bangs.48 Each had a similarly internalised class-structure, with the rich 

towkays holding positions of great influence over the rest of the bang.49 The insular 

nature of membership prerequisites, existent regional divisions between migrants, and 

the fact that members usually turned to their bang to solve grievances such as perceived 

slights resulted in volatile relationships between bang.50  

 

Attempts were made to keep ethnic and dialect groups apart by the colonial 

administration due to communal tensions. The revolution of 1911, the subsequent 

effective collapse of the republican government in China, and the emergence of the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as a polemic opposite to the Guomindang (GMD) all 

served to politicise Chinese ethnicity as a whole in the eyes of the British. The ‘threat’ 

from the migrant Chinese was now ideological, rather than simply criminal as more 

Chinese began to take an active interest in China’s political struggles through the 

politicisation of the Chinese schools on the island.51   

 

Largely ignored by colonial officials as far as concerns for the provision of education 

facilities and assets were concerned, the Chinese migrants had been left to their own 

devices in matters of education. The richer of the émigré population in particular held 

an intense amount of pride in traditional Chinese methods of schooling, and this was 

reflected in the establishment of the earliest Chinese schools on the island. Reverend 

G.H. Thomson recorded that in 1829, there were Cantonese schools in Kampong Glam 

and Pekin Street, with a Hokkien school also established in the latter location at around 

the same time.52 The fact that these schools taught classical education, letter writing and 

the use of the abacus, rather than any subjects such as local languages, which would 

have contained more relevance to the cultural background of the Straits Settlements and 

its colonial masters, underscores the insular nature of the Chinese migrants at the time. 

 

                                                           
47 Ibid., 38. 
48 Trocki, op. cit., 49. 
49 Loc. cit. 
50 K.C. Chui, ‘Political attitudes and organisations c.1900 – 1941’, in E. Lee and E.C.T. Chew, A History 
of Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), 73. 
51 F.H.K. Wong, & Y.H. Gwee, Official Reports on Education: Straits Settlements and the Federated 
Malay States 1870-1939 (Singapore: Pan Pacific Book Distributors, 1980), 9. 
52 Ibid., 8. 
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As anti-Manchu fervour began to gain momentum among the overseas Chinese, 

teachers in the Chinese-medium schools spun yarns of Han Chinese patriotism, 

transforming the context of the educational curriculum from literature and language 

skills to that of political thought reflecting the dogma of the democratic ideals stipulated 

by Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yat Sen), one of the primary instigators of the revolution. The 

selection of Mandarin as the national language of the Republic of China in 1917 saw a 

gradual shift in the medium of instruction in Chinese schools from various dialects to 

Mandarin.53 In 1919 colloquial Chinese textbooks replaced the traditional Chinese 

classics, and this change eventually made its way into the Chinese schools on the 

island.54 This reflected the fact that most of the teachers for the Chinese-medium 

schools were drawn from an idealist, pro-revolutionary pool of intelligentsia from 

mainland China, who brought with them contemporary social and political attitudes in 

the wake of the May Fourth Movement. Even more so than the Chinese classics, the 

new textbooks were not just a medium of instruction, but a tool of nationalist ideas. 

 

The flow of pro-revolutionaries from China continued to ensure the presence of strong 

feelings of loyalty between their students in Singapore with the new Chinese republic. 

These loyalties were exceedingly powerful, and by all accounts zealous in their nature. 

The Chinese language communities retained strong ties with the mainland, as evidenced 

by the establishment of a branch of the Tongmen Hui (The United League) on the island 

in 1906.55 Sun himself visited Singapore in 1900, and had noted “the potential of 

Singapore as the centre of revolutionary ideas in South-East Asia.”56 Chinese merchants 

such as Tan Kah Kee (a Chinese migrant) and Lim Boon Keng (distinguished within the 

peranakan community) were among the first to join the Singaporean Tongmen Hui, 

raising substantial sums of money for the revolutionary cause.57 

 

Sun’s idealism manifested itself through the enthusiasm of the Chinese language 

teachers who had carried the ideologies of the GMD to the Nanyang region. The British 

administration saw the increasingly vocal nationalist support in the Chinese language 

                                                           
53 B.C. Ang, ‘The Teaching of the Chinese Language in Singapore’, in S. Gopinathan, A. Pakir, W.H. Ho 
& V. Saravanan, Language, Society and Education in Singapore: Issues and Trends (Singapore: Times 
Academic Press, 1998), 337. 
54 Loc. cit. 
55 The Tongmen Hui was a confederation of a multitude of overseas Chinese revolutionary organisations, 
and was created in Tokyo in August 1905 
56 Y.C. Hwang, The Overseas Chinese and the 1911 Revolution With Special Reference to Singapore and 
Malaya (Kuala Lumpur:Oxford University Press, 1976), 91. 
57 C.F. Yong, Tan Kah-Kee: The Making of an Overseas Chinese Legend (Singapore: Times Academic 
Press, 1989), 176. 
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schools as a confirmation of their worries of the ‘political untrustworthiness’ of the 

Chinese-speaking community. To counter this, the administration drew up the 

Registration of Schools Ordinances in 1920, which “saw the beginning of a more 

coherent policy on the part of the British to control Chinese nationalism generally and 

to check the GMD forces in Chinese schools in particular.”58 The growing appeal of the 

Mao Zedong’s CCP and the deep class divisions in Chinese society exposed by the civil 

war would further complicate matters. By the 1970s, the highly charged political nature 

of the Chinese schools was represented so vocally that the government of an 

independent Singaporean state would react harshly toward this ostensibly ‘chauvinistic 

and puritanical’ idealisation of Chineseness. 

 

A question of survival, and a new direction for scholarship 

 

The outbreak of the Second World War and the subsequent fall of Malaya and 

Singapore to the Japanese transformed the social landscape of politicised favouritism, 

with the animosity that the Japanese felt toward the Chinese in Singapore due to their 

financial support of the ongoing Sino-Japanese conflict. By 1942 a significant number 

of Chinese were politically active, having been involved in anti-Japanese 

demonstrations and boycotts, as well as campaigning to raise funds to contribute to the 

Chinese war effort.59 During the last days of the struggle for Singapore, the colonial 

administration authorised the formation of an irregular militia unit comprised entirely of 

Chinese volunteers, and commanded by British officers.  

 

The Singapore Chinese Anti-Japanese Volunteer Battalion, designated ‘Dalforce’ after 

its commander John Dalley, had little influence in the course of the battle even though it 

was involved in the desperate fighting on the first night of the Japanese crossing of the 

Johor Straits. After the final collapse of the defences on the island, many Dalforce 

members fled into the jungles of Malaya, where along with other Chinese caught up in 

the growing tide of nationalist fervour they comprised the Malayan People’s Anti-

Japanese Army (MPAJA) and its associated Malayan Communist Party (MCP).60 

Armed, instructed, and re-supplied by British Special Operations Executive members 

with a view to conducting partisan activities on Japanese installations, by 1945 the 
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MPAJA and MCP had developed into a powerful military entity, counting among its 

members thousands of working-class Chinese-speakers.61 

 

The fall of Singapore to Japanese forces in 1942 also brought an abrupt end to the early 

colonial phase of history writing as the scholar administrators were either interned for 

the duration of the conflict, or fled during the last days of the siege, and the return to 

British rule after the conflict in 1945 can be regarded as the start of a second period of 

history writing in Singapore, the late colonial phase. The British would return to a 

Singaporean society dominated by nationalist and socialist discourse as the age of 

European empires drew to a close. It is widely recognised in Singapore’s broader 

historiography that many within the Chinese-medium schools looked to Mao’s victory 

over the Nationalists in 1949 for inspiration in the class struggle that, in their opinion, 

was taking place in Singapore.62 

 

The Chinese language communities were not alone in their labour towards 

independence. Key figures among the local English-literate upper-middle class saw 

their opportunity in the grab for power,63 while from abroad members of the English-

educated intelligentsia began to return with plans and hopes for a Singapore free of its 

colonial yoke. ‘Returnees’ educated in the United Kingdom such as Toh Chin Chye, 

Goh Keng Swee, and Lee Kuan Yew sought to establish their credentials in the political 

cauldron of the day. Regardless of their backgrounds, one consistency was clear to all 

parties: the key to political power, especially after the passing of the Citizenship 

Ordinance in 1957 which gave voting rights to a mass of non English-literate Chinese, 

would rest on gaining the vote of the numerically dominant Chinese-speaker.64  

 

By 1953, a small group of English-literate middle and upper-middle class acquaintances 

soon began meeting on a regular basis in Lee’s bungalow to discuss Singapore’s 

political future after the empire.65 As Michael Barr observes, what would eventually 

become the People’s Action Party (PAP) was in fact a gathering of two ideologies. 
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There were the technocrats, with Toh Chin Chye, Goh Keng Swee, S. Rajaratnam, K.M. 

Byrne, and Lee himself on the one hand; on the other were the English-educated pro-

communists, such as S. Woodhull, James Puthucheary, Samad Ismail, Devan Nair, and 

Jamit Singh.66  

 

Despite being infused with considerable talent, the group lacked an obvious appeal to 

the numerically-dominant Chinese left, especially to the influential Chinese middle 

schools and trade unions. Goh Keng Swee would relate to Dennis Bloodworth of The 

Observer, “If we formed a new political party and could get the Chinese-educated 

Chinese on our side, we would have a winning combination.”67 Hence, keen to avoid 

portraying themselves as merely “white men in a yellow man’s skin”,68 Lee and the 

newly formed PAP would forge an alliance with representatives of the Chinese 

language community, most notably in the form of Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee 

Suan, both former students from the Chinese middle schools.69 

 

The alignment was underscored by pragmatism. Lee himself was a figure of some 

repute among the Chinese-speakers through his legal representation of trade and labour 

unions in Singapore, though he was also quick to realise that he was an easy target for 

character attacks from the Chinese-educated who could – and did – call attention to his 

English education in Oxford.70 On the campaign trail, none of the key figures apart from 

Ong Eng Guan, who would later stage a personal rebellion against Lee and the PAP, 

spoke Hokkien or any of the other Chinese dialects with fluency. Lee’s first attempt to 

speak Hokkien at a rally was met with laughter from the listening crowd.71 

 

The union with Lim et al. allowed the PAP to address issues within the Chinese-

speaking community on terms that the latter were able to understand and, more 

importantly, empathise with. Using socialist and anti-colonial rhetoric, the PAP was 

able to verbally attack and discredit English-educated political players such as David 

Marshall of the Labour Front,72 with an editorial in the Malayan Times suggesting that 
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the PAP’s political strategy at this time was based on “belittling the English-educated 

Singaporeans and pandering to the Chinese-educated section of the population.”73 At 

the same time, through quiet discussions with the British Lee and his English-educated 

peers were able to gain the colonial administration’s trust with their reassurances that 

their party ideology did not lie ‘too far left’.74 

 

The Malayan Times comments at first appeared to be justified when the PAP swept to 

power in the elections of 1959. As Turnbull notes: 

 

The new regime launched into an attack upon Western culture and pressed 

heavily upon the hitherto privileged English-educated middle class. Six 

thousand civil servants suffered a cut in allowances and were drafted into 

carrying out ‘voluntary’ manual work on Sundays. Western films and 

magazines which were held to have a corrupting influence or to belittle 

Asian culture were banned … Even Raffles almost fell victim to the wave of 

anti-Westernism, but after much debate the new leaders decided to let his 

statue remain for the time being.75 

 

Lee’s position however appears far more moderate in hindsight, though he was 

pragmatic and calculating about his stance. While he allowed the Chinese-speaking Left 

to have its day through “fiery election speeches and appeals to mass emotionalism”,76 

the moderates of the PAP were applying less chauvinistic ideals to their policies. 

 

The PAP had inherited the findings of The All Party Committee of the Singapore 

Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education (APR), commissioned under the Marshall 

government from 1955 – 1956. While the APR was in part put together in an effort to 

placate the vociferous protests by the Chinese middle schools due to the nationalising of 

an English-medium education system in Singapore, the report also laid the foundations 

for contemporary discourse on language and race in the context of policy-making in 

Singapore. 
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In protecting fiercely the continuance of Chinese education … the Chinese 

inhabitants of this Island are but voicing the innate fears that once a blow is 

struck at their language, culture would follow next and without culture as 

the basis of its racial existence, no people could preserve its identity and 

racial dignity.77 

 

Accordingly, the APR was quick to recommend that “Mandarin should be the only 

language taught for all Chinese pupils as the compulsory language in English Schools, 

Tamil for all Indian children … and Malay for all Malaysian races.”78 The APR also 

recognised the volatile co-existence of the English- and Chinese-educated Chinese. It 

was of the opinion that nation-building was impossible if this social fracture was left 

alone,79 and recommended that bilingual education would be essential towards 

reconciling the two communities.80 The reason for the near-chauvinistic zeal of the 

Chinese middle schools and the Chinese-speaking Left in general, the APR suggested, 

lay with ‘cultural pride’, which is only partially true. The report failed to recognise the 

differences of social class that superseded the English/Chinese-educated divide, and that 

the most pressing matters that needed to be addressed, in the opinion of much of the 

lower strata population, were living conditions and employment and not necessarily the 

protection of Chinese education and culture. 

 

Despite its flaws, the APR provided the PAP with an effective framework with which to 

diffuse the tensions presented by the Chinese middle schools. Chinese education would 

be ‘protected’, but not at the expense of the Malay and Indian communities. English, 

necessitated by commerce and development, would form the basis of a lingua franca in 

the national education system. Hence, the PAP could distance itself from the more 

extreme views of Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan (among others), placating the 

non-Chinese and, more importantly, key politicians of the Federation of Malaya with 

whom merger now beckoned.81 

 

Approaches towards the histories of Singapore at this time were markedly different 

from the early colonial phase for a number of reasons. In preparation for Malayan self-
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rule, the administrative reorganisation that took place after the war saw the island left 

out of the newly-constituted Malayan Union, albeit temporarily. The growing 

discussion of whether or not Singapore’s post-colonial future lay within a Malayan state 

generated intense discussion in popular, political and academic circles alike. Across 

disciplines, this created an atmosphere that was conducive to scholars conceptualising 

research on Singapore which treated it as being necessarily distinct and separate from 

Malaya. 

 

The establishment of the University of Malaya in 1949, with campuses in both Kuala 

Lumpur and Singapore, was critical in establishing a local scholarship scene that was 

less financially exclusive for the colonised citizenry. No longer was it the case that a 

school-leaver had to leave Singapore for universities in the United Kingdom, Australia 

and the United States in order to pursue a tertiary education, which was often an 

exceedingly expensive proposition. The University of Malaya would leave its indelible 

signature on Singapore’s historiography with the emergence of eminent local historians, 

such as Wang Gungwu. 

 

More pressing matters that individuals were forced to confront also became catalysts for 

shifts in historiography. Despite the end of the conflict, Singapore in 1945 and the 

immediate post-war years was wracked by incredible social hardships and widespread 

unemployment. The urgency of Singapore’s post-war crisis was a powerful mechanism 

for academia. Studies were commissioned by the bureaucratic apparatus as the 

administration sought to come to terms with the considerable task of redressing the 

problems of housing and social welfare, while other independent scholars were drawn to 

Singapore through intellectual curiosity. T.H. Silcock and C.J. Oliveiro, Professors of 

Economics and Biochemistry respectively, were members of a team commissioned by 

the Department of Social Welfare to report on the state of urban living conditions in 

Singapore. Barrington Kaye, in his status as a Social Research Fellow at the University 

of Malaya, penned a detailed and splendid ethno-history of the Chinese living in Upper 

Nankin Street in Singapore’s ‘Chinatown’,82  one of the most densely populated 

districts on the island. Maurice Freedman undertook similar research, tracing the 

intricate history of Chinese familial practices and marriage customs in Singapore.83 

Through initiatives made relevant due to the dire social circumstances, one is able to 
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trace a distinct shift from a broader historical narrative in the early colonial phase to a 

desire to understand different facets of the colony’s inhabitants, or its ‘underside’.  

 

Viewing ‘Singapore’ independently from a Malayan framework in both politics and 

academia 

 

Yet the trend of ethno-historical work was short-lived as political shifts heralded a new 

emphasis in Singapore’s historiography. Membership of the Malay Federation beckoned 

for Singapore and by 1962 this eventuality came to pass. However the politics of 

citizenship, ethnicity and language perplexed the Federation’s leaders and its people.  

 

Both Tengku Abdul Rahman, Prime Minister of the Federation of Malaya, and the 

members of the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) were uneasy at the 

prospect of the sharp increase in the Chinese population within the Federation should a 

merger take place, which would make the Chinese the ethnic majority.84 Even with the 

incorporation of the territories in Borneo, the majority enjoyed by the Malays would be a 

precarious one.85 Lee himself at the time was convinced that Singapore’s only viable 

future lay within the Federation, and as such the vocal pro-Chinese views espoused by 

Lim Chin Siong in public rallies and speeches found little favour with the former. As 

such, the uncomfortable ‘love affair’ between the moderates of the PAP and the Leftist 

elements could not last. Events transpired when Lim and his fellows broke ranks with 

the PAP. Lim had grown concerned about merger with the Federation, and the prospect 

that the Chinese would be awarded ‘second-class citizenship’ in a politically Malay 

Malaya.86 In July 1961, along with Puthucheary, Woodhull, Fong Swee Suan, and 

numerous PAP Assemblymen, Lim left the PAP to help form the Barisan Sosialis. 

 

Lee has since indicated that he felt this was the PAP’s darkest hour, with the party left 

virtually an empty shell.87 Lim had brought with him almost all of the key figures of the 

party branches, subscription fees, most of the party cadres, and even the office furniture. 

The pro-Chinese language Nanyang University students and graduates threw their 
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support behind the new party, and through the endorsement of over forty unions Barisan 

effectively had influence over two thirds of the labour force in Singapore.88 

 

However the split provided an exploitable boon to the PAP in that it served to clarify 

the party ideology not just to the British, who were still concerned about the possibility 

of the establishment of a communist state, but to Tengku Abdul Rahman and UMNO. 

Lee was now free to discuss a merger with the Federation of Malaya without the 

contradiction presented by Lim’s speeches, which demanded independence without a 

Malayan merger.89 Furthermore, the rebellion by the Left-leaning elements of the PAP 

saved Lee from having to go through the messy political process of expelling them 

without sufficient justification at a later date, which would have undermined the image 

of the PAP in the eyes of the voting public.90 

 

The PAP had also begun to deliver on promises made in the 1959 elections. The school-

going population had increased from 290,000 to 430,000 from 1960 to 1963, while the 

training of teachers had resulted in a doubling of graduates from the teacher’s training 

college.91 Under the advice of the Dutch economist Albert Winsemius, Singapore was 

developing a broader economic frame work less dependent on being an entrepôt. 

Factories were established as Singapore moved into the realm of export, while the 

creation of the Singapore Tourist Promotion Board allowed the promotion of tourism 

and the creation of new jobs. As Lee describes, “it was labour intensive, needing cooks, 

maids, waiters, laundrymen, drycleaners, tour guides, drivers and makers of souvenir 

handicraft. Best of all, it required little capital.”92 

 

Lee would ultimately exact retribution for the ‘mutiny’ by the Leftists. ‘Operation Cold 

Store’ was carried out on 3 February 1963, when the Internal Security Act was invoked 

and a mass of the upper echelons of Barisan Socialis, including Lim Chin Siong and 

Fong Swee Suan, found themselves detained along with members of the Partai Rakyat 

Singapura.93 Apart from politicians, ‘Cold Store’ also targeted student leaders, unionists, 
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as well as journalists, with no charges being filed and no trials forthcoming.94 The 

deregistration of the vocal and Left-leaning Singapore Association of Trade Unions 

following ‘Cold Store’ would eventually lead to a general collapse of resistance in 

industrial relations in Singapore. 

 

With little political opposition, the PAP would dominate the political scene in 

Singapore. Separation from the Federation followed in 1965. After just three years this 

association was brought to an end as Singapore found itself rather unwillingly detached 

from the Malaysian state, and the fledgling nation was not expected to survive for long 

without a hinterland. Lau suggests that this era was accompanied by a sense of 

desperation and gloom that enveloped the process of history-writing in Singapore,95 

with educationists and politicians questioning the usefulness of studying and writing 

history when more immediate concerns demanded attention. And though there were 

grave concerns about Singapore’s viability as an independent nation at the time, 

gradually the economic policies that were developed by the likes of Goh Keng Swee 

and Hon Sui Sen would improve the situation dramatically. The divorce from Malaysia 

also meant that Lee was no longer confined by the politics of granting the Malay 

language pre-eminence, as he had long espoused in the old Legislative Assembly.96 

 

The writing of Singaporean histories during its early independence reflect a return to 

attempts at locating Singapore’s socio-economic significance within a larger geographic 

context.  This time, however, the greater framework was one of Southeast Asian and 

East Asian affairs.  This was far less constraining than the narrower Malaysian 

framework used in colonial days.  More importantly, amidst the gloom of separation, 

this approach could suggest connections that pointed to hope for the future. Donald and 

Joanna Moore’s The First 150 Years of Singapore, published in 1969, was an earnest 

attempt to celebrate Singapore’s economic prominence within the mechanics of the 

British empire in the Far East as a distinct and separate entity, as was Harold Frank 

Pearson’s Singapore: A Popular History 1819 – 1960.97 
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The Chinese merchant elite, as opposed to the colonial administrator, also began to take 

centre stage in the process of history writing. The prevalent discourse of histories in the 

early independence era drew from a fashion of ‘post-colonial self-empowerment’, 

underscoring the erstwhile under-recognised contributions to the growth and 

development of Singapore by elements of the colonised citizenry, in particular the 

Chinese kapitans. Wong Choon San’s A Gallery of Chinese Kapitans appeared in 

1964,98 followed by works by other local scholars such as Yong Ching Fatt (‘Chinese 

Leadership in Nineteenth Century Singapore’ in the Journal of the Island Society) and 

Yen Ching-Hwang (‘Ching’s Sale of Honours and the Chinese Leadership in Singapore 

and Malaya 1877 – 1912’ in the September 1970 edition of the Journal of Southeast 

Asian Studies). Again, the thematic focus was the proposition that Singapore’s success 

had long been the result of the significant role played by its colonised citizenry, and that 

there was hope for the future since the elements of what made Singapore such a key cog 

in the imperial machine remained despite separation and the end of empire. 

 

Beyond survival, and a new optimism in Singapore’s histories 

 

With the disempowerment of the Chinese-educated Left, Lee was free to promote the 

attached meanings of English – access to technology and modernity – as sufficient 

reason for granting the English language pole position in the national education system, 

this time without being subjected to taunts in the press and in parliament about his 

‘Chineseness’. Singapore economic survival, it was argued, relied heavily on the 

presence of an English-literate labour force.99 The role of English literacy as a tool for 

socio-economic mobility was already recognised by many households, and the PAP 

government’s success in convincing the citizenry was easily achieved: enrolments in 

Chinese-medium schools fell even more sharply from 1965 onwards, with just 30 per 

cent of the ethnic Chinese registering for Primary One classes in Chinese stream schools, 

down from 46 percent in 1959.100 In 1968 nearly 300,000 students were enrolled in 

English-medium schools, compared to 135,000 in Chinese schools.101 

 

It would be erroneous however to attribute the falling rates of Chinese-medium 

schooling to being simply an ideological bias in policy. Lee’s appeal was dictated more 
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by pragmatism than ideology. The PAP continued to underscore its stance on 

bilingualism in the national education system while Lee himself set about learning 

Mandarin. He sent his children to Chinese-medium schools to gain what he calls 

“cultural ballast”,102 and would later urge the Chinese population to do likewise so that 

they would not be “deculturalised” (sic).103 However, he was certainly in a better 

financial position than most to do so. Working class Chinese families saw education for 

their children as a mechanism for upward mobility, and in the hope of a better life made 

many sacrifices to send their children to the most affordable English stream schools.104 

The tone was thus set for the next forty years of social attitudes and responses to 

governmental rule: pragmatism would be the prevalent ideology among the citizens of 

Singapore. 

 

Though Lee would embark on his own voyage of ‘cultural rediscovery’ after his visit to 

China in 1976, the Chinese-educated groups from Nanyang University and the Chinese 

middle schools presented a thorny issue. Graduates and student leaders from the former 

in particular were concerned about the fact that their wages were often far below that of 

their English-educated peers at the University of Singapore, and this was in fact 

symptomatic of employment patterns in general. Even after the ‘Cold Store’ arrests, the 

Chinese-speaking student body at Nanyang remained politically active and highly 

critical of the state for what they perceived to be a return to colonial economic norms.105 

In 1966, while Lee was attending the official opening of a new library at Nanyang 

University, some two hundred students made their displeasure felt by protesting at the 

ceremony, while just days later a large group of students from the Chinese-medium 

Ngee Ann College clashed with police outside Lee’s office.106 

 

The PAP’s record on delivering economic progress a decade on from independence 

meant that it had a mandate for rationalising strict controls within its political system, 

allowing it to quell critical voices across all ethnic and language groups. The problem 

posed by the vocal Nanyang students was addressed by merging the university with the 

English-dominated University of Singapore, creating the English-medium National 

University of Singapore by 1981, with a key prerequisite for entry into the new 
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university being literacy in English. Lee’s reasoning was that the move was aimed at 

“saving several thousand Nantah graduates from their poor economic status, 

handicapped by their inadequate command of English.”107 Opponents in the print media 

were dealt with less subtly. In 1971 members of the Nanyang Siang Pau editorial staff 

were arrested on charges of sedition; the Eastern Sun was accused of receiving payments 

from Chinese communist elements and was shut down, while similar accusations led to 

the closure of the Singapore Herald.108  

 

The labour unions, effectively broken in ‘Cold Store’, were resurrected under the banner 

the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) headed by then-PAP stalwart C.V. Devan 

Nair,109 who would later become the president of Singapore. The Leftist ‘renegades’, 

Woodhull, Puthucheary, and Fong, left the island state after their detention, settling in 

Malaysia. Lim Chin Siong, another principal detainee of ‘Cold Store’, was released in 

1969 broken in mind and spirit after suffering from acute depression and apparent 

suicidal tendencies.110 

 

By the 1970s, when it became clear that Singapore was no longer in danger of economic 

disaster, the theme of histories that were being produced shifted yet again, this time 

reflecting a greater sense of optimism. The Singapore government too began to take an 

interest in the production of Singapore’s histories as part of its own desire to instil what 

it would come to term ‘cultural ballast’ in its citizens. Through the government’s 

emphasis on history in pedagogy, coupled with campaigns which stressed the 

importance of reconciling Singapore’s past with its present and future the citizen 

became a ready consumer of Singapore histories,111 expanding markets for publishers 

and writers alike.  

 

                                                           
107 Ibid., 151. 
108 Turnbull, op. cit., 309. 
109 Loc. cit. 
110 C.J. W-L Wee, ‘The vanquished: Lim Chin Siong and a progressivist national narrative’, in P.E. Lam, 
and Y.L.K. Tan, Lee’s Lieutenants: Singapore’s Old Guard (NSW, Australia: Allen & Unwin, 1999), 
183. 
111 In October 1979, the Singapore government launched the first annual ‘Speak Mandarin Campaign’ 
(SMC). One of its principal aims was to provide, in Lee Kuan Yew’s words, “cultural ballast” to counter 
the perceived effect of deculturalisation brought upon through the modernisation process. The SMC 
directly associated the Chinese of Singapore with the ‘grander’ historical narrative of China’s past 
through constant references to the classics of Chinese literature and character values that were postulated 
as being exclusively ‘Asian’ or ‘Chinese’ in nature, such as thrift, respect for elders and collectivism. The 
SMC also coincided with an extensive revision of the education system based on the teaching of the 
‘mother tongue’, as well as an emergent rhetoric on Singapore’s history as a source of inspiration for 
younger Singaporeans by PAP ministers such as S. Rajaratnam, Ong Teng Cheong and S. Dhanabalan. 



 

 - 32 -

Consequently, several history books that were produced in this new phase, the mid-

independence era, had the financial appeal of ‘selling history’ to the layperson, with 

Donald Moore’s The Magic Dragon (1975), Noel Barber’s The Singapore Story: From 

Raffles to Lee Kuan Yew (1978), and F.J. George’s The Singapore Saga (1985) being 

key examples.112 The chronology of events and personalities marked the limits of these 

works as Singapore’s past was transformed into a soap opera for marketability, where in 

the words of Turnbull, “characters are heroes, or fools, all is black and white, with no 

analysis of problems and complications.”113  

 

This new phase of history-writing also saw the emergence of several key additions to 

Singapore’s historiography. C.M. Turnbull’s A History of Singapore 1819 – 1975 was 

published in 1977, followed by an updated edition twelve years later. A splendid 

general survey of Singapore’s past, Turnbull’s work is still regarded by scholars as 

essential reading for the student of Singapore’s history.114 Remaining concise while 

simultaneously supplying a historical narrative that spans over one hundred and fifty 

years, with considerable skill Turnbull is able to present an account of Singapore’s past 

that is based on a clear analysis of sources and evidence. 

 

Another critical study, James Warren’s Rickshaw Coolie: A People’s History of 

Singapore 1880 – 1940, made its appearance in 1986. Rickshaw Coolie set the tone for a 

divergent approach towards the history of the island and its people. Stepping away from 

the tradition of a grand Singapore historical narrative, it raised the possibility of 

approaching its history through the subjective experiences of the citizenry. Its author 

remarks: 

 

This approach to the history writing of the ‘subject people’ of Singapore 

enables the historian to confront fundamental questions about the nature of 

migration, colonial urbanism and labour, and to trace how and why a city 

like Singapore has developed.115 

 

Corresponding research undertaken by scholars such as Lee Poh Ping, Carl Trocki, and 

Brenda Yeoh attempted to bridge the gaps in Singapore’s historiography by articulating 
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the important roles played by ordinary people.116 The former pair adopt class-based 

approaches in their analyses of the Chinese in colonial Singapore, while Yeoh’s work 

identifies the societal implications of physical space and imperial daily life on the 

island. By detailing the process and nature of social stratification within the Chinese 

community, these contributions accentuated the flaws in earlier works, which tended to 

view the ethnic and language communities in Singapore as amorphous bodies, as all the 

more glaring. 

 

Economy Triumphant: Singapore’s ‘Tribute Histories’ 

 

The new trends in history-writing is an important juncture in the development of the 

nation’s historiography. On the one hand, it was a time when a greater consciousness of 

how language, locality, class, and gender could drastically influence the experience of 

urban Singapore began to manifest itself in works by a particular group of academics. 

Through the works of notable scholars such as Warren and Yeoh, the historical world of 

colonial Singapore comes alive. In moving away from dry and caricatured narratives 

provided by British administrators and a handful of colonised elite, the story of the 

colony is told through the accounts of a multitude of individuals from the lower classes, 

and the conditions they faced in everyday life. 

 

However, while the experience of ordinary life was dissected with increasing eagerness 

by some in academia, the efforts of the comparatively small group of social historians 

were eclipsed by the sheer volume of works that were published in (particularly, but not 

limited to) non-academic circles. The majority of these texts engaged directly with the 

history of Singapore after independence in 1965, positing that this was essentially a 

story of economic and political triumph, and this has since come to dominate how 

Singapore’s independent past is commonly understood. Consequently, a self-

congratulatory trend in Singapore’s historiography today becomes readily apparent, 

known as Singapore’s ‘triumphalist’ or ‘tribute histories’.  

 

The term ‘economic miracle’ came into popular use both in Singapore and by a growing 

list of admirers by the 1980s. It was employed to describe the fact that the island state 

                                                           
116 See for instance P. P. Lee, Chinese Society in Nineteenth Century Singapore (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1978); C.A. Trocki, Opium and Empire (New York: Cornell University Press, 1990); 
and B. Yeoh, Contesting Space in Colonial Singapore: Power Relations and the Urban Built 
Environment (Singapore: Singapore Universities Press, 2003). 
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not only defied the odds by not succumbing to economic disaster, but had in fact 

become a model of development for nations seeking to make the leap ‘from Third 

World to First’.117 Several authors of Singapore’s histories began to trace the reasons 

for Singapore’s unexpected success through a consistent theme: that the economic and 

political shrewdness of key personalities within Singapore’s ruling party, the People’s 

Action Party, was the chief historical function in the story of the ‘miracle’.  

 

Edgar Schien correlates the impact of PAP personalities such as Hon Sui Sen with the 

effectiveness of Singapore’s Economic Development Board to explain “how Singapore, 

in the space of thirty-five years, could be transformed from a fairly impoverished 

underdeveloped former colony into a modern city-state that today aspires to be in the 

top ranks of developed economies,”118 and the theme of ‘personality above all’ was 

similarly pursued in works such as Sandhu and Wheatley’s edited volume Management 

of Success: The Moulding of Modern Singapore (1989), which fuses the history of 

Singapore after self-rule with the history of the PAP and its leaders. But tributes to the 

foresight and ingenuity of Lee Kuan Yew in particular, who led the nation from his 

victory in the General Elections of 1959, are central to the pervading sense of 

triumphalism. Alex Josey’s The Struggle for Singapore centred on Lee as the principal 

reason for Singapore’s development, while Thayil George’s Lee Kuan Yew’s Singapore 

approached its subject through similar, contingent assumptions. By 1980 Josey had 

followed up his earlier publication with Lee Kuan Yew: The Crucial Years, which 

included a detailed description of Lee’s early, pre-political life, and how this would 

eventually shape decisions that were critical to Singapore’s economic success. 

 

The writing of ‘tribute histories’ gained further momentum after Lee’s tenure as Prime 

Minister drew to a close in 1990. By this time, Singapore was recognised as one of the 

‘tiger economies’ of Asia, boasting high standards of living for its citizenry and an 

annual economic growth rate of around eleven per cent. A number of post-1990 works 

situate Lee at the epicentre of the economic miracle, expressing admiration, and at times 

reverence, for what is essentially regarded as Lee’s personal accomplishment. Anthony 

Oei’s aptly titled What if there had been no Lee Kuan Yew in 1992 epitomises the 
                                                           
117 E. H. Schein, Strategic Pragmatism: The Culture of Singapore’s Economic Development Board 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996), 1 – 2. 
118 Schein, op. cit., 1; For further reading, see also for instance C. Y. Lim, Economic Development in 
Singapore (Singapore: Federal Publications, 1980); H-C Tai (ed.), Confucianism and Economic 
Development: An Oriental Alternative? (Washington, DC: Washington Institute Press, 1989); and I. P. 
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tribute histories, and was followed by Han, Fernandez and Tan’s Lee Kuan Yew: The 

Man and His Ideas in 1997. Oei would revisit his open admiration for Lee with another 

work on Singapore’s former Prime Minister in 2005, Days of Thunder: How Lee Kuan 

Yew Blazed the Freedom Trail. 

 

Published in 1998, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew is the pinnacle of 

tribute histories. From title to conclusion, it imposes the story of Lee Kuan Yew on 

every aspect of Singapore’s history since his successful entry into politics. References 

are made to his fellow party members, but ultimately each challenge and decision is 

confronted and redressed by Lee himself. Through his own words, Lee’s story becomes 

the Singapore Story, and this theme is articulated again by Lee in the second volume of 

his memoirs, From Third World to First, published two years later. In 2005, the 

amalgamation of Lee’s own life experience with Singapore’s past continued with the 

publication of Keeping My Mandarin Alive, where the history and socio-economic 

implications of language development among the citizenry of Singapore is told through 

Lee’s personal account of the language acquisition process, and how it must therefore 

be historically applicable for all Singaporeans. 

 

“Giving history back to the people” 

 

The tribute histories thus serve to negate any idea of agency among the citizenry. By 

constantly underscoring the brilliance of the Singaporean leadership after 1965, these 

works reduce the citizenry to little more than a malleable and faceless mass. 

Understanding Singapore’s past through economic triumphalism has become the means 

through which the ruling elite justifies its right to continued governance of Singapore, 

as they continually emphasise that the best persons for the task of leading the country to 

prosperity are already in place, and that there is no reason to question the quality or 

judgement of the historical personalities that are referred to in the popular domain as 

‘Singapore’s Founding Fathers’.119  

 

To neglect the narrative provided by the common man or woman and any demonstration 

of agency that they might have enjoyed is to divorce Singapore’s socio-economic 

development from any driving force or historical mechanism outside of ‘triumphant’ 
                                                                                                                                                                          
Austin, Goh Keng Swee and Southeast Asian Governance (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Academic, 
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policies and key personalities, and the prevalence and influence of these histories in 

pedagogy and popular works alike today in Singapore threatens to suffocate any 

alternative understanding of the nation’s history after independence. The unbalanced 

nature of Singapore’s historiography must be addressed by scholars willing to look 

beyond the simple answers seemingly provided by ‘triumphant’ policy and personality, 

or as Paul Thompson suggests, by historians willing to “give back to the people who 

made and experienced history, through their own words, a central place.”120 

 

By locating historical intersections of language, class, and the subjective experience, an 

account that extends beyond the caricatured understandings of specific communities and 

their historical roles within disparate groups in Singapore can be presented. Further 

contributions in the form of people’s histories would allow for the deconstruction of 

traditional ways of understanding and studying Singaporean society.  

 

Race and ethnicity have long been potent concepts through which Singapore’s migrant 

past has been viewed and contextualised, and a racialised discourse is thematically 

dominant in most social histories of Singapore. Singapore’s colonial past, for instance, 

is understood through the function of race in the urban environment, while the politics 

of Singapore’s nationhood after 1959/65 is framed within the context of racial tensions 

and violence. This is neither surprising nor irrelevant, with ethnic division as much an 

integral part of the colonial experience as it was an impetus for Singapore’s 

independence following its expulsion from the Malaysian Federation. Yet the racialised 

historiography of Singapore reveals very little about the complex intra-communal 

relations that were pervasive within ethnic communities, complexities that were defined 

by linguistic competency and economic stratification. It is critical that contributions to 

Singapore’s historiography must recognise these social intricacies. The potential for 

scholarly illumination provided by the subjective experience, through a reconciliation of 

language, class, and regionalism with the mechanics of urban societies, cannot be 

understated. 

 

A small group of academics continue to tap into the rich tapestry of ordinary life in 

Singapore. James Warren, regarded as the foremost scholar in the field of people’s 

history in Singapore, followed the aforementioned Rickshaw Coolie with Ah Ku and 
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Karayuki-San, which explores the role of ordinary Chinese and Japanese prostitutes in 

the shaping of Singapore’s economic and social past. Both his works place the 

everyperson, coolie in one case and prostitute in the other, at the centre of a historical 

world. Others such as Lai Ah Eng, Jurgen Rudolph, and Stephen Dobbs have been 

responsible for comparable and more recent analyses. Relying heavily on ethnography, 

Rudolph traces the historical nuance of peranakan culture and language, how it 

developed in the face of socio-political change, and hence situating the ordinary baba 

on the stage of Singapore’s history.121 In his study of the Singapore River, Dobbs 

explores the role played by those who lived, worked and often died in what was for 

many years a principal artery in Singapore’s economy.122 In like fashion, Lai Ah Eng’s 

research delves into the position of working-class women in colonial Malaya.123 These 

works have only begun to explore the nuance of ordinary life in Singapore, for the 

illumination provided by people’s history always comes at the expense of the broader 

canvas. Further studies by scholars are necessary to offer a more complete picture of the 

people’s perspectives of Singapore’s past. The experiences of entire communities, such 

as the Chinese factory workers who were essential in driving Singapore’s ‘economic 

miracle’, remain untouched by serious scholarship. As a mode of analytical discourse, 

an alignment with people’s history allows this study to answer the fundamental question 

that this thesis seeks to answer: what was the historical significance of English literacy 

as a life chance for the Chinese, and to what extent did it shape class structures in 

contemporary Singapore? 

 

“No one is without the past”, a colleague once remarked in our discussion about the idea 

of people’s history in Singapore. A truism it may well be, it is also a comment that 

succinctly captures the state of how its history is misunderstood today, particularly by its 

citizens. The ruling elite are presented as their historical point of reference, through 

which society, politics and the world around them is made sense of. Singapore as it 

stands today is dominated by a discourse of affluence and historical disinterest. A 

considerable number of its citizenry is able to own property and automobiles, surround 

themselves with material assets, and while most recognise the strict rules and harsh 

vindictiveness dealt out from time to time by the parent-state, it is common among 
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citizens to meet autocracy with a casual shrug. So long as the boundaries of 

governmental control are respected, many reason, there is nothing to fear.124 Until now, 

the proven ability of the ruling party to deliver economically has resulted in consistently 

high rates of approval for the PAP government, with 54 per cent and 29 per cent of 

Singaporeans polled in 1996 ranking the government’s performance as good and very 

good respectively.125 

 

The silence of the citizenry has left its impression on Singapore’s broader 

historiography, and there is a general reluctance to challenge what have become the 

accepted ‘norms’ in Singaporean history-writing – the importance of the ‘overside’ to 

the ‘underside’ of history. Accompanying this historiographical tendency is a lack of 

wonder about how plural the historical experience of ‘Singapore’ was. The importance 

of the silent narrative provided by people’s history is not fully acknowledged in the 

wider process of history-writing in Singapore. These voices of the past function as a 

commentary on other faces of Singapore, faces that are markedly different from that 

which is often presented in the tidal wave of economic ovations amid the histories of 

triumph. They are faces that reveal the stark reality of struggle and dreams, love and 

solitude, life and death in a metropolis of concrete, glass, and steel. It is through the 

voice of the common person that other ‘Singapore Stories’ can finally be told. Through 

reminiscence and collective biography, this thesis will illustrate how English literacy 

played a critical role in class formation among the Chinese of Singapore in the decades 

from 1945 to the end of the twentieth century, and enunciate the hidden social costs of 

industrialisation.
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Chapter Two 
 
 

Sources, Literature, and Method 
 

 

 

Having outlined the historiographical benefits in approaching the thesis subject through 

the perspective of people’s history, this chapter will focus on the sources that have been 

utilised to support the arguments made in this study. A discussion on the role of oral 

history in historical analysis, along with an explanation of how the interviewees who 

provided these reminiscences were selected, will be followed by a survey of other 

primary sources and the relevant secondary literature that is available. To begin with, 

however, it is necessary to illustrate how the two key concepts that inform this study – 

class and literacy – are approached in the chapters that follow. 

 

Class and life chances 

 

While more detailed discussions on the sociological approaches and literature that trace 

the boundaries of class and the nature of stratification during different periods of 

Singapore’s past will follow in the individual chapters of the thesis, attention must be 

briefly given here to discussing how the concept of class is to be approached in this 

study.  

 

For the purposes of this analysis, class is understood to be a product of a series of life-

shaping chances. This methodology borrows heavily from Max Weber’s perspective on 

social structures and power relationships. For Weber the idea of life chances in class 

determinism is tied heavily to the ownership of economic resources.126 This in turn 

yields the capacity to acquire higher levels of education and income, and increases the 

range of opportunities in the context of life chances.127  

 

                                                           
126 See J.E.T. Elridge, Max Weber: The Interpretation of Social Reality (London: Michael Joseph, 1970); 
and G. Roth and C. Wittich, Max Weber: Economy and Society, Vol. 1 (New York: Bedminster Press, 
1968). 
127 See for instance T. Parsons, Max Weber: The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1947). 
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This thesis addresses the opportunities in the lives of the interviewees cited within by 

distinguishing between negotiated and corralled life chances. It argues that in the later 

stages of Singapore’s post-war history and development, English literacy, along with 

education and economic resource ownership, allowed individuals to negotiate key 

opportunities in life, thus increasing the likelihood of socio-economic mobility. 

Conversely, for those without English literacy, the range of possibilities in life became 

increasingly restricted, hence corralling individuals into a less affluent economic state. 

 

Understanding (non-)literacy in the context of this study 

 

The socio-economic function of literacy in the English language is one of the central 

motifs of this thesis. Yet what does it mean to be literate or illiterate, and how does one 

determine whether an individual is literate in a particular language? As this study is not 

being produced for a sociolinguistic audience, this thesis adopts a minimalist 

conceptualisation of the word, premised on a definition provided by a recognised 

dictionary of applied linguistics. 

 

In the Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics, Jack Richards, John Platt, and Heidi 

Weber define literacy as “the ability to read and write in a language”,128 and the authors 

further stipulate a need to recognise the role played by social attitudes in the framing of 

literacy as a concept:  

 

Functional literacy refers to the ability to use reading and writing skills 

sufficiently well for the purposes and activities which normally require 

literacy in adult life or in a person’s social position. An inability to do this is 

known as functional illiteracy. People who are functionally illiterate are 

illiterate for all practical purposes. They may be able to write their names 

and read simple signs, but they can do little else.129 

 

As this study draws heavily from the body of statistics compiled through official census 

reports, the application of the word ‘literacy’ in the analysis of the data adheres to the 

definition of literacy for census purposes, which has remained consistent through the 

epoch that is the subject of study here. The first post-war census, conducted in 1947, 
                                                           
128 J. Richards, J. Platt and H. Weber, Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics (Bent Mill, Harlow: 
Longman Group Limited, 1985), 168 
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saw literacy being framed by asking the respondents, “Can you read and write English?” 

This was followed by a test to read and write a simple letter in English for the 

enumerator.130 For the 1957 census, the Standing Technical Committee on Census 

Matters defined literacy in a particular language as “[t]he ability to read and write the 

designated language or languages.”131 The official wording from the latest census 

(2000) states that literacy is determined by “a person’s ability to read with 

understanding, e.g. a newspaper, in the language specified”.132 

 

How, alongside the subjective experience, can the statistical records on literacy best be 

used to facilitate a study that illustrates the microeconomic impact of English literacy on 

class and everyday life? In Literacy, Schooling and Revolution, Colin Lankshear and 

Moira Lawler provide a useful basis from which an analysis of the influence of literacy 

over the process of socio-economic stratification can be anchored. The authors propose 

that literacy should be understood as a social construction, “forged in the process of 

humans pursuing values, goals and interests, under conditions where some groups have 

greater access to structural power than others.”133 It is hence critical that literacy be 

looked upon not simply as a skill or tool, and a neutral one at that, but as an opportunity 

or chance in everyday life that may or may not be accessible to an individual. Even 

when it is made available, the degree of access is often dependent on a number of 

variables within the household, such as economic resource ownership and other forms 

of support. Furthermore, literacy is not just an empty and neutral vessel, but is in fact a 

reflection of the ideology of rule.134 This stance underpins the philosophical approach 

toward the impact of literacy as a life chance in this thesis. 

 

Oral history reminiscences and a ‘history from below’ 

 

Exhaustive numbers of studies of “big structures, large processes, huge comparisons”135 

relating to Singapore have been presented over the past two decades in particular, with 

                                                                                                                                                                          
129 Loc. cit. 
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90. 
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133 C. Lankshear and M. Lawler, Literacy, Schooling and Revolution (New York: The Falmer Press, 
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many of them centring around the theme of Singapore’s economic success and the role 

of ‘good governance’. In the previous chapter, we have seen how and why the broader 

historiography of Singapore has followed this practice. With the tools available to the 

historian, s/he is equipped to canvass these processes from a ‘top-down’ perspective. 

Thus, ‘big histories’ are often equated with a scrutinising all-seeing eye. 

 

Comparatively few academics dealing with Singapore’s history bring this metaphorical 

instrument of vision to ‘ground level’, viewing the island’s past through micro-

sociology and “history from below”,136 and hence the eyes of the people who lived 

through it. The results are illuminating when one attempts to do so. Historians often 

neglect the critical human element of history, that the figures presented to us – be it a 

hundred dead or a dozen newborn – represent rich lives each with their own story to tell. 

 

When we look beyond statistical representations and explore the finer details of the 

ordinary person’s experience both as individuals and as a collective, we reinvest the 

element of historical agency to the citizenry and discover how, as a social class and as a 

language community, they each came to terms in their own way with the alacrity of 

Singapore’s development. In his study on the ordinary person’s experience of the Great 

Depression in Singapore during the 1930s, Loh Kah Seng underscores the value in oral 

records in writing histories that seek to present an alternative understanding of the past 

through the eyes of the common person, and as Loh indicates such an approach also 

resonates with authors of people’s histories such as Paul Thompson.137 Eric Hobsbawm 

points to the significance of oral history’s connection to people’s or grassroots history 

by noting that the fundamental theme of history from below is to determine “what 

ordinary people remember of big events as distinct from what their betters think they 

should remember”.138 The challenge in this thesis, therefore, is to provide a human face 

to Singapore’s history after 1945 through the use of oral history sources. 

 

The interviews cited in this thesis play a critical role in the argument put forward by this 

study. The interview sessions operated around a series of loosely structured questions 

designed to encourage each participant to reminisce how s/he remembered specific 

periods of their lives amidst Singapore’s past. As oral histories they allowed each 
                                                           
136 J.F. Warren, Ah Ku and Karayuki-san: Prostitution in Singapore 1870 – 1940 (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2003), 18. 
137 K.S. Loh, ‘Records and Voices of Social History: The Case of the Great Depression in Singapore’, 
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participant to reminisce how s/he came to terms with their own place as actors and 

narrators of specific periods of Singapore’s past. Many are in the sixth decade of their 

lives today, having been school-going children as Singapore underwent arguably its 

critical linguistic metamorphosis with the implementation of the All-Party and Final 

Reports after 1956/63. Their candid recollections paint a strong picture of struggle, 

hatred, fear, hope, and anger. These stories, so often of bitter failure set amidst the great 

economic tale of success, are tales that have slipped through the cracks in the imagining 

of Singapore’s histories. The price paid for gaining the trust of many of the participants 

lay in the agreement that their names would not be used in this thesis. There was a 

feeling of personal disappointment that so many chose this option, to have voices but no 

actual names to associate them with for the reader, but the boon was that many of the 

interviewees became increasingly willing to speak their minds about sensitive topics and 

issues.  

 

Consequently, three different naming conventions appear in this study: pseudonyms, 

‘style names’, and real names, and some explanation of how these names came to be 

used will be provided here. The first category is recognisable through the use of one 

character of the interviewee’s Chinese name, as they are pronounced in their respective 

dialect groups, and adding one more random character that appears in random order i.e. 

Lok Kwee, Swee Seng, and Ai Lek. ‘Style names’ appear when an interviewee chooses 

to use a name that they prefer to be known by i.e. Ah Tee (which translates from the 

Hokkien dialect to English as ‘little brother’), Ang, and Joseph Yap. Finally, in the 

cases where the participants declined to mask their identities, their real names appear as 

they would in dialect on identification documents, either in full or with their given name 

as initials i.e. Loh Hwee Ling and S.K. Ong.  

 

The interviews were conducted by the author of this study, a Chinese male in his late 

twenties, accompanied on most occasions by an assistant, Ms Sim Er Ling, a Chinese 

female of similar age. The author’s linguistic competency was in the English language, 

as well as Mandarin, Teochew, and Hokkien,139 and communication during the 

interviews took place through the use of these languages. The assistant was fluent in 

English, Mandarin, and Hokkien, though to a significantly higher degree of proficiency 
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in the latter than the author, as well as in Cantonese and Teochew. She was also familiar 

with a number of phrases and terms in Baba Malay, though she was unable to speak the 

language proper. All questions during the interview sessions originated from the author 

himself, and the assistant’s primary role was to note down verbal responses and, when 

patently obvious, emotive states such as agitation or despondency. On occasion, the 

assistant would help translate if the meaning of dialect words or sentences was unclear 

to either the author or the interviewees. Throughout the thesis, the reader will note that 

the information on the original language(s) that each interview was conducted in will be 

available in the appropriate footnote. The interviews that were not conducted entirely in 

English have been translated, and when possible the literal meanings have been 

retained. 

 

The process of selecting the participants began by approaching a list of contacts in 

Singapore. Many of these were friends and acquaintances drawn from personal 

association. Others were complete strangers, introduced to me by contacts made through 

the process of research. All functioned as the initial line of ‘gatekeepers’ in that it was 

they who were asked to recommend potential interviewees, and the chief guidelines for 

selecting the participants were based primarily on education level and age.  

 

From the pool of potential interviewees, my principal concern was to ensure that the 

four broad groups from the former criteria – ‘no formal education’, ‘primary schooling’, 

‘secondary schooling’, and ‘college/polytechnic/university graduates’ – were each 

strongly represented. The ratio of interviewees by education level was 15:20:20:16 

respectively. Among the participants, thirty-three were classified by the author as being 

literate only in English, and twenty-eight can be considered (by the framework for 

literacy established for the purposes of this study) as being non English-literate. The 

remainder of the interviewees featured demonstrated high levels of literacy in both 

English and Chinese. For this discussion to remain concise, it is not possible to 

articulate all of the stories in this study. Several accounts presented by the remaining 

participants that made overlapping points with those that do feature in this thesis were 

reluctantly left out. The final list of interviewees that were cited in this thesis (just over 

thirty in all) appears in the bibliography. 

 

The age of the participants ranged from twenty-four to seventy-three at the time of their 

interviews. There were two main concentrations in the ages of those involved, the first 
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between the ages of twenty-five to thirty-five, and the second between forty-five to fifty-

five. Both groups were at schooling age when key linguistic policies were implemented. 

The former were affected by the 1979 Goh report on education and the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign while the latter group felt the implications of the All Party Report of 1956 and 

the Final Report of 1963, not to mention the significant political upheaval of the period 

which essentially gravitated around class, ethnicity, and language. Their experience in 

the educational environment, in the linguistic arena at home, and how they reconciled 

the two is one of the commonalities that underscore the content sections of the thesis. All 

were interviewed over two periods of fieldwork in Singapore in 2004 and 2005, lasting 

over eight months, and there was no attempt to control or proportion the representation 

of dialect groups. But the importance of ensuring that gender representation was as equal 

as circumstances would allow dominated the process of approaching potential 

interviewees. In all, there were thirty-four female and thirty-seven male participants. 

 

As briefly mentioned earlier in this section the interviews were conducted without any 

strict protocol or formal sequence of questions. The only exception to this was a 

standard initial question posed to the participant, asking what languages would s/he 

prefer the session to be conducted in. On average, interviews lasted for an hour, 

although several stretched on to encompass several hours, and in a handful of instances 

required the scheduling of second and third interviews. The discussions operated along 

seven central themes: participants were asked about their childhood experiences within 

the household and in the community in general, schools attended or education, their first 

job and subsequent employment experience, life in the household and in the general 

community as adults, aspirations, language learning processes, and attitudes toward 

specific languages. Interviewees were encouraged to reminiscence through monologue, 

with the interviewer directing or prompting only when the monologue began to falter, or 

when the author felt that the discussion was receding in relevance to the central themes 

which needed to be explored. 

 

It must be noted that the interviews were not taped, but recorded in short-hand through 

the assistance of the co-interviewer. The choice of using notes, as opposed to taping the 

interviews, was a deliberate one – made by consideration of the fact that many 

participants would be hesitant about expressing candid opinions during the interviews. 

By avoiding tapes or other forms of audio/visual recordings, the nervousness of many 

individuals at facing down a string of probing, sometimes intimate questions by a pair 



 

 - 46 -

of strangers was greatly allayed. Paul Thompson has addressed this interview approach 

in the gathering of oral histories, citing that “before tape recording made such a method 

seem by comparison impressionistic, this was the commonest sociological practice.”140 

 

Whenever possible, the participants’ comments are quoted verbatim as they were 

expressed during the interviews, and this is particularly true for the interviews that were 

conducted mostly or entirely in English. However, in instances where the medium of 

communication between interviewer(s) and interviewee(s) was in Mandarin and/or a 

Chinese dialect, the excerpts cited within this study are extrapolated from sequences of 

recorded dialogue in notes taken during the interview sessions. It should therefore be 

noted that the interviews within do not always represent exactly what was said. The 

interviewer’s assistant recorded these discussions, and conscious choices were made by 

both the author and the assistant to identify and isolate key sentences and phrases 

amidst the interviewee’s monologues. Careful attention was paid to the use of specific 

vernacular words or phrases, and the way in which these were used during the 

interviews is replicated as faithfully as possible in the translated excerpts. Hence there is 

some room for critique on the possible existence of interpretive bias on the part of the 

interviewers, particularly in the extrapolation and translation processes. However, the 

reliance on oral history and drawing out the ‘voice’ of the people does not always entail 

replicating word-for-word what the perspective from below has to ‘say’ in the literal 

sense of the word, and subsequently presenting this as an ‘authoritative’ account. 

Instead, it is the emotive reflection and the spirit through which the reminiscences were 

articulated that is central to the arguments made in this study. 

 

There is room among historians for scepticism about the reliability of oral traditions in 

history-writing. Thompson has observed that oral history has “excited some historians, 

and … frightened others.”141 While the concern is valid, it must also be conditioned by 

recognising the usefulness of oral traditions in soliciting personal memories and the 

circumstances of life, which this author argues are far less susceptible to being distorted 

by mainstream discourse. It is this memory that this thesis seeks to draw upon from the 

participants for the purposes of historical illustration and interpretation. 

 

                                                           
140 P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 
232. 
141 P. Thompson, ‘The Voice of the Past: Oral History’, in R. Perks and A. Thomson, The Oral History 
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Hobsbawm has weighed in on the methodological concerns surrounding the use of oral 

history, memory, and the reminiscences of a collective as a viable source,142 and the 

usefulness of oral records is also succinctly captured by Paul Thompson’s work. 

Thompson cites the use of interviews as a source by professional historians as being 

“long-standing and perfectly compatible with scholarly standards.”143 The most striking 

feature of oral history though, Thompson offers, is that it offers a range of new 

possibilities in tracing the history of the family or household. Without oral history, 

historians are unable to discover how a given society operated at a cellular level: 

 

The roles of husband and wife, the upbringing of girls and boys, emotional 

and material conflicts and dependence, the struggle of girls and boys, the 

emotional and material conflicts and dependence, the struggle of youth for 

independence, courtship, sexual behaviour within and outside marriage, 

contraception and abortion – all these were effectively secret areas. The only 

clues were to be gleaned from aggregate statistics, and from a few – usually 

partial – observers … The co-operative nature of the oral history approach 

has led to a radical questioning of the fundamental relationship between 

history and the community. Historical information need not be taken away 

from the community for interpretation and presentation by the professional 

historian. Through oral history the community can, and should, be given the 

confidence to write its own history.144 

 

Other primary sources 

 

As mentioned, this study relies on a number of statistical reports that were 

commissioned by various state departments. These surveys are important in that they 

thread the individual stories presented within together, providing a broader perspective 

of how entire communities were (or were not, as will be illustrated) impacted upon by 

English literacy acquisition. The decennial census monographs (two conducted on 

behest of the British Crown in 1947 and 1957, and four more subsequently from 1970 

onwards by the sovereign government) play a major role in rendering socio-economic 

trends that were prevalent at the time. Particular attention is given to sections on 

literacy, education, household conditions, employment, and economic characteristics. In 
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similar fashion the annual Yearbook of Statistics and Colony of Singapore Annual 

Report periodicals are utilised to complement the data from the census reports. 

 

The conditions of everyday life in post-war Singapore are also well-represented in two 

official documents of the day, namely the 1947 survey findings presented by the 

Department of Social Welfare and a report on urban incomes and housing in 1953/54 by 

a committee headed by Goh Keng Swee. These reports present statistical data on links 

between education, literacy, employment, and life. This information goes some way to 

addressing a number of glaring omissions in the hastily-conducted Malayan census of 

1947. 

 

Education and literacy among the citizenry were the subject of great interest by both the 

Labour Front and PAP governments. In 1956, the critical All-Party Report (APR) on the 

state of education in Singapore was released, along with a series of recommendations 

aimed at balancing the function of language in teaching and learning on the one hand 

with perceived cultural sensitivities on the other. Being responsible for introducing the 

idea of bilingual education and the concept of an identified ‘mother tongue’, the report 

is of critical value to this thesis as its counsel defines and prescribes future directions in 

the state of literacy for the general population, and sets the guidelines through which 

later policies in language, schooling and instruction are framed within. The APR was 

followed by a Final Report in 1963, which outlined the problems faced by educators and 

the obstacles toward raising general education and literacy rates. Both of these official 

documents are recognised in this thesis as being key sources, as is the Ministry of 

Education Report (also known as the Goh Report) of 1979. The Goh Report serves to 

highlight the continued high rates of attrition within the education system throughout 

the 1960s and 70s, as well as the generally low levels of English literacy within the 

general population. As a lead-in to this study’s analysis of the 1980s, the Goh Report is 

crucial in establishing general trends in literacy and education at the start of the 

‘economic miracle’ epoch. 

 

Memoirs 

 

Lee Kuan Yew’s memoirs are arguably the best known ‘primary source’ in the broader 

historiography of Singapore after 1945. The views of Singapore’s long-serving Prime 
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Minister have been readily accepted by the public as the authoritative version of events 

in the nation’s post-war past, while many popular historians look to Lee’s account as it is 

a readily available and, as a tale of ‘times gone by’, a convenient packaging of 

Singapore’s turbulent history. His reflections are found in three separate and thematised 

volumes. The Singapore Story concerns itself with the more personal facets of Lee’s life, 

though given the nature of Lee’s participation in Singaporean politics one cannot easily 

disengage the former from the latter.145 In From Third World to First: the Singapore 

Story 1965 – 2000, Lee provides an abridged narrative of his reasoning behind major 

policy decisions which shaped Singapore’s socio-economic landscape.146 Keeping My 

Mandarin Alive is written in quasi-biographical style. Through a compilation of 

interviews, Lee explains his views on the importance of language competency and its 

supposed intrinsic association with cultural values.147 

 

With unique access to his diaries and through personal interviews, Chan Heng Chee’s 

biography of David Marshall is a critical source for scholars of Singapore’s political 

landscape during the 1950s and 60s.148 In person and in political ideology, Marshall is 

almost the antithesis of Lee, even though they shared similar backgrounds in education, 

class, and language competency. While Marshall never gained the backing of the 

‘Chinese left’ due to a perceived physical and linguistic resemblance to the ‘generic 

British administrator’, his short term (1955-56) as Chief Minister would leave an 

indelible mark on how the succeeding PAP government would manage the linguistic 

complexities that were inherent to its population.  

 

Lim Yew Hock’s memoirs reveal a man who remains intensely proud of his ideological 

and political stance, though his reflections are guilty of circumnavigating key questions. 

As Marshall’s successor, Lim’s oft-cited approach to the vocality of the Chinese middle 

schools – “shoot but not into the air. Shoot at the leaders and shoot to kill”149 – earned 

him few friends, while his apparent “willingness to use underworld support to smash the 

PAP”150 did not endear him to the latter group either. Nevertheless Lim would become a 

                                                           
145 K.Y. Lee, The Singapore Story: The memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Prentice Hall, 1998). 
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key figure in the rise of the party he tried to destroy when he ordered the arrest of the 

Leftist elements of the PAP. This curbed the power of individuals like Lim Chin Siong 

within the party, and “gave the moderates the opportunity to regain mastery of their 

party.”151 As Singapore’s Chief Minister for two years until the PAP’s victory in the 

1959 General Elections, Lim Yew Hock offers an equally intriguing perspective on the 

activities of the Chinese schools and their students during the 1950s. 

 

While not strictly qualifying as a set of memoirs, former friends and political associates 

present personal memories and anecdotes of Lim Chin Siong in Comet In Our Sky. 152 

Although at times the recollection borders on lionising, the accounts are useful in that 

they furnish us with an alternative understanding of Lim’s role in Singapore’s history, 

and what it was about him that appealed to the mass of working class non English-

literate Chinese.  

 

Newspapers and letters to the press 

 

The judicious analysis and use of newspapers transforms a mundane daily object into a 

window through which past epochs can be viewed. Editorials and letters often carry 

messages of anxiety, and through these the historian can establish how individuals 

responded to the well-documented ‘big events’ of Singapore’s past as they unfolded. 

Selecting the principal dailies required consideration of the relevance – with regard to 

language and size of distribution – of the newspaper. 

 

Established in 1845 and ranking as one of the first English newspapers in the settlement, 

the Straits Times almost demands automatic inclusion by virtue of its age as well as its 

consistently large circulation.153 Apart from a three-year gap when it was shut down due 

to the Japanese occupation, it bore witness to virtually all of the key eras of Singapore’s 

history. Its editorials and letters therefore provide a wealth of insight into the concerns 

of the day.  

 

The Chinese language daily Nanyang Siang Pau (1923) was set up at a time when the 

political consciousness among the Chinese in Singapore began to gain momentum with 
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the arrival of intelligentsia in the role of teachers in Chinese-medium schools 

throughout the settlement. When the commentaries found within are juxtaposed with the 

English gazettes, contrasts or similarities in perspective between those literate in 

English and those literate only in Chinese are revealed. 

 

The New Paper is often considered little more than a tabloid due to the nature of its 

stories. Nevertheless, its high readership figures demonstrate its popularity among 

English-speaking Singaporeans,154 while its approach to stories of life occasionally 

provides anecdotes that are useful to this study. Finally, with the shutting down of the 

Nanyang Siang Pau and the Sin Chew Jit Poh in the early 1970s due to suspicions of 

‘communist backing’, the Lianhe Bao series of newspapers are the only Chinese-

language dailies in circulation today, and are used to trace popular concerns among the 

Chinese language communities from the 1980s onward. 

 

Key secondary sources and literature 

 

Apart from the texts listed in earlier sections of this chapter, the thesis draws from a 

number of other notable scholarly works. These studies explore a broad range of topics 

that are relevant to Singapore’s social history, and their findings have proved useful in 

establishing an analytical backdrop. 

 

Chua Beng Huat’s contributions to studies of Singapore’s sociology are a valuable 

resource for scholars seeking to understand the links between culture and economics in 

Singapore. In particular, Chua’s argument that class in Singapore is constructed through 

reciprocal (and ostentatious) behaviour and observation – ‘having’ as opposed to ‘not 

having’ – is a fundamental part of the discussions of literacy and the materialisation of 

everyday life in this study.155 Chua’s Life is Not Complete Without Shopping and 

‘Singapore: Where the new middle class sets the standard’ (with Tan Joo Ean in 

Michael Pinches’ edited volume Culture and Privilege in Capitalist Asia) present 

discussions that are most immediately relevant to this thesis.156  
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Socio-economic stratification in contemporary Singapore is also the focus of Tan Ern 

Ser’s Does Class Matter? Social Stratification and Orientations in Singapore.157 

Utilising statistical research as its prime method of obtaining data, the author’s work 

can be understood as being complementary to Chua’s discussion on class in 

Singaporean society. Both scholars argue that class structures in Singapore are 

subjective, and that it is critical for academics who seek to address issues in the area to 

recognise this. 

 

The insights provided by these works must be cautioned with recognition of the fact that 

they address trends, subject matter, and data that are useful for more contemporary 

analyses. Among the secondary literature on the microeconomics of Singaporean 

society in the immediate post-war years that exists, Ian Buchanan’s Singapore in 

Southeast Asia, which addresses employment and the distribution of wealth within the 

population during the 1950s and 60s, must be considered especially significant.158 

Buchanan’s attempts at identifying the key features of stratification among the citizenry 

at the time is of critical interest to this study. 

 

In his contribution to Ban, Pakir, and Tong’s Imagining Singapore, Albert Lau suggests 

that approaches to Singaporean history-writing must look beyond the simplified 

‘national past’. As he reminds us, the history of Singapore is also “the history of 

experiences that do not fit within the boundaries of the ‘nation’ – the history of the 

‘underside’.”159 Lau’s analyses of the inherent problems within the historiography of 

Singapore and the imagining of a ‘nationalised past’ therefore resonates with this study, 

and provides a historiographical base that facilitates scrutiny of its subject matter. 

 

Paul Thompson is widely regarded as a leading academic in the field of oral history. His 

ideas on the usefulness of oral accounts, as detailed in his contributory chapter in The 

Oral History Reader, must be considered as essential reading for historians who utilise 

reminiscences and interviews in their analysis.160 While Ralph Samuel’s edited volume 

People’s History and Socialist Theory is, like Thompson, similarly concerned with 

mainly British history, the framework for melding people’s history with oral accounts is 
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backed by Samuel as a new and welcome trend in the writing of social histories in 

general.161 Both these works have had a fundamental influence in how this thesis 

approaches its subject matter. 

 

Turnbull’s A History of Singapore provides a detailed discussion of Singapore’s social 

history by tracing the founding of the settlement in 1819 to its life as a republic.162 

Despite the author’s humility in pointing out the inadequacies of her analysis, it has 

been called “the one and only general history [of Singapore] … and an excellent one at 

that.”163 The passage of nearly two decades since the publication of a revised edition 

notwithstanding, it remains arguably just as valuable as a historical overview to scholars 

of Singapore’s social past.164 

 

By studying the history of census and language policies through Singapore’s history, 

Nirmala PuruShotam investigates the process through which the linking of language and 

‘race’ has been naturalised in contemporary Singapore.  Her splendid work on the 

subject details how both the colonial administration and the independent government 

understood and administered two concepts that are seen by Singapore’s citizenry as 

‘common-sensical and inseparable’.165 

 

Attention has already been given in the previous chapter to research by scholars who 

explore the underside of Singapore’s social past, and this section will not seek to raise 

the value of their work again. Suffice to say that investigations by authors such as 

Brenda Yeoh, James Warren, Carl Trocki, Stephen Dobbs, Lai Ah Eng, and Jurgen 

Rudolph (all cited earlier) have been immensely useful in gaining a greater 

understanding of how everyday life was physically, emotionally, and economically 

experienced by the citizenry. The nature of the question that the thesis seeks to address 

has necessitated a marriage between these observations with works that feature a greater 

focus in the area of sociolinguistics. In soliciting a greater level of understanding how 

language, society and ordinary life come together to shape the experiences and 
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imagination of the individual, contributions by Gupta, Tongue, and Fasold have proven 

to be especially critical.166  

 

Colin Lankshear and Moira Lawler’s Literacy, Schooling and Revolution has already 

been referred to earlier in this chapter.167 Their approach toward understanding literacy 

and education as being subjective and malleable to dominant ideologies and discourse, 

though applied through their work as more general concepts rather than as something 

that is constrained to a particular geo-political region, is echoed in this research. 

 

In addressing the links between literacy, class formation, and weaknesses within the 

education system, this study also looks to studies by S. Gopinathan conducted over the 

past three decades. Towards a National System of Education in Singapore 1945 – 1973 

(1974) is significant for its analysis on state policies and funding in education during the 

first two decades after the end of the Second World War.168 But more recent works, 

such as an edited collaborative effort with Jason Tan and Ho Wah Kam in 2001, as well 

as with Pakir, Ho, and Saravanan (1994, and a revised edition in 2003) are equally 

insightful, and present an educator’s perspective on the process of education, along with 

the obstacles facing students of varied backgrounds in Singaporean society today.169 

 

With the review of the literature and sources complete, this study can now begin its 

analysis of the role of English literacy in the process of social and economic 
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stratification. In the sections to follow, it will demonstrate how the acquisition of 

literacy in English would, eventually, help determine an individual’s prospects for 

social and economic mobility among the Chinese of Singapore. And in doing so, it will 

also examine the price – both for the individual and for the Chinese community in 

general – that is exacted for the attainment of material aspirations in everyday life.
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Chapter Three 
 
 

Hope, anxiety, and frustration: The English-literate Chinese working class 
1945 – 1957 

 
 

 

The articulating of Singapore’s national past has long been dominated by an acceptance 

in academia that the English and vernacular worlds were distinguishable on the basis of 

affluence, occupational status, and political inclination. Yet close analysis of the 

existing census data and social surveys conducted by the colonial administration during 

the immediate post-war era reveal that the economic benefit of English literacy, often 

thought of as being definitive, was in fact largely negligible. Similarly, recent studies 

have also cast a critical view on the widely-held belief that the vernacular schools and 

their students were highly susceptible to Communist influences due to the wretched 

economic conditions they faced while their English-educated peers remained content 

and politically-insipid.170 This chapter seeks to locate the English-educated working 

class within the reality of undefined socio-economic spaces in post-war Singapore, 

arguing that the English and vernacular worlds as experienced in everyday life among 

the citizenry had far more in common than is traditionally understood in scholarship, 

particularly in the domain of employment. 

 

In order to demonstrate the greatly-reduced role of English literacy as a life chance for 

the Chinese during the immediate post-war era, it is necessary to establish what 

similarities and differences existed in the historical experience of life in the lower 

classes between those who were educated and literate in English, and those who were 

educated but not literate in English. We shall then see, over the course of how their lives 

played out following the end of the Japanese occupation, if literacy in English rendered 

an immediate and absolute advantage in gaining upward economic mobility, and if not, 

what other factors existed that were negating it.  
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Two communities have been selected for this approach. This chapter focuses on those 

who were educated and literate in English, but did not enjoy upward socio-economic 

mobility at the time. By tracing the hardships confronted in everyday life by those who 

were educated and literate in English, and the lack of life chances in the context of their 

employment, this chapter will establish the fact that English literacy at this time was not 

a fundamental determinant of class among the Chinese of Singapore. The second 

community, the non English-literate Chinese students, are the subject of scrutiny in 

Chapter Four. 

 

The working class in post-war Singapore 

 

While Iain Buchanan’s economic appraisal of Singapore is primarily set between 1959 

to 1969, a significant portion of his data draws from statistics collected during the final 

(1957) and penultimate (1947) census under the colonial regime, as well as Goh Keng 

Swee’s Urban Incomes and Housing report (1956). His observation of the differences 

between class groupings in Singapore, therefore, is still useful in the context of this 

chapter’s aims, and provides a broad framework through which economic disparities 

and stratification in Singapore at the time can be understood.171  

 

Buchanan divides Singaporean society into six groupings: the fractional upper, upper 

middle, intermediate middle, lower middle, upper working, and lower working classes. 

Of these groups, it is how the author articulates his conceptualisation of the latter two 

that is of direct relevance to this section of the thesis. In differentiating the working 

class groups from the rest of the colonised citizenry, he points to low occupational 

prestige, household income, and living standards as the key identifying features: 

 

Occupational status [among the working class] is uniformly low … 

employment is usually irregular, often daily-rated, and low-paid … For 

main wage-earners, incomes range between $50 and $400 a month … 

Household incomes, however, have a somewhat higher range, as most 

households have more than one income earner. Indeed, low individual 
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incomes make multiple employment within the household essential, and a 

characteristic of working class households is the varied pattern of 

employment involving most working age members, particularly … of wives 

and children over the age of ten. Despite this … dependency burdens remain 

high and per capita incomes are low … Living standards are therefore low, 

in terms of condition of housing … material possession, and educational 

opportunities.172 

 

Based on demographical and economic data from the 1960s, Buchanan concludes that 

nearly 75 per cent of the total population falls into the two working class categories.173 

Although the 1957 census does not provide details of trends in personal and household 

income, an inspection of Goh Keng Swee’s income and housing report reveals that as a 

proportion of the resident population, working class numbers remained stable in the ten 

years between the census enumeration dates.174 Furthermore, the data from the 1957 

census on the occupational distribution of the Chinese population allows us to conclude 

that the vast majority of Chinese were employed at the time in occupations that can be 

understood as firmly working class in nature – namely as salesmen, shop assistants, 

hawkers and street vendors (as employees rather than business owners), drivers, 

labourers, domestic service staff, and craftsmen.175 Of the 340,672 economically-active 

Chinese enumerated, just 14,940 were in professional positions, including 7,114 

teachers, seven hundred and forty-three physicians and surgeons, seventy-six architects, 

and seventy-four lawyers.176 

 

Even though Buchanan distinguishes between the upper and lower sections of the 

working class population, he contends that they are neither occupationally nor socially 

distinct groupings.177 For Buchanan, what separates the upper and lower working class 

is the degree of impoverishment, such as the massive overcrowding of residences in the 

case of the latter, their minimal levels of household income, and an almost complete 

absence of life chances, particularly in the realm of employment and education: 
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This is the world of the early drop-out, the economically derelict, and the 

chronically under-employed; a world in which hope seems pointless, in 

which people feel they have nothing to gain – and nothing to lose. Here … 

people … [either drift] on the margins of poverty … [or exist] completely 

and chronically in poverty.178 

 

Referring to Goh Keng Swee’s Urban Incomes and Housing report, Buchanan points 

out that based on applying a ‘disposable income ratio’, over a quarter of the urban 

population of Singapore was living in poverty – and could hence be regarded as lower 

working class – in 1955.179 Taking into account the substantial numbers of the two 

working classes, it is clear that the historical experience of ordinary life among the 

lowest strata of Singaporean society during the post-war era is highly representative of 

the population as a whole. 

 

Defining the English-literate working classes: the peranakan and the migrant Chinese 

 

Studies of the social conditions in the Singapore Chinese household conducted during 

the post-war era tended not to focus heavily upon the differences in conditions between 

the English- and Chinese-literate households. Even so, it is clear that the researchers 

involved in these works were aware of both the linguistic trends among the Chinese 

population, and the fact that language could operate as a factor in shaping how everyday 

life was experienced differently. Maurice Freedman, a professor of social anthropology 

at the University of Oxford, provides an analysis of the Chinese community that is 

plural in its reading of the dialect-groups. He points out that the region from which most 

of the Chinese in Singapore originated from, China’s southeast, is “an area of great 

linguistic diversity … there are differences in the spoken language such that many so-

called dialects are mutually incomprehensible.”180 Although Freedman only 

intermittently refers to the English-literate Chinese community as part of his research, 

the language communities among the ethnic Chinese are sufficiently different, he puts 

forward, that they should be regarded as separate sociological entities – “socially co-

acting groups rather than as categories with a common cultural characteristic”.181 In 
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Barrington Kaye’s study of the Chinese residents of Upper Nankin Street from 1954 to 

1956, the author briefly attempts to correlate the medium of education received by the 

individual – Chinese or English –with his or her occupational stratum. The limited data 

he presents on this matter resonates with this chapter’s principal argument: for the 

residents of Upper Nankin Street, there was no obvious link between the receipt of an 

English education with access to higher-waged occupations.182 

 

The first post-war census of the population, conducted in 1947, reveals that around 

65,000 resident Chinese – or just under 9 per cent of the Chinese population – over the 

age of ten were literate in English.183 Males were far more likely to be literate in 

English than females, although with the youngest age classification this was a trend that 

was showing signs of ending.184 Within ten years, as a result of both the government’s 

efforts at creating an English-based national education system as well as the 

comparatively higher school fees in vernacular institutions, the number of English-

literates (again, for those aged ten and above) in the ethnic community would nearly 

double, to 127,045.185 

 

Adhering to what the census enumerators regarded as ‘Chinese’ i.e. including the 

Straits-born Chinese (or peranakan) in the ethnic category, the classification of the 

‘English-literate’ can be described as being composed of two general communities: the 

migrant Chinese, and the aforementioned peranakan. Caution must be extended to the 

use of the term ‘migrant’ to describe the former group; by 1947, over 60 per cent of all 

resident Chinese were born in Singapore,186 and as such the term ‘migrant Chinese’ can 

be inaccurate and misleading. However, for the express purpose of facilitating this 

discussion, the classification will be used to distinguish for the reader between those 

who trace a peranakan heritage, and those descended from the Chinese migrant 

workers. 

 

For much of the early colonial period up until the early twentieth century, literacy 

among the Chinese in the English language was heavily tied to ethnicity and region of 
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birth, with the peranakan being the principal users of English. From 1945 onwards, it is 

more useful to think of the English- and Chinese-literate demarcation as being 

increasingly distinct from the peranakan/migrant divide, since for a variety of reasons 

the English-literate Chinese by this time included significant numbers of migrant 

Chinese.  

 

Missionary work on the island, in the context of discussions on English literacy and 

education, is important in that it was a primary source through which the language was 

introduced to the colonised population. The process has a history that dates back to the 

earliest days of Singapore’s colonial past, and evidence elsewhere demonstrates that 

individuals such as the Reverend G.H. Thomson (1826) and R.S. Hutchings (1816 in 

Penang, later moving to Singapore) were present and active on the island almost 

immediately following the establishment of a trade settlement.187 Along with their 

peers, Thomson and Hutchings were part of a greater missionary effort throughout the 

Straits Settlements, and were responsible for the initial spread of English literacy into 

relatively small (but gradually significant) numbers of working class migrant Chinese 

households. With allowances provided for by the colonial government, the American 

Methodist Mission, the London Missionary Society, and the Roman Catholic Mission 

worked to establish English schools for all ethnic groups and social classes. Some, like 

the Anglo-Chinese School that was founded by the American Methodist Episcopal 

Mission, were exclusive institutions and the domain of the elite. Others such as the St. 

Joseph’s Institute and the St. Patrick’s School drew large sections of their student 

enrolments from the working class.188  

 

These mission schools attracted notable numbers of students from first- and second-

generation migrant Chinese backgrounds,189 and were aimed at providing “a general 

education and a better standard of moral life based on the tenets of Christianity”.190 

However, conversion to Christianity was not usually a prerequisite for studying in such 

institutions. Joseph Yap was the son of a second-generation Chinese migrant, and 
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provides the following account of studying at the St. Joseph’s Institution in 1940. 

Referring to a diary that he was initially encouraged to keep by his teacher, he recalls: 

 

None of us were interested in studying the Bible. And we were not forced to 

… The brothers there who taught us, taught us Christianity, but they also 

told us many times that our own religions were important to our families … 

they never … put any pressure on us to convert [and our family never talked 

about it either]. My father would not have agreed with conversion though, I 

think … even though he himself had gone to a [mission school], he [referred 

to it dismissively as] the ‘white god’ … I think he was just happy that me 

and my brother were learning English, so we could get better jobs next 

time.191 

 

Other schools with government-subsidised fees, grants, and scholarships were also set 

up in both the rural and urban areas of the island, further compounding a gradual spread 

of English among small pockets of migrant Chinese. Government interest in creating an 

English-literate community among the working class was, in the words of a former 

Director of Education for the Straits Settlements, “purely vocational, to provide clerks 

for the merchants.”192 Even before the first post-war moves toward an English-based 

national education system, there were already over fifty English schools in the rural 

areas.193 

  

In linguistic terms the peranakan of the era were arguably among the most anglicised of 

the colonised citizenry, a trait shared only by specific Indian ethnic groups on the island 

such as the Punjabis. In the working class peranakan household, English was more 

often than not a staple presence,194 though it was only after the commissioning of the 

All-Party Report that it began to supersede Baba Malay in linguistic importance.195  

 

In contrast to the common depiction of well-spoken English-educated baba or nonya in 

contemporary historical texts, the standard of English among the working class 
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peranakan varied considerably.196 As the writings of frustrated English teachers in the 

Straits Chinese Magazine at the turn of the century demonstrate, this was due in part to 

the quality of schooling available for poorer students as well as the habitual practice of 

switching to Baba Malay among kin,197 which continued into the 1960s.198 Growing up 

near Joo Chiat, Robert Wee provides the following description of language in a working 

class peranakan household at the time:  

 

[When I was around] six … my grandmother, who was as nonya as you can 

get, slapped me every time I could not complete a sentence in Baba Malay 

… “Stupid boy!” she will cry, hitting me and calling out … “bodoh” … 

[and] “baba celup!” … That means not a real baba, a fake one …and a 

stupid one … cannot speak the language, and without the culture.199 

 

Just as it was with their migrant Chinese counterparts, English was regarded by working 

class peranakan parents as being essential to future social and economic mobility for 

their children. Anthony Goh was born in 1937, and grew up in the strongly-peranakan 

neighbourhood of Joo Chiat. In his accounts, we witness the conscious attempts by 

parents in these English-literate households often made to cultivate its use among their 

children: 

 

[When we were] in front of my father it was the opposite … He was very 

small-size but [was] a stern man with old, cracked glasses sitting on his nose 

… I seldom saw him smiling … he was also very quick with the hand, and 

my brothers and sisters were always careful not to cause him to lose his 

temper … one thing that would cause him [to do so] would be if we kept on 

chattering in Baba Malay. If it was one or two sentences, he will let us get 

away with it … but if it was [an extended dialogue], then he will [stride over 

and slap] us each in the face, eldest first. He will then say, “why send you to 

school? Speak English! You want to be worthless?” [And that was followed 

by another slap].200 
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Just over a month after the end of the Pacific conflict, thousands of parents and their 

children were already queuing for places in newly-reopened English schools, with The 

Straits Times reporting over a thousand students enrolling at one local school in a single 

day.201 Anxious to make up for lost time, and even more desperate for education as a 

strategy for economic mobility, it is clear that English literacy was regarded as a vital 

tool by parents in these households for their children to acquire. The common attitude 

displayed by many parents was that English literacy was the key to higher-waged 

employment. But if there was a general ineffectiveness of English-literacy in providing 

instant economic gratification for their children during the post-war years, as we shall 

see in a later section, why did these parents commit large proportions of their limited 

resources in sending their children to English schools? One reason for the critical failure 

between aspiration and reality does not lie with any inherent uselessness of acquiring 

English literacy at the time, but rather with the high failure rate caused by circumstances 

that the children faced in attempting to negotiate the hurdles of the education system. 

Children from working class households were being enrolled in English schools, often 

at great economic sacrifice, but many (particularly among the lower working class) 

were not completing their education, as Buchanan describes: 

 

Here, in the field of children’s education … working class households are 

faced with an often intractable dilemma. As a means of economic 

betterment – for their children, and therefore for themselves – parents place 

a high value upon education, but low standards of living severely limit its 

practical benefits … the failure rate is high amongst such children, simply 

because their domestic situation is incompatible with proper education … 

For many such households, the sacrifice made to secure a child’s full 

education is, in the end, wasted – for the vital qualifications are not won … 

the result is disappointment – and deep frustration.202 

 

The pressure to help alleviate the financial hardships of the working class household 

meant that many children were required to seek waged work. The census of 1957 

reports that over 7,000 ethnic Chinese youths between the ages of ten and fourteen were 

working more than fifteen hours a week on average, along with another 42,286 between 
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the ages of fifteen and nineteen.203 These figures do not include those who were roped 

in after – or at times during – schooling hours to help with family businesses, such as 

manning or serving at one of the many food stalls that dotted the island, or those 

involved in the island’s informal economy. With the amount of time committed to 

easing the household’s economic burden, many would drop out of school only ‘partly-

educated’ – literate to varying degrees in English, but lacking higher qualifications. For 

those who did attain the “vital qualifications”, such as the Senior Cambridge certificate, 

shifts in the social, political, and economic circumstances in the broader scheme of 

things often conspired to cause further disappointment, and growing dissatisfaction. 

 

‘Liberation’, and subsequent realities for the population 

 

The euphoria generated by ‘liberation’ and the sight of returning British troops 

marching victoriously through the city soon gave way to a sombre return to reality. 

Existence for the massed working class population often meant a harsh battle against the 

economic demands of the day. A survey conducted by the Department of Welfare in 

1947 gives us a sense of the desperation that must have been felt by the mass of 

working class families, with housing in particular critically lacking in both quantity and 

quality.204  

 

Death from disease and malnutrition in colonial Singapore had long been a confronting 

fact for the population. This was never truer than during the period immediately 

following the cessation of hostilities in the Pacific, reflected in accounts provided by the 

colonial government of the high mortality rate among the citizenry.205 A malaria 

pandemic on the island was imminent, necessitating the use of Royal Air Force Dakota 

transports to spray the entire island with Di-chloro-diphenyl-trichlorethane (DDT).206 

Virtually all of the reservoirs on the island were unusable due to neglect during the 

Japanese occupation as severe water shortages gripped the island, while the port was in 

a similarly poor state due to Allied bombing and the lack of general maintenance.207 
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Matters were made worse when, on 7 September 1945, the returning British Military 

Administration (BMA) declared the Japanese currency used during the occupation 

worthless, and refused to offer a Malayan dollar exchange for the existing ‘banana 

notes’ in circulation. While a lucky few had stashes of pre-war currency, an 

overwhelming majority – “particularly the labouring classes – [had] none of the old 

money whatsoever.”208 Large sections of the population, hawkers, merchants, and 

labourers alike, were left tottering on the edge of financial oblivion while the price of 

food surged as a consequence of the BMA announcement. A kati of pork (just over six 

hundred grams), cost thirty cents in the new Malayan currency on 6 September. In just 

three days, its value in the markets had soared to thirty dollars.209 Despite emergency 

legislations being passed to fix the price of food, the problem of inflation was greatly 

exacerbated by instances of market stall-holders and shopkeepers flouting the fixed 

prices announced by the Administration’s Food Controller. Numerous letters were sent 

to The Straits Times complaining of profiteering sellers openly adopting a “take-it-or-

leave-it attitude”.210 On 13 September, the price of rice quoted by stall-holders at Beach 

Road was ten cents per kati; one week later rice was being sold at eighteen cents for the 

same amount; and by 27 September it was thirty-five cents per kati.211  

 

Cruel twists in the larger scheme of events could thus render a critical tool for economic 

mobility under the old colonial order – literacy in English – utterly useless. The Second 

World War resulted in downward movement in the socio-economic hierarchy for a 

number of erstwhile middle class who were literate in English. The life chance provided 

by English literacy in the context of class movement was negated by circumstance, as 

the general population was brought down to a state of impoverishment during the 

invasion and occupation.  The looting of personal wealth amidst the confusion 

surrounding the fall of Singapore, followed by displacement of civilians from their 

properties by the Japanese occupying forces, meant that a number of families were 

effectively bankrupted. Mary Teh, born to a peranakan family during the occupation, 

recounts the harsh conditions faced by her family in the immediate period after the 

Second World War despite her father’s English education: 
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Before the war my father was a teacher at Victoria Bridge School, but when 

the Japanese came we had to go live in the kampong area … and that was 

where I, then two of my younger brothers, were born … [when the war 

ended] my father was suffering from poor health. I was told later by my 

mother that this was because they did not have enough nutritious food to eat 

… they always ate tapioca and on the special days sweet potato. Sometimes 

they had small fish [that they] caught nearby. 

 

… I remember he had [a terrible cough] before he died, a very loud one, like 

he was going to vomit. He tried to go back to teaching [by around 1947], but 

they let him go after only a few days because he could not talk for long 

periods of time without going into a coughing fit. My mother was a typical 

nonya and stayed at home all the time, so she did not have many ideas for 

making money, except sewing … she would [repair] shirts and pants for a 

few cents here and there … There was always not enough food because of 

this, and we [children] were always hungry … I was twelve when my father 

[finally] died, the last days he was bedridden. One of the last things he said 

to me was, study hard, so you [can take care of the family] … Pa cannot be 

with you anymore.212   

 

The nature of the death of the Teh’s household head – most likely of tuberculosis – was 

symptomatic of the times. A housing committee established to address the problem of 

overcrowding within the municipal area found that the tuberculosis death rate was two 

hundred and thirty-five per 100,000 in 1947, and that it was the cause of no less than 

one in six deaths, while disease of the chest and lungs in general accounted for one in 

three deaths that year.213 Benjamin Chew, who worked as a doctor in Tan Tock Seng 

Hospital following the cessation of hostilities, recalls: 

 

The tuberculosis in Chinatown – you had these 26, 40 people staying in one 

room, small room, they had tuberculosis. And they would sleep and 

“tuberculosis” all along [sic], right round the three walls, even part of the 

fourth wall. And you can just imagine how tuberculosis would flourish. We 
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had cases of tuberculosis, meningitis … And we had nothing to treat them 

with.214 

 

Having had to contend with looting during the war, the end of the conflict did not mean 

a return to order, much less a restoration of pre-war social and economic status in 

society. Driven by desperate conditions, crime was an integral part of life during the 

early years following the return of British troops. There were nearly eight hundred 

reported instances of armed robberies in municipal Singapore in 1947 alone, and a 

further four hundred and fifty-five unarmed cases.215 The police were themselves for a 

while the target of acts of violence, having been seen as accomplices to the Japanese 

occupation force. Anthony Goh details the sense of displacement and material loss. 

Only eight years-old at the end of the war, the harsh images on his first return to the 

family home in the immediate aftermath of the conflict are still clear in his mind: 

 

The looters took their share … many were [opportunists], including other 

baba, Malays … [It happened to a lot of our relatives and neighbours] … 

We escaped from our old home [in Joo Chiat during the war] … [When we 

returned after hiding in a rural village in Johor for the duration of the 

occupation], there was nothing left of it … The house was [mostly] intact, 

the bombs never hit it, but everything inside was taken away. Even some of 

the doors that we had which were of good quality, just right off [the hinges] 

like that.216  

 

The massacre of Chinese during the Japanese occupation also contributed to the 

material losses and economic decline. Rudolph’s interviews reveal witness accounts 

detailing how members of the family who hid jewellery in their belts and underclothes 

were taken away and shot, the valuables lost forever.217 The 50 million dollar ‘gift’ 

demanded by the occupying regime of the Chinese community as a whole further 

debilitated their economic resources. To raise adequate monies to meet this financial 

encumbrance, the Overseas Chinese Association was forced to extract a tax amounting 

to 8 per cent of the value of property held by all Chinese with assets valued at over three 
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thousand dollars. Many were forced to sell their personal belongings to make 

payment.218 Rudolph notes that by the end of the war, many middle class peranakan in 

particular were left destitute.219 Hence, while it would be wrong to suggest that the war 

alone was responsible for creating an English-literate working class, it must be 

acknowledged that the devastation wrought by the conflict heavily augmented its size 

by 1945.220 

 

Relations between the English-literate working class groups 

 

Despite sharing linguistic commonalties, in the pre-war years there was only limited 

interaction between the two working class communities. Both groups took up residence 

in their own enclaves, with Katong and Joo Chiat for instance the more significant of 

these for the Straits Chinese. Robert Wee recalls that his family interacted almost 

exclusively with other peranakan and the Malay, and describes his view on how one 

could originally easily tell a baba from his migrant Chinese opposite: 

 

Baba are very active in sports, like football, body-building and boxing … all 

the British sports … because of that you could usually tell a baba by his 

build … well-toned muscles … balanced … they (the migrant Chinese) 

were strong also because they had to do a lot of hard labour, but they were 

usually skinny [because of the type of food they ate], you couldn’t see the 

muscles … and they didn’t put too much effort into their clothes also.221 

 

Many migrant Chinese viewed the peranakan as a community of ‘culturally-bastardised 

Chinese’. Derogatory terms such as chap cheng kia (or bastard) were used liberally to 

describe the peranakan, 222  and were flashpoints in public spaces. Simply overhearing a 

conversation in Baba Malay was sometimes sufficient to start a brawl.223 Yet at times 

there were also causes for grudging endearment felt between the two working class 
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groups. Helen Tan poignantly recalls that nonya sweets for instance provided one of the 

few bright spots for the migrant Chinese in the despondent post-war atmosphere: 

 

For Chinese New Year we did not have much food to celebrate with … But 

as children, the kueh that my mother got [by trading with the nonya living 

nearby] home made us forget everything for a while … of course it was not 

very good because it was made without some of the ingredients needed like 

sugar … not like your Bengawan Solo kueh today in the supermarket … 

[but it was] … still a little bit of happiness for us, and the adults … even 

long after things got better it became a tradition for us to have nonya kueh 

and nonya food as part of our Chinese New Year spread.224  

 

On other occasions, a sense of recognition for the common economic plight shared 

between the working classes created a lasting bond. A student at St. Patrick’s School in 

the early 1950s, Seng Meng recalled one such incident: 

 

It was [through jokes] that we learned to use to [break the ice]. There was 

one time … it was the first day of school and there were a lot of new boys 

… then [there was] some pushing and shoving between some baba and 

some Chinese … I forgot why it started, but … probably something very 

small … it broke out into a fight [with my best friend involved] and … I 

joined in. 

 

 Some other students dragged me and my friend away after a few punches 

[were exchanged] … I noticed that the [baba boy] had torn my shirt, so I 

yelled at him, look … now I have no more school uniform to wear … He 

replied, You also tear my shirt what, and turned to his side … there was a 

big tear below his sleeve that exposed his armpit, exactly on the opposite 

side of mine … No money how to buy new shirt? he asked. My friend then 

said, Aiyah, you both … each cut your shirt in half then sew back together. 

At least one bugger will have a untorn shirt right? We all … started 

laughing at that point … After that, that baba and I became close friends … 
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long after we left school … when we talk … we realised that we had so 

much in common.225  

 

For both communities, the perceived differences between the peranakan and the 

migrant Chinese working class groups became less distinct by the 1950s. Intermarriage 

within the English-literate working class groups was an increasingly common 

occurrence, with opportunities for interaction between both sexes presenting themselves 

in schools,226 as well as with the common reliance on resources. With medicine scarce, 

bonds were established by neighbours recommending traditional cures that could be 

concocted with ingredients that were available.227 A shortage of food could sometimes 

be addressed by trading skills, such as sewing, smithing, or carpentry for small amounts 

of edibles.228 Childhood playmates, growing up in such close proximity, commonly 

became sweethearts in young adulthood.229 Traditional ethnic boundaries were being 

breached between the two working class communities, and a common literacy in 

English was a strong factor. Sarah Chew recalls that she met her husband-to-be, from an 

English-literate migrant Chinese household, when they were just children living in the 

same neighbourhood. Romance blossomed in their journey to adulthood, and both were 

eager to overcome any misgivings of the older generation: 

 

[My father] didn’t care that he [was educated in] English … he wasn’t a 

baba and that was enough for him… [My father] was never rude to him in 

his face though, but when he … wasn’t around, he always referred to him as 

‘that commie’ … his mother was also … [very suspicious] of me, because I 

was not really Chinese to her … Because of my skin [tone], I always look a 

little bit like a Malay, and I speak Malay too … so she one day she asked 

me to help prepare food … and there was pig trotters. She wanted to test if I 

could touch and eat pork.230 

 

While suspicion was sometimes a difficult instinct to reject, infatuation could override it. 

There are instances of ‘acceptance’, where the supposed failings of the ‘other side’ were 

measured in the context of passion. The latter often triumphed, as demonstrated in the 
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next account by Anthony Goh who was convinced that the woman he was in love with 

would be his wife, regardless of her ‘Chinese flaws’, or in his mind, that of her family: 

 

I grew up on stories of cina beca [and] cina bengkok … you don’t know 

these terms? They tell us how the Chinese will always take advantage of 

you if you’re not careful … that they will always look to cheat you of your 

money … the reputation came from the illegal gambling tables that so many 

of them set up, you just needed to walk around places like Chin Chew Street 

and you could see so many tables ... they liked to run the dice game, big and 

small you know? … and the operators always made a bloody killing I tell 

you … Sometimes there were fights and then you can see the tables were all 

kelong one (found to be rigged).  

 

… So I always thought they were all cheats. But when I first started going 

after [my future wife], I ignore all of this … I was crazy about her … I 

didn’t care then if my future father-in-law was a cheating gambler or a triad 

boss, don’t care at all! Nothing would have made me change my mind 

[about her].231 

 

Pragmatism, as necessitated by the experience of occupation, also saw a flurry of inter-

marriages between peranakan and migrant Chinese that drew the two communities 

together. An assumption that Japanese soldiers would not rape married women 

precipitated this, as Lee Liang Hye describes: 

 

[There was] the mistaken idea [among the] Chinese as well as [the] 

peranakan … that Japanese soldiers are … less likely to molest … their 

womenfolk if they were already married […]. And because of this mistaken 

idea … there was a spate of … marriages … in which … peranakan parents 

… [no longer adhered to the] … snobbish idea … of wanting to marry the 

daughters to … people of the same stock, that means to say babas marrying 

nonyas … All along they have been religiously sticking to the fact that … 

within the peranakan community, we should not marry outside [the] 
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peranakan community. So now they are even willing to … marry daughters 

off to non-peranakan (author’s ellipses and interpolations).232 

 

Differences and correlations in occupational status and class: English versus 

vernacular education 

 

Despite the pervasiveness of poverty, squalor, and unemployment, an obvious class 

structure still existed in Singaporean society during the aftermath of the Japanese 

occupation. In light of the chaos and financial devastation wrought by the war, the 

economic characteristic of Singapore’s colonised citizenry was clearly ‘bottom-heavy’. 

Employment for the English-literate working class during the first decade following the 

end of the war in the Pacific was often an insecure affair.233 Although by 1955 the 

colonial administration estimated that some 450,000 persons (out of a total population 

of over 1,264,000) were “gainfully employed”,234 unemployment was still a pressing 

issue for many, with the size of the idle labour force oscillating between 123,800 (1952) 

to 117,500 (1955).235  

 

When employment was secured it was often as a general unskilled labourer, a servant, 

or a machine attendant in a factory. In 1947, nearly 90 per cent of all employed ethnic 

Chinese wage-earners were involved in menial work, primarily as skilled/semi-

skilled/unskilled labourers, shop assistants, and domestic helpers.236 Such was the case 

with Helen Tan who, aged eleven, began work as a servant for a well-to-do British 

family in Seletar in 1953. It was her ability to speak and read English that appealed to 

her employers, for among other responsibilities such as the laundry and cleaning the 

large drains that ran behind and in the front of the house, Helen found herself acting as 

nanny and playmate to the children of the family, the eldest of whom was just two years 

younger than she was. The pay was minimal, at around fifty cents for a day’s work, and 

the long hours – sometimes up to twenty a day “if there was a party, like on Christmas 

or for birthdays” – were often gruelling, but her salary was just enough to keep two of 

her younger brothers in an English-medium primary school.237 
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The Department of Social Welfare’s 1947 survey attempts to trace links between 

education and occupation, and its findings are especially useful in the context of this 

thesis as it was one of the rare contemporary attempts at distinguishing the school-

leaving prospects for those who received an English education and those who attended 

vernacular schools. As Table 3.1 depicts, the survey divides occupational types in 

Singapore into nine groups, I through IX: 

  

 
Table 3.1 Percentage distribution of employed persons by Occupational Group Code, 
1947 238 
 

Group Code Occupation Description Percentage 

Group I Highest Professionals and Big 
Businesses 2 

Group II Medium Business Owners 2 

Group III Minor Professionals 4 

Group IV Clerks 5 

Group V Shop-Keepers and Shop 
Assistants 17 

Group VI Overseers 1 

Group VII Skilled Workers 9 

Group VIII Semi-skilled Workers 41 

Group IX Unskilled Workers 20 

 

 

The listings were classified by way of recommendations from R.H. Oakley, the Deputy 

Commissioner for Labour, and T.H. Silcock, Professor of Economics at Raffles 

College. The logic behind the categorisation revolved around the idea of tying 

occupational status to received wage. Groups I through IV were meant to represent 

middle- and lower-middle class occupations, while intermediate forms of employment 

(between labour-intense work and the professional positions) fell into Groups V and VI. 

Groups VII, VIII and IX feature forms of employment that are regarded as firmly 

working class in nature, such as factory operators, boatmen and lightermen, trishawmen, 

drivers, and domestic servants.239 
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An analysis of the data collected by the survey team reveals that only in Group I 

(highest professionals and big businesses) was there a distinct relationship between 

occupational status and education received. Here, a secondary education was reported to 

be “almost essential”. But a bias towards literacy in a specific language, while 

detectable, was not completely overwhelming, with around half of those in Group I 

being educated in an English-medium secondary school, and a third of the group’s 

whole receiving secondary schooling in a vernacular institution.240  

 

Among the rest of the groups, the advantages of having received an English education 

was even less obvious. Nearly a tenth of those classified as belonging to Group VII 

(skilled workers) had received some level of English education, while three-quarters of 

Group V (shop-owners and shop employees) had less than an elementary level of 

vernacular education.241 In Groups III and IV (minor professionals and clerks 

respectively), the situation is even more complicated. The English-literate formed nearly 

half of the total persons in Groups III and IV, and 88 per cent of those with English 

literacy in these groupings had secondary-level education. Among the English literate it 

therefore appears that secondary schooling was critical in attaining minor professional 

and clerical work. But this rule did not apply to those educated in vernacular schools, 

who numbered over a third of the same groups. Here, the distribution between those 

with primary and secondary schooling was almost even.242 The survey team closes the 

section on education and employment class by remarking that “it is perhaps surprising 

to find nearly half of those with an [English] elementary education and a tenth of those 

with [an English] secondary education in ‘working class’ occupations.”243 

 

With the data available from the survey, we can conclude that except for the highest tier 

of occupation status (Group I), there is not enough evidence to firmly correlate 

education level with the form of employment in the immediate post-war years. Equally 

clear is the fact that English and vernacular literacy made little difference to one’s 

prospects in securing a job in Groups II through IV, the middle-class professions. The 

only exception to this rule is in the case of the Group I occupations, and this will be 

addressed in greater detail in Chapter Four. 
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At the time of census in 1957, the number of economically active Chinese who were 

literate in English totalled 56,635. Of this group, 2,889 (or 5 per cent) were not 

employed at the time of census enumeration. As a proportion, the percentage of 

unemployed English-literate Chinese is virtually identical to the number of unemployed 

who were only literate in Chinese (7,374 unemployed out of 142,010 economically 

active persons).244 This further supports the argument that literacy in a specific language 

was not a key factor in deciding general employability at the time. Hence, the stereotype 

of the employable (English-literate) and unemployable (Chinese-literate) is a gross 

oversimplification of the circumstances of the period.  

 

The distribution of the labour force among the occupational status groups as shown in 

Table 3.1 provides a glimpse at why English literacy was largely negated as a life 

chance during this time period. Immediately obvious is the disproportionately small 

numbers in the occupations that fall under the categories of Groups I to IV, with 87 per 

cent of those surveyed classified under the working class groupings. This is reflective of 

the nature of Singapore’s employment landscape at the time, which had two pronounced 

features: a large body of unemployed, and industries which offered mostly menial 

waged positions. The sectors which provided the largest number of jobs were in 

manufacturing, repair, and construction; other notable industries include commercial 

and financial occupations, as well as transportation.245 Most Chinese who were 

employed in transportation worked as drivers;246 those in manufacturing, repair and 

construction were heavily represented by carpenters, motor mechanics, and unskilled 

labourers;247 in the commerce and finance sector, two-thirds were engaged as typists 

and clerks, while most of the remainder provided unskilled labour.248 In 1957, semi- and 

unskilled work in the manufacturing/production industry represented the most common 

form of employment (110,638),249 followed by sales workers (71,053, with almost two-

thirds as newsboys, hawkers, and street vendors).250 The third largest employer of local 

labour in 1957 was the service industry (52,966). Here, nearly half were engaged as 

amahs.251 
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In these fields of work, English literacy offered little advantage. A case for an exception 

might be made for clerks and typists who worked in English language firms and 

business environments, or for the government. Yet this must be considered alongside 

the fact that in most cases such positions were often not highly waged either, with one 

contributor to The Straits Times forum writing, “I am one of these [clerks] and, with a 

family of seven to support, find it difficult to manage on a salary of $50 [a month].”252 

His sentiments are echoed by a fellow clerical worker, who articulates similar concerns 

to The Straits Times about the gulf between income and basic living costs.253 A similar 

plight faced Lee Ling Hua, who was working as a clerk in the Trade and Industry unit 

under the British Military Administration just after the end of the Second World War: 

 

Earning $110 at that time was difficult because I remember I had to rent a 

house of say two rooms which at that time cost $50 to $100. To earn $55 the 

first month was barely enough for the house rent. Even the second month of 

$110 was hard. Especially during the first few months when the British 

came in, one loaf of bread was few dollars, a tin of milk power was also a 

few dollars. So, living was hard at that time.254 

 

For the English-literate labourers and factory workers, as was the case with much of 

Singapore’s menial labour force at the time, the threat of injury or death in everyday 

working life was a constant spectre. Everyday goods or tools that were dealt with 

monotonously at the workplace could suddenly turn into devices that could inflict 

terrible injuries and even death. Joseph Yap, then working as a factory machinist, 

describes a particularly traumatic experience:   

 

[My friend Ah Choong] who operate the [stamping-tool] left his hand inside 

the machine … Everyday we did the same thing, so it was easy to be relax 

you know? (negligent around the machines) ... When I went over, I saw that 

the machine had already lifted, but his hand [was severed just above the 

wrist] … There was blood all over the place, and we try to help, but that 

time where got safety training and all that jazz? By the time the ambulance 

came, he already died because of all the blood [loss] … Next day we went 
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back to work at the machines like nothing happened … These things happen 

off and on so we learn to get used to it.255 

 

Cases similar to Choong’s death were frequently played out in other industrial 

workplaces at the time. In 1953, in the heavy industries there were thirty-five reported 

cases of fatal accidents, with a further ninety-five resulting in permanent disablement 

out of a total of 3,292 reported incidents. The following year saw a rise in figures to 

fifty-four deaths, one hundred and forty-eight cases of permanent injury, and 3,778 

instances in sum. 1955 would see these numbers increase again, to fifty-seven, one 

hundred and seventy-four, and 4,404 respectively.256 

 

Foremost in the minds of the English-literate working class were the economic 

necessities of daily life. Rice cost twenty-two cents per kati in 1955, while cabbages 

averaged half a dollar, and fish ranged between fifty-eight cents to a dollar eighty per 

kati depending on type.257 Against this, Goh Keng Swee’s report on urban incomes and 

housing situates the mean monthly income per Chinese household at just one hundred 

and forty-seven dollars in 1953 – 54.258 The issue of rent, covered in a separate section 

later in this chapter, and staples such as food and education for children could not easily 

be dispelled from the minds of those who struggled to come to terms with these 

demands even in interviews that took place nearly half a century later. While inflation 

had been staved off to some extent since the stratospheric highs of 1944 – 1947, many 

households continued to live a hand-to-mouth existence. 

 

Post-war discussions on language and the question of citizenship 

 

The debate over the future of Malaya and Singapore, as well as the question of 

citizenship, took centre stage in the post-war political world of the colonised citizenry. 

Central to the issue were negotiations over the prerequisites for being granted 

citizenship, which raised questions about the future of the Chinese – the non English-

literate Chinese to be specific – throughout the peninsula.259 
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Prior to the outbreak of the Second World War in Southeast Asia, British policies 

tended to regard Malays, particularly the aristocracy, as the ‘true natives’ or ‘sons of the 

soil’ over the migrant communities such as the Chinese and the Indians. This was 

especially true in the Malay states and was evident in negotiations with the Sultanates. 

Whitehall believed that fealty from the Malay masses could be secured through 

developing a chained sequence of loyalty.260 The idea behind this principle was that the 

common Malay citizen would feel a sense of loyalty first and foremost to the Sultanate, 

which would in turn be made to feel indebted to the British Crown through favours in 

policy that ensured the continued existence of the Sultanates.261  

 

Several officials in Whitehall were of the opinion that the Japanese invasion exposed 

the flaws of developing ‘loyalty from the top down’. Reports suggested that both the 

Sultanates and elements within the Malay citizenry had actually supported the Japanese 

drive southward through the peninsular, betraying “troop positions … to Japanese 

reconnaissance aircraft by such simple signals as a large white sarong stretched on the 

ground nearby …[and] throwing spiked boards onto roads to puncture tyres of M.T. 

[…] supply convoys”.262 Shortly after the fall of Singapore, the British also intercepted 

congratulatory messages from the Sultanates “congratulating the Japanese commander 

on his ‘brilliant’ victories over the British”.263 

 

The British thus felt that the process of nation-building in post-war Malaya required a 

broad-based ‘Malayan spirit’, as opposed to a ‘Malay’ one. The formation of the 

Malayan Union in 1946 reflected this belief, and the discussion of who among the 

Chinese would be granted citizenship in a sovereign Malaya of the future became 

central to the debates between Whitehall and the Malayan Sultanates. Initially, the 

Malays pressed for the citizenship rights that were exclusive only to British subjects and 

the Malay population. Subsequent changes to the legislation meant that citizenship 

rights would also come to include persons who spoke either Malay or English, which 

would have included virtually the entire peranakan population.  
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Discussion over the rights of the Malays, particularly in the face of the large ethnic 

Chinese presence in Malaya, was central to Singapore’s future. The ethnic distribution 

on the peninsular saw the Malays hold a precariously slight numerical advantage over 

the Chinese as the ethnic majority. In 1947 there were 730,133 Chinese living in 

Singapore.264 The inclusion of Singapore into any union with the Malay states would tip 

the aggregate balance in favour of the Chinese. A decision was made that while the 

other Straits Settlements would be incorporated into the Malayan Union, Singapore 

would be administered separately from Malaya, although this was not intended to be a 

long-term solution. Whitehall officials believed that Singapore and Malaya were 

economically interdependent, and the island’s future could only lie as part, rather than 

outside, of a sovereign Malayan state. As Sydney Caine, Economic Adviser to the 

Colonial Office, suggested to his colleagues: 

 

They depend on one another, and it would be just as foolish to suppose that 

Singapore could exist without the mainland community behind it as to 

suppose that the tin and rubber producers of the mainland could make 

profits if they had no merchants to market their produce for them. What we 

ought to do is to encourage the idea that they need each other and must co-

operate with each other.265 

  

Whether or not Singapore’s future lay with the mainland was a key point of contention 

in political discussions of the day among the Chinese. For the Chinese-educated, 

questions over their eligibility for citizenship in the Malayan Union were regarded as a 

slight to their role and contributions to Malaya and Singapore.266 Key figures among the 

Chinese-speaking community were often the most vocal in pressing for either a 

complete review of the citizenship criteria, or in more extreme cases suggesting separate 

independence for Singapore.267  

 

It was only with the passing of the Singapore Citizenship Ordinance in 1957 that the 

prerequisite of English competency was removed, and the qualification period of 

residency in Malaya reduced to eight years. The dynamics of the vote-gathering for all 

political parties vying for power would be altered completely by this decision by the 
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Legislative Assembly. The mass of non English-literate Chinese were now not only 

eligible to vote, but their sheer numerical significance – over half a million in 1959 – 

meant that winning their support was the key to electoral victory.268 This granted a 

considerable advantage to the People’s Action Party, the only party at the time that 

appealed directly to the Chinese-speaking working class masses through the likes of 

Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan. Conversely, the Citizenship Ordinance crippled 

parties that were almost exclusively English-literate such as the Singapore Labour 

Front. 

 

The politics of rent and housing 

 

As a precursor to the socialist discourse that would come to dominate Singapore’s 

political scene during the earliest years following self-rule, class relations in Singapore 

after 1945 gravitated around the issue of rent. Housing was a pressing issue for the 

lower strata of society in particular. The sight of several families crammed into 

inadequate living spaces was a common feature of Singapore’s urban landscape, and 

even these were often considered the lucky ones. Others who were unable to find or 

afford housing slept on the five-foot way passages and footpaths, kitchens, under or on 

stairways, and even factory floors.269 

 

The tabulation of measurements for living space per head was set out in Section 238 of 

the Municipal Ordinance, which stipulated “that there should be 350 cubic feet of space 

per adult in a house, [with] children under ten being counted as half an adult.”270 The 

application of these standards in the 1947 social survey of urban Singapore revealed that 

nearly three quarters of the population in the municipal area who were fortunate to have 

some form of housing lived in conditions that were classified as ‘overcrowded’.271 Used 

clinically by the social welfare survey team, this term belies the horrific living 

conditions that confronted much of the civilian population at the time. The incidence of 

cramming entire households, at times numbering more than ten adults, into a single 

room was fairly commonplace. 
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The cost of rent at the time often presented households with an economically 

debilitating problem. Three dollars and fifty cents a month was just enough to secure a 

small part of a room with a door, barely enough to lay out a straw mat. The rental of an 

entire room usually cost tenants somewhere in the region of eleven dollars.272 

 

In the Report of the Housing Committee Singapore, 1947, the Housing Committee 

commissioned to “prepare a preliminary plan as early as possible … to relieve the 

present housing shortage”273 urged for a swift response to address this “menace to 

health”:274 

 

The crux of the problem … is that about a third of the population of 

Singapore is living, not scattered over 200 square miles of the island but 

herded into about 1,000 acres in the heart of the city with an average density 

of about 300 persons to the acre, and with numbers of large blocks of 

houses, often back-to-back, with densities rising to 1,000 or more to the 

acre. With these may be considered the 20,000 or more families of 

“squatters” in the Municipal area, with a total population of at least 100,000. 

These people live in huts made of attap, old boxes, rusty corrugated iron etc. 

with no sanitation, water, or any of elementary or health requirements.275 

 

To help alleviate the economic burden of the lower classes, the returning colonial 

administration froze rent rates at pre-war levels through the passing of the Rent Control 

Ordinance. This did not prevent numerous landlords from taking advantage of illiterate 

tenants by raising the rates against those unable to fully understand the ordinance, and 

then ejecting them for non-payment if they were unable to meet the new rent.276 The 

ordinance sharply divided the land-owning elite and middle class on one hand from the 

working class communities on the other. Chan Heng Chee notes that the landlords 

pushed for a removal of the freeze from ‘liberation’ right through to the latter stages of 

he 1950s, arguing that “it was unfair to expect one section of the community to 
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subsidise the other when inflation in all sectors remained uncontrolled.”277 Tenants felt 

that a hike in rent rates was unreasonably demanding, considering the sharp disparity 

between their income and living costs.278  

 

The debate over the Rent Control Ordinance (RCO) is notable for the fact that it was a 

dispute where the lines were drawn between classes, rather than between language and 

ethnic groups. Chinese-educated landlords were pressing for the unfreezing of rates as 

vociferously as their English-literate counterparts. Conversely both the English and 

Chinese-literate working class communities agitated against their more affluent fellows. 

 

With regard to the representation of interests after the first tentative steps toward 

constitutional reform in 1948, the colonised citizenry could look to their elected 

representatives in the Legislative Council. Six seats in the council were initially 

contestable by ‘adult British subjects’ living in Singapore, increasing to nine in 1951. 

For the broader population, the political alternatives were limited to the Malayan 

Democratic Union (MDU), formed in December 1945, followed shortly after by the 

Progressive Party (PP) in 1947.  

 

Both parties were comprised of members of the English-literate middle and upper 

classes. MDU founders Lim Kean Chye and John Eber both received their university 

education in Cambridge, while Philip Hoalim ran a successful law practice in 

Singapore.279 The English-educated exclusively formed the ranks of the PP as well, with 

members such as Tan Chye Ching, John Laycock, N.A. Mallal (all practicing lawyers) 

and G.H. Kiat, the latter a vocal member of the Singapore’s Ratepayers’ Association 

who continually advocated for an increase in rent rates to match levels of inflation.280 

 

Neither party presented much in way of appeal for the English-literate working class 

Chinese. The moderate Progressives were keen on gradual social, legislative, and 

constitutional reform, setting out modest targets or milestones for this process and thus 

giving the impression to the general public that they were keen to maintain the socio-

economic status quo gifted to themselves by virtue of their own privileged positions in 
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colonial society. The MDU fell afoul of harsh laws implemented during the Malayan 

Emergency when its members began to advocate radical militant measures for a new 

socialist society to be established.  

 

The PP was the dominant force in the Legislative Council during the formative years of 

local politics. The English-literate working class felt no commonality between 

themselves and their supposed political representatives, and thus took little interest in 

politics.281 As Turnbull reports, only 23,000 electoral members registered to vote in the 

elections of 1948 out of a possible 200,000, and these were mostly Indian 

constituents.282 For those who lived outside of the upper and middle bands of society, 

talk of constitutional reform and legislative measures were surreal and removed from 

the concerns of daily life, for the most pressing of issues – food, rent, employment – did 

not appear to concern the politicians. In the initial post-war years, nationalism was still 

an abstract concept for English voters. For many, the sense of urgency for political 

change did not stem from a desire of nationhood, but rather an eagerness to see more 

effective governance. Such was the case with Anthony Goh: 

 

One time … we all saw him (Tan Chye Ching), he was speaking with a 

group of people, a lot of Indians you know … Very well-spoken, he wore 

clothes like he was going to [an important dinner] later … He was talking 

about Singapore and independence, and why it was important that we take 

our future into our own hands by being our own government, all of that … 

Many of us just kept quiet, others walked away after they got bored. Future? 

What was he talking about? We don’t know how we’re going to get past 

today even! … Talk about our jobs instead!283 

 

Another retrospective account, similar in its highlighting of the disconnect felt by the 

English working class with its representatives, was provided by the following 

informant. Boon Teck was born in Selegie in 1937, before fleeing with his family as a 

child to Punggol during the Japanese siege. The hardships endured under first the 

occupation, then amid the post-war social crises, still drew strong emotions in an 

interview conducted nearly half a century later. His anger at what he perceived to be a 

                                                           
281 Accounts by Anthony Goh and Joseph Yap, loc cit. 
282 Turnbull, op. cit., 230 – 231. 
283 Anthony Goh, loc. cit. 



 

 - 85 -

lack of understanding of the working class situation among most politicians of the day 

is obvious: 

 

That’s why I never trust a politician who is highly educated – even today. 

You know why? … All they do is talk, they don’t know what we need. Do 

they know anything that happen outside of their bungalows or not? No! 

They talk and talk and talk, all just to get in the papers only … They don’t 

want to change anything, because as long as they have money, why even 

care? Rent high, never mind. Not enough jobs, never mind. Not enough 

houses, never mind. No food, never mind. A lot of crime, never mind. 

People killing each other, never mind. We’ll talk about other things instead 

okay? You live in a bungalow, of course everything also never mind!284 

 

Throughout the first half of the 1950s, gradual moves toward self-governance were 

gathering pace, and the appointment of Sir George Rendel to head a commission 

assigned to expand the constitutional review process in 1953 was the most significant 

development to date. To prepare the island for full internal self-governance, the Rendel 

Commission recommended the creation of an elected, thirty-two member Legislative 

Assembly as the principal component of the new central government. At the head of the 

internal government would be a Chief Minister, and the Assembly would have complete 

control over all domestic affairs, sans internal security. The design of the new 

governmental system was aimed at the eventual successful integration of Singapore into 

the Federation of Malaya, and the first general elections for twenty-five seats in the 

Legislative Assembly were to take place in 1955. 

 

New parties emerged as proponents for the interests of various groups. The Chinese-

literate upper classes found their voice through the Democratic Party (DP), who were 

labelled by their English-educated political opponents “amateur dramatic lion-dancers 

… defenders of the rich and enemies of the common man.”285 Despite the artistic 

license granted to this description, the latter portion of the caricature was not 

unfounded. With many of its leaders also members of the Chinese Chamber of 

Commerce, the DP concerned itself mainly with contesting existing citizenship rights 

                                                           
284 Boon Teck, Chinese Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Bras Basah, 15/12/2004. 
285 The Straits Times, 5 March 1955. 



 

 - 86 -

for the mass of non English-literate Chinese, pro-landlord rent policies, and the future of 

Chinese education in Singapore.286  

 

Established in 1948, the Singapore Labour Party (SLP) was composed of English-

educated members from the middle band of Singapore’s social strata. A power struggle 

however split the party, and it was not until July 1954 that surviving remnants of the 

SLP came together and formed the Labour Front (LF). Like the PP, the SLP/LF counted 

the land-owning Singapore’s Ratepayers’ Association among its interest groups, with 

many within the party also members of the fraternity,287 though crucially the LF 

counted among their ranks a frontman popular with the English-literate working class. 

 

Towards a socialist discourse in Singapore politics 

 

In the lead-up to the General Elections of 1955, the Labour Front positioned itself as a 

champion of the working class citizen. A Sephardi Jew by the name of David Marshall 

emerged as the de facto spokesperson and icon of the LF due to his popular appeal for 

being “open and easy going”, as well as for “his eloquence, his appearance, his 

quickness and his dialectical skills”.288 He alienated many within the English upper and 

middle classes with his socialist rhetoric, and presented an ideal target for his opponents 

with his tendency toward hyperbole. In one instance, Marshall claimed that “the streets 

of Singapore would run with blood” if the LF did not win the upcoming elections, and 

that there “would be a revolt … and blood would flow in the streets” if living conditions 

for the working class were not improved.289 “Evidently”, PP Secretary John Ede 

retorted, “Mr. Marshall thinks that blood was about to flow in Singapore until he 

appeared on the scene to stop it.”290 

 

Despite his tendency toward hyperbole, Marshall was able to manifest a sincere level of 

empathy with the struggles of the working class in his campaigning. Though the price of 

fish became a minor discussion point during the campaign,291 members of the public 
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pointed out that other pressing concerns of everyday life such as housing, public 

transport, and rent rates were virtually ignored by all other political parties, with the 

exception of Marshall’s tentative allies, the PAP. An editorial in The Straits Times that 

was published on the eve of the elections observed:  

 

In the end we return to the price of fish … The topics of food and shelter are 

pushed into the background. Instead the electorate has been fed a diet of 

multi-lingualism, Emergency Regulations and blood in the streets … This is 

heady stuff, and probably not what practical voters want. Most of them are 

more concerned with cheaper fish.292  

 

Through the campaign, Marshall’s rhetoric helped to establish, particularly in the minds 

of many among the English-literate working class, his commitment to socialist policies 

and economic betterment for the common person.293  Whether or not this stemmed from 

political canny is debatable. But the LF was able to tap into a powerful wave of 

frustration and anxiety that stemmed from the people’s conditions of everyday life. 

Marshall’s constant underscoring of pragmatic issues such as jobs and housing 

contributed significantly to the surge in popular interest in political participation in the 

1955 General Elections. From an electorate of just 75,000 in the 1951 elections, the 

registered voting population swelled to over 300,000 for the 1955 contest.294 Legislative 

changes to voting rights meant that a number of non English-speakers were now eligible 

to vote, although well over 200,000 others were still ruled out from the process. A 

notable new force in the voting body was the English-literate working class, galvanised 

into political interest and action. 

 

On the morning of 2 April 1955, hundreds of thousands of first-time voters made their 

way to the polling stations across the island. None were completely aware of it then, but 

the most significant development yet in Singapore’s short political life would be 

decided that day by the involvement of the working class. Joseph Yap recalls making 

his way to the Tuan Mong School at 97 Tank Road, one of six polling centres in the 

critical Cairnhill Electoral Division where the three-cornered contest between Marshall, 
                                                                                                                                                                          
cost a dollar and forty-eight cents per kati in 1955, while merah (snapper) cost fifty-eight cents per kati, 
and tenggiri (Spanish mackerel) was priced at a dollar and sixty-eight cents per kati. Prices from Colony 
of Singapore Annual Report 1955 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1956), 37; see also The 
Straits Times, 24 March 1955. 
292 The Straits Times, 31 March 1955. 
293 The Sunday Times, 31 October 1954. 
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Progressives leader Tan Chye Ching, and Tan Khiang Khoo (from the Chinese-educated 

Democratic Party) drew arguably the greatest amount of attention: 

 

I put on my good clothes and left home in the morning because it was a long 

walk … All along the way I keep on bumping into friends [and neighbours] 

who were on their way or had already cast their vote … We were not so 

secretive about it as we all openly talk about who we voted for … Everyone 

wanted to vote for Marshall. It felt good, because among all the politicians 

that [I could understand] he seems the most real to me … A lot of flaws but 

a real character, you know? … He understand the poor people the best. We 

can trust him.295 

 

Not all balloting decisions were made with a clear rationale. Amid the sea of 

campaigning, some voters were unsure of what set nominees apart. No fewer than five 

candidates contested the Farrer Park division, with seemingly little to choose from 

between the candidates: Devan Nair of the PAP, Eric Wee of the Progressives, and A.R. 

Lazarous of the LF. Independents C.T.B. Unnithan and Chua Kim Watt completed the 

lineup of aspirants. Anthony Goh, then barely old enough to vote, remembers that he 

eventually cast his vote for Lazarous simply because he liked the name better. His other 

choice would have been Devan Nair. A vote for the PP, regardless, was out of the 

question: 

 

I heard them (the PP) on the radio talking about their ideas … [they were] 

not that impressive. Not because they were not smart, but because they 

always gave me the impression that they thought of themselves as being 

above all of us … they talk [to us] like when [a father talks to a child] … in 

this case, [the father] never asked what the son wanted [or was concerned 

about].296 

 

In electoral divisions throughout the island, constituents proved determined to cast their 

vote regardless of impediments. Blindness did not stop ten residents from making the 

journey to polling station at Anson Road (for the Tanjong Pagar division), where they 

proceeded to request that the staff at the station help complete their ballot forms on their 
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295 Joseph Yap, loc cit. 



 

 - 89 -

behalf. Despite having just undergone an eye operation, Roland De Souza insisted on 

being brought to the polling station so that he could have his say in the Cairnhill 

contest; Marshall himself turned up and wheeled De Souza from the hospital to Monk’s 

Hill Road. At the Kota Raja polling station (Rochore Electoral Division), the women of 

the working class, ranging from factory workers and labourers to servants and 

washerwomen, emerged in numbers from the tedium of their daily lives for their 

‘moment in the sun’.297  

 

Due to their long-standing presence in the Legislative Council, the Progressives were 

expected to gain a majority control in the new Legislative Assembly. The all-important 

Cairnhill electorate saw Marshall claim 3,305 votes out of a possible 7,011, to C.C. 

Tan’s 2,530 and Tan Khiang Khoo’s (DP) 1,111. The LF swept to an even more 

impressive victory at Havelock, with 5,744 votes out of a possible 6,703 going to Lim 

Yew Hock. Chua Bock Kwee of the Progressives could not even finish second with his 

373 ballots. At Farrer Park, just three hundred and sixty-six votes made the difference 

between A.R. Lazarous and the eventual winner, Devan Nair. Again, the Progressives 

found themselves a distant third. In Bukit Timah, Lim Chin Siong’s popularity with the 

Chinese-speaking working class carried the day for the PAP against the candidates from 

the PP (S.F. Ho) and the DP (Tan Wah Meng). Lim polled at 3,259 out of a possible 

6,272, while his Chinese-educated rival Tan could only gather some 1,308 votes.298 

 

‘The road to Merdaka’ 

 

The result of the general elections stunned even the victors. The LF claimed a total of 

ten seats, with their temporary allies the PAP successful in another three. The 

Progressives only managed four seats out of the twenty-two they contested. The 

predominantly Chinese-educated DP, who based their campaign on the protection of 

Chinese education and culture in Singapore, had to content themselves with just two 

seats, despite fielding no less than twenty candidates. As a direct result, the new self-

ruling government would underscore the socialist ideals that appealed, in particular, to 

the English-literate working class. The principal voice of the opposition, the PAP, 

would draw its support from the Chinese-speaking proletariat. In tandem, the two 
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working class language communities had shifted the nature of Singapore’s domestic 

politics dramatically Left-wards from its erstwhile moderate nature. 

 

The near-complete rejection of the PP in the elections of 1955 is evidence itself of the 

English-literate working class’ experiences of everyday life. Despite possessing the tool 

which many felt would lead to instant economic gratification, many were dismayed to 

find that a decade after the end of the war their lot in life was yet to improve 

significantly. Their concerns are highlighted by Buchanan, who suggests: 

 

The frustration of these ‘partly-educated’ children is of critical importance 

in working class life – for through education are acquired aspirations which 

reality cannot fulfil, and the sense of dispossession is thereby sharpened. In 

a sense, the … working class is on the margin of a better world which is 

effectively a closed shop. Thus, the barrier of ‘class’ is more tangible, and 

education – however abortive it may be in terms of simple economic 

betterment – plays a vital role in creating within the working class a group 

of people able to articulate class sentiments and act as a catalyst for political 

action.299 

 

Dominant in the Legislative Council for nearly a decade, the Progressives were seen as 

being unable to deliver on the matters that concerned the English working class most, 

such as employment and the improvement of social conditions.300 The PP’s continued 

support of the unfreezing of rent rates caused further fractures in their relationship with 

the lower strata of society. And while many among the Chinese-speaking lower classes 

could not act on their frustrations in the electoral process, the English working class 

community was in a position to do so. Though certain members within the LF did not 

always necessarily represent their interests, Marshall’s eloquence and sincerity toward 

the economic troubles of Singapore’s ‘societal underbelly’ presented an ultimately 

decisive factor in earning the trust of the English working class for the 1955 General 

Elections. 

 

But by 1957, the three main issues of the electorate – housing, employment, and 

education – remained prominent concerns for much of the population. Twelve years 
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after the end of the war in the Pacific, progress was slow and political leadership 

appeared indecisive to the agitated masses. Literacy, particularly in English, had 

increased among the school-going population and the school leavers, but employment 

was still insecure and often menial when it was. Amid the discussion on Singapore’s 

future, the population’s frustration and anxieties at the inability to reconcile their 

aspirations with reality grew with each passing day. In two years, there would be 

another General Election. The Citizenship Ordinance in 1957 would transform the 

electoral landscape, and the vote of the non English-literate Chinese would become, 

even more so than in 1955, decisive for victory. By then, all eyes would turn away from 

the un-delivering Labour Front, and toward the People’s Action Party. 
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Chapter Four 
 
 

Hope, anxiety, and frustration revisited: The non English-literate Chinese 
students 1945 – 1965 

 
 
 

In the previous chapter, we have seen how English literacy offered little immediate 

reward in alleviating economic hardship amid the circumstances brought about by the 

Second World War. Unemployment was pervasive, and although by the mid-1950s the 

situation had begun to show signs of improvement, most of the jobs that were available 

paid only subsistence wages. Unsurprisingly, the discontent felt by the lowest strata of 

society helped herald the emergence of a socialist discourse in Singaporean politics. 

 

Correspondingly, those educated but not literate in English were experiencing similar 

problems. But although the symptoms were the same – such as the general lack of 

employment opportunities and economic hardship within the household – the cause of 

their plight was significantly different. This chapter will continue to pursue the 

argument that the circumstances of the day served largely to negate the effectiveness of 

English literacy as a tool for socio-economic mobility. Whereas the focus in the 

previous chapter was on the limited utility of English literacy in the context of life 

chances, this chapter will demonstrate how the education in the Chinese-medium among 

the non-English literate Chinese waned during the first two decades of the post-war era, 

both in terms of ‘cultural prestige’ and in the context of being a practical choice for the 

working class household. 

 

The non English-literate Chinese students and historiographical caricature 

 

In presenting this argument, a supplementary narrative emerges that challenges the 

commonly-held perception of how the Chinese-educated students are understood within 

the milieu of Singaporean history-writing. The role of students in Chinese schools 301 at 

the time is well documented in memoirs, popular histories, and in the ‘authoritative’ 
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account of Singapore’s post-war past presented by its senior patriarchal figure, Lee 

Kuan Yew. In each, the Chinese-educated students have been described as a dangerous 

force for their role in the riots and civil disturbances, a condition that has been attributed 

to their naïve idealism that was subjected to manipulation by external forces that are 

identified by figures of power within the state as Communist in nature.302 Lee in 

particular offers the explanation that the root cause of this tumultuous time in Singapore 

was the manifestation of a Maoist-inspired, nationalistic brand of ‘Chinese chauvinism’ 

among the Chinese-educated.303 

 

Recently, scholars have engaged in more sympathetic representations of the students’ 

part in the island’s civil instability. As one of the key Chinese-educated student leaders 

and activists of the post-war era, Lim Chin Siong’s unfulfilled political potential, and 

perhaps his destined role in Malayan and Singaporean history the authors posit, is the 

subject of discussion in Tan and Jomo’s edited volume Comet in Our Sky: Lim Chin 

Siong in History (2001). Amid its earnest and striking attempts to provide a 

counterpoint to the ‘victor’s narrative’ provided by Lee,304 T.N. Harper notes that in 

most academic accounts the PAP government’s contributions toward nation-building 

are positioned in direct opposition to the economic, civil, and administrative chaos of 

the post-war era – a “bright new dawn … contrasted with the forces of chaos”.305 This, 

Harper surmises, has the effect of creating a “biblical narrative of deliverance … 

[which] has served the regime well” in underscoring its role in Singapore’s success after 

independence.306 Among the ‘forces of chaos’ are Lim Chin Siong, Fong Swee Suan, 

and the amorphous Chinese-educated students of the Left. By going on to construct a 

political landscape that is largely dominated by a dichotomy between the affluent 

English- and largely impoverished Chinese-educated students, Comet locates the 

Chinese students (along with Lim and Fong et al.) in history as part of the international 

struggle of the proletariat.307 
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Kevin Tan and Lam Peng Er’s Lee’s Lieutenants (1999) concludes with a chapter 

penned by C.J. W-L Wee, who acknowledges Lim Chin Siong’s role as both a member 

of the PAP, and as a primary character in the nation’s historical narrative, naming him 

as a ‘lieutenant of Singapore’. It was largely through Lim Chin Siong’s presence, Wee 

proposes, that the PAP was able to attain ruling status.308 It was his command of 

Hokkien and the empathy that he was able to generate with the Chinese-speaking 

working class that set his contributions apart from the other members of the PAP.309  

 

The compelling analysis presented in these two studies notwithstanding, they still leave 

us with very little insight into the variances within the Chinese-educated student 

community at the time. While it is true that many of the Chinese students who 

participated in civil disturbances were from poorer backgrounds, significant numbers 

also came from economic backgrounds that were rather more comfortable. Enrolment 

fees at the schools that were supposedly a ‘hotbed of communist activity’, such as the 

Chinese High School and (later) the Nanyang University, meant that the children of the 

working classes were usually excluded from such institutions, and as such the student 

body at the Chinese middle schools was often heavily represented by the Chinese-

educated social elite.310 Conversely there were large numbers of students from poorer 

backgrounds, who logically should have been the most aggrieved among all, that chose 

not to participate in the strikes and riots. This was not necessarily because that they did 

not feel distressed or even victimised at the economic impasse that confronted their 

families, but rather because of a pragmatic view towards life. “Food on the table” was 

more important than engaging in what was for many an idealistic and irrelevant 

struggle.311 

 

Neither can the role of the Chinese students in civil disturbances be attributed simply to 

‘Chinese chauvinism’. It has been suggested elsewhere that the basis for the turmoil was 

due to an intolerance for ‘lesser cultures’, and that the most violent of protests were 
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usually about protecting Chinese education, language and culture.312 Again, while many 

of the students, Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan among them, read Mao and Lu 

Xun, accounts from fellow intimates reveal that they also “devoured Turgenev, 

Dosteovsky and Pasternak”,313 as well as drawing inspiration from Goethe, Tolstoy, 

Marx, and London.314 

 

In his study of how student political activism in Singapore has been historiographically 

positioned by the PAP government, Huang Jianli warns that the overly simplistic and 

rigid view that currently exists of how the English- and Chinese-educated played out 

their roles in the nation’s history clouds any attempt to understand how these 

communities were inter-connected.315 There were, of course, differences in how 

everyday life for members of these two working classes was experienced; but at the 

same time, there were conspicuous similarities. Not least among them was a strong 

sense of frustration and bitterness at the difficult economic and social situation that most 

were locked into, despite their efforts and sacrifices. It was this common resentment 

from the working class communities – acting in tandem across the boundaries of 

language and literacy – that helped transform the political landscape of Singapore’s 

domestic politics. It is therefore critical that the caricatured rendition of the Chinese 

student in Singapore’s history is deconstructed in the process of presenting the central 

argument of these two establishing chapters. The stereotype of the students must be de-

emphasised, their motivations and aspirations analysed more closely, so that we are able 

to understand how the tool of literacy – in both English and Chinese – was curtailed 

without bias by the suffocating circumstances of the time, and how the choices made by 

the non English-literate Chinese students and their parents would aid in diminishing the 

influence of Chinese-medium education. 

 

‘The Chinese school’ 

 

The limits of how literacy was enumerated in the 1947 census prevents an accurate 

representation here of the size of the educated, non English-literate Chinese community 

at the end of the Japanese occupation. Literacy in the monographs only fell under three 
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categories: ‘General’, ‘English’ and ‘Malay’, and hence the data that would be required 

to formulate its size is therefore not available. The next colonial census in 1957, also the 

last before Singapore’s independence, is more thorough in the collection and 

presentation of literacy data, and from the statistics provided we can establish that there 

were a total of 256,929 ethnic Chinese above the age of ten who were literate 

exclusively in Chinese, encompassing nearly a third of the entire population of the 

island above age ten. In 1957, nearly half of those literate only in Chinese were under 

the age of twenty-nine.316  

   

The experience of attending a Chinese school in the post-war era was dependent on a 

number of variables. Student enrolments were largely based on where they lived, with 

the more fortunate attending schools in the urban areas while others went to village or 

kampong schools. Outside of the city, the kampong that dotted the island were relatively 

isolated, connected in some instances only by a mud track. In 1950, there were four 

hundred and fifty-five primary schools in Singapore, with just over half of them (two 

hundred and twenty-four) located in rural areas.317 The nearest school was often not in 

the immediate vicinity, and children as young as six were expected to walk distances 

which ranged between one to ten miles.318  

 

The alternative was to learn from local village or “kampong smart-man”,319 though in 

this case the standard of teaching rested heavily on the abilities of the individual “smart-

man”, which was in turn dependent on his own function in the village. A letter-writer 

would be able to teach basic reading and writing skills, and would often spend the rest 

of the ‘class-time’ telling folk tales;320 the local herbalist would be able to instruct 

children in arithmetic and the use of the abacus.321 The inherent limitations of this form 

of education meant that it was commonly seen as an appropriate form of female 

schooling, as was the case for Ngai Leong: 
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My father … worked three jobs through the week … [my parents] saved 

every cent they had for my two brothers, to buy their uniforms, one pencil 

each and an eraser to share. I was so envious when they wore their uniforms 

and went to the nearby school. But [my parents] never even thought about 

sending me [to school]. What would be the use? A girl grows up, gets 

married off and has children. Girls going to school still didn’t make sense to 

a lot of people then, especially if they could barely afford to send the boys 

… Think of it as investing money in something then having to give it away. 

I learnt from the village yok choi poh 322 some reading, some counting, so 

when I went to buy things I wouldn’t get cheated. But that’s all I needed to 

learn.323 

 

The schooling experience was also heavily influenced by the wealth of the institution. 

Some schools were the recipients of generous donations by wealthy benefactors. Kong 

Hwa School, established in 1953, was one such case. Tan Lark Sye, a wealthy 

businessman who was also the chairman of the Hokkien huiguan at the time donated a 

plot of land along Guillemard Road,324 and a sum of 300,000 dollars was given to the 

school by Hokkien banker and philanthropist Lee Kong Chian.325 Similarly, Nan Chiau 

Girl’s High School was built on land owned by the latter along Kim Yam Road in 

1947.326 The financial backing provided by the huiguan and affluent patrons allowed the 

wealthier schools to employ adequate teaching staff, and provide for student essentials 

such as desks, chairs, and blackboards.  

 

However, the majority of Chinese schools did not have such wealthy benefactors. 

Qualified teachers were hard to come by, preferring the facilities and salaries afforded 

by wealthier Chinese or English-medium schools.327  The salary of a teacher in the 

kampong schools, as they became known, could range between eighty dollars to a 

hundred and fifty dollars a month,328 whereas their counterpart at the likes of Kong Hwa 

and Nan Chiau could expect to earn up to three hundred dollars.329 The lack of teaching 
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staff in many Chinese schools meant that the few staff employed were heavily 

overworked. In some instances a single teacher was placed in charge of as many as four 

classes of fifty students each. 330 Shortages in classroom furniture, even chalk, meant that 

classes would sometimes be conducted on the concrete floors of open-air assembly 

areas. Ang, a student at a village school in Punggol, describes a haphazard style of rural 

Chinese schooling in the immediate post-war era: 

 

We had just two teachers for our entire form. It was nearly all of our village 

children, and some children from two other villages some distance away … 

I think there were about two hundred of us. The roofs of the classrooms 

leaked, so when it rained we couldn’t study. There were no fans or lights 

installed so some days, even when it didn’t rain we also could not study 

anyway. Most of us just preferred to go play football – my friend had a 

football – catch spiders, or play ‘catching’.331  

 

Even with government aid, the teacher-to-student ratio in the Chinese schools remained 

high over the two decades from 1945 to 1965, as shown in the table below. 

 

 

Table 4.1 Teacher to student ratio average in Chinese primary schools, urban 
and rural areas, 1962 332 
 

Aided Schools 
Primary 1 Primary 2 Primary 3 Primary 4 Primary 5 Primary 6 

41 40 39 37 34 33 
 

Government Schools 
Primary I Primary 2 Primary 3 Primary 4 Primary 5 Primary 6 

37 38 37 32 31 26 
 

 

Despite having fallen considerably from the figures for the immediate post-war years, 

these statistics from the Final Report (FR) point to another problem confronting the 

Chinese schools by the 1950s and 60s – dramatically faltering student enrolments. This 

will be addressed in a later section of this chapter. 
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Cultural chauvinists, ideologues, and pragmatism 

 

The types of classes that were available in the Chinese schools, particularly English, 

were heavily dependent on the funding that was available to employ suitable staff. 

Founded in 1910 along Armenian Street as one of the first five Hokkien schools 

established in Singapore by the Hokkien huiguan, Tao Nan School was able to offer 

English as part of its curriculum as early as 1914.333 Tuan Mong School, backed by the 

Teochew huiguan, began to offer English two decades after its founding in 1906.334  

 

Where it was offered in Chinese schools, English was not compulsory, often regarded 

initially as a novelty or an unnecessary luxury. Other classes such as arithmetic, history 

and literature were conducted in Mandarin, with students having to use English only 

during the formal process of English language instruction, as Boon Swee, then studying 

at Tao Nan School, recalls: 

 

For us, we always spoke in Mandarin or Hokkien, and we were always 

taught in Mandarin. So, many of my classmates and myself, we didn’t take 

English too seriously. You can’t be good at all subjects in school … You 

have to plan your time to study for subjects that are important, right? What’s 

the use if you got full marks for ‘Good Citizen’ but then failed maths? So 

[we] didn’t really put much effort into English.335  

 

As mentioned, it has been suggested by a number of other authors of Singapore’s 

histories that in the Chinese schools the indifference toward learning English was 

sometimes fuelled by a sense of cultural chauvinism. In some premier institutions at 

least such as the Nan Chiau, Chung Ching and Chongfu Schools, this certainly appeared 

to be the case. Literature and history classes consisted of learning Chinese classics, 

poetry, and calligraphy. In Nan Chiau High School, the emphasis was on the ‘beauty’ of 

Chinese culture, in comparison to ‘Western culture’, as vividly illustrated by Linda Ng: 
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[Our teacher] brought in a small Chinese porcelain vase, light blue and 

decorated with dragons. It wasn’t an antique, I’m sure, or he wouldn’t have 

brought it to school, but it was very beautiful. He kept saying, look at the 

finishing, look at the detail. Only the finest artisans can create something so 

delicate and so fine … Only Chinese can do it … Just like our palaces … 

our architecture … If you look at Europe, everything there is so crude.336 

 

Siu Lam, a student, at Chongfu from 1957 to 1961, describes her experiences in learning 

history in school: 

 

We learnt about how great Chinese civilisation was. We had teachers from 

China who were very good, very passionate … I remember my history 

teacher, he got very emotional when it came to describing the Opium Wars 

and how China was bullied by the West. At the end of each class when we 

finished talking about China and … he was always summing up the moral of 

the story, that China cannot be weak anymore, that we have to study hard as 

good Chinese to make China great again … Our pride as Chinese was at 

stake.337 

 

But for the students in the poorer Chinese schools, the emphasis on a ‘grand Chinese 

cultural history’ was far less pronounced. In some cases, the poor learning environment 

meant that the students paid little attention to the ideological preaching of their teachers. 

At Tung Xin, a kampong school in Sembawang, history classes were considered 

especially boring and superfluous by some: 

 

There’s one teacher, this fellow from China, he kept going on and on about 

China’s history and the stories, like the Warring States period and Ming 

Dynasty. Why would we be interested? We didn’t live in those times … We 

had more important things to worry about, like our lives, not their lives. My 

father knew about the great Chinese stories, that didn’t help him get rich. 

We sometimes had to eat only one full meal a day, at dinner. We skipped 
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lunch and all of us shared a slice of bread as breakfast. Studying Lu Xun 

and Lao She didn’t put food in front of us!338 

 

The working class parent was often the source of pragmatism in the Chinese schools. 

Wishing for more socio-economic mobility, parents often questioned the wisdom and 

relevance of their children spending any time at all learning about Chinese history and 

literature if it did little for their job prospects when they left school. Giok Cheng, a 

student from a working class family who attended the Hai Xing School recounted: 

 

My father was always angry with my brother, because he loved to read 

Chinese literature but he never did well in school … his marks were always 

poor. Even worse, he stole money to buy books, he would call them history 

books but my father called them storybooks … these books were the 

Chinese classics. He loved the war stories the best, about the great heroes 

like Yue Fei [a celebrated patriot and general from the Song dynasty]. He 

could always quote their famous sayings, and every time he did that … my 

father would fly into a rage and yell at him, why do you only learn all these 

useless things in school?339 

 

The heightened awareness of students towards political ideals on the one hand, as well 

as a sense of pragmatism at recognising life’s necessities on the other, can best be 

understood with reference to the historical period. The Japanese invasion and occupation 

had disrupted the schooling process of virtually all Chinese students of school-going 

age.340 These students resumed their education at the end of the war, resulting in classes 

where students were often four to six years older than what was considered ‘normal’ for 

their form.341 Their relative maturity allowed for some students to draw parallels 

between the moralistic tales of historical Chinese heroes and events with the 

contemporary struggle against first the Japanese, and then colonialism. The harsh 

economic landscape of post-war Singapore also meant that many of the students, 

particularly in the poorer schools, were keenly aware of the reasons behind desperate 

                                                           
338 Chua Ah Soon, loc. cit. 
339 Giok Cheng, Chinese Female, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, Redhill, assisted by 
Sim Er Ling, 28/12/2005. 
340 Through the occupation, around half of all pre-war Malay and Indian schools were allowed to stay 
open, and the rate of student enrolments remained relatively steady. Malay/Japanese and Tamil/Japanese 
were the primary mediums of instruction in these institutions. For more details, see H.E. Wilson, Social 
Engineering in Singapore (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1978), 97. 
341 Harper, op. cit., 15. 
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economic realities that confronted their households, such as the lack of employment 

opportunities.  

 

Two years after the end of the Second World War, the food shortage meant that weekly 

rice rations were distributed at merely one and-a-half kati (or just over a kilogram) per 

person,342 while many “had to revert to eating tapioca … Malnutrition and tuberculosis 

were rife, and wages did not keep pace with rising prices”.343 The census of 1947 also 

revealed the dense concentration of the Chinese population – some 611,000 – within a 

tiny region tracing the coast along the urbanised south and southeast of the island. The 

Department of Welfare’s social survey in 1947 details the desperate living conditions at 

the time, with several families crammed into small cubicles that would barely fit four.344 

 

Many working class students worked through their school years to ease familial 

economic burdens. The 1947 social survey also reveals how reliant households were on 

their sons and daughters, including significant numbers of pre-teens, to bring some level 

of economic respite to the family.345 Furthermore, the sampling method of the survey 

restricted itself to the municipal area, and did not discriminate between classes. Hence, 

the figures provided by the department’s report – already foreboding in its warnings – 

are in fact more optimistic than the stark realities faced by many families in the lower 

economic strata of society, and the subsequent demands placed on children as secondary 

wage-earners in the household. The daily routine of eight year-old Ang, who attended a 

kampong school near Punggol circa 1952 follows. He describes a life where between 

helping his uncle at a noodle stall at Punggol village and other demands of life, rest and 

time for study was a precious commodity: 

 

I would wake up at four in the morning, quickly change after washing-up. I 

had to be at the stall by five o’clock at the latest, because there would 

already be a crowd having breakfast … I would work for about two hours, 

then I had to go to school … this was about five miles away. I usually 

arrived late and was punished by the teacher a lot, standing outside the class 

and pulling my ears …  

 
                                                           
342 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Singapore 1819 – 1988, 2nd edn. (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 
1989), 227. 
343 Loc. cit. 
344 A Social Survey of Singapore (Singapore: Department of Social Welfare, 1947), 79 – 83. 
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Some days if the stall was too busy and my uncle needed me around longer, 

or if I was already very late I would not attend school, why go just to get 

punished? … School usually ended by one in the afternoon, and then I went 

back to my uncle’s stall to help some more ... until it was about dinner-time, 

maybe seven in the evening. After dinner, I was usually told to do some 

family chores, like sweeping the floor or folding clothes … only then could 

I do my homework. Usually I didn’t do it. I was too tired, it was easier to 

stand outside the class and pull my ears!346 

 

At around the same time, a similar story was being played out at Sembawang as Chua 

Ah Soon, then aged just eleven, describes his experience: 

 

In the morning I had to walk my younger siblings to their schools, since 

they were so young my mother was worried that it was dangerous. The 

difficulty was that my brother and sister studied in different schools. No, 

this was not the big problem. The big problem was that their schools were in 

opposite directions from our home! … So every morning I had to start early, 

sending my brother to school first so that my sister had a little bit more time 

to sleep … since she was younger …  

 

It took us about forty minutes to walk to his school, and so I had to leave 

extra early … because for me it was two-ways. When I got back home my 

sister would be ready, and then we would spend another thirty minutes 

walking over to her school. Only then was I able to walk over to my school. 

Luckily it was only another twenty minutes away from my sister’s school. 

When school finished, I had to do this all again, only in the other way 

around … 

 

Afterward my brother and I would have to go downstairs and help my father 

with the provision shop … We did our homework when we could, but 

usually there were too many distractions … and by the time we closed the 

shop [at around ten at night], I was too tired to even look at the books.347 

 
                                                                                                                                                                          
345 Ibid., 46 – 48, 66. 
346 Ang, loc. cit. 
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At times the conditions helped create a number of mature and politically outspoken 

young individuals from otherwise very ordinary backgrounds, as in the case of Lim Chin 

Siong. Family members described a shift in attitude when he returned to primary school 

as a young man after the war to complete his education. Tan Jing Quee, a friend of the 

Lim family, provides the following description: 

 

When the war ended, Chin Siong returned to school at Pei Chun and 

completed his primary school education; he had lost three years and was 

now considerably older than he would have been if not for the war. He was 

a good student and obtained good grades, but family members recalled that 

a new seriousness of purpose had entered his life. He studied, read, looked 

after the younger siblings who had come along, and helped his mother in the 

family shop.348  

 

Yet while some who arrived at ‘early maturity’ like Lim were enthralled and inspired by 

a wave of idealism discovered in the Chinese schools, in the clash between ideology and 

Chineseness on one hand against subsistence and survival on the other, the attitudes of 

other young ordinary Chinese were often acutely practical. Fang, who constantly 

distanced himself from what he saw as “unrealistic idealism”, described his feelings on 

the matter: 

 

I saw friends, classmates, do what you described [by taking part in the 

protests]. That was their choice. I had a family to look after … when my 

father died [during the Japanese occupation], I was the oldest [male] in the 

family. My older sister was due to get married, [and] when that happened 

we would lose our household income. So I had to finish school quickly and 

get a job, to take over that responsibility. I did not have time to dream. 

Maybe you can never understand that, but no one would help us if we did 

not help ourselves … Food did not magically appear on the table.349 

 

Revising the education system 

                                                                                                                                                                          
347 Chua Ah Soon, loc. cit. 
348 J.Q. Tan, op. cit., 59. 
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The return of British rule in 1945 witnessed the swift overhaul of old pre-war policies on 

education. As depicted in Table 4.2, government spending, particularly toward the 

English-medium schools, increased dramatically from pre-war levels. There was no 

nationalised education system and syllabus on the island at this point, and the British 

administration had very little control over what was actually being taught in the Chinese-

medium curriculum. What they could influence through indirect means were the figures 

of enrolment by subsidising and reducing the fees required to attend English-medium 

schools that were better equipped, better staffed and better funded than their Chinese 

counterparts.350 The table below clearly demonstrates this point. In 1949 and 1950, only 

some 6 per cent of the education budget was spent on Chinese education, compared to 

nearly 80 per cent in total for aids to English-medium schooling. 

 

 
Table 4.2 Comparative Allocation of Government Education Expenditure 351 
 

Head of Charge 1949 Gross 
Expenditure % of Total 1950 Gross 

Expenditure % of Total 

English education 
(Higher and 
Secondary) 

647,969.58 21.1 1,403,309.23 12.5 

English education 
(Primary and 
Elementary) 

4,323,713.91 55.2 7,552,927.77 67.3 

Malay Education 667,224.40 8.5 731,985.80 6.5 

Chinese 
Education 475,793.73 6.1 652,157.21 5.8 

Indian Education 24,654.03 0.3 85,731.39 0.8 

 

 

The effect of the new trends in policy was that it provided greater opportunities for 

families to decide where they would prefer their children to be sent to for their 

education, and if they wished for their children to learn English at an English school. It 

cost nine dollars to enrol a child in Chongfu in 1955, compared to just two dollars at a 

rural English school in Sembawang.352 In 1958, the student fee at the English girls 

school the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus was just a dollar a month, compared to 
                                                                                                                                                                          
349 Fang, loc. cit. 
350 T.W. Soon, Singapore’s New Education System: Education Reform for National Development 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1988), 5. 
351 Adapted from S. Gopinathan, Towards a National System of Education in Singapore 1945 – 1973 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1974), 9. 
352 Account provided by school receipts, personal collection of Siu Lam, loc. cit. 
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seven dollars and fifty cents for Nan Chiau.353 To contextualise the cost burden of 

education on the families of Singapore at the time, daily salaries in 1956 averaged three 

dollars and sixty-eight cents for unskilled labourers, who dominated the employment 

pool. Skilled labourers such as welders could hope to earn at least four dollars and fifty 

cents for each day of work.354 

 

Economic considerations meant that sending one’s children to an English school was 

immensely more advantageous than enrolling in a Chinese school. Sarah Chew, born 

into a working class peranakan household, attended the Convent of the Holy Infant 

Jesus. She describes: 

 

There were five of us [children] in our family … I can’t remember how 

much my father earned in his job [as a clerk] … but it was around eighty 

dollars I think. My mother was a midwife, so sometimes she had some extra 

money, but that was only on occasion, not a reliable source of income … 

They wanted to send us all to at least secondary school, so obviously it was 

cheaper and job prospects afterward [for those who completed secondary 

school] were also better … Why spend so much money on education if it 

can’t get you a job later?355 

 

The colonial administration felt that the Chinese schools were “a social and political 

problem of the first magnitude”356 through the promotion of ideals that were 

‘dangerously Leftist’ in nature.357  Through the building of large numbers of English-

medium schools, the government’s programme aimed to create an environment that 

fostered the promotion of the English language across all ethnic groups on the island. 

The British hoped to draw the bulk of the enrolments of schoolchildren away from 

schools that clung strongly to the ‘traditional’ mediums of educational instruction, 

especially Chinese.  

 

The re-commencement of the Chinese civil war after 1945 was to have a lasting impact 

on the Chinese in Singapore. Outlawed prior to the Second World War, the Malayan 

Communist Party (MCP) was recognised as a legal political organisation under the 
                                                           
353 Account provided by school receipts, personal collection of Linda Ng, loc. cit. 
354 Colony of Singapore Annual Report 1956 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1958), 37. 
355 Sarah Chew, Chinese (Peranakan) Female, interview by author, Tanjong Pagar, 13/1/2005. 
356 Department of Education Annual Report (Singapore: Govt Printer: 1951), 32 – 34. 
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Societies Ordinance of 1947, in recognition of its partisan efforts against the Japanese 

during the occupation of 1941 – 1945.358 Any semblance of political ‘magnanimity’ by 

the British soon gave way to suspicion that the MCP was in fact a proxy for ‘external 

elements’ seeking to destabilise the region with a view to installing a communist regime. 

Through Chinese language newspapers like the Nan Chiau Jit Pau, the MCP had 

launched vitriolic attacks on the British government as well as the capitalist nations of 

the West in general,359 calling for mass disturbances and strikes by the proletariat.360 By 

January 1948, the situation had grown serious enough for a special committee to be 

established to explore the possibility of reconstituting the ban on the MCP.361 The 

spectacular collapse of the Nationalist armies in the Chinese north throughout 1948 gave 

further, dramatic momentum to acclamations of Mao Zedong, and of a “final proletariat 

victory” in the local Chinese press.362 

 

The fears of the British administration in Singapore were also fuelled by the vocal 

presence of a section of the Chinese-educated population on the island, who retained 

strong ties with the Chinese mainland. As Stephen Fitzgerald suggests, they were seen as 

“the vanguard of communist infiltration, subversion and revolution.”363 In June 1948, 

tensions erupted in the form of an armed uprising against the colonial government, 

sparking off what has since been called the Malayan Emergency. Chinese schools were 

considered by the colonial authorities to be a hotbed of communist activity, and the 

British adopted the policy of swiftly deporting any Chinese political “undesirables or 

subversives”,364 including “thousands of Chinese teachers and student agitators.”365 

 

To further facilitate control over the education system, the Registration of Schools Bill 

was also drawn up in May 1950, with a view to 
 

ensuring that schools are conducted in accordance with the public interest 

placed where it properly belongs, on the persons responsible for the 
                                                                                                                                                                          
357 Ibid., 41. 
358 C.F. Yong, Chinese Leadership and Power in Colonial Singapore (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 
1992), 274. 
359 Cited in ibid., 276. 
360 Nanyang Siang Pau, 7 March, 1947. 
361 Yong, op. cit., 275. 
362 Nanyang Siang Pau, 12 July 1950. 
363 S. Fitzgerald, China and the Overseas Chinese: A study of Peking’s changing policy 1949 – 1970 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 104; see also Singapore Police Force Annual Report for 
1948 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1949), 4. 
364 Yong, loc. cit. 
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management of such schools. Registration may be refused if it is considered 

that the existing educational facilities in the area are adequate or that the 

schools are likely to be used for the purpose of political propaganda 

detrimental to the interests of the pupils or as the meeting place of an 

unlawful society.366 

 

Apart from the demands placed on schools with regard to aspects of “discipline, 

curriculum and details of teachers,”367 the financial implication of the Schools Bill had a 

crippling effect on the Chinese schools. This was particularly true for many schools in 

the rural areas that did not usually enjoy substantial amounts of financial backing by 

generous donors and the huiguan, and hence struggled to meet the requisites of 

registration.  

 

Complementing this plan of control was a financial escape route offered to the Chinese 

schools. A White Paper in 1953, Chinese Schools – Bi-lingual Education and Increased 

Aid, raised the possibility of offering government aid to the Chinese schools if they 

brought their own curriculum and syllabus in line with the planned national model. 

Eligibility for aid was tied to the amount of time students would spend learning English, 

and being taught in English for other subjects such as arithmetic and science: 

 

… the time devoted to the teaching of English and of other subjects in the 

medium of English would be, in the Primary School at least one-third, in the 

Junior Middle School one-half, and in the Senior Middle School two-thirds 

of the total teaching time.368  

 

The dramatic fall in enrolment figures, driven by hard economic realities, meant that 

most of the Chinese schools embraced the financial carrot dangled before them by the 

colonial administration. From the statistics obtained in the Ministry of Education’s 

Triennial Survey, conducted from 1955 to 1957, enrolment figures from English-

medium and Chinese-medium Primary Schools were almost level.369 By 1962 eighty-

nine out of ninety-eight Chinese primary schools in the urban area, as well as all one 
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hundred and thirty in the rural areas, had conformed to the demands set out by the aid 

program.370  

 

 
Table 4.3 Government education expenditure, 1955 – 1957 371 
 

1955 1956 1957 

 

Gross 
Expenditure % of total Gross 

Expenditure % of total Gross 
Expenditure % of total

English 
Education 

(Secondary and 
Above) 

5,255,333 13.8 7,920,481 17.1 10,212,351 18.5 

English 
Education 

(Primary and 
Elementary 

19,568,228 51.5 24,548,823 53.1 25,130,208 45.5 

Malay 
Education 2,111,032 5.6 2,381,194 5.2 2,298,617 4.2 

Tamil 
Education 120,082 0.3 123,532 0.2 148,266 0.3 

Chinese 
Education (All 

levels) 
6,128,813 16.1 8,123,638 17.6 13,306,218 24.1 

 
 
Table 4.4 Grants to Aided Schools, 1955 – 1957 372 
 

1955 1956 1957 

 

Amount 
Average 
funding 
per pupil 

Amount 
Average 
funding 
per pupil 

Amount 
Average 
funding 
per pupil

English Schools 6,358,819 218.7 6,919,048 227.4 7,321,754 227.9 

Chinese Schools 6,128,813 70.25 8,123,638 81.25 12,939,601 117.3 

 

 

                                                           
370 Final Report, op. cit., 3. 
371 Adapted from Gopinathan, op. cit., 30. 
372 Adapted from loc. cit. 
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From the mid-1950s, the colonial administration effectively established curricular 

control over most of the Chinese schools. Even so, the focus of expenditure was still on 

promoting the use of English as part of a broader policy move toward a national 

education system, with the benefit-pupil ratio of aid funding disproportionately skewed 

toward the English schools as evidenced in Tables 4.3 and 4.4. 

 

University education and employment prospects for the non English-literate school-

leaver 

 

Several accounts presented by the interviewees so far in this chapter appear to lend 

credence to the argument that the English-literate school leavers were, on the whole, 

receiving better-waged employment than school leavers from the Chinese-medium 

schools. But as demonstrated in Chapter Three, the statistics from the social surveys and 

census monographs of the era reveal no obvious pattern. The sole exception, critically, 

is found amid the trends in the Group I employment rank, where the evidence illustrates 

that it was almost requisite to have completed secondary education at the minimum to 

gain entry into this employment tier.373 It is by understanding this condition that these 

two seemingly contradictory pieces of evidence can now be reconciled.  

 

Compared to their English counterparts, the Chinese-medium schools and their students 

were at a severe disadvantage. Apart from the higher cost of enrolling a child in a 

Chinese institution, the choice of post-primary schooling for the Chinese school leavers 

was limited. Relative to the rapid opening of numerous government-funded English 

schools in the urban and kampong areas alike, the Chinese schools could not hope to 

keep up, despite the best efforts of the huiguan and individual philanthropists. In 1947, 

the survey team from the Department of Social Welfare observed that “secondary 

vernacular education has not been as readily available to vernacular students as has 

secondary English education to students in English schools.”374 A student completing 

primary school in 1954 had merely nine Chinese middle schools to choose from if s/he 

was looking to further education,375 compared to eight times the number of English 

secondary schools.376  

                                                           
373 As cited in the previous chapter. See A Social Survey of Singapore (Singapore: Department of Social 
Welfare, 1947), 63. 
374 Ibid., 64. 
375 Turnbull, op. cit., 241. 
376 Final Report, op. cit., 5. 
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Hence, if there was a perception in accounts ‘from below’ as well as from historians in 

general that the income levels seemed to be strongly biased toward the English 

educated, then it is clear that the fundamental reason lay with the fact that most students 

from the Chinese schools were not proceeding on to secondary, let alone tertiary 

schooling. For students from English schools however, the opportunity to complete 

higher education to the point where one could gain access to the occupations in the 

Group I tier (Higher Professionals and Big Businesses) was much greater. 

 

The King Edward VII College of Medicine and the Raffles College were merged in 

1949, forming the University of Malaya.377 Courses in law, medicine, science, 

engineering, and arts were offered,378 with English the medium of instruction for the 

new university. Accordingly, a key entry requirement stipulated by the university 

admissions office was a suitable level of literacy in English.379 The University of Malaya 

thus catered for local students enrolled in the English schools at all levels in that it was 

now possible to graduate from an English primary school and secondary school, and 

ultimately to a local English university. No longer was it the case that a student had to 

leave Singapore for universities in the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States 

in order to pursue a tertiary education, which were expensive propositions. Along with 

the mass of secondary schools with subsidised fees, the University of Malaya greatly 

increased the possibility for children who were literate in English to eventually obtain 

qualifications that would allow for employment in the Group I occupations. 

  

In contrast, only the more affluent among the non English-literate retained the option of 

travelling to Beijing (Peking) and Xiamen (Amoy) to further their studies.380 For most, 

the only options were to either enrol in an English secondary school, or to end one’s 

studies after primary education. Ee Guan reluctantly took the former path, finding 

himself in an English secondary school in 1962 after receiving his primary education in 

a Chinese school. His parents had made the decision based on the fees as well as the 

prospects of employment for their son when he left school: 

 

                                                           
377 By 1 January 1962, the University of Malaya was separated by geography into two distinct entities, 
with the Kuala Lumpur campus continuing to carry the original name, and the Kent Ridge campus being 
renamed the University of Singapore. 
378 Final Report, op. cit., 114.  
379 Loc. cit. 
380 Turnbull, op. cit., 241 – 242. 
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It was hard. Especially for the first year, I couldn’t follow any of the classes 

properly … My marks were really bad, and my teachers thought my parents 

had made a mistake. One of them asked my father to send me back to a 

Chinese school, but my parents refused. Where else could I go?381 

 

For the students without higher levels of education, regardless of literacy, seeking to 

work with simply a primary school certificate meant employment was marked by long 

hours, desperately low salaries and usually menial labour. Ang, who left school after 

receiving his primary education due to the economic difficulties faced by his family, 

reflects: 

 

After I left [primary] school, it became difficult for me to find work. I 

applied for [clerical jobs], but … they all wanted people who could speak 

and write in English. I was given a one week trial as a salesman, but then 

they didn’t want to keep me afterwards … they felt that I was not giving a 

good impression of the company because I could not speak properly [in 

English].382 

 

Similar scenarios were being played out elsewhere. Lao Hor, who moved between odd 

jobs ranging from construction to touting after leaving primary school, explains the 

frustration at his own inadequacies, which would ultimately drive him toward criminal 

activity: 

 

I hated my parents the most at the time. My mother especially. She kept 

telling me, so-and-so has got a good job, they can afford to move to a nice 

house in Serangoon Gardens … why was I so useless she would say. 

Everyone else [who finished secondary school] got a job quickly. [I had left 

school for nearly three years, but] I had to work odd-jobs to get by … it was 

hard [work] … My mother would say, it’s better to have not wasted the 

money sending you to school. My father, he would just stay silent, but he 

was very upset, I could see.383 

 
                                                           
381 Ee Guan, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er Ling, 
Bishan, 22/12/2004. 
382 Ang, loc. cit. 
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Angry at a lack of steady employment and by economic and parental pressures at home, 

he soon found himself involved in one of the numerous illegal gambling dens that dotted 

Singapore’s urban landscape. He started off simply being asked to buy food and drinks, 

but for increasing sums of money he would eventually be called upon to collect unpaid 

debts, often through violent means. 

 

Others like Chia Kim Boon had more success in finding gainful work, though in relation 

to their peers who had received higher levels of education in the English-medium 

institutions, the difference in salaries was obvious: 

 

After leaving school I worked as a clerk in a small company along Beach 

Road, it was a construction company. Business was good, as we had to work 

late all the time … and the pay was very low, just one hundred and fifty 

dollars a month. My wife, she had some friends, their husbands did the same 

kind of work that I did, but they earned so much more … How much? I’m 

not sure, but some of them could afford a car. What do you think? I had just 

my bicycle.384 

 

Pragmatism – borne of both the attractiveness of lower school fees in English schools as 

well as a wider range of institutions to enrol in – rapidly took a dramatic toll on student 

enrolments at the Chinese schools. Tables 4.5 to 4.7 are indicative of a noticeable shift 

within a twelve-year period in parental preference in light of the harsh economic 

realities of life for the working class family. 

 

The ‘Nanyang Spirit’, or a White Elephant? 

 

In response to the growing plight of Chinese school leavers, key figures within the 

Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce (SCCC) moved to back the establishment of 

a Chinese-medium university in Singapore. Vast amounts of personal wealth were held 

by the leading membership of the SCCC, with the register reading as a ‘who’s who’ of 

                                                                                                                                                                          
383 Lao Hor, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Hokkien and Mandarin, assisted by 
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384 Chia Kim Boon, loc. cit. 
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the Chinese rich in Singapore, including Lee Kong Chian, Tan Chin Tuan, Tan Siak 

Kew, Lien Ying Chow, and Yap Pheng Geck.385 

 

 
Table 4.5 Enrolment Figures for Chinese students in English and Chinese 
Schools at all levels, all areas, 1951 386 
 

English Schools Chinese Schools Total Student Population (all 
ethnicities) 

38,771 75,974 131,232 

 
 
Table 4.6 Enrolment Figures for Chinese students in English and Chinese 
Primary Schools, all areas, 1963 387 
 

English School Chinese School Total Student Population (all 
ethnicities) 

162,144 127,999 313,294 

 
 
Table 4.7 Enrolment Figures for Chinese students in English and Chinese 
Secondary Schools, all areas, 1963 388 
 

English School Chinese School Total Student Population (all 
ethnicities) 

47,015 24,745 82,484 

 

 

To measure the level of interest and its feasibility, the concept of a Chinese tertiary 

institution was put to the Chinese-educated public in 1950.  However, the idea met with 

only a lukewarm response at the time.389 There was considerable amount of parental 

concern shown by the working class Chinese community over the comparatively poor 

existing standards of primary and middle schooling. A letter to the Nanyang Siang Pau 

questioned the wisdom of building a tertiary institution that most students could never 

hope to attend due to the lack of Chinese primary and middle schools with affordable 

school fees.390 What was the point, another contributor wondered, of having a Chinese 

university when there was an unbridgeable gap that could not be negotiated by those 
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without the financial means to do so?391 The opinion of other non English-literate 

Chinese students at the time favoured using the money to help fund the existing junior 

institutions, as well as opening new ones.392 

 

In 1952 however, the Hokkien huiguan purchased a large plot of land in the Jurong area 

for a considerable sum of money with the express purpose of building a tertiary 

institution.393 A declaration followed a year later by the chairman of the Hokkien 

huiguan, Tan Lark Sye, suggesting that the principal objective of the new university 

would be to ensure “the preservation of Chinese culture.”394 

 

Nanyang University or Nantah was founded in 1956 with three main faculties: Arts, 

Science and Commerce. The University of Singapore, on the other hand, had expanded 

its initial programs to offer its students courses in twice the number of faculties, 

including financially lucrative degrees in Law and Medicine. However, degrees awarded 

from the University of Singapore retained a much higher level of prestige in Singapore 

and the surrounding region, and in several instances graduands of Nanyang University 

found that their degrees were not recognised by prospective employers.395 This would 

feed into an overall sense of reluctance by parents to direct precious amounts of a 

household financial resources into an education pathway (i.e. through the Chinese-

medium schooling system) that would see their child(ren) eventually enrolling in 

Nantah, and a comparison of enrolments in both universities underscores this point. 

Similarly, as already shown above, letters to both The Straits Times and the Nanyang 

Siang Pau on the practicability of the new institution were united in their misgivings. 

 

Enrolling at Nanyang University was often not a feasible option for the latter with tuition 

fees that averaged several hundred dollars each year. For many, Nantah was little more 

than a ‘white elephant’, a gesture of cultural defiance that was, ironically, doing little 

practical good for the community that it was meant to help invigorate. Lao Chen, then a 

                                                           
391 Ibid., 14 September 1950. 
392 Ibid., 21 December 1950; also The Straits Times 22 March 1955 and 25 March 1955; as well as Fang, 
loc. cit. 
393 Though the exact figure was not disclosed at the time of reporting in the Nanyang Siang Pau (9 
February 1952), C.F. Yong suggests that the figure was in the region of 2 million dollars. See Yong, op. 
cit., 284.  
394 Ibid., 282. 
395 It was only in 1968, nine years after the establishment of the institution, that the Singapore 
Government recognised degrees that were conferred by Nanyang University. 
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young educator in his twenties, recalls his teaching experiences at a rural Chinese 

primary school near Bukit Gombak in the 1960s: 

 

I always told my students to try to go to university … any university, though 

I was always singing the praises of Nantah, because we were, after all, 

Chinese. But the school I taught in was … a very ordinary school, with poor 

families. Even the children from homes that were ‘ok’ couldn’t afford to go 

[to university] … their parents needed them to work to help put food on the 

table. One parent once told me, a degree at Nantah makes no difference. 

Unless he goes to an English university, he will not earn much more than 

me [as a hawker].396 

 

Table 4.8 University of Singapore Enrolments by Faculty, 1961 – 1963 397 
 

Year Arts Law Science Medicine Dentistry Pharmacy Total 

1961 118 122 99 128 59 37 563 

1962 152 135 165 97 48 49 646 

1963 180 171 187 99 57 46 740 

 
 

Table 4.9 Nanyang University Enrolments by Faculty, 1961 – 1963 398 
 

Year Arts Science Commerce Total 

1961 76 55 12 143 

1962 73 49 17 139 

1963 75 56 15 146 

 

 

Graduates from Nantah were frustrated to discover that their salaries were in a number 

of cases significantly lower than that of their peers from the University of Singapore.399 

Many also had friends and families who were deeply ensconced within the working 

class. Within the Nantah community, many viewed the favoured position given to 

                                                           
396 Lao Chen, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er Ling, 
Ang Mo Kio, 13/12/2004. 
397 Final Report, op. cit., 114. 
398 Ibid., 117. 
399 Nanyang Siang Pau, 28 May 1955. 
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English and those literate in the language as being the root of the economic problem, and 

grew increasingly expressive in their demands to the authorities that Chinese language 

and education be offered ‘protection and parity’.400 

 

The All-Party Report 

 

On the morning of 3 April 1955, the citizenry of Singapore awoke to an era of self-

governance. The day before had seen David Marshall’s Labour Front sweep to power, 

winning ten seats out of the twenty-five that were contested. Elated as some were about 

Singapore’s most significant step yet away from its status as a British colony, once the 

euphoria passed many Chinese students were decidedly apprehensive about the future of 

Chinese education. Chen recalls the discussion he had with his wife on the morning after 

the elections: 

 

My wife … She was still smiling. Don’t be so happy just yet, I told her, this 

Caucasian is not a simple man … When [our children] grow up, I wonder 

what kind of Chinese will they be. … she replied to me, as long as they 

don’t become Communists, or join in those [anti-government activities, she 

didn’t care what they became].401 

 

Along Tank Road, Fang, then aged sixteen and attending the Tuang Mong High School, 

remembers clearly that he was in the midst of a heated discussion with a friend over the 

future of the Chinese-speakers in Singapore under the Marshall government: 

 

 Our main concern was, could he be trusted? By this I don’t mean, I don’t 

know how to explain this … we wanted to know that we [Chinese speakers] 

had a future in Singapore … that we would be able to get jobs, live 

comfortably and not worry about money all the time. I felt that in this regard 

we could trust him, but my friend disagreed. He felt that [Marshall] wanted 

us to sell ourselves as Chinese. We will all end up speaking English and 

Malay, just wait and see, he said. I kept thinking to myself, was that such a 

                                                           
400 Ibid., 1 May 1955. 
401 Lao Chen, loc. cit. 



 

 - 118 -

bad thing? Is culture and language so important that we are willing to cut off 

our own hands and feet for it? … That [was how I felt then].402 

 

One of the first tasks that the Marshall government faced was the growing agitation 

from the Chinese elite and middle class on the future of Chinese education and language 

in Singapore. Marshall’s response was to establish an all-party committee to explore 

possible avenues for resolving the outstanding issues over Chinese education in respect 

to Chinese culture.403 Nine members comprised the group that presented its findings in 

the All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education 

(APR) of 1956, including then-education minister Chew Swee Kee and, from the 

People’s Action Party, Lee Kuan Yew. 

 

Despite its name, the scope of the APR was not limited to simply Chinese education. 

Instead, its findings were directed at the national education system in its totality.404 It is 

also because of this comprehensiveness that the APR as a document cannot be fully 

detailed here. Furthermore, scholars such as PuruShotam have already provided a 

detailed analysis of the APR’s role in shaping the position(s) of language in everyday 

life.405 Hence only a broad outline of the report is required here. 

 

The principal recognition of the APR was that it brought together language, education 

and culture, stating: 

 

[In protecting Chinese education], therefore, the Chinese inhabitants of this 

Island are but voicing the innate fears that once a blow is struck at their 

language, culture would follow next and without culture as the basis of its 

racial existence, no people could preserve its identity and racial dignity.406  

 

At the same time, however the APR pointed out that ideals that stemmed from Chinese 

chauvinism would have no part to play in any nationalised education system: 

 

                                                           
402 Fang, loc. cit. 
403 Report of the All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education 
(Singapore: Govt. Printer, 1956), 1. 
404 Ibid., 1 – 3. 
405 See PuruShotam, op. cit. 
406 All-Party Report, op. cit., 4. 
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Chinese education will have to play its part, as also Chinese culture … not 

by jettisoning its cultural ideals and values, but by tolerance and ready 

acceptance of the contributions of other races and by sinking communal 

differences and jealousies … and embracing political identity and common 

outlook, which are inseparable features for national existence.407 

 

The central points that these statements addressed, namely the protection of identity and 

culture as well as mutual tolerance, established the future pattern for ethnic, language 

and educational policy in Singapore. A new policy of bilingualism in the school syllabus 

was recommended by the APR as the ideal balance between the two.408 This policy 

dispelled any hopes harboured by the Chinese-educated elite that Mandarin could be 

instituted as the official language of Singapore.409  

 

English was to be the principal medium of instruction in schools, since it was considered 

to be ethnically and politically ‘neutral’ in that no ethnic group would appear to be 

favoured by the selection of English for this purpose. Critically, not only did the APR 

recognise the fact that an English education represented a considerable improvement in 

job prospects for school-leavers, it also noted that its choice of English as the principal 

medium of instruction was backed by the pattern of student enrolments in vernacular 

schools throughout Singapore,410 which were in turn the result of economic pragmatism 

and government policy. 

 

Economic realities and a caricature of ‘the Chinese student’ 

 

The APR could not have been commissioned at a more appropriate time. On 25 April 

1955, students from the Chinese Middle Schools joined workers from the Hock Lee 

Bus Company and the Singapore Bus Workers’ Union (SBWU) in a show of support 

against the establishment of new work rosters and the creation of a new union, aimed at 

reducing the amount of influence held by the SBWU over the public transport service. 

For the first two days the protests were peaceful events, with the demonstrators 

contenting themselves by forming a human barrier in front of the main gate of the 

                                                           
407 Cited in PuruShotam, op. cit., 55. 
408 All-Party Report, op. cit., 50. 
409 PuruShotam, op. cit., 62 – 63. 
410 All-Party Report, op. cit., 65. 
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Hock Lee bus depot at Alexandra Road.411 Ah Tan, a Chinese Middle School student at 

the time who took part in the sit-in recalls the events vividly: 

 

There were not too many of us, maybe over a hundred … Our job then was 

to bring food for the bus workers who were on strike, like bread, porridge, 

rice and preserved fish. Some of the female students starting singing and 

soon it was like a carnival had come to town … there was so much 

laughing, clapping and dancing ... It seemed that some were there because it 

was the fashionable thing to do then as a Chinese student. Those that didn’t 

go were made fun of in school … 

 

It was only on the third day that there were the first signs of trouble. The 

police were running out of patience … some of them wanted to resolve this 

quickly you see, and they tried to drag us physically away this time, rather 

than asking us. So of course we had to protect our own people, we started 

throwing things at them. We had been collecting some stones and bottles in 

a small pile just in case. I wasn’t very good at throwing, mine all missed. 

But we were all getting very upset. The laughing and dancing was a distant 

memory now.412 

 

Others, like Fang, chose to stay away, viewing the strikes as a futile exercise that 

only served to cripple the average worker. He reminisced: 

 

I was very angry with the strikers … My father [who was a bus driver with 

Hock Lee] was very worried. Each day that went by meant that he couldn’t 

go to work, and that he might lose his job … there were so many mouths in 

our household to feed, how could he not worry? … They said that they were 

speaking out for the Chinese people, but I didn’t want them to … none of us 

did … We just wanted jobs and food, homes for our families … I thought 

most of the students were just restless … just looking for trouble.413 

 

                                                           
411 Diary of events leading up to the riots of May 12, presented to the Legislative Assembly by Chief 
Secretary W.A.C. Goode, cited in The Straits Times, 17 May 1955. 
412 Ah Tan, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Mandarin and Hokkien, assisted by 
Sim Er Ling, Ang Mo Kio, 5/12/2005. 
413 Fang, loc. cit. 
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The clash on 27 April was only a precursor of things to come. As days dragged into 

weeks, there were no signs that the strike was achieving its desired effect. More 

skirmishes followed for the next two weeks, with increasing incidents of apparent 

‘manhandling’ by the police serving to excite the protestors even further,414 and more 

supporters from Chinese schools and workers’ unions arriving. While exact figures of 

the actual numbers involved will never be known,415 the Commissioner of Police was 

made aware by the afternoon of 12 May that “very large numbers of workers and 

students were being organised throughout the island and were converging on 

Alexandra Road by bus and lorry.”416 

 

The police responded to increased agitation by the strikers and acts of sporadic violence 

on 12 May by erecting a string of roadblocks around Gillman Circus, Alexandra Circus, 

Tanglin Road, Kim Seng Road, and Outram Road.417 When night fell, the protest turned 

deadly. An account of what happened next is provided by Ah Tan: 

 

We decided to make our move only at night, so that we could escape 

quickly and it would be very hard for the police to chase us. [One student] 

in particular was very excited, he kept saying that the police were trying to 

stop our brothers and sisters from joining us in our struggle, they were 

turning people away at roadblocks or even arresting them … we knew this 

through some of those who had made it past the cordons. We had something 

to eat – a small bowl of rice with some vegetables – and then got ourselves 

ready. We were all very calm. [The earlier student I was referring to] 

brought a parang [machete], and he took it out. I just had a broom handle … 

 

I swung at the policeman with my stick, it was so confusing that I could 

barely tell who I was hitting. I couldn’t even tell if it was a Chinese or 

Malay policeman. But I hit him [on the head], and the policeman went down 

clutching his head. That was the cue for the others to jump in … I kicked 

him in the stomach at least twice, while [my friend] kicked him in the face. 

He was laughing and giggling when he did it, and so were [my other 

                                                           
414 ‘Diary of events’ in The Straits Times, 17 May 1955 
415 Speaking on May 13, Marshall has suggested that over 2,000 students and workers were involved in 
the violence of the previous day. See ibid., 13 May 1955. 
416 ‘Diary of events’ in ibid., 17 May 1955 
417 Loc. cit. 
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friends]. I was laughing too, the euphoria of the moment can’t be 

explained.418 

 

Asked about the motivations of his actions and that of his friends, he replied 

philosophically: 

 

You see I came to the realisation a few days after the incident. My main 

memory of it, through all these years and even up to today, is always the 

laughter. [The laughter on the first two days, when it was like a carnival, 

and then the laughter] when we were all hitting the policeman … I realised 

that despite what the student leaders said, we were not doing this because of 

Chinese culture [and] language, Chinese people … workers and … schools. 

That’s all nonsense, I came to that realisation. We did it because we needed 

to vent our frustrations at someone … our frustrations were with our lives 

around us, and why all of us had to struggle so hard to get by.419 

 

The riot began to subside by the early hours of 13 May. Among the dead were two 

police officers, a sixteen year-old Chinese student from Chin Kang Middle School and 

an American press correspondent, apparently mistaken by the crowd for a plain-clothes 

police officer.420  

 

The ‘Hock Lee Bus Riots’, as the events of May 12 have become known, has since been 

used to epitomise the role of the Chinese students in Singapore’s history during the post-

war era through to the 1960s. It has been suggested that it was the day when communist 

infiltration and naïve, manipulated student ideologues reached critical mass in 

Singapore,421 and the resultant violence has since been used as a clear example of the 

dangers of ‘Chinese chauvinism’.422 

 

But historically it would be a great disservice to reduce ‘the Chinese student’ to 

caricature, as national history and scholarly work on the era often does. This chapter has 

argued that there is an alternative view through which the motivations of the students 

can be understood in Singapore’s past. Many came from working class homes and had 
                                                           
418 Ah Tan, loc. cit. 
419 Loc. cit. 
420 The Straits Times, 14 May 1955. 
421 See for instance ibid., 12 October 1963. 
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neither the time nor the desire to get involved in the politics of culture. A sense of 

pragmatism was strong among the mass of poor Chinese-educated, and given the harsh 

economic realities of life this is hardly surprising. In this regard, the role of the working 

class Chinese student and their families as a mechanism for affecting Singapore’s history 

has also been overlooked. It was the same sense of pragmatism that drove increasing 

thousands of each passing student cohort out of the Chinese schools and into English-

medium institutions, though recognition must also be given to the educational and 

budgetary policies of the day that made this possible for the families of students. Despite 

vocal opposition from the Chinese upper classes, it was the response from the working 

class Chinese students and their families toward the choice that was placed before them 

that would prove to be a critical factor. 

 

At this juncture in Singapore’s history, the economic differences in working class life 

between those who were educated and literate in English and those who were educated 

but not literate in English were not yet obvious. The economic binary of English and 

Chinese literacy was, for the working class masses, inapplicable, and it was largely 

between the students from the Chinese middle schools, and the graduates from Nanyang 

and Singapore Universities that this divide existed. Although bitterness and cultural 

indignation was present across Chinese-speaking Singapore, the ‘cultural contest’ 

between the English- and Chinese-educated, as is often recalled in Singapore’s broader 

historiography, must be understood as being a struggle that occurred largely between 

elements that were minorities in their own communities. Much of the citizenry were 

concerned with the immediate urgency that defined their lives, and for the English- and 

Chinese-educated working classes, the hardship, anxiety, and frustration in everyday 

life was a shared experience. But in the decades to come, the bond between English 

literacy and social class in Singapore would manifest itself with far greater clarity.

                                                                                                                                                                          
422 K.Y. Lee, op. cit., 166 – 170. 
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Chapter Five 
 
 

An emergent class structure: employment, material wealth, and the English 
mono-literate Chinese middle class 1979 – 1990 

 
 

 

The role of English literacy in shaping class structures among the Chinese of Singapore 

begins to grow in importance with the nation’s industrialisation.  While the 

circumstances of the immediate post-war era curtailed its effect as a life- and class-

shaping opportunity, under the PAP government’s stewardship the country would 

embark on a new direction in economic developmental policy. The guiding principles of 

the leadership would lead to unprecedented growth and success by the 1980s, and 

prosperity for much of its citizenry. With this growth and change came a new focus on 

ever more advanced industries, and hence a general increase in educational 

requirements for employment. 

 

This chapter is the first of two that will examine the evidence of how English literacy 

emerged as a powerful force that helped shape the process of socio-economic 

stratification in Singapore during the 1980s. To do this, these chapters will explore how 

the mono-literate – those literate in either English or Chinese only – experienced the era 

of the ‘economic miracle’ differently in everyday life. In this chapter, the subject of 

study is a community that is largely the result of the English-based education policies 

that were implemented in the post-war era – the English mono-literate middle class 

Chinese. This community, the chapter suggests, was in a far better position to take 

advantage of the chances that the policies which brought about the ‘economic miracle’ 

presented. For many, their literacy in English was a vital tool that provided access to life 

chances the new era of national prosperity introduced. Applying a Weberian 

understanding of class as the product of either negotiated or corralled opportunities in 

everyday life, Chapter Six will utilise the experiences of non English-literate factory 

workers as a case study in illustrating how a lack of English literacy was a key factor 

that consigned most of them to the lowest strata of Singaporean Chinese society.  
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In tying English literacy to the individual’s day-to-day experiences of Singapore’s rapid 

economic development, the final three chapters of this thesis also explore a feature of 

the ‘economic miracle’ that tends to be overlooked in the broader national discourse of 

success. Singapore’s urbanisation, the industrialisation of everyday life, and the 

growing importance of English literacy in the pursuit of material affluence within this 

changing environment would have an effect on how members of the extended family 

interacted and regarded each other. Necessarily separated into nuclear family units by 

the PAP government’s public housing policies throughout the 1960s and 70s, nodes of 

the extended family often developed different literacy and linguistic profiles. As the 

influence of English literacy in determining occupational status, income levels, and 

property ownership began to grow, some nodes within the extended family that were 

literate in English would benefit greatly. Others would not have the same level of access 

to opportunities in employment, education, and life. The story of literacy within 

households is therefore also a story of linguistically-aligned class tensions among kin, 

and how a fracture of familial relations along the lines of language is currently taking 

place among the Chinese of Singapore. 

  

Understanding Singapore after the ‘economic miracle’ through a subjective class 

structure 

 

Since the 1990s, advances in sociological approaches to Singaporean society have 

demanded a rethink on how class and stratification in Singapore’s recent past is 

understood, given in particular the swift and drastic changes to how everyday life is 

experienced for most ordinary Singaporeans. Works on the subject by sociologists such 

as Chua Beng Huat and Tan Joo Ean are critical in providing a scholarly framework 

from which consumption, class, and the perception of affluence shape how class is 

thought of in Singaporean society.423 Class is read by the citizenry as a measure of 

‘personal success’ in material acquisition, as opposed to being simply an abstract 

process of stratification that is influenced by broader, larger forces such opportunities in 

education, employment, and resource ownership. This school of thought also subscribes 

to the ideal of meritocracy, where impermeable boundaries between classes do not exist, 

and where hard work and talent will inevitably bring about material reward. And 

through the union between these two schools of thought, the distinctive feature of how 

                                                           
423 See B.H. Chua & J.E. Tan, ‘Singapore: Where the new middle class sets the standard’, in M. Pinches, 
Culture and Privilege in Capitalist Asia (London: Routledge, 1999), 137 – 158. 
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the concept of class is recognised and acted out in everyday life in Singapore can be 

perceived. 

 

Chua in particular presents the argument that class in Singaporean society is shaped 

through a practice of reciprocal perception, and that it is an unrelenting process of 

judging what material wealth one ‘has’ or ‘lacks’ with what others ‘have’ or ‘lack’.424 It 

can be argued that class structures in Singapore are therefore understood in everyday 

life through a two-way process of egotistic lifestyle comparisons. The degree in which 

one is able to participate in the process of material acquisition is the central yardstick of 

measurement in class perception, as Chua observes: 

 

[A] salesgirl in a high-priced boutique is reminded daily of how ‘meagre’ 

her wage is when she serves other women who spends several times more 

than her monthly earnings on a dress. Awareness of such disparities not only 

affects the relatively ‘have-nots’ but also impacts on the attitudes of the 

‘haves’. Here, the politics of envy meets politics of discrimination in 

everyday life.425  

 

Tan Ern Ser’s quantitative survey on how Singaporeans describe their respective 

positions within a class structure provides a similarly useful basis from which we can 

approach a discussion on stratification in Singapore during (and after) the 1980s. 

Utilising educational attainment, household income, property ownership, occupation, 

ethnicity and age as principal indicators, Tan argues that Singaporeans tend to 

understand the world around them within the context of a four-category class structure, 

ranging between the ‘Lower’, ‘Working’, ‘Middle’ and ‘Upper’ class groups.426  

 

The primary constraints in these modes of understanding class in Singapore are that 

they are contingent, since they were designed to operate largely as survey tools within 

the confines of Singaporean society after the ascent of the ‘miracle phase’, i.e. from the 

1980s onwards. For the purposes of these three chapters and the time period they are 

concerned with however, they are invaluable as aids in conceptualising the material 

                                                           
424 B.H. Chua, Life is Not Complete Without Shopping: Consumption Culture in Singapore (Singapore: 
Singapore University Press, 2003), 9. 
425 Ibid., 9 – 10. 
426 E.S. Tan, Does Class Matter? Social Stratification and Orientations in Singapore (London: World 
Scientific, 2004), 14 – 19. 
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aspirations of Chinese Singaporeans in everyday life, and the consequent social costs 

that were exacted in pursing these aspirations. 

 

Everyday life and the English mono-literate Chinese during the 1980s 

 

Linguistically, 1979 straddles two important historical literary epochs. A generation of 

schoolchildren had grown up in the wake of the All-Party (APR) and Final Report’s 

(FR) recommendations. By the end of the 1970s many were starting their own families, 

and the literacy profiles of households across the nation now bore the signature of the 

government’s language and educational policies that followed after 1956/63, with 

English mono-literate households a new feature among a particular section of the ethnic 

Chinese. Lionel Wee provides a broad but useful framework for defining this 

community: 

 

[T]heir language spoken at home is English, and not Mandarin. In their case, 

English is the language they are exposed to from birth, the language in 

which they think, and the medium through which their socialisation takes 

place. They are therefore, native speakers of Singaporean English, and for 

them, Mandarin is very much a foreign language, despite the Government’s 

insistence that it is their ‘mother tongue’.427 

 

Vested with the largest proportion of personal economic wealth among all of the 

communities on the island, the Chinese mono-literate community matured as a middle 

class in the 1980s.428 

 

1979 would herald two developments that would shape the life experience for the 

English mono-literate. The Report on the Ministry of Education, also commonly known 

as the Goh Report for the Deputy Prime Minister at the time who headed the 

commission, was published in February. In October that same year, the first Speak 

Mandarin Campaign was launched. Together, these policies raised critical questions of, 

in particular, the English mono-literate community. Were the English mono-literates 

                                                           
427 Cited in P.C.L. Ng, Different Attitudes/Views of the English-educated Chinese towards the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign (National University of Singapore: MA Thesis, 1999), 8. 
428 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 7 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 119; 
and Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 4 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 47; 
also see C.A. Trocki, Singapore: Wealth, Power and the culture of control (London: Routledge, 2006), 
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lacking in ‘cultural ballast’? Were they in danger of becoming ‘deculturalised’ by their 

over-exposure to decadent Western culture? Were they ‘real’ Chinese? These were 

questions that would come to influence how the 1980s were experienced for the English 

mono-literate Chinese. 

 

The Chinese of Singapore 1979 – 1990: Language, literacy and life 

 

Thirteen years would pass after the census of 1957 before another official attempt was 

made at national enumeration. The 1970 monographs are the result of the first official 

census of the population since Singapore’s independence, and general literacy figures 

for the population had doubled since the previous survey to 1,125,524.429 The number 

of literate females was now, at least for the most common school-going age groups of 

ten to fourteen and fifteen to nineteen, almost equal to males of the same age who were 

enrolled in schools.430 The number of ethnic Chinese aged ten and above who were 

literate in English by 1970 had nearly tripled, from 127,045 to 375,791.431 Anna Kwan-

Terry and John Kwan-Terry point to evidence from an unpublished Sample Household 

Survey in 1966 which suggests that the income of those who were English-literate was 

generally much higher than those who were not literate in English.432 But the survey 

results from 1966 are exclusively concerned with comparing the income of English and 

vernacular secondary school-leavers. It also ignores the question of whether English 

literacy increases an individual’s employability, and stops short of exploring if there are 

active links between English literacy and occupational status. While this study does not 

suggest that the data are fatally flawed, the scope of the 1966 Sample Household Survey 

is certainly not an adequate portrayal of the conditions facing the citizenry at the time, 

particularly given the much smaller proportion of secondary school leavers in relation to 

those with only lower levels of academic qualifications. As we have seen in earlier 

chapters, if one takes into account the mass of primary school leavers and dropouts of 

both literacy groups, any economic bias towards English-literates, especially in the 

realm of employability, is mostly negated. 

 

                                                           
429 Report on the Census of Population 1970, Vol. 1 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1973), 102. 
430 Loc. cit. 
431 Ibid., 103. 
432 A. Kwan-Terry and J. Kwan-Terry, ‘Literacy and Language Planning in Singapore’, in P. Freebody 
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Among the economically-active in 1970, there was a higher proportion of unemployed 

among those literate only in English (13 per cent unemployed), compared to those 

literate only in Chinese (10 per cent).433 Corresponding statistics collected a decade 

later, however, indicate that a new trend was beginning to take shape, one that starts to 

correlate employability, occupational status, and material wealth to English literacy. 

 

 

Table 5.1 Economically-active employed and unemployed persons by languages literate 
in, 1980 434 
 

Languages literate in Employed Unemployed 

English only 165,472 6,522 

Chinese only 353,468 12,585 

English and Chinese only 212,175 8,074 

English and Malay only 11,344 312 

 

 

Table 5.2 Economically-active unemployed persons by highest qualification attained, 
1980 435 
 

 No 
qualification Primary Secondary Upper 

Secondary Tertiary 

Number of 
unemployed 7,129 22,518 5,952 2,049 1,220 

 

 

In Table 5.1, the number of unemployed in 1980 who were literate in Chinese only was 

nearly double the number of those who were literate only in English. But as a 

proportion of their respective communities, the Chinese mono-literates were still 

slightly better off than their English peers (3.6 per cent, compared to nearly 4 per cent 

respectively). Yet the trends for the unemployed in terms of their highest qualifications 

achieved (Table 5.2) shows that in 1980 those without waged work were most likely to 

have just primary schooling, or no qualifications at all. The number of unemployed 

without any qualifications, lower than those who held primary school leavers 

certificates, was due primarily to a general decline in persons without formal education 

as the PAP government was successful in getting increasing numbers of children to 
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attend and complete at least primary school. In contrast, the bias in the number of 

unemployed in favour of higher education was not as obvious a decade ago. From a 

sample of 5,647 economically-active unemployed persons in 1970, nearly 2,748 had 

attended at least secondary school, compared to 1,965 who had attended at least primary 

school and nearly a thousand without any formal schooling at all.436 

 

By comparing the population data that is available from 1957 (detailed in earlier 

chapters), 1970, and 1980, it becomes clear that as far as the economic impact of 

English literacy is concerned, the 1960s and 70s were periods of transition. The labour-

intensive industries that Singapore was reliant on amid the PAP government’s successes 

in its pursuit of an Export-Oriented Industrialisation (EOI) strategy were mostly low-

skill industries. The large numbers of jobs created in Singapore’s factories, where 

English literacy and higher levels of formal education was not yet a factor in 

employability, was largely responsible for the high rate of employment.437 But there 

would be a discernable change as the 1980s progressed. By the middle of the decade, 

the priorities of the government’s economic development policy centred on a 

‘Knowledge-Based Economy’ (KBE). In this new environment, an individual required a 

different set of skills in order to remain relevant to the economy.438 

 

The statistics from the census monographs also indicate that by the 1980s the Chinese 

of Singapore could be classified into two broad groups: the mono-literate and the bi-

literate. From a total of 1,795,825 resident Chinese over the age of ten, the census of 

1990 reports that over half were literate in only one language. 604,619 were literate in 

Chinese only, while 318,357 were literate exclusively in English. Bi-literacy in 

Singapore among the ethnic Chinese almost exclusively refers to literacy in English and 

Chinese, with 656,511 out of 672,648 bi-literates being represented as such.439 

 

Given the strong emphasis by the PAP government on the role of English in education, 

it is unsurprising to note that English literacy through the 1980s becomes intrinsically 

                                                           
436 Census 1970, op. cit., 154. 
437 The search for raw numbers to fulfil the requirements of the factory labour force meant that at this 
time even the illiterate were highly employable. Less than 10 per cent of the economically-active illiterate 
population was unemployed in 1970. See ibid., 114 . 
438 Although this phrase was specifically utilised in the ruling party’s parlance to describe the shifts in 
economic policy after 1997, the use of the ‘Knowledge-Based Economy’ is used here to describe the 
broader processes undertaken by the PAP in the preceding decade that resulted in a greater emphasis on 
‘human capital’ and education. A detailed discussion on the KBE and the impact on ‘economic relevance’ 
and employability this introduced will be pursued in Chapter Six. 
439 Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 3 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), 35. 
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bound with the attainment of higher qualifications, particularly at tertiary level, which 

in turn leads to an increase in likelihood for an individual to own larger, more expensive 

types of residences, as shown in Table 5.3 and 5.4. 

 

The mean income in 1990 for a university graduate in Singapore was nearly twice that 

of a polytechnic graduate (4,148 dollars), three times that of one who only completed 

secondary schooling, and over four times that of an individual who had received a 

maximum of primary school qualifications.440 Such discrepancy in wage levels is not 

untoward, given similar trends in other developing/developed societies, but the fact that 

English literacy is an almost exclusive feature among the highest qualification and wage 

earners, and Chinese mono-literacy is correspondingly dominant on the other end of the 

scale, means that the importance of English literacy in determining occupation and 

income is patently obvious. 

 

 

Table 5.3 Resident non-student population aged 10 years and over by literacy and 
highest qualification attained, 1990 441 
 

Education Level English only Chinese only English and Chinese 

No Formal Education 5,356 73,023 948 

Incomplete Primary 16,978 186,018 11,525 

Completed Primary 22,773 135,914 28,709 

Incomplete 
Secondary 63,565 110,006 69,596 

Complete Secondary 122,391 73,672 177,106 

Upper Secondary 34,083 7,498 61,866 

Polytechnic 19,110 620 27,530 

University 32,226 1358 22,496 

 

 

With the attainment of higher levels of qualifications came other material rewards. 

Housing remains one of the principal markers of social class, often superseding 

occupational status and education in the eyes of many. Proportionally, those with high 

levels of education – particularly at tertiary level – were most likely to be able to reside 

                                                           
440 Census 1990 (4), op. cit., 144. 
441 Ibid., 202 – 203. 
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in landed property. Furthermore, it is apparent from the statistics presented below that 

by the 1980s, literacy in the English language becomes a strong feature among those 

who lived in more luxurious forms of dwelling. 

 

 

Table 5.4 Resident private households by type of dwelling and head of household’s 
highest qualification attained, 1990 442 
 

 
1- and 
2-room 

flats 

3-room 
flats 

4-room 
flats 

5-room/ 
executive 

flats 

Landed 
properties Condos Total 

population 

No 
Education 18,161 43,575 23,410 5,161 4,393 1,516 102,615 

Incomplete 
Primary 15,846 57,282 29,750 6,214 4,442 1,794 120,797 

Completed 
Primary 8,925 44,996 25,901 5,396 2,208 1,108 91,980 

Incomplete 
Secondary 6,929 47,339 38,879 13,220 5,753 2,767 119,004 

Secondary 3,321 33,549 47,496 29,180 10,207 5,962 135,351 

Upper 
Secondary 445 4,085 8,436 10,214 5,844 3,534 34,839 

Polytechnic 124 1,364 4,604 8,224 2,639 1,934 20,284 

University 136 1,593 2,831 8,226 10,484 8,464 35,768 

 

 

Table 5.5 Persons aged 10 years and over in resident private households by literacy type 
and dwelling, 1990 443 
  

Type of Dwelling English only Chinese only English and Chinese 

1- and 2-Room Flats 10,685 48,829 32,172 

3-Room Flats 89,962 246,613 221,490 

4-Room Flats 99,667 194,841 195,759 

5-Room and Executive Flats 83,208 55,763 104,954 

Condominiums and Private Flats 31,745 13,756 29,270 

Landed Properties 72,383 30,599 61,180 

                                                           
442 Not including attap/zinc-roofed houses, shophouses, and non HDB/JTC public flats. ‘Landed 
properties’ for census purposes mainly feature bungalows, terrace houses, semi-detached houses; 
Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 2 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), 87. 
443 Census 1990 (2), op. cit., 141. 
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More than 80 per cent of those who lived in landed properties were literate in English, 

and the same can be said for those who lived in condominiums and private flats. If we 

remove the bi-literates from the equation and compare one mono-literate group with the 

other, it is clear that the English mono-literate households tend to be economically 

better-off than their Chinese counterparts. In terms of academic qualifications, the 

English mono-literates are far more likely to have received higher levels of education, 

particularly at tertiary level. Despite the fact that the English mono-literate community 

is only around half the size of the Chinese mono-literate population, they are well 

represented in the upper tiers of both tables is well-represented in comparison. Such was 

the case in the English mono-literate household of S.K. Ong, whose mother was a 

graduate from the University of Leeds while his father held similar qualifications from 

Oxford University. Ong was born into and grew up in a spacious bungalow in the Yio 

Chu Kang area, watched over by cautious maids in his childhood. His parents had both 

come from affluent households – evident from the funding of their studies in the United 

Kingdom – and it is clear that this wealth helped perpetuate their success in life.444  

 

The 1960s and early 70s were remembered as decades of hardship for Robert Wee. 

After completing secondary school he was employed as a salesman for much of his 

early working life, earning just seventy dollars a month initially. Over time, through “a 

lot of hard work”, he found himself promoted to junior managerial levels. “In those 

days, we made our own fortune … where got all these degrees … finish [secondary] 

school and that’s it man”, he recalled.445 But he was grateful for his command of 

English, which gradually enabled him to undertake greater levels of responsibility as the 

company expanded both its merchandising portfolio and its operating area, 

incorporating much of Southeast Asia in its ventures. He was able to save up enough 

money to get married, and to purchase a three-room flat in Ang Mo Kio. Three children 

soon came into Robert’s life, and he was adamant from his own experience that they 

would learn English over all else –  “they need it to survive in Singapore” – to the point 

where he did not mind that they did not learn Baba Malay, or (later) do well in 

Chinese.446 

                                                           
444 S.K. Ong, Chinese Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Ang Mo Kio, 15/12/2004. 
445 Robert Wee, Chinese (Peranakan) Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Tanjong Pagar, 
9/12/2004. 
446 Loc. cit. 
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The government intervenes 

 

By the late 1970s, key figures within the Singapore leadership felt that the continuing 

low levels of English literacy – nearly half the Chinese population according to the 

census of 1980 – was a pressing issue. It was suggested that the prevalence of dialect-

use in the Chinese households was a key reason for the relatively low literacy rates of 

the ethnic Chinese population in particular. As part of his response to the findings of the 

report, Lee Kuan Yew suggested that students were being ‘confused’ unnecessarily 

through the presence and use of Chinese dialects at home and in their neighbourhood 

communities: 

 

Languages and their daily use are decided first by parents and second by the 

society in which their children grow up. A language can be taught in the 

schools. But unless what is taught in school is reinforced by daily use, it 

cannot become a natural part of their lives. We must try to reduce the 

numbers of those who cannot master English and Mandarin because of their 

exclusively dialect home and neighbourhood environment … In such an 

environment, where dialects do not complicate learning, perhaps even the 

slower 20% can become bilingual, adequate for their daily work needs.447 

 

In 1975, it was reported that across all schools, a third of Chinese Primary Six 

schoolchildren the English stream “did not meet the minimum literacy levels”,448 while 

the same damning statement was applied to a quarter of the Primary Six schoolchildren 

from Chinese-medium institutions. The Goh Report added that the education system 

was proving to be altogether ineffective in raising literacy standards among the 

population in general: 

 

In the present education system, a considerable percentage of pupils in 

schools do not meet the minimum literacy skills expected of them. The 

situation is more severe in the English stream. Regression in language has 

                                                           
447 Report on the Ministry of Education 1978 (Singapore: Ministry of Education, 1979), iv. 
448 Ibid., 3-4. 
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worsened the situation further, as indicated by the high percentage … who 

show poor proficiency in English.449 

 

The report concluded that the principal recommendation of the APR, bi-literacy through 

the process of education, was not being achieved. More than 60 per cent of 

schoolchildren who sat for either the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) or 

the GCE ‘O’ level examinations were failing in at least one language.450 It seemed clear 

to the education committee that an overhaul of the education system was urgently 

required. Just as the APR aimed to bring English competency to the population in 

general, the Goh Report was concerned at the relatively low numbers of Singaporeans 

who were literate in the English language. 

  

Another matter of grave concern to the education committee was the ineffectiveness of 

the curriculum in instilling a ‘desirable value system’ in schoolchildren. Much of the 

existing moral education syllabus was dismissed as irrelevant by the committee, which 

suggested that “subjects such as the use of community centres, functions of government 

outpatient clinics are of little value in inculcating moral beliefs in children.”451 The 

committee warned: 

 

A society unguided by moral value can hardly be expected to remain 

cohesive under stress … would have a greater impact on their minds … 

With the large scale movement to education in English, the risk of 

deculturalisation cannot be ignored. One way of overcoming the dangers of 

deculturalisation is to teach children the historical origins of their culture. 

Chinese pupils could be taught in the Chinese language in secondary 

schools early Chinese history up to the setting up of the Confucian state in 

the Han dynasty; Indians, the ancient history of India; and Malays, the early 

history of their peoples and the Archipelago.452 

 

Lee Kuan Yew was in agreement with the committee’s finding. In his response to the 

Deputy Prime Minister, he wrote: 

 

                                                           
449 Loc. cit. 
450 Ibid., 1-2. 
451 Ibid., 1-5. 
452 Loc. cit. 
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[Concerning] good citizenship … What kind of man or woman does a child 

grow up to be after 10 – 12 years of schooling? Is he a worthy citizen, 

guided by decent moral precepts? … The best of East and West must be 

blended to advantage in the Singaporean. Confucianist ethics … must be 

combined with sceptical Western methods of scientific inquiry … We have 

to discard obscurantist and superstitious beliefs and practices of the East, as 

we have to reject the passing fads of the West. Particularly important are 

intra-family relationships. We must reinforce these traditional family ties 

found in all Asian societies … The principal value of teaching the [mother 

tongue] is the imparting of moral values.453 

 

His reply to the education committee was not the first instance in which Lee had 

fervently espoused the dual virtues of bilingualism, or in his terms the “best of East and 

West”. In a speech at the opening of a seminar on education and nation-building in 

December 1966, Lee had expressed similar ideas on marrying English with the mother-

tongue when he underscored the importance of bilingualism: 

 

Bilingualism is a must for everybody … the lingua franca in the market-

place and in the shops often is Malay. It is the language in which the various 

different groups find some common communication. And, at higher levels, 

when one begins to discuss economics, politics, technical problems … the 

common medium is English. But I have had, on many occasions, reason to 

discuss the sterilising effects of a completely English-type education which 

deprives the child of that spiritual line with his past … his own social and 

cultural background.454 

 

It is clear that what the PAP government feared as much as the process of 

‘deculturalisation’ was the prospect of a ‘mono-cultural’ society. Mono-culturalism 

presented a dilemma for the senior figures within the PAP, as in their view it meant that 

the population would be technologically and economically attuned with the developed 

world, but morally bankrupt.  Either this, or rich in tradition and values, but backward in 

research and science. It was not the government’s intention to create a ‘new’ hybrid 

culture, but rather a situation in which supposedly diametrically opposed cultures would 

                                                           
453 Ibid., iv – v. 
454 The Straits Times, 28 December 1966. 
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‘counter’ each other’s negative influences, and simultaneously offer themselves each as 

a source of ‘positive values and traits’ for the population. 

 

Having so definitively associated language and culture, the Singapore government’s 

principal concern was that the flaws of the existing education system were resulting in a 

mono-literate, and hence mono-cultural, society. Of particular concern were the mono-

literate and monolingual English and Chinese dialect households. The former were 

regarded as being the most likely to be ‘mono-culturalised’ with undesirable (Western) 

traits and the latter were in the most obvious danger of being left behind 

economically.455 

 

Despite the fears professed by Lee and the education committee, life in the mono-literate 

English household 456 at the threshold of the 1980s was often already a marriage 

between what Lee felt so convincingly were inherently opposing cultural practices and 

norms. Born in 1975 into one such family, Loh Hwee Ling recalls that despite the 

absence of Mandarin or Chinese dialects from the family environment, her family 

demonstrated strong adherence to what she perceived as ‘Chineseness’. The imparting of 

‘Chinese moral values’ from her parents, both English monolinguals, was an 

omnipresent experience: 

 

Although [these stories that my father told] were the [English] version, the 

story was always related to Chinese history … Maybe it helped us 

remember, but it was always the action-action wuxia [martial arts literature] 

stories with all the kung fu … in the end the stories were always about filial 

piety and family honour. And [my father] made sure we understood that.457 

 

Born at around the same time into another English mono-literate family, S.K. Ong 

recounts a similar tale of “Chinese values but [with] English subtitles”:458 

 

I grew up in a family where everything was said in English, but my father 

especially was very proud of being Chinese. He had so many porcelain 
                                                           
455 Ibid., 19 August 1978. 
456 For brevity, henceforth in this chapter this term will be used to refer to ethnic Chinese English mono-
literate households. 
457 Loh Hwee Ling, Chinese Female, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Bishan, 19/12/2004. 
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vases, those Ming dynasty [replicas] with the dragons and all the cina 459 

patterns … every time we had a party he will show it off to the guests … 

We had statues of Guan Gong 460 and the Fu Lu Shou 461 gods, big ones you 

know? The furniture also, all rosewood with dragons carved in them. 

Everything in our house was so cina, you can’t believe that we’re English-

educated.462 

 

The English mono-literate household did not always turn to China and its history for 

‘cultural marriages’ or values. The West sometimes became a vivid source in this regard. 

Shakespeare took the place of Lu Xun while philosophies of liberty and democracy, 

spun through tales of George Washington and the French Revolution, displaced the 

imagery of ancient Chinese emperors and kings. Robert Wee describes how he applied 

his own form of ‘cultural ballast’ on his children, then aged between five and ten: 

 

We always emphasise to our children that we were always more peranakan 

than Chinese even though they were [not ‘full-blooded’ peranakan 

themselves] … Me and my wife felt that it was important for the boys to 

understand that China is not the centre of the universe … because that’s 

what all the culture, culture thing that the government keeps on [talking 

about]. People think that there’s nothing good about western cultures … 

they can pick holes in it by saying they are always promoting gays and free 

sex … But I brought up my children on the good things that western culture 

has given us, like democracy and … you remember the story about [George] 

Washington chopping down the tree and not telling lies? Those kinds of 

stories also can teach morals what … why must we always look to some 

despot who lived with fifty concubines in ancient China for inspiration? … 

Saying that we need Chinese to be morally strong, that’s rubbish.463 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
458 S.K. Ong, loc. cit. 
459 A borrowed term from Malay, meaning ‘Chinese’, but used in a derogatory manner to describe in this 
case designs that are kitsch and deriative. 
460 Chinese deity. Based on a general from the Three Kingdoms era by the name of Guan Yu, he is 
supposed to epitomise loyalty, respect and obedience – seen as the essential traits among the Chinese. 
461 A trio of Chinese deities that are believed to bring good fortune (Fu), monetary success (Lu) and 
longevity (Shou) to those who worship them.  
462 S.K. Ong, loc. cit. 
463 Robert Wee, loc. cit. 
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Accepting the PAP’s discourse on how the mono-literate household would inevitably 

result in ‘mono-culturalism’ also becomes problematic when one takes into account the 

relationships each household has with its extended family.  

 

Dividing (linguistic) generations: public housing and familial fracture 

 

A growing feature of the Chinese household during the 1980s was the ‘nuclear family’, a 

pair of married adults and their children.464 The kin of the adults lived elsewhere in 

similar family units and it was not uncommon for the older generation to live by 

themselves. By correlating the organisation of the family unit with the language most 

frequently used to both parents and siblings, Tables 5.5 and 5.6 outlines this inclination 

among Singaporean household structures at the time. It is clear that the basic household 

structure of the family unit in Singapore during the 1980s was the one family, two-

generation nucleus (defined in the census process as two married parents and their 

children) households. 

 
 
Table 5.6 Persons aged 5 years and over by household structure and languages spoken to 
parents, 1990 465 
 

 Household 
Structure English Mandarin Chinese Dialects 

Two generations 115,088 215,571 392,737 One Family 
Nucleus 

 Three or more 
generations 20,238 31,298 97,775 

Two generations 2,500 3,234 18,939 Two Family 
Nuclei 

 Three or more 
generations 8,275 13,284 50,618 

 
 
Table 5.7 Persons aged 5 years and over by household structure and language spoken to 
siblings, 1990 466 
 

 Household 
Structure English Mandarin Chinese Dialects 

No Family 
Nucleus  4,307 2,706 11,856 

One generation 2,000 1,409 3,151  
One Family 

Nucleus 
 Two generations 182727 233712 271,540 

                                                           
464 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 6 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 45. 
465 Census 1990 (3), op. cit., 84. 
466 Ibid., 91. 
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 Three or more 
generations 28,505 31,648 40,629 

Two generations 6,896 5,193 13,540 Two Family 
Nuclei 

 Three or more 
generations 14,476 16,217 27,463 

 

 

What is also readily apparent from the figures provided by the census is that this was not 

a trend that was taking place within a specific language community. Families that 

communicated primarily in English were no more likely to be living apart from their 

extended family kin than those that spoke Mandarin or Chinese dialects. While the PAP 

government’s public housing policies were undeniably successful in that they provided 

the overwhelming majority of Singaporeans with (at the very least) basic living 

amenities, the design of the flats necessitated an important sacrifice from its occupants – 

physical space.  Most of these apartments, except for the largest and most expensive, 

were only designed to provide sufficiently comfortable quarters for two to three adults. 

This planned feature was a direct consequence of the need for the rapid construction of 

large numbers of flats by the Housing Development Board (HDB) during the 1960s and 

70s. The initial plans for most flats gravitated around the one- and two-room units. The 

former refers to a studio layout, with only a living room and a kitchen/toilet, while the 

latter included a single designated bedroom. Both were supplemented, then later 

superseded as much of the population gained in affluence, by the three-room flats. These 

had two bedrooms in addition to a living room, and were ideal for a two-generation 

family in terms of both cost and living space. These relatively larger flats were by far the 

most common model in use by the 1980s, although by the end of the decade a greater 

proportion of the population that lived in the HDB flats were moving to the more 

spacious four- and five-room units.467 However, the structure and size of most Chinese 

households remained the same, as did the tendency to live separately from other nodes 

of the extended family. In 1990 over half of all Chinese households were composed of 

four to five persons, while another quarter had just two to three members living 

together.468  

 

With nearly 70 per cent of the general population living in public flats in 1980,469 

increasing to over 85 per cent in 1990,470 the net result of relocating the majority of the 
                                                           
467 Census 1990 (2), op. cit., 38. 
468 Ibid., 110. 
469 Census 1980 (6), op. cit., 44. 
470 Census 1990 (2), loc. cit. 
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population into public flats was the dismantling of many extended family units. As 

recently as 1957, in his study on the Chinese family unit in Singapore, anthropologist 

Maurice Freedman observed that “we have seen that the great majority of Chinese 

households in Singapore are kinship groupings.”471 Statistics collected on Chinese 

household configurations in 1990 allow us to conclude that this pattern was being 

obliterated as the population was rapidly moved into public housing during the three 

decades subsequent to Freedman’s research. 

 

English mono-literacy and tensions within the extended family network 

 

But the fracture and fragmentation of the extended family network was not just a 

geographical occurrence. One of the more poignant themes to emerge from my 

interviews concerning this time period was the painful emergence of a ‘linguistic 

generation gap’ by the early 1980s. This term refers to the fact that children in English 

mono-literate households were in many instances unable to communicate with their 

grandparents, who were often only competent in the Chinese dialects. Despite the PAP 

government’s efforts to create a bilingual environment in the household after 1979, 

many Chinese still spoke only one language exclusively at home by 1990. A total of 

246,012 ethnic Chinese spoke English only at home, while another 429,821 spoke only 

Mandarin. A further 797,738 persisted in using only Chinese dialects.472 Those who 

communicated solely in dialect tended to be (in particular) over the age of fifty, while 

younger Chinese were inclined to use only in English or Mandarin at home, and this is 

true particularly among those under the age of 20.473 The reason for this sociolinguistic 

pattern lies with the impact of the PAP’s Speak Mandarin Campaign on the nature of 

language use in Singapore. The details of the campaign itself will feature in a later 

section, but suffice to say for now that it was resulting in a marked difference in 

linguistic capacity between many younger and older Chinese. 

 

This difference in spoken languages manifested itself most strongly in the relationship 

between dialect-speaking grandparents and their English mono-literate grandchildren. 

Since they often lived apart, there were far fewer opportunities for interaction, and hence 

the learning of the grandparent’s language often did not occur for many younger 

                                                           
471 M. Freedman, Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1957), 40. 
472 Census 1990 (3), op. cit., 104. 
473 Ibid., 82. 
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Chinese. Chia Kim Boon had become a grandfather by the mid-1980s, and described 

how the fortnightly visits from his grandchildren were a joyful occasion that he looked 

forward to. But yet he could not help but feel frustrated at the language barrier that came 

between grandparent and grandchild: 

 

Each time [my son and his wife] visited, they brought [their children] along 

… every time I had the same feeling. Happiness when I saw them, but as the 

visit went on there was a depressing feeling that grew stronger … by the 

time they left, I was always quite upset. I knew nothing about [my 

grandchildren], I couldn’t ask how was their first day in school, what did 

they learn … my son had to tell me about that. I wanted to hear from them! 

… When I told them something, sometimes they didn’t even know I was 

talking to them if they were watching television … we communicated by 

hand signs and basic words, what kind of grandparent would like that? I’ve 

lived for so long, worked so hard, now I’m punished because I’m like a 

madman muttering and no one understands him, so everyone ignores him.474 

 

The sense of isolation among the elderly Chinese in Singapore is an unremitting effect 

of the processes of materialisation and class formation. Yet while it is tempting to 

suggest that it is a problem confined to the families of the lower classes, where 

individuals could not afford large residences that could accommodate extended family 

members, this was not always the case. In interviews and investigations conducted 

during the 1970s, a reporter with The Cinncinati Post and Times-Star wrote of similar 

experiences felt by an elderly member of a more affluent Chinese household in 

Singapore. The journalist, Nada Skerly, recorded a visit to seventy year-old Koh Chay 

Neo, a Teochew-monolingual living with her son, her English mono-literate daughter-

in-law and their son. On the image that confronted her in the initial minutes of her 

arrival, Skerly writes:  

 

[Chay Neo] sleeps in a storage bin off the kitchen, in a room piled with 

boxes. The spacious salon and beautiful orchid garden is off limits when 

family or company are around. Her sarong is torn and her face has a 

bewildered look. Like the rest of her family, even her grandson ignores her 

                                                           
474 Chia Kim Boon, Chinese Male, interview by author, translated from Mandarin and Teochew, assisted 
by Sim Er Ling, Toa Payoh, 28/11/2005. 
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except to criticise her attempts to communicate in English. Ironically, a 

Peanuts cartoon perched on the stereo speaker reads: Dogs accept people for 

what they are.475 

 

At least on one occasion, Chay Neo was thrown out of the house by her daughter-in-

law, the major wage earner of the household. Chay Neo could do nothing to please the 

woman as she was rebuffed at every turn. A woman Skerly identifies as Daphne gave 

her shelter and provides the following narrative: 

 

She (Chay Neo) lowered her dignity too much. She even polished the shoes 

and served the meals. It should have been the other way around. One day, 

she appeared on my doorstep, suitcase in hand and crying. Of course I took 

her in, but after a month I sent her son an ultimatum: She is your 

responsibility. But if you send her to an old age home, you must sign the 

paper. It will bear your name. Under fear of losing face, he took his mother 

back.476 

 

Reverend Gunnar Teilmann, a Methodist minister and resident in the country 

throughout the 1950s, 60s and early 70s, offered his insight into the increasingly 

ambiguous space occupied by the elderly when he was interviewed by Skerly: 

 

[The Singapore government is] attempting in less than 15 years a transition 

which took generations in America. Kampung life is like a Georgia 

plantation 150 years ago. In those days there was room for everybody, even 

the mentally ill unless they were dangerous. Here in the high-rise, there is 

no room for the misfit, the unemployed or the aged.477 

 

The conditions presented by Skerly are extreme. Although they are not entirely rare, it 

would be a mistake to colour the relationships between the generations with a single 

broad stroke. In many cases, the lack of interaction between age groups had less to do 

with near-hatred and derision, and more with the growing difference in language 

profiles. Such was the case with English mono-literate Loh Hwee Ling, who relied 
                                                           
475 N. Skerly, ‘The Aged in Singapore: Veneration collides with the 20th Century’, 
http://www.aliciapatterson.org/APF001971/Skerly/Skerly10/Skerly10.html, site accessed 9/7/2006  
476 Loc. cit. 
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heavily on her father as a translator in her interactions with her grandparents, and even 

then it proved difficult for her to form any relationship with her grandparents, likening 

them to “complete strangers”.478 S.K. Ong expressed his regret that he did not have, in 

his mind, “a real grandparent kind of relationship … never got to hear the old people’s 

stories. I’m sure they had a lot of them to tell.”479 When asked why learning their 

respective dialects was not an option, both responded similarly, citing the demands of 

school and the learning of English and Mandarin as sufficiently taxing: 

 

There was no time for that … I had so many things to get through, like 

tuition, homework, ECAs [extra-curricular activities] … I also needed time 

to rest during the weekend. Watch cartoons … things like that. Learning 

[Teochew] would have been like learning a new language, it takes so long 

and so much time … and even if I learned it, I won’t get to use it … except 

with the older relatives … without practice, it will just fade off too quickly 

to be worth it.480 

 

The fracture of extended family relations was a lateral feature as well. It became 

increasingly plausible for households from essentially the same extended family to 

develop different profiles in literacy.481 Loh Hwee Ling recalls how her extended family 

was divided along such lines. Her own family’s household was English mono-literate, 

while a number of her cousins grew up in Chinese mono-literate households. Apart from 

the occasional festivities, they were complete strangers to one another: 

 

 When I was much younger, like six or seven, our Chinese new year visits 

would take almost a whole week to get through … there were so many 

aunties and uncles to visit … our family was so huge! And it wasn’t just me 

you know, all of my friends also [had similarly large families] … But once 

the oldest ones, like my grandmother and grandfather, passed away, all the 

visits stopped ... now we just visit two families, my father’s brothers, and 

that’s it … We’re like a family of strangers, I think you can put it that way 

best. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
477 Loc. cit. 
478 Loh Hwee Ling, loc. cit. 
479 S.K. Ong, loc. cit. 
480 Loc. cit. 
481 Loh Hwee Ling, loc. cit.; S.K. Ong, loc. cit.; and Kim Soong, Chinese Male, interview by author, 
assisted by Sim Er Ling, Tanglin,  14/12/2004. 
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Asked to elaborate further on the reasons for the growing distance between her own and 

her extended family relations, Loh Hwee Ling replied: 

 

I think it’s because my grandparents … held the family together … but we 

had nothing else in common. We don’t speak the same language and have 

the same interests. They consider us ang moh pai (very Westernised),482 and 

we, well me my sis and my mum, we consider them to be very cina … They 

get very loud sometimes and you think that they’re fighting when they’re 

actually just saying hello … sometimes like on some special occasions like 

weddings we’ll get together … [but] it’s more for courtesy I think … when 

my parent’s generation goes, there will just be me and my sister left … If I 

walked pass some of my cousins today, even the closer ones, I don’t think 

I’ll recognise them … In fact, I don’t know exactly how many cousins I 

have!483 

 

The fracture of relations did not necessarily stop at each simply being content to live 

their own nuclear lives. The redirection of economic policy by the Singapore 

government during the 1980s resulted in a new emphasis on the value of human capital. 

The academic qualifications and ‘talent’ – the latter a growing byword by the middle of 

the decade – of an individual was to be given greater weight than before in employment. 

By 1984, while manufacturing was still a central pillar in Singapore’s economy, the 

financial services and communications industries were evolving into dominant industries 

in their own right. The move away from low-skill production and manufacturing was 

seen to be necessary by leading figures within the ruling government to retain 

Singapore’s competitive edge in an increasingly globalising world.484 The New 

Economy, also referred to by the PAP as a Knowledge-Based Economy, would go hand-

in-hand with the so-called ‘Information Revolution’ that was beginning to sweep across 

much of the developed world at the time.  

 

For the ordinary person, his or her relevance and employability was dictated by the skills 

s/he possessed in relation to the New Economy. Those with the necessary level of 

                                                           
482 Hokkien. Its literal meaning is “of the Caucasian clan”. 
483 Loh Hwee Ling, loc. cit. 
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qualifications found that the KBE would present a new wave of higher-waged 

opportunities through the numerous professional positions it created. The English mono-

literates were in a better position to take advantage of these chances, given their 

tendency to have received higher levels of education, while English proficiency granted 

an enormous advantage to the individual in employment prospects within the financial 

service sector since most were expected to work in a multinational environment.485 

 

For those who were without the requisite academic qualifications and levels of English 

literacy, the prospects of one’s career flourishing in the KBE were severely curtailed. 

What this meant, in the context of the growing differences in linguistic profiles within 

the extended family, was that familial strains occurred along language divisions, as the 

English mono-literate members of the family were often economically better off than 

their Chinese mono-literate brethren. S.K. Ong describes how his immediate family was 

seen to be outsiders, and at times even ‘hated’ by his extended relations who were 

almost exclusively Hokkien monolinguals, while his parents and himself were literate in 

English. The Chinese family unit in the 1980s thus became a microcosm of class 

tensions among the Singapore Chinese, as Ong’s account illustrates: 

 

On the surface when we meet for weddings or a few other special occasions 

they act really friendly … but you could tell that they don’t like us very 

much … We lived very comfortably, not very rich but then we have a nice 

house, we got … [nice toys] for Christmas and our birthdays and things like 

that … Most of [my cousins and their families] lived in HDB flats … they 

were always very anti my father.486 

 

The link between English literacy and monthly income was becoming increasingly 

obvious. By 1980, the mean income of employees who were literate exclusively in 

Chinese was four hundred and seven dollars, while the mean income for those who 

where only literate in English was nine hundred and thirty-seven dollars.487 Of 15,607 

employees surveyed who reported personal incomes of over three thousand dollars, two 

thirds were literate only in English, while another 3,200 were literate in both English 

and Chinese.488 This trend would persist throughout the decade. In 1990, the average 
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income for the English mono-literate was over two thousand dollars, compared to one 

thousand and twenty-eight dollars for Chinese mono-literates. Even more ominous was 

the fact that the mean income of those who were completely illiterate was not far off (at 

eight hundred and three dollars) from those who were literate exclusively in Chinese.489 

 

As illustrated earlier in this chapter, literacy in English was also a strong feature among 

those who lived in affluent forms of housing during the 1980s. While some Chinese 

mono-literates also lived comfortably, and at times luxuriously as was the case with 

Linda Ng who lived in a bungalow in Pasir Ris during the 1980s, the greater trend 

among the ethnic Chinese who were not literate in English saw most residing in far more 

modest dwellings. The sight of extended kin who lived in larger, more expensive abodes 

could be a grating experience, even more so if the more affluent kin were perceived to 

be either arrogant, unwilling to help less well-off members of the family, or both.490 A 

more nuanced view of the implications of employment prospects for the non English-

literate Chinese in the KBE, as well as the resultant linguistically-influenced economic 

tensions within the extended family network, is presented in Chapters Six and Seven. 

 

Peranakan kinship relations were less affected by the class-literacy divide, although 

many older peranakan were upset at how English had replaced Baba Malay as the 

principal language in peranakan households. Robert Wee recalls that his mother was 

concerned at his children’s inability to speak Baba Malay, and that she was convinced it 

was a sign of an end to the uniqueness of peranakan culture.491 Identity, framed by 

language and its subsequent association with culture, became a central theme in 

everyday life experiences. Tze Yee struggled to come to terms with what made him 

peranakan in school. He admits that he was quick to correct teachers and classmates 

who referred to him as a Chinese, yet was frustrated that he could not speak anything 

other than English and a few choice Malay words: 

 

You know we [peranakan] are caught in no-man’s land … In school when 

my Chinese teacher … [commented] that I should be ashamed that as a 

Chinese I couldn’t speak Mandarin, I shot back at him and said, “Of course 

lah, I’m not Chinese what. I’m baba.” But then I also knew that I couldn’t 
                                                           
489 Census 1990 (4), op. cit., 140. 
490 Swee Seng, Chinese Male, interview by author, and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er 
Ling, Ang Mo Kio, 4/12/2005; and Ah Siang, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from 
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speak Malay … so I didn’t really believe what I said … you remember the 

taxi-driver I told you about, he thought I was a Malay [when he asked why I 

wasn’t fasting] … because I look like a Malay … so for baba like me, 

where do we stand? We can only speak English. We lost Malay. [The 

government] wants us to learn Mandarin but we don’t want to. So? What 

now? How can we tell who’s a baba and who’s not?492 

 

A similar view of the future of Chinese identity in Singapore in the context of 

diminishing dialect use was shared by many older Chinese dialect users. Several, like 

Chia Kim Boon, associated the growing English mono-literate Chinese population with 

an end of ‘real Chinese culture’ in Singapore: 

 

I talked about this with my friends about this a lot, can the Hokkien people 

speak Hokkien? Can the Teochew speak Teochew? And the Hakka? Yes, 

for a while more only though, since some people are still using it. But it was 

becoming rare … More and more younger Chinese were only speaking 

English. When I walked around the HDB neighbourhoods, I saw many boys 

playing soccer, and children playing in the park. In the past they would be 

speaking Hokkien, or Malay, or Teochew for example. But they were all 

speaking English ... Can you imagine? A whole country of Chinese 

speaking only English … How embarrassing. What is the government 

doing? We all wondered.493 

 

Fang, who had been teaching Chinese at Maris Stella High School since the 1970s, 

lamented: 

 

[The Chinese dialects are] our history, a gift from our forefathers, handed 

down through each generation. Now we can’t fulfil our duty and pass it on 

to the next generation … I’ll tell you now, it will die with us, or maybe with 

you young people who can still use it. But it does not have long to live. This 

is the tragedy for us Chinese.494 

                                                                                                                                                                          
491 Robert Wee, loc. cit. 
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493 Chia Kim Boon, loc. cit. 
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Despite a continual emphasis on the essential role of the family in ‘Asian society’, the 

fracture of extended familial relations among the Chinese in Singapore remained largely 

unaddressed by the government. Instead the leading concerns and corrective measures 

adopted centred on ‘deculturalisation’, as has been already discussed, as well as possible 

hindrances to nation building posed by the diversity of the ethnic Chinese population. 

For the Singapore government, the presence of the Chinese dialects and English mono-

literacy presented two problems – fragmentation of the community along dialectic lines 

and ‘deculturalisation’ respectively – that could be addressed by a single solution. By 

investing ‘cultural capital’ in Mandarin through a direct association of the language with 

high Chinese culture, values and history, it was hoped that the dialect users could be 

‘unified’ through being inspired to speak in a culturally-vested common tongue.495 At 

the same time, by highlighting the intrinsic link between language and ‘forgotten’ 

cultural values the ruling party hoped to galvanise the English mono-literates to be more 

responsive to the idea of learning Mandarin.496 

 

The Speak Mandarin Campaign: addressing an ‘emotional handicap’ 

 

The PAP government sought to address the ‘problem’ of mono-literacy by introducing a 

public campaign to enhance the profile and use of Mandarin among the Chinese. In 

September 1979, Lee Kuan Yew warned that bilingualism – and bi-literacy – could not 

succeed if there was no uniform standard in the Chinese language used among 

Singapore’s citizenry: 

 

All Chinese parents face this choice for their children – English-Mandarin, 

or English-dialect. If they allow, or worse, want, their children to speak 

dialects, then their children will find their work in school very burdensome. 

Therefore, actively encourage your children to speak Mandarin in place of 

dialect … And because it is Mandarin, not dialect, we teach in schools, the 

dialect spoken will be a limited, pidgin-type patois. This is the stark choice 
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– English-Mandarin, or English-dialect. Logically, the decision is 

obvious.497 

 

Thereafter, the constant reinforcement of Mandarin as a unifying force for the Chinese 

followed with a measured consistency. Ong Pang Boon, then Minister for the 

Environment, declared that it was necessary for all Chinese in Singapore to be unified 

for the benefit of the nation: 

 

Singaporean Chinese came from various parts of China and, in view of the 

multiplicity of dialects, there cannot be any effective communication of 

thoughts if everyone insists on speaking his own dialect … let alone unity 

and co-operation.498 

 

In October 1979, the Singapore government announced the creation of a Speak 

Mandarin Campaign (SMC). The campaign’s “task was to transform a deeply 

entrenched social-linguistic habit of Chinese Singaporeans who were long used to the 

speaking of dialects.”499 It had three principal objectives. First, it sought to simplify the 

linguistic environment to foster a greater ease of understanding among all ethnic 

Chinese, regardless of dialect groups; second, through the process of creating 

uniformity in their linguistic profile the campaign hoped to better integrate the Chinese 

population through the creation of a general ‘Singaporean Chinese’ identity; and finally, 

the Speak Mandarin Campaign was seen to be crucial in promoting the necessity of 

bilingual education, especially among the English [mono-literate] Chinese so as to “reap 

the economic benefits of East and West”.500 

 

The movement was to be held in October of each year, and was designed to eventually 

permeate all facets of life for the Singaporean Chinese. From 1982 onwards, the SMC’s 

plenary committee decided that the campaign would have an annual theme. Target 

groups or areas included the workplace (1982), markets and food centres (1983), all 
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ethnic Chinese parents (1984), public transport workers (1985), food and drinks 

establishments (1986), shopping malls (1987) and “white collar workers” (1988).501 

 

As Nirmala Purushotam notes, it was impossible for anyone living in Singapore at the 

time to miss the sights and sounds of the campaign.502 Buses bore large advertisements 

with the slogan used for the year, such as “Remember to Converse in Mandarin” (1982), 

“Mandarin is Chinese” (1985), “Start with Mandarin, not Dialect” (1986) and “If you 

are Chinese, Make a Statement in Mandarin” (1990). Badges that proclaimed the wearer 

could speak Mandarin were distributed. Variety shows were organised to promote the 

language, while stickers, bookmarks, calendars and T-shirts bearing campaign slogans 

were handed out. The pillars and walls of markets and food centres were plastered with 

campaign posters urging and reminding the population to use Mandarin.503 

 

Technology was also harnessed to promote the movement. Two cassette-tape recordings 

of Mandarin lessons entitled “Conversational Mandarin” and “Reach for Mandarin” 

were made available in 1982 and again in 1987. From 1983, the national 

telecommunications provider began to provide a twenty-four hour “Dial for Mandarin 

Lessons” service.504 Broadcast television carried commercials on the campaign, while 

local television programs were occasionally co-opted into providing exposure. 

 

As an impetus to replace the Chinese dialects with Mandarin in all facets of everyday 

life for the Chinese community it appears at first glance to have been a striking success. 

In the census of 1980, close to 80 per cent of Chinese households reported using one of 

the dialects as their primary medium of communication, while fewer than 10 per cent 

were using Mandarin.505 Successive census reports, taken in 1990 and 2000, 

demonstrate a dramatic shift in favour of the latter. 

 

The campaign has been heralded by the Singapore government and some scholars as the 

reason for the surge in Mandarin use, particularly within the household.506 Yet 

according to census data the largest shifts have occurred among the younger age groups, 
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especially those young enough to be directly affected by the recommendations of the 

Goh Report. In contrast, the shift in the forty to fifty-four age category is limited, while 

changes among those older than fifty-five are comparatively small.  

 

 
Table 5.8 Chinese population aged 5 years and older by language most frequently used 
at home, 1990 and 2000 507 
  

Age 5 - 14 15 – 24 25 – 39 40 – 54 55 & Over 

1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000  

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

English 23.3 35.8 19.9 21.5 24.6 25.2 16.1 25.1 5.3 9.9 

Mandarin 57.6 59.6 28.5 59.8 30.4 46.5 24.8 43.9 6.1 17.8 

Chinese 
Dialects 18.9 4.3 51.5 18.4 44.8 28 58.8 30.7 87.7 71.8 

Others 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.9 0.5 

 

 

In a survey of over four hundred ethnic Chinese students at Ngee Ann Polytechnic in 

1990, Choy discovered that fewer than a third of them felt compelled to speak 

Mandarin,508 while less than 16 per cent felt concerned at all about the “correctness” of 

using Mandarin in the context of positive adherence to the government’s language 

edict.509 It is thus plausible to suggest that the sharp increase in Mandarin use in 

Singapore might be linked more strongly with the educational reforms than to the SMC 

itself. 

 

The SMC’s objective of unifying the ethnic Chinese community has proven to be even 

more elusive. A key reason for this is due to the public’s perception of the campaign’s 

obtrusive approach. Speaking at the launch of the 1984 campaign, Lee Kuan Yew 

openly suggested that an inability to speak Mandarin was tantamount to an ‘emotional 

handicap’: 
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[Mandarin] reminds us that we are part of an ancient civilisation with an 

unbroken history of over 5000 years. This is a deep and strong psychic 

force, one that gives confidence to a people to face up to and overcome 

great changes and challenges. To be able to speak Mandarin and read the 

Chinese script, is reassuring. To look at Chinese characters, to see them as 

mysterious hieroglyphics, is to be emotionally disadvantaged. A little effort 

and the magic of the characters will reveal itself … Parents want … their 

children to retain traditional Chinese values of filial piety, loyalty, 

benevolence, and love. Through Mandarin, their children can emotionally 

identify themselves as part of an ancient civilisation whose continuity was 

because it was founded on a tried and tested value system.510 

 

If the PAP government had hoped to ‘shame’ the English mono-literates into learning to 

speak Mandarin, then it did not succeed. Lee’s understanding of the role of Mandarin in 

a ‘continuous Chinese history’, is of course linguistically and historically flawed. While 

this has not prevented the rhetoric from being repeated on countless occasions since 

1979, it did mean that the significant sections of the target audience were quick to seize 

upon this glaring inaccuracy.511 If there was a link between a Chinese historical past and 

a Singapore Chinese cultural present then, as many opined, was it not more logical that 

one should trace this bond through the Chinese dialects instead, particularly since these 

were the historical native languages of the regions from which most of the migrant 

Chinese in Singapore originated? A commentary in The Straits Times highlights this 

point, claiming that “[a]t the end of the day, it is still one’s affiliation with the dialect 

group that will give a sense of what one is … Lose the dialect, and you lose the very 

access to your roots.”512 

 

Responses in everyday life to the Mandarin Campaign 

 

What the slogans, speeches and the general tenor of the SMC did accomplish was to 

unreservedly trivialise the cultural validity of those who did not speak any Chinese at 
                                                           
510 Cited in P. Teo, Mandarinising Singapore: a Critical Analysis of Slogans in Singapore’s ‘Speak 
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all, dialects or otherwise. English mono-literate peranakan in particular, being 

considered ethnic Chinese for pedagogical purposes, took great offence at the 

insinuation that they were “emotionally disadvantaged” by virtue of their inability to 

speak Mandarin. Hock Boon, a peranakan from the predominantly working class St. 

Patrick’s School, recalls his own indignation at the time: 

 

I was always singled out by the teachers during Chinese class … they called 

me by my Chinese name, and I hated that … but apart from them no one 

else called me [by my Chinese name]. I always used [my English name] 

instead … To me being Chinese is just a category you see … I’m 

peranakan, no matter what [the government] tries to tell me. I connect more 

with baba [culture and values] more than some ching-chong-chang 

[culture].513 

 

Kim Soong was born in Malaysia in 1977 to Hakka parents, but his family moved to 

Singapore six years later. He recalled struggling to cope with Mandarin classes in 

school, largely because he “just didn’t see the point of it.”514 For Kim Soong and his 

parents, Mandarin was simply an obstacle that he had to overcome, rather than 

something that offered any ‘value system’ that could shape his ‘character’. 

Nevertheless, he admitted that he constantly felt ‘judged’ by “everyone, my classmates 

and my teachers” who mocked him when he was unable to recognise Chinese characters 

as he stumbled through the reading aloud of textbook passages. “There was a lot of self-

hate”, he reminiscenced, “especially on the days where there were two Chinese [lessons 

back-to-back], those were the worse. The teacher would be sure to pick on me to read to 

make an example.”515 

 

Robert Wee viewed the PAP’s rhetoric of ‘shame’ with disdain. He felt that the schools 

were undermining his parental authority, as well as that of his wife. He recalled an 

incident during the late 1980s when his then-teenage son commented that Robert Wee 

was one of a generation of ‘fake Chinese’. “It hurt a lot, not because I believed it, but 
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 - 155 -

because he believed it.”516 For Robert Wee, the problem lay in the schools, where he 

felt that English mono-literate children were being taught to “despise their own 

families”. He adds: 

 

You confused the children, take my kids as an example. They went to 

school and their Chinese teachers, moral education teachers, keep telling 

them that they need to jiang hua yu (speak Mandarin), because it is 

shameful [for Chinese] not to be able to speak Chinese 517 … [My wife] and 

I have to unteach all of this when they come home … [and] explain to them 

that baba don’t need Chinese and Chinese culture to be good baba … we 

speak English, and we are proud of our [peranakan] culture … [as] it also 

teaches us good things about life and family.518 

 

Rather than succeeding in ‘shaming’, or otherwise ‘motivating’ the English mono-

literates into learning and speaking Mandarin, the obtrusiveness of the SMC would in 

several instances further reinforce and divide the ethnic Chinese community along the 

lines of the state-espoused linguistic dichotomy, with the English mono-literates often 

keenly defensive about suggestions of an ‘emotional handicap’. Again, census data 

reveals little about the nuances of these social tensions, and as such it is to the 

subjective experience that we must again turn in order to shed light on this under-

explored facet of Singapore’s history. 

 

Just as the government continued to place great emphasis on the cultural power of 

Mandarin, life among the English mono-literate participants revolved around their own 

personal efforts to instil a similar form of cultural justification into the local use of 

English. The idea of native Singaporean English bearing significance in its own right in 

the representation of a ‘culture’ that was unique to the Singaporean English mono-

literate community was also a theme that was consistently raised.  
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Nowhere was this more pervasive than in the reading of literature and popular culture. 

A number of informants pointed to local writers, in particular Catherine Lim and 

Michael Chiang, as being a source of ‘native Singaporean English culture’. Lim’s 

writings in English supposedly transmitted the same cultural values that were attached 

to Mandarin such as filial piety and frugality, while Chiang’s works were adjudged to 

present the English-speaking Chinese in Singapore with a humane, humorous, and 

distinct cultural face. 

 

Interviewees such as Hock Boon, S.K. Ong, Kim Soong, and Tze Yee stated that they 

failed to see the relevance for their lives of the ‘grand Chinese cultural narrative’ that 

they were told to appreciate. English was raised as the only medium through which 

‘their community’ could adequately express themselves, and that this native 

Singaporean English culture carried far greater weight and immediacy in their lives.519 

A distinct commonality arose when each interviewee was asked if they had arrived at 

this conclusion with the benefit of hindsight. While an affirmative answer was given in 

all instances, the author was told that it was the experience brought about by the SMC 

during their childhood years of the 1980s that had shaped this reaction. Kim Soong 

elaborates: 

 

[Looking back] I was desperate to prove [my Chinese teacher] wrong … 

The only way I could do this was to prove to them that Singaporean culture 

is actually best articulated in English, rather than Chinese because that 

leaves all the other races out … So I began to look for local writers, starting 

with Catherine Lim because [her works were] compulsory reading [for our 

English class]. I also discovered poetry [by Edwin Thumboo, Kirpal Singh 

and Arthur Yap] which captured our real culture exquisitely … [and in] far 

better [ways] than Chinese did … One day in class I started talking about 

these writers when [the Chinese teacher] commented again on how I should 

be ashamed [of not having a culture] … He couldn’t think of a response. I 

don’t think he expected that.520 
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However, in other instances some of those who were literate only in English adopted 

less confrontational tactics as many sought to portray themselves not as ‘outsiders’ to 

the grand Chinese cultural narrative, but the post-colonial mediators of an amalgam of 

histories and civilisations that was uniquely Singaporean. In short, if an English-based 

Singaporean culture and its values were to be ‘conceived’, it could gain historical 

grounding not through abstract concepts such as the ancient Chinese dynasties, but by a 

shared migrant history of Singapore. The crucial difference from the government’s 

espousal of a similar viewpoint was that the English language was considered as a 

primary medium for transmission because of its perceived ‘neutrality’, and post-colonial 

works by the likes of Thumboo, Lim and Chiang are referred to as key examples of 

English being able to successfully convey a localised experience, values, and culture. 

As peranakan poet Ee Tiang Hong writes: 

 

I also know the Baba in reality to be the cultural mediator, the exemplar of a 

natural integration of diverse cultures, not a simple admixture of cultures, 

still less a carbon copy of any one of them. And so, inasmuch as I count my 

English education a blessing, I am also proud of my Chinese biological and 

cultural inheritance and the Malay cultural elements that are also 

inseparable from my total self.521 

 

Robert Wee shared a similarly moderate view, suggesting to the author that nothing was 

being achieved by the belittlement of any language and its associated culture (or lack 

thereof). On accenting to his children an appreciation of Singapore’s multicultural 

environment and history, he reflected that “we taught our children that all languages 

[and cultures] have good in them … if they teach [positive] values then we should 

appreciate [these different cultures] … trying to [reverse] what they learnt in schools 

was not easy to do.”522 

 

 

 

                                                           
521 T.H. Ee, ‘The Price of Freedom’, in E. Thumboo, Literature and Liberation (Manila: Solidaridad 
Publishing, 1988), 28. 
522 Robert Wee, loc. cit. 
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English as a factor in class formation, and a new phase in the history of everyday life in 

Singapore 

 

Among the citizenry, the primary beneficiaries of the nation’s rapid economic 

development were, without a doubt, those who were literate in English. Opportunities in 

the new Knowledge-Based Economy favoured those who had the tools to excel in it. 

Among these, English literacy was paramount for it opened up greater prospects for 

employment in the rash of new professional positions that were being created as 

Singapore transformed into a centre for telecommunications and financial services. One 

needed to possess the requisite academic qualifications as these features were not 

exclusive from each other, but the enormity of the advantage that English literacy 

brought to the individual household, evident by the material affluence many families 

who shared this feature enjoyed, cannot be denied.  

 

During the 1980s, the integrity of the family unit was also constantly highlighted by the 

PAP leadership as one of the key pillars of the ‘Asian values’ that would give the 

population an essential ‘cultural ballast’. In truth the decade is marked by an increasing 

strain being placed on familial relations. With the mass movement of the population 

into public housing, the dismemberment of extended families into nuclei households 

was inevitable. The linguistic impression left by the APR meant that several of these 

nuclear family units would often develop differing linguistic profiles, to the point where 

kin from the extended family spoke and were literate only in completely different 

languages. 

 

The physical separation of the grandparental generation from their grandchildren served 

only to create further linguistic gaps within the family unit. The irony of the situation 

was that despite the government’s continued emphasis on the importance of retaining 

links to a grand Chinese historical narrative through the SMC and the revision of the 

education syllabus, on a familial level this connection was being severed by the 

emergence of a linguistic generation gap. While students were taught about the glories 

of the Han and Ming dynasties, the deeply personal stories of a people’s history that 

could have been passed on verbally – in effect a history of struggle, in which their own 
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grandparents and forebears were the principal cast – that was so essential to Singapore’s 

own development was on the verge of being lost forever. 

 

In the midst of this, the 1980s are also characterised by the emergence of a desire by 

many English mono-literates to define their own cultural past, present, and future – one 

that did not suggest an ‘emotional handicap’ by an inability or unwillingness to speak 

Mandarin. Provoked by the bluntness of the SMC’s slogans and state rhetoric, many 

would look to English language literature and popular culture as tools in which a 

uniquely Singapore history and experience could be articulated in English, along with 

positive values that were otherwise supposedly absent from the English language. The 

environment and attitudes of language policy during the 1980s would accelerate this 

process. But it was also the beginning of a new narrative. For the English-speaking 

monolingual population, the search for an ‘English-based Singaporean culture’ was on.
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Chapter Six 
 
 

Language, literacy, class: the case of Singapore’s non English-literate 
Chinese factory workers 1979 – 1990 523 

 
 

 

In the previous chapter, we have seen how literacy in the English language came to 

shape the fortunes of many Chinese households by the 1980s. Households that featured 

English literacy in their repertoire, even to the exclusion of all other languages including 

the ‘mother tongue’, were consistently more affluent than those that did not. To provide 

context through which the general affluence of the English mono-literate Chinese can be 

understood, this chapter will utilise the life experiences of non English-literate Chinese 

factory workers to demonstrate how a lack of English literacy functioned as a class-

shaping mechanism in ordinary life at the time.524  

 

The link between English literacy and socio-economic status in the 1980s, unmistakably 

evident when compared to the first decades after the Second World War, was due in no 

small part to an engineered shift in Singapore’s economic developmental policies. With 

the PAP government reinventing the nation’s economy by stressing its role as a 

financial and telecommunications centre for the region, an increasing number of 

professional positions were created, and higher-waged work became more readily 

available for the citizenry. These occupations in turn required a better educated 

workforce. And to attain higher qualifications, literacy in English, along with the 

ownership of sufficient resources to see a child through the schooling process, was 

rapidly becoming a requisite.  

                                                           
523 A modified version of this chapter was published as an article titled ‘On the Margins of the “Economic 
Miracle”: Non English-Literate Chinese Factory Workers in Singapore, 1980 – 1990’ in Tonan Ajia 
Kenkyu (Southeast Asian Studies), Vol. 44 (4), March 2007, 466 – 493. 
524 For brevity, this community will be referred to throughout this chapter as “Chinese factory workers” or 
simply “factory workers”. The main criterion in defining ‘factory workers’ was that they needed to have 
been employed for at least a year in production-related work in a factory between 1980 and 1990. To 
identify what production-related work specifically meant for the purpose of selecting oral accounts for 
use in this study, I relied on the classifications used by the Singapore Department of Statistics for the 
purposes of census enumeration, which in turn is based on the Singapore Standard Occupational 
Classification of 1978. The occupational work undertaken in the factories by the interviewees fall under 
the categories of “Production Craftsmen and Related Workers” (Major Group 7) and “Plant and Machine 
Operators and Assemblers” (Major Group 8). Ownership of the factories (whether by foreign or local 
capital, or by the state) was not a factor, although this detail does emerge in the interviews that follow. 
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Therefore, while it can be argued on the one hand that chances for greater socio-

economic mobility for the ordinary citizenry were more frequent and predictable by the 

1980s than in any earlier epoch in Singapore’s history, this was only the case if one had 

the tools, resources, and opportunities to gain access to or negotiate through them. For 

the Chinese in Singapore, the story of the emergence of the ‘economic miracle’ during 

the 1980s is in many ways a tale of two cities: mirroring each other in time and space, 

but narrating experiences that were often contrasting and contradictory. 

 

Negotiated versus corralled life chances in Singapore: the factory workers as a case 

study 

 

A study of the lives of non English-literate, ethnic Chinese factory workers in Singapore 

is necessary in tracing the reasons for, and social effects of, the country’s remarkable 

growth. Although they are by no means the only cause for the prosperity that much of 

Singapore’s population has enjoyed, they are a primary source of the nation’s 

‘economic miracle’.525 Contributions to Singapore’s outstanding development were 

certainly made by other sections of the industry – factory managers, clerical staff, 

supervisors, and entrepreneurs to name a few – but numerically, the Chinese factory 

workers formed a third of the island’s entire labour force by the end of the 1980s,526 and 

if one also takes their families into account the everyday experiences of the factory 

workers are representative of how a considerable proportion of the resident Chinese 

population lived through the historical experience of ‘Singapore’.  

 

Significant gaps in the existing body of works indicate that the role of the Chinese 

factory workers, whether in the context of Singapore’s social past or in its development, 

is not yet widely understood. The few scholarly texts on the factory workers of 

Singapore that do exist are largely curricular exercises in the field of social work by 

graduate students such as Chang Kung Yee, Lim Cheng Yuen and Angeline 

Balasingam, while a sociological study of female factory workers was undertaken by 

Chung Yuen Kay in the form of a doctoral thesis at the National University of 

                                                           
525 Factory workers in Singapore were, of course, not exclusively ethnic Chinese. Apart from Singaporean 
Malay and Indian factory workers, foreign labour from Malaysia (in particular) also features strongly in 
the demographics of most factories in Singapore. However, the historical experiences of each community 
must be regarded as being sufficiently different to warrant the attention of separate studies. 
526 Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 4 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), xvii. 
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Singapore.527 Janet Salaff’s research must be regarded as a seminal ethnography of the 

working class Chinese household in Singapore; however its broader objectives 

invariably preclude a more nuanced engagement with the factory workers.528  

 

Broader accounts on Singapore’s post-independence economic developmental policies 

and the successes that they have induced are the subject of study by several notable 

scholars such as W.G. Huff, Edgar Schein, Lim Chong-Yah, and Linda Low, while the 

importance of creating a malleable, disciplined, low-waged, and docile labour force in 

order to sustain the brisk pace of Singapore’s industrialisation has been highlighted by 

Christopher Tremewan.529 Correspondingly, compelling analyses by Chua and Tan have 

drawn the attention of academia toward the pattern of increasing income disparity 

between class groups within Singapore’s general population.530 The authors suggest that 

the ‘economic miracle’ served only to tantalise the working-class sections of the 

population by continually fanning their aspirations towards a middle class standard, a 

standard defined by the possession of material wealth in the form of home-ownership 

and luxury goods. For many households, Singapore’s economic development created 

the mirage of class mobility, rather than actual movement. This latter theme of 

materialism and the relentless pursuit of affluence will be explored in greater detail in 

Chapter Seven. 

 

Due to the lack of academic scrutiny of the lives of the factory workers, it is also a 

worthwhile endeavour to subject this community to a wider study, one that encompasses 

other facets of their daily existence. Looking at the workers from this broader 

perspective allows us to witness the corralled sequence of life in general that many of 

them experienced, which is contrary to the experience of the negotiated sequence that 

English literacy and the ownership of economic resources brought about. 

 
                                                           
527 See K.Y. Chang, Young Chinese factory workers in Jurong: a study of 15 young Singaporean Chinese 
male factory workers living in dormitory flats in Jurong (University of Singapore: Unpublished 
Academic Exercise, 1973); C.Y. Lim, Knowledge, attitude and practice study of family planning among 
male factory workers (National University of Singapore: Unpublished Academic Exercise, 1989); A. 
Balasingam, “Eating Bitter”: migrant female factory workers in Singapore (National University of 
Singapore: Unpublished Academic Exercise, 1993); and K.Y. Chung, Gender, work and ethnicity: an 
ethnography of female factory workers in Singapore (National University of Singapore: PhD Thesis, 
1990). 
528 J. Salaff, State and Family in Singapore: Restructuring a Developing Society (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1988). 
529 C. Tremewan, The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore (New York, St. Martin’s Press, 
1994), 66 – 69. 
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The social profile of the Chinese factory workers during the 1980s 

 

Scrutiny of the data from the census of 1980 allows us to construct a socio-linguistic 

profile of the Chinese factory workers at the start of the decade. Tables 6.1 and 6.2 

correlate the languages spoken at home with the occupation of the head of the 

household among the Chinese in Singapore. 

 

 
Table 6.1 Language(s) spoken in household and occupation of head of household, 1980 
(Monolingual) 531 
 

Languages 
Spoken in 
Household 

Professional 
and Technical

Administrative 
and 

Managerial 

Agricultural 
Workers and 
Fishermen 

Production and 
Related 
Workers 

Not Working 

Mandarin 4,753 3,587 144 8,560 1,774 

Chinese 
Dialects 5,411 6,731 4,888 72,910 52,502 

English 10,678 10,100 45 3,582 4,185 

 
 
Table 6.2 Language(s) spoken in household and occupation of head of household, 1980 
(Multilingual) 532 
 

Languages 
Spoken in 
Household 

Professional 
and Technical

Administrative 
and 

Managerial 

Agricultural 
Workers and 
Fishermen 

Production and 
Related 
Workers 

Not Working 

Mandarin and 
Chinese 
dialects 
(without 
English 

2,337 2,551 887 14,101 7,608 

Mandarin and 
English (With 

or without 
dialects) 

1,594 1,943 95 2,546 2,372 

Two or more 
Chinese 
dialects 

269 309 199 2,546 3,074 

English and 
Chinese 
dialects 

3,498 3,941 179 6,722 9,472 

 
                                                                                                                                                                          
530 See B.H. Chua & J.E. Tan, ‘Singapore: Where the new middle class sets the standard’, in M. Pinches, 
Culture and Privilege in Capitalist Asia (London: Routledge, 1999). 
531 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 8 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 114. 
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Very few of those employed in production-related work in 1980 were literate in 

English; in fact an overwhelming majority came from Chinese households that spoke 

exclusively in dialect. The third most dominant language group that contributed to the 

manufacturing workforce were the Mandarin monolingual families, with the Malay 

monolingual households ranked second at 22,397.533 By the census of 1990, the Chinese 

language communities remained the principal source of labour for the factories, 

although there were by then significantly more Mandarin monolingual factory workers 

than there were dialect monolingual workers.534 In 1980, over 75 per cent of all workers 

were between the ages of twenty and thirty-nine,535 with women forming nearly a third 

of the production force.536 By 1990, women accounted for over half of the production 

line positions in the factories, with the majority aged similarly between twenty and 

thirty-nine.537 

 

The circumstances that drove Ai Lek to find work in the factories were commonplace 

among the non English-literate Chinese women. She dropped out of school after four 

years at primary level, finding work in a textile factory in order to help put her younger 

brothers through school. Aged eighteen in 1981, she married the son of a family friend, 

Ah Tee, and a year later she was pregnant with their first child. But less than two 

months after giving birth she was again looking for work in the factory lines.538 

 

There is little risk of over-generalising when one suggests that factory workers in 1980 

were either illiterate, or had received only minimal levels of education. The Report on 

the Ministry of Education (the Goh Report) notes that as of 1978 only 71 per cent of the 

Singaporean student cohort that began Primary One would gain entrance to Junior 

Secondary, with a mere 14 per cent of the student population making it to Senior 

Secondary level. Just 9 per cent would undertake tertiary studies.539 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
532 Loc. cit. 
533 Loc. cit. 
534 Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 3 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), 166; 
and Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 8 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), 94. 
535 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 4 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 63. 
536 Ibid., 68. 
537 Singapore Census of Population 1990, Release No. 4 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1993), 92. 
538 Ai Lek, Chinese Female, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er Ling, 
Ang Mo Kio, 6/12/2004. 
539 Report on the Ministry of Education 1978 (Singapore: Ministry of Education, 1979), 3-2. 
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While the education system prior to the reforms set in motion by the Goh Report was 

responsible for a general increase in literacy levels across the population through the 

1960s and 70s, inherent flaws in pedagogical practices resulted in a large ‘unskilled’ 

labour force by 1980. Of the 324,121 persons across all ethnic and language groups 

employed in the manufacturing industry, 64,609 had no formal educational 

qualifications at all. 196,314 were listed as having completed only primary school, while 

a further 40,593 managed to complete the first two years of their secondary education.540 

In short, in 1980 over 93 per cent of the entire manufacturing work force (301,516 

persons) did not have even secondary school certification. By 1990, the average level of 

education among the employed factory workers was higher – an indicator of the new 

demands of ‘economic relevancy’ within the landscape of hi-tech. industries that many 

workers faced in the battle to remain employed and employable. Those without any 

formal education at all numbered just 12,937, while over 110,000 attended secondary 

school, with just under half completing.541  

 

Neither the census nor the Ministry of Education report provide insight into the reasons 

for the high rate of attrition in the school system during the 1960s and 70s, which led to 

the large, poorly-literate factory force. The Goh Report points to the intolerance of the 

education system at the time toward “slow learners”, suggesting that “most of these 

pupils would not have the capability to proceed to University education”.542 While this 

may have been true in some cases, such a view ignores the economic problems faced by 

many families that contributed to the attrition rate. The immediate and overriding need 

for members of the family to alleviate the burden shouldered by the principal 

breadwinner(s) often resulted in young students being pressed into work out of 

necessity. Proudly displaying a pair of battered old workbooks from her school days 

filled with star-shaped stickers presented by her teachers, Lok Kwee revealed a story of 

promise unfulfilled. Enrolled in Dorset Primary School during the mid-1970s, she 

recalls: 

 

I was good in Maths and Chinese … and because my results were always 

not too bad [in all subjects], I was usually third or fourth in my class at the 

end of each year. My form teacher was very proud of me, because I once 

won a Chinese composition contest held by the school. Out of the many 
                                                           
540 Census 1980 (4), op. cit., 78 – 79. 
541 Census 1990 (4), op. cit., 105 – 106. 
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students who were in Primary Three mine was the best. Can you imagine 

that! When I had to drop out of school [after Primary Six to look for work] 

… my form teacher was very upset … I will always remember that she tried 

to keep me in school by offering to help pay my school fees.543 

 

While not demonstrating the same level of aptitude as Lok Kwee, Ah Tee found his 

education at Yio Chu Kang Primary School falling afoul of similar circumstances: 

 

School was not a priority; my father was the only one working in the family 

[as my mother remained at home to look after the children]. So once it was 

possible I had to go out and earn money, to help ease the burden … Up to 

Primary Four I earned some money by delivering newspapers in the 

morning … and coffee in the afternoon to offices. I tried to study at the 

same time … it was too hard [because I just had no time], so I quit just after 

attempting some years of secondary school and went to work full-time … 

[at first] as a labourer [with a moving company] … and then [at a factory] in 

Jurong.544 

 

In these two examples, instead of functioning as a mechanism through which economic 

mobility could be achieved, the education system served to reinforce the capitalist 

structure of ‘meritocratic social stratification’. The environment that the student finds 

him or herself in must therefore be regarded as a critical factor in determining success in 

the Singaporean education system and, as a consequence, the likely location of the 

individual in the economic strata of society. Anna Kwan-Terry and John Kwan-Terry 

posit that students from English-speaking homes tend to enjoy greater success in school 

by the 1980s for two primary reasons: 

 

[F]irstly, because education is conducted in the language they are most at 

ease with, and secondly, becomes homes where English is the main medium 

                                                                                                                                                                          
542 Ministry of Education, op. cit., 1-3 – 1-4. 
543 Lok Kwee, Chinese Female, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er 
Ling, Ang Mo Kio, 1/12/2005. 
544 Ah Tee, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er Ling, 
Ang Mo Kio, 6/12/2004. 
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of communication are usually professional homes where the children 

receive strong support academically.545 

 

Families with the financial ability to do so could invest in home tuition for their children 

in order to familiarise themselves with “the battery of tests designed to identify superior 

pupils.”546 For example, when preparing for their Primary School Leaving Examination 

(PSLE), it was common practice for students from more affluent households to furiously 

hone classroom concepts on assignment books that contained past examples of exam 

scripts. Tutors, charging a fee that ranged from fifty to one hundred and seventy dollars 

depending on their reputation and qualifications, would be on hand to diligently aid the 

pupil in navigating any difficulties.547  

 

As twelve year-old Rosyth school student S.K. Ong prepared to sit for his PSLE in 1987, 

he had tutors to assist him in English and Chinese. They would come to the house twice 

a week for two-hour sessions, setting homework and going through mistakes made in 

schoolwork or classroom tests. His mother, who held a bachelor’s degree from the 

University of Leeds, tutored him in Science and Maths on weekends. Ong found the 

PSLE “easy”, admitting that he was well-prepared “because I knew what kind of 

questions were coming out”.548 His results qualified him for entry into the island’s 

premier school, the Raffles Institution.  

 

In contrast, for the families of both Lok Kwee and Ah Tee, the financial demands of 

keeping them enrolled in Primary School were already testing their household finances 

to the limit. Hiring a tutor was out of the question. Lok Kwee’s parents had both 

completed primary school, and her father had attended one year of junior secondary. Ah 

Tee’s father dropped out of school at Primary Five, and his mother was illiterate. In both 

households, turning to their parents for guidance in schoolwork was not a possibility. As 

far as school was concerned, the children would have to fend for themselves. 

 

Ah Tee was fatalistic about his grades, accepting his teacher’s remarks that his dropping 

out of school was inevitable given his poor results in tests and examinations. At no point 
                                                           
545 A. Kwan-Terry and J. Kwan-Terry, ‘Literacy and Language Planning in Singapore’, in P. Freebody 
and A.R. Welch, Knowledge, Culture & Power: International Perspectives on Literacy as Policy and 
Practice (London: The Falmer Press, 1993), 154. 
546 J. Salaff, State and Family in Singapore: Restructuring a Developing Society (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1988), 35. 
547 Account by S.K. Ong, Chinese Male, interview by author, Ang Mo Kio, 15/12/2004. 



 

 - 168 -

did he suggest that his academic struggles were due to problems with the curriculum, or 

the economic circumstances of his household: 

 

School is for those who can be doctors or scientists. For me, I’m not so 

smart, so paying all that school fees is a waste of money. My mother and 

sisters convinced me to stay in school, so I tried. I kept failing, or just 

passing … [I agree with my teachers in that] I think I was not good enough. 

After I failed Secondary Two, I thought, enough is enough. No more 

school.549 

 

Similarly, other interviewees (including Lok Kwee) expressed an uncertainty toward 

their own abilities to complete secondary school, even if their financial status had 

allowed for such a scenario. This attitude is a symptom of the discourse of inadequacy 

and “surrender from children who do not make the grade” as foreshadowed in the Goh 

report.550  

 

The factory workers and Singapore’s economic growth after 1965 

 

The loss of self-esteem in an environment where “the ideology of … meritocracy labels 

those who cannot continue on in school as lacking qualifications” is integral in 

contextualising the willing silence by factory workers as other sections of the population 

began to reap the rewards of the nation’s ‘economic miracle’.551 Salaff points to a 

parallel study of low-income American families by Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb, 

who argue that households in the lowest socio-economic tiers in the United States often 

“refrained from directly challenging the political system because they felt personally 

responsible for the labels of ability they bore.”552 The acceptance of their plight as 

merely being of their own making, and the exploitation of this submission by the 

mercantile class and system, is fundamental to the creation of the low-waged, yet 

efficient and docile labour force that the economy required in the drive for spectacular 

growth. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
548 Loc. cit. 
549 Ah Tee, loc. cit. 
550 Ministry of Education Report, op. cit., 1-4. 
551 Salaff, op. cit., 35. 
552 Loc. cit. 
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Workers like Lok Kwee and Ah Tee were part of a community and industry that played 

a critical role in Singapore’s rapid economic growth and the funding of its substantial 

infrastructural development.553 The net investment in the manufacturing sector in 1980 

amounted to 1.5 billion Singapore dollars, of which nearly 1.2 billion came from 

foreign sources. By 1990, these figures had increased to nearly 2.5 billion and 2.2 

billion respectively.554 Because the bulk of these investments came from companies 

headquartered in the United States, Japan, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and 

Germany, the 1980s would see multi-national conglomerates from these nations in 

particular emerge to play a central role in guiding the nature of production in 

Singapore’s manufacturing industries.  

 

In the immediate period following independence, the economic guiding principles 

adopted by the Singapore government meant that production would primarily concern 

itself with fabricated products/machinery, electrical machinery, transport equipment, as 

well as textiles, garments and leather goods. Factories in these industry groups were 

vital in the battle against unemployment throughout the 1960s and 1970s, accounting 

for 109,764 jobs or just over 52 per cent of the employed pool in the manufacturing 

sector in 1976,555 an increase from just 19.1 per cent in 1960.556 By 1980, the 

manufacturing industry alone accounted for over 30.1 per cent (324,121) of all jobs in 

the entire working population,557 with the majority being in factory-line positions.558 

Over the course of the two decades since independence, the industry had thus emerged 

as one of the central pillars of Singapore’s economic growth. The Report on the Census 

of Industrial Production 1976 notes that the sector’s contribution to the country’s GDP 

in 1976 stood at 21.7 per cent, or 2.21 billion Singapore dollars,559 compared to 13.2 per 

cent or 294 million Singapore dollars in 1960.560 

 

 

                                                           
553 The writings of W.G. Huff, Linda Low, Lawrence B. Krause, Edgar Schein and Lim Chong-Yah 
provide detailed analyses on the reasons for Singapore’s rapid economic development. In order to remain 
thematically focused on the intentions of this chapter, and because of the body of literature that has 
already been published on the subject, this thesis will not be attempting to explain in detail ‘why’ the 
economic development of Singapore was, for much of its population at least, such a great success.  
554 Yearbook of Statistics 1990 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1991), 128. 
555 Report on the Census of Industrial Production 1976 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1977), 9 – 
10. 
556 Report on the Census of Industrial Production 1960 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1961), 6 – 8. 
557 Census 1980 (4), op. cit., 12. 
558 Ibid., 76 – 77, 82 – 83. 
559 Industrial Production 1976, op. cit., 9. 
560 Ministry of Labour Annual Report 1964/65 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1966), 60. 
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Aspirations, debt, and control 

 

The labour-intensive industries and their factories which dominated Singapore’s 

manufacturing sector meant that unemployment was not, at least relative to the island 

nation’s neighbours, an overwhelming issue for the state. 30,101 economically active 

Chinese were unemployed at the time of the 1980 census and (if one discounts the 

temporary surge in unemployment caused by the recession of 1985/86) as a proportion 

of the working population the unemployment levels would remain constant throughout 

the decade.561  

 

However, the high rate of employment has disguised a more elusive narrative of 

Singapore’s economic history. Income for workers employed in the manufacturing 

sector presented a significant obstacle towards fulfilment of material aspirations, with 

many households living a hand-to-mouth existence. Only a little over 2 per cent of all 

production/production-related workers were on a salary of over a thousand dollars per 

month in 1980; 77 per cent were reporting monthly incomes of less than five hundred 

dollars. Monthly salaries for male factory workers ranged between three to six hundred 

dollars in 1980; for their female counterparts it was usually between two to four 

hundred dollars.562An analysis of the average wage for production workers between 

1980 and 1990, compared to their administrative and/or professional peers, begins to 

reveal how the purchasing power of the workers still fall short, as Table 6.3 illustrates. 
 

 
Table 6.3 Average monthly earnings in the manufacturing sector by occupation 
class, 1980 – 1990 563 
 

Production Workers 

1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 

$443 $564 $691 $732 $828 $991 

 

Professional, Administrative, Managerial, Executive Workers 

1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 

$1,919 $2,201 $2,521 $2,215 $2,260 $2,578 
 

 

                                                           
561 Census 1980 (4), op. cit., 54; and Census 1990 (4), op. cit., 22.  
562 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 7 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1981), 64. 
563 Yearbook 1990, op. cit., 65 – 67. 
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By 1990, more than two-thirds of all factory workers – totalling over 300,000 

individuals – were still earning less than a thousand dollars a month.564 In contrast, over 

half of all technicians, associate professionals, and clerical workers (around 180,000 

persons) could expect to earn incomes that ranged between one and two thousand 

dollars a month, with another 90,000 earning in excess of two thousand dollars.  

 

Phang Sock-Yong’s analysis of the National Housing Price Index provides another 

useful framework to view the rapid escalation of living costs during the latter 1980s. He 

observes that the cost of housing increased on average by 139 per cent between 1979 

and 1983, before falling by 27 per cent by the end of 1985, coinciding with the nadir of 

the 1985/86 economic recession. According to Phang, as the economy began to recover, 

housing prices surged once again. By 1996, the cost of housing in Singapore was nearly 

three times what it had been ten years earlier, having witnessed an increase of nearly 

260 per cent on average.565 

 

In spite of the rapid upsurge in real estate prices after the easing of the recession in 

1986/87, the PAP was confident that its target of 100 per cent home-ownership for the 

population was achievable. In 1988, then Minister for National Development S. 

Dhanabalan contended that it was conceivable for a worker earning five hundred dollars 

a month to own a three-room flat at the least, based on a twenty-five year repayment 

period and concessional down payment of five per cent.566 However, Ho Kim Hin 

observes that  

 

[o]n the basis of housing affordability measured by a CPF member’s ability 

to pay for the purchase of his flat in 1985, it is found that dual-income 

households in Singapore are able to pay for the purchase of  a HDB flat 

(emphasis added).567 

 

Ho’s analysis makes for stark reading when placed alongside Dhanabalan’s assurances 

to Parliament at the time, the latter having declared that “there’s no [other] country in 

the world where someone starting work after leaving school can expect to buy a home 
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after two years.”568 As a requisite for home-ownership for many families within the 

lower income groups, the dual-income model drew increasing numbers of housewives 

into the workforce as the 1980s progressed. The Yearbook of Statistics 1990 for instance 

notes that there was an increase of over 23,600 women employed in the work force from 

1989. Two-thirds were women in their early thirties, and most had taken up positions as 

production operators in the manufacturing sector.569 

 

The success of the HDB’s housing project in improving the living conditions of the 

general population cannot be disputed. By the 1980s a vast majority of the population 

had been moved from quarters that were either overcrowded or lacking in basic 

amenities. A large proportion of the population became home-owners, in their eyes an 

elevation in their socio-economic standing, thus creating a mood of contentment among 

most of the citizenry. But in order to keep the prices of the HDB flats comparatively 

low in the face of the nation’s natural land shortage, the PAP government pursued the 

policy of leasing housing to the majority of its citizens. Because the flats were built on 

state land and the units were sold leasehold (the lease lasting for ninety-nine years), the 

prices could be kept at levels that were significantly lower than if they were freehold 

properties. Christopher Tremewan has pointed out HDB apartment ‘owners’ purchased 

equity, rather than ownership in the strict sense of the word. After the expiry of the term 

the flat would revert back to the control of the HDB.570 

 

As Tremewan contends, the net effect of the public housing policy was to lodge many 

within the working-class firmly into a long-term debt to the state.571 A sense of urgency 

and anxiety drove the Chinese factory worker to remain employed regardless of the 

workplace situation in order to meet the demands of the repayment schedule. 

Complaints against long hours or inadequate safety measures, for instance, were 

suppressed for fear of forfeiting the steady income that employment offered. And it was 

this trepidation of being unable to repay the debt to the state that was essential to 

maintaining a disciplined and efficient workforce in the factories. 

 

Exhaustion was the defining theme in Ai Lek’s life in the factory. She would return 

home after her twelve-hour shift, which began at six in the evening, just in time to 

                                                           
568 The Straits Times, 19 March 1988. 
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prepare breakfast for her children who were about to leave for school. There was 

laundry to be done and simple dishes of vegetables, pork or chicken to be prepared as 

dinner for the family. Once cooked, these would be left in a tin pot, to be reheated and 

consumed by the members of the household as they each returned home later in the day. 

It would be close to noon before there was time for sleep. The blaring ring of an alarm 

clock would stir her from her slumber at around half-past-four in the afternoon, 

followed by a shower and a quick meal, before she made her way to the chartered bus 

that would carry two scores of other women like her to the factory to begin the shift. 

 

Tiredness left the worker prone to making mistakes that could jeopardise his or her own 

safety. Ai Lek was fortunate to avoid grievous injury when the gears under a line belt 

that carried microchip boards into an automated stamping tool caught her sleeve. But 

for two of her friends who were alert to the immediate danger, she would have lost her 

arm to the pitiless machine.572  

 

Others were not as fortunate. Just a week into her first job as a production worker in the 

Molex factory, Lok Kwee witnessed a fellow worker lose three fingers to a precision 

moulding machine. Fatigue, the monotonous nature of line production and the fast-

moving components of powerful automated factory equipment combined to devastating 

effect as her colleague’s fingers were severed. “She just stared, I think at first there was 

no pain. Then she wailed, long and keen. It was a terrifying sound, one that I will never 

forget.”573  

 

Even when fatigue was not an obvious factor, the lax standards of safety in the factories 

meant that the workers were subject to physical hazards that threatened even the most 

alert of staff. In a review of occupational health and safety in Singapore, Liew Khai 

Khiun suggests that the historical problem of poor workplace safety in Singapore, 

particularly within the factory, was a considerable one that went largely unaddressed by 

the Singapore government, and that “[t]he victims have been predominantly blue-collar 

workers … Women workers make up most of the numbers of those hurt in the factories 

and the manufacturing sectors, as these concerns are staffed mainly by females.”574 On 

16 July 1987, Chong Sow Wan lost all of her fingers on her left hand in an accident 
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while working at a seafood-processing factory in Jalan Tepong. The company, Marine 

Foods, had failed to erect a safety fence around the mincing machine, an act that would 

have cost the company less than a hundred Singapore dollars. As it was, the thriftiness 

on the part of the factory owners left Sow Wan maimed for life.575 On 29 April 1988, 

thirty-eight year-old Teo Chee Hua was killed and three others crippled in an explosion 

at a gas-manufacturing plant in Senoko. Highly flammable acetylene gas had leaked 

from a faulty generator, leading to the disastrous blast. His wife would have to raise 

their two young daughters on her own, both of whom were still attending primary 

school.576 

 

The increasing cost and pressure of surviving in Singapore in the 1980s was exacting 

upon most of its citizens. The lowest socio-economic strata of society found it 

increasingly difficult to reconcile the realities of working life with their own aspirations. 

Factory workers such as Ai Lek and her husband often had to look to supplementary 

sources of income to get by: 

 

We worked alternate shifts … but even that was not enough … the children 

needed textbooks, workbooks, stationary, uniforms … shoes, allowance … 

we only bought one set, so that the younger one can use it when our older 

son outgrew them … even then it was hard on our children. We had to make 

sure that we did not cook too much rice everyday, as it would have been 

very expensive to buy another bag of rice if we ran out [for the month] … In 

the early evenings [my husband] would work as a drinks stall vendor at the 

coffee shop downstairs, and because I was still at work, he had to bring the 

children there with him, so he could watch them … they would do their 

homework while he made drinks.577 

 

While the environment around her changed at a bewildering pace, the fundamental 

theme of daily life did not change for Giok Cheng. Her older brother left home when he 

was sixteen, only surfacing nearly two decades later after he established a small bicycle 

sales and repair shop in Jalan Kayu. The burden of providing for the family was 

unexpectedly and prematurely thrust upon her when her father died of tuberculosis in 

1967.  
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Earlier in her life, her basic competency in spoken English helped her find work as a 

housekeeper for the families of British Royal Air Force officers stationed in Singapore. 

When the RAF began withdrawing its personnel from the late 1960s onwards, this left 

few opportunities for similar employment. Like an increasing number of women at the 

time, she turned to the factories for survival. 

 

Her younger brothers, whom she helped put through secondary school, each maintained 

loose ties with the family after leaving home in the early 1970s. They offered token 

sums of money to help their mother, sometimes by mail, sometimes at the end of the 

odd visitation, and only once every few months. After a few years, even this intermittent 

stream of monetary aid dried up. Throughout, her obligations anchored her to the 

household, and her sense of responsibility smothered any desire to start a family of her 

own. She remained single, in order to care for her mother:  

 

Who would look after her if I got married? Everyone left by that time, there 

was only myself … My mother gave birth to me, I think I should at least pay 

her back by promising my life to her … What husband do you think will 

like it if I spent all my time and money looking after her [even after I’ve 

married into his family]? If there was only me, at least I could force myself 

to spend less. I don’t mind the hardship. With children and a family that 

could not be done. If I was rich, then maybe.578 

 

Aged thirty-seven in 1982, Giok Cheng joined King’s Shoe Manufacturing as a 

production operator at the company’s factory in Genting Lane. The long hours of her 

work kept her away from her aging mother. Though she worked diligently to provide 

for the simple comforts of life for her mother, apart from the times when the pair would 

sit almost silently watching Mandarin television programs in their humble two-room flat 

after dinner, there was little interaction. On the weekends, the matriarch would sit 

muttering, partly to herself and partly to Giok Cheng while the latter swept the floor, 

cleaned the windows, and did the laundry. On occasion, she would grow tired of the old 

lady’s constant nagging, and a heated argument would ensue during which hurtful 

words were exchanged, and painful memories evoked. On a rainy Thursday evening in 
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May 1990, she returned home to discover the body of her mother hanging from a rope 

tied to a window grill. Abandoned at every turn, she now felt completely alone in the 

world.579 

 

Older workers like Giok Cheng who were approaching their forties and possessing only 

basic levels of education were at a huge disadvantage economically. Among the 

employees aged thirty to thirty-nine surveyed in the census of 1980, those with only 

primary education were reporting a mean income of just three hundred and seventy-three 

dollars, compared to 1,208 and 2,734 dollars for those who had attained secondary and 

tertiary qualifications respectively.580  

 

For women, actual salaries across the population were even lower. A female aged 

between thirty to thirty-nine with only primary schooling could expect a salary 

somewhere in the region of four hundred and seven dollars, more than two hundred 

dollars less than a male of the same age. This trend is also found among those with 

secondary and tertiary qualifications, where women received a monthly income that was 

around two-thirds of what men earned.581 This discrepancy necessitates a closer view of 

gender as a key variable in the experience of everyday life for the workers. 

 

The Chinese factory worker’s life in the 1980s as a gendered experience 

 

The male and female experience as factory workers were often markedly different in 

affairs that ranged from wage differences to the demands of enforced single parenthood, 

all of which are reflections on the nature of gender and sexual relations in Singaporean 

society. For the female worker, the gender relations issues tended to revolve around the 

workplace. Many were illiterate, or at best poorly educated, and were either not fully 

aware of the protection that they were ostensibly afforded by legislation against 

unwanted advances by male superiors, or were content to let the latter get away with 

lewd actions due to a desire to remain in employment. For other women, the factory was 

a physical space where opportunities for economic mobility could arise. 
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As much as the male factory worker was also subject in a relationship heavily defined by 

exploitation that he endured with both the state and other strata of Singaporean society, 

there was another community whom he often exploited in turn. Within the gendered 

relationships of Singaporean society, the male factory worker was often a chief 

precipitator in the commodification of women. The community of prostitutes were 

subservient to the carnal demands of (among others) the male, non English-literate 

Chinese factory worker.  

 

To use a prostitute was not simply an act of sexual release. As we shall see, it was also 

an act to display masculinity by being blasé about the feat. It provided an opportunity for 

the male factory worker to reclaim an element of sexual agency when he found himself 

denied by his spouse for a variety of reasons in the household. The role of prostitution in 

the lives of male factory workers during the 1980s is thus an integral one.  

 

Among male factory workers, there was a tendency to disconnect the idea of visiting a 

prostitute from infidelity, just as there was a trend in associating their sexual interactions 

with streetwalkers as a form of harmless ‘entertainment’.582 So long as they fulfilled 

their monetary obligations as fathers and husbands to their families, how they spent any 

remaining portions of their salaries was based on personal whim. For many, the relief 

afforded by a visit to the brothel was a welcome, even inevitable, respite from the 

mundane daily routine.583 Ah Siang, who worked the production lines at the Leung Kai 

Fook Medical Company’s factory from 1974, describes: 

 

My wife was working [in another factory] at night, I was working from 

mornings until the evening. And having the children in the house made 

[having sex] difficult. I’m a man, and all men need to have certain things in 

life. A woman is just one of those things. Looking for a ‘chicken’(A 

colloquial term for prostitutes) was a way to ease the urge … I’m still a 

good father and husband, because I don’t keep another woman outside. My 

money goes to the children for school, and food for the family … A very 
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small amount goes to my entertainment. I think I worked hard enough to 

deserve just that, correct or not?584 

 

It is apparent that the households of other factory workers were similarly desexualised. 

In her study of the relationship between individual households and the state in Singapore 

during the 1970s, Janet Salaff’s interviews point to a similar pattern among other non 

English-literate Chinese women. Ng Wee Ping, described by Salaff as a former packer at 

a peanut factory with no formal education, considered sexual intercourse as her 

obligatory duty.585 “I don’t like sex. Even though I haven’t told him, that sticky thing 

frightens me … Most women I know don’t like sex either … [but what] can you do 

when he wants sex?”586 Also interviewed by Salaff, homemaker P.H. Lim remarked in 

like fashion, “I didn’t mind sex at first, but not after so many children. I’m tired of it … 

My husband knows I don’t enjoy sex, but we never discuss it.”587 

 

While the home was thus the undoubted emotional and obligatory anchor (at least for 

those who felt beholden to their responsibilities as a parent) for the male factory worker, 

apart from the necessities of procreation there appeared to be little sexual activity for 

pleasure. Reasons for this, my informants have suggested, ranged between the presence 

of children in the household to the unwillingness of their wives.588 

 

In adopting an arbitrary attitude towards women there is also a sense of male bravado 

involved. Brothel calls were seldom done alone, and it was not uncommon for large 

groups of factory workers to make the trip together after work by bus to Geylang, 

Chinatown, Joo Chiat or other locales where the sexual services of women could be 

easily acquired.589 Once there, they would settle down over a cup of black coffee or 

bowl of noodles in one of the scores of coffee shops that dotted the districts, mingling 

with other factory workers or members of Singapore’s lower social strata. Notes about 

which prostitutes to use or avoid would be exchanged as readily as complaints about 

working conditions or rising living costs.590 
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The brothel represented a useful alternative domain to the desexualised home for many 

male Chinese factory workers in large part due to its lack of similar ‘obligatory anchors’, 

for instance the upkeep of children. It was also an economical substitute for keeping a 

mistress, which increasingly involved greater amounts of material wealth beyond the 

means of factory workers. A worker at the Speedy-Tech Electronics transformer plant 

during the late 1980s, Heng Yew was then married with three young children. In our 

discussions he candidly admitted to visiting prostitutes at least thrice – and on some 

occasions up to five times – a week. When asked if it would not be more practical to 

maintain a mistress given his libidinous appetite, he replied: 

 

Keeping a mistress is expensive, only the towkay can afford it. [The women 

who were willing to become mistresses] were all very demanding and 

pragmatic … not like the old days during my father’s time … You need to 

have a car, let her stay in a nice room, or even a house, a bungalow. You 

need to give her a lot of jewellery and money for shopping to keep her 

happy. For us it’s much simpler to look for ‘chickens’. You pay her for an 

hour, and if you like her you can come back again next time. If not, or if you 

grow bored of having the same ‘dish’ after awhile you are free to find 

another one. And there are no attachments that can harm your family.591 

 

Fees to secure the services of a prostitute varied greatly, with the determining factors 

chiefly her nationality, age, general popularity with the clientele, and the reputation of 

the brothel and its facilities. On average for a fee of around thirty to forty dollars a client 

would be able to choose one of anywhere up to a dozen local women. Less picky 

customers could pay just ten dollars and allow the choice to be made on their behalf. 

Thais and Indonesian prostitutes, who were also often freelancers with no brothel 

affiliation, came cheaper. Across the board fees were considerably higher if virginity 

could be promised to the patron.  

 

In several instances their wives grudgingly accepted these liaisons with streetwalkers as 

part of the lifestyle expected of male Chinese factory workers. Mistress-sing was 

regarded as a more dastardly and serious transgression given its cost. Discovery was still 

hurtful and often resulted in emotional arguments between spouses, but so long as the 

male remained employed and continued to provide income for the family, fidelity was 
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not always expected.592 For Ah Siang, his visits to the brothel were especially obvious to 

his wife when he forgot to dispose of the evidence. At times he would have unused 

condoms in his trouser pocket, or complimentary matchboxes bearing the street address 

and ‘house name’593 of the brothel: 

 

She knew … we fought over it sometimes, but we also fought over many 

things. Deep down I think she knew that I was still a good husband and 

father. I didn’t leave her and the children for another woman … At the end 

of each day I still came home to them.594 

 

Apart from the emotional consequences surrounding the use of prostitutes, in their 

interactions with prostitutes the male factory workers also had to contend with the 

spectre of sexually transmitted diseases (STD). From 1976 to 1986, the highest annual 

incidence of STDs peaked in 1980 when the number of infections was registered at 

1,013 cases per 100,000 members of the population, with gonorrhoea, syphilis and non-

gonococcal urethritis the most common forms.595 In 1985 the island reported its first 

case of HIV infection, followed by a debut of the AIDS virus a year later.596 Ian 

Snodgrass of the Communicable Diseases Centre in Singapore remarks that a significant 

number of those infected with STDs were production craftsmen and machine 

operators/assemblers, and that a majority of the patients were male.597 

 

For female workers the factory could be transformed into a domain where, if not overtly 

sexual, was at least charged with sexual-tension through the advances of males in 

superior positions. These overtures reflect the dynamics of gender-relations in Singapore 

and the region at the time, where the empowered male line-supervisor, production 

manager or factory owner was the norm for female workers. Towkay was a male 

designation both literally as well as in the context of gender relations. The term towkay 

neo did exist, though it was less used to refer to a “lady boss” than it was for identifying 
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the “(male) bosses’ wife”. Of the 37,220 ethnic Chinese designated as employers in the 

census of 1980, only 3,699 were female.598  

 

In key sectors within the manufacturing industry, women constituted a sizable 

proportion of the employed workforce.599 The census of 1980 reported that 90,086 

Chinese female employees staffed the production lines,600 increasing to 161,381 by 

1990.601 Most of their immediate supervisors were male, and with the majority of female 

production workers aged between twenty and thirty-nine,602 the youthfulness of much of 

the female work force made the latter prime candidates for romantic overtures, sexual 

harassment, and in some instances, assault. Leng Yip, who was employed as a night shift 

worker at the Motorola Factory in the Ang Mo Kio industrial park, recalls how a 

particular supervisor placed in charge of the shift abused his position for his own lewd 

gratification: 

 

[My supervisor] was a lau ti ko (lecherous old man), fifty over years-old 

with a wife and children … The way he looked at the young [female factory 

workers] was so disgusting. He would stand over their shoulders and look 

down … pretending to watch their work, but actually he was looking at their 

chest. Other times he would look for chances to touch them, like when he 

was ‘teaching’ them how to operate the machinery, or when he said, your 

skin is so smooth, or, your hair is so smooth, he would stroke their arms or 

hair … he kept a few of the women as his mistresses … it was a well- 

known fact. He once offered me money too, I was tempted … because it 

was a source of income and I didn’t need to do much … If I had taken up 

the offer I would have been no better than a prostitute.603 

 

Exploitation of the women’s desire for continued employment, as well as a lack of 

education about the channels through which they could express their grievances and 

report cases of sexual harassment, meant that abuse of the workplace power dynamic 

was prevalent. One factory supervisor allegedly took it upon himself to provide 

impromptu ‘medical check-ups’ for production workers, particularly the younger 
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women. He would summon them into an office to examine their bodies for signs of ill 

health, which involved the female worker removing some articles of her clothing. Many 

women who encountered such behaviour at work remained silent, or restricted their 

complaints to each other.604 The interviewees also expressed their resignation to this 

state of affairs, and were fatalistic about any improvement in working conditions even if 

one were to leave for another factory, such was their belief in the consistency in the 

abuse. 

 

In other cases, romantic propositions by superiors were received more favourably. A 

mundane existence could be enlivened by the “excitement”.605 While none of the female 

interviewees were forthcoming in personal revelations of adultery, several were keen to 

defend friends who were less reserved about having extramarital affairs. Many were 

young when they married their husbands and hence “not that ready” to be tied down in 

matrimony and motherhood, Leng Yip offered. Consequently, for some at least the 

desire for romance and excitement away from screaming children and absent husbands 

was adjudged to be natural.606  

 

Class mobility was also another draw when it came to considering the propositions of a 

factory superior. Thoughts of escape from the financial immediacy of life on the 

production line were inevitably contemplated as a worker from Seagate Technologies 

Singapore, Boi Eng, illustrates: 

 

[The shift engineer] was young, quite good-looking … wearing glasses so 

he was very gentle-looking and spoke English very well since he had a 

degree from the National University of Singapore. [He] was different from 

the very coarse type of men I grew up with. He treated me very nicely … 

and dropped me off at the bus-stop [with his car] every evening … I could 

tell very quickly he was interested … you can tell by the way a man talks to 

you and looks at you, you know? … Even though he knew I was married he 

still tried … If I was still unmarried then I would have been happy to go out 
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with him … He had money, a car and lived a comfortable life, it would have 

been nice to live like that. What a good life, an engineer you know!607 

 

Ultimately Boi Eng would turn down his approach “to avoid subjecting my husband to 

ridicule.”608 Shortly after, the shift engineer left Seagate to join JIT Electronics, and the 

two have not met since. 

 

It was often only due to tragic instances of violence, usually inflamed by the rejection of 

an overture or a messy end to an affair, that such matters were brought to the surface, 

providing evidence of how exploitative and sexualised the factory environment could be 

for many female workers. Thirty-six year-old shift manager Wee Seng Chew was 

accused of raping and assaulting a female worker in 1988. Wee had offered his victim a 

lift home and took the opportunity to declare his feelings for her. When she rejected his 

advances, he forced himself on her.609 The following year forty-two year-old Teo Cheng 

Wee, a line supervisor, was arrested for repeatedly outraging the modesty of two female 

workers. It was soon apparent to the police that they were not his first victims.610 

 

Labour control and moves toward hi-tech industries in the latter 1980s 

 

The conditions in the factories were a symptom of the PAP government’s labour policies 

drawn up after it came to power. The intervening years between the PAP’s victory in the 

General Elections of 1959 and the 1980s are characterised by a legislated 

disempowerment of Singapore’s trade unions, accomplished primarily through the 

deregistration of ‘leftist-oriented’ members of the Singapore Association of Trade 

Unions (SATU) and the amendment of the Trade Unions Act in 1966.611 The 

disempowerment of ‘unfriendly’ unions such as the Singaporean Association of Trade 

Unions (SATU), the fragmentation of union membership into smaller groupings, and the 

PAP-backed dominance of the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) meant that any 
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hostile elements within Singapore’s labour movement were diluted, and eventually 

subjugated.612 

 

The integration of the unions with the ruling government’s politicised bureaucracy was 

further achieved by encouraging unionists to join the party as electoral candidates. Milne 

and Mauzy note that by 1980 eighteen members of the NTUC were appointed to 

statutory boards, while precedent was set in 1979 when NTUC secretary-general Lim 

Chee Onn was also made a minister in the PAP government.613 This further facilitated 

the ease through which the party could enforce its will on the unions, and by natural 

extension, much of the labour force. Frederic Deyo notes that there was only one 

instance of industrial conflict-related work stoppage in 1986, and that there were none in 

the years 1978 – 85, a remarkable decline from 1955 when there were two hundred and 

seventy-five instances of work stoppages.614  

 

At the centre of the PAP government’s policy was its pursuit of an Export-Oriented 

Industrialisation (EOI) strategy; by diminishing the power of collective bargaining and 

eliminating oppositional unions, the PAP government hoped to increase Singapore’s 

attractiveness to foreign capital by creating what Deyo terms as an “industrially 

peaceful” investment landscape.615 Garry Rodan has also argued that the success of the 

EOI strategy also required a high degree of government intervention, particularly in 

matters pertaining to labour costs and wage levels.616 

 

The success of the EOI strategy manifested itself in the increasingly critical role that the 

factories played in Singapore’s economy, and the growing number of jobs the sector was 

responsible for. The nature of the nation’s economy after independence is hence 

characterised by the persistent presence and continued wooing of foreign Multi-National 

Corporations (MNCs). As documented in Chapter Five, investing MNCs found 

Singapore attractive primarily due to labour legislation that was in place by the 1970s, 

such as the Employment Act (1968) and the adoption of the National Wages Council 

                                                           
612 D.K. Mauzy and R.S. Milne, Singapore Politics Under the People’s Action Party (London: Routledge, 
2002), 31. 
613 Ibid., 31 – 32. 
614 Deyo, op. cit., 62 – 63. 
615 Ibid., 85. 
616 A more detailed examination of the function and decline of organised labour in Singapore’s post-war 
history is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this chapter. For more on the subject, apart from Deyo’s 
work, see also G. Rodan, ‘Singapore: Globalisation and the Politics of Economic Restructuring’, in G. 
Rodan, K. Hewison, and R. Robison, The Political Economy of South-East Asia: Conflicts, Crises, and 
Change, 2nd edn. (Melbourne, Australia: Oxford University Press, 2001), 145. 
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(1972), which helped create an environment that promised high productivity at minimal 

cost.617 Singapore’s reliance on MNCs firmly entrenched the nation’s economy, and in 

particular its manufacturing sector, into a system that would mirror industry 

developments in the host nations of these corporations.618  As the computer and 

technological industries in the primary investing countries such as the United States, 

Japan, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Germany began to grow in 

significance from the latter part of the 1980s, so too would this drive and alter 

Singapore’s manufacturing landscape. For the factory workers, the prerequisites of 

‘skill’ and education in the factories would increase dramatically. 

 

As depicted in Table 6.4, investment emphasis on food and beverage production, 

textiles, wearing apparel, plastic and wood products fell significantly (or continued to 

fall in the case of textiles and wearing apparel industries) between 1980 to 1990 as 

factories in these industries were either wound up or relocated elsewhere in the region. 

 

 
Table 6.4 Net investment commitments in manufacturing sector by industry (in millions 
of dollars), 1980 – 1990  619 
  

Industry type 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 

Food & 
Beverages 99.4 101.5 154.4 83.3 168.4 43.8 

Textiles 32.6 8.9 0.3 5.6 10.6 2.8 

Electrical 
Machinery & 
Appliances 

392.2 321.8 655.8 522.0 935.6 1,197.1 

Plastic 
Products 66.8 47.5 33.4 42.6 53.5 14.5 

Wood 
Products 30.8 8.8 15.8 11.4 - 8.6 

Wearing 
Apparel 8.0 10.4 6.7 - 0.9 0.2 

 

 

                                                           
617 Mauzy and Milne, op. cit., 31. 
618 Ibid., 67 – 68. 
619 Yearbook 1990, op. cit., 127. 
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As much as they were concerned only with the immediate needs of their daily existence 

– food, education for the children, and a home of their own – the lives of the Chinese 

factory workers were inextricably bound with the greater and abstract driving force of 

technological determinism. Salaff observes that the Singaporean schooling system was 

tarred by “educational wastage” throughout the 1970s, with large numbers of students 

dropping “out of the academic stream without acquiring any of the skills required by the 

advanced hi-tech industries.”620 And as we have already witnessed earlier in this 

chapter, a premature end to schooling was a common feature among the Chinese factory 

workers. 

 

Made possible with the invention of components such as microprocessors and integrated 

circuits, the ‘Personal Computer (PC) Revolution’ began to gain momentum by the mid-

decade. Propelled by billions of investment dollars, the industry was transformed from 

hobbyist to multi-national in nature. PC sales doubled each year from 1980 to 1982 

from 700,000 units to 2.8 million in the United States alone, and by 1986 computer-

related sales in the U.S. exceeded 15 billion United States dollars. Yet a combination of 

high overheads and low productivity in the manufacturing sector of key developed 

economies, particularly in the United States and Germany, meant that production often 

fell heavily short of demand.621 Marrying the generous setup subsidies provided by 

Singapore’s Economic Development Board (EDB) with a pool of low-waged skilled 

workers, the island appeared an attractive proposition for the situating of production 

facilities for many technological conglomerates.622 

 

The Yokogawa Hokushin Electric Corporation announced in 1985 that it would shift its 

production operations to a facility in Singapore,623 while a Singaporean company, 

Wearnes Technology, was commissioned in the same year by Victor Technologies to 

undertake the production of microcomputers for the North American market.624 Apple 

Computer, IBM and Compaq established manufacturing and sales facilities by 1986, 

while Kenwood announced the opening of its largest factory in the Ang Mo Kio 

                                                           
620 Salaff, op. cit., 34 – 35. 
621 D. Sichel, The Computer Revolution: An Economic Perspective (Washington D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press, 1997). 
622 In May 1988, the National Trade Unions Congress (NTUC) revealed that the unit labour cost in 
Singapore had fallen to “a very comfortable level”, with worker wages between 5 to 10 per cent lower on 
average than the salaries of their counterparts in South Korea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, while retaining 
comparable levels of productivity. See The Straits Times, 18 March 1988 and 2 May 1988. 
623 Ibid., 6 December 1985. 
624 Ibid., 14 December 1985. 
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industrial park two years later, which would produce receivers and compact disc 

players.625 Alongside the Kenwood factory was a multi-million dollar wafer-chip 

manufacturing plant operated by Italian semiconductor firm SGS. Other electronics 

giants such as Sony and Philips announced plans to site extensive production facilities 

in Singapore by the end of the decade, the former in Tuas employing nearly 450 

workers and the latter with five factories running consecutive eight-hour shifts, 

employing over 5,000 staff.626 

 

The effect of this change in Singapore’s production landscape devastated the households 

of many Chinese mono-literates, particularly among the factory workers with thousands 

of unskilled employees rendered ‘obsolete’ by their lack of the necessary skills and 

education required for efficiency in high-technology factory operations. At the end of 

1985, the Ministry of Labour reported that 5,762 workers in the manufacturing industries 

had been retrenched in the first nine months of the year alone, adding to the total 

unemployment pool of nearly 50,000.627 The 1990 census reveals that of the 25,808 

economically active persons who were unemployed at the time of enumeration, more 

than a third were literate only in Chinese.628 Over half had only primary school 

qualifications or less, with a significant number over the age of forty.629 

 

Thus, the older, poorly educated and literate only in Chinese such as Swee Seng, a 

worker at Tractors Singapore Ltd. and a father of three teenaged children, were the ones 

most directly affected. Swee Seng, along with over seventy factory operators, was laid 

off by the company in November 1988, with the recession a key reason cited for the 

organisation’s retrenching of its employees. Bitterly, he suggests that this was merely an 

excuse: 

 

All of the people that were let go were older workers like me … those who 

cannot read and speak English … they wanted to get rid of us for a long 

time before that because they had bought some new machines that were 

more complicated and more difficult to use.630 

 
                                                           
625 Ibid., 12 March 1988. 
626 Ibid., 1 March 1988 and 13 March 1988. 
627 Ibid., 7 December 1985. 
628 Census 1990 (4), op. cit., 158.  
629 Ibid., 159, 161 – 162.  
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With only a Primary Two education, Swee Seng was left with few alternatives of 

employment. From his two-bedroom flat in Toa Payoh he moved between odd-jobs for 

the next six years, ranging from newspaper delivery to junk collection, until he was 

finally able to secure more stable employment as a cleaner in the Kallang National 

Stadium in 1992. 

 

Having received no formal education in her childhood and entering her forties by the 

mid-1980s, Ngai Leong found herself discarded in similar fashion by her employers, 

Carlee Electronics in 1986. Despite having been told that the company was downsizing 

its operations, a few months later she learnt from a friend that the company was 

advertising for female production operators for single-shift work. The stipulated 

requisites were youth, and for applicants to have at least completed primary school.631 

 

At the time of her retrenchment, Ngai Leong was a mother of four. Her husband, a man 

fourteen years her senior with a penchant for heavy gambling, worked the Keppel docks 

as a mobile canteen operator. Once a month, she would rummage through his clothes 

and wallet while he slept, ‘extracting’ her household allowance from whatever money he 

had at the time. When she first did this, her husband flew into a rage, accusing her of 

frittering their money away on frivolous things. But according to Ngai Leong, over time, 

he began to see the reason for her actions:  

 

He knew that he cannot control the gambling habit, so this was the best way. 

Of course, he was not happy. All men have their egos and [to have their 

wife controlling their money] is humiliating, but you cannot expect me to 

bring up the children by myself.632  

 

Even with her husband’s enforced contribution to the household income, employment 

remained foremost in Ngai Leong’s mind. Scouring the newspapers and pleading with 

friends and relatives to let her know if any work was available, she found her age and 

lack of education an insurmountable barrier. She cannot remember how many jobs she 

applied for, both on her own and through an employment agency, but it was “a lot, many 

                                                                                                                                                                          
630 Swee Seng, Chinese Male, interview by author and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er Ling, 
Ang Mo Kio, 4/12/2005. 
631 Ngai Leong, Chinese Female, interview by author and partially translated from Mandarin and 
Cantonese, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Toa Payoh, 6/12/2004. 
632 Loc. cit. 
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more than thirty I’m sure”.633 Two years and a series of odd jobs later, she was at her 

wits end when she heard of an opening at a new hotel. She applied to join its 

housekeeping team, and after an anxious wait, Ngai Leong was given a job with a 

monthly wage of seven hundred dollars, subject to her undergoing a training programme 

to learn, among other aspects of housekeeping, English. From March 1989, the Westin 

Stamford hotel would be her workplace. She was never to return to the factories. 

 

Remembering the 1980s and the ‘economic miracle’: the perspective from below 

 

On the evening of 28 November 1990, Lee Kuan Yew, who held the office of Prime 

Minister since 1959, handed the official stewardship of the state over to Goh Chok Tong 

in a simple ceremony watched by the population on television sets live across the island. 

Amid the tributes that poured in from friends and international dignitaries, it was evident 

that Lee’s role in Singapore’s history was absolute. S. Rajaratnam, a colleague of the 

PAP strongman from the earliest days of the party, suggested that it was not necessary 

for a statue of Lee Kuan Yew to be erected to honour his achievements. “I think his 

statue is Singapore – what he created and left behind.”634 Dennis Bloodworth, a former 

journalist and a close friend of Lee’s, commented, “He had a vision of Singapore that he 

could create and I think he’s had the satisfaction of creating it.”635 

 

Ai Lek and her husband watched the ritual on the Mandarin television channel mostly in 

awed silence, with the former commenting to her husband, “so sad that he has to retire. 

He is a great man, without him we will not have today”.636 Despite the harshness of their 

lives through the 1980s, the couple was adamant that their plight could have been far 

worse if not for the PAP. “Look at Africa, people there have nothing to eat. Life was 

hard, but at least we could survive … All you need to do is work hard and trust the 

government to know what’s best for us”.637 Since that November evening in 1990, the 

couple’s view on the Singaporean leadership has changed, citing the unfairly high wages 

earned by subsequent PAP ministers compared to the income of “normal people” as a 

principal grievance.638 But the memory of Singapore under Lee Kuan Yew is spared 

                                                           
633 Loc. cit. 
634 The Straits Times, 27 November 1990. 
635 Loc. cit. 
636 Ai Lek, loc. cit. 
637 Loc. cit. 
638 Ah Tee, loc. cit. 
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from criticism. “At least lao (old) Lee earned the right to be paid highly. The ministers 

today haven’t proven themselves at all”.639 

 

The most surprising theme that emerged from the interviews with the workers was the 

simple acknowledgement of how they understood their plights. Virtually all were 

subservient to the PAP’s narrative of meritocracy, and that their role as the nation’s 

labour force was a natural occurrence. Proof of this was their own attrition from the 

education system; regardless of the financial circumstances that led to them leaving 

school, workers such as Lok Kwee and Ah Tee were adamant that they would not have 

successfully completed school even if financial resources were readily available. “Good 

in primary school doesn’t mean I’ll be good in secondary school … I am not the 

studying kind” reflected the former in spite of her outstanding academic performance in 

her early schooling.640 For Boi Eng, the order of the world was understood through the 

attainment of adequacy. “Life is destined”, she remarked, “Have house, have job and 

have food. Cannot complain, right? Always count your blessings”.641 

 

By 1990, literacy in the English language had become one of the key features among the 

affluent Chinese households. The new ‘Knowledge-Based Economy’ demanded of the 

labour force ever-increasing levels of academic qualifications. Those with the resources 

to attain the necessary qualifications were the ones who were able to take advantage of 

the new era of prosperity for the nation. Literacy in the English language and the 

financial backing to see an individual through the schooling system were critical for this 

to occur. This arena of everyday life was a self-perpetuating cycle of class determinism, 

as the English-literate households tended to be the ones with the economic resources to 

accomplish this for their children. Many non English-literate households, already 

struggling towards subsistence, were unable to afford much in the way of such resources 

to see their children through to university. More often than not, the children would drop 

out of school from a necessity to contribute to the household income long before the 

qualifications and sufficient literacy levels in English, essential if one was to profit from 

the KBE, were attained. Like their parents before them, many faced a life marked by low 

income and few opportunities in life for upward economic mobility. Insofar as creating a 

nation of affluent households, therefore, the ‘economic miracle’ was in fact a highly 

                                                           
639 Loc. cit. 
640 Lok Kwee, loc. cit. 
641 Boi Eng, loc. cit. 
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selective occurrence, relying heavily on the key variables of literacy, academic 

qualifications, occupation, and opportunity. 

 

In ‘the house that Lee built’, it is the 1980s that visually captures all that is commonly 

thought of when one considers Lee Kuan Yew’s historical function in Singapore’s 

development. Bearing the architectural hallmarks of the modernisation process, it was 

dominated by the rapid appearance of skyscrapers en masse, complemented by the 

increasingly massive sprawl of HDB flats. Cutting a swathe through the urban jungle, 

both above and below ground, was a sophisticated multi-billion dollar public transport 

system, the MRT (Mass Rapid Transit). These elements are arguably the most obvious 

sign of Singapore’s affluence attained during Lee’s leadership. Despite the difficulties 

encountered in 1985/86, the nation’s economy appeared triumphant, and a younger 

generation of Singaporeans who were highly literate in the English language, and thus 

projected an impression of sophistication in their dealings with clientele from overseas, 

were helping to transform Singapore into a centre for financial and computer services in 

Asia. 

 

Though the factory workers were a chief effecting mechanism in Singapore’s 

remarkable growth, the 1980s were a time when their considerable problems, stemming 

from having to survive in a hand-to-mouth existence, were increasingly compounded 

through newer demands in economic relevancy. Older workers would be cast aside as 

companies began to demand of their production workers increased levels of minimum 

education. For those who successfully made the transition into the new production 

workforce that was desired by the dictate of technological determinism, one had to make 

do with long hours, low wages, and escalating living costs. Struggling to make loan 

repayments for the houses that they had purchased from the state, pushing themselves to 

the limits of endurance in order to come to terms with the rising costs of daily 

necessities, the factory workers found themselves lodged in a long-term debt through 

which their docility toward their harsh circumstances could be exacted and expected. 

Even then, for those workers who lacked or received only minimal levels of formal 

education, in particular the ones in their forties, their relevance to the economy was 

waning rapidly, and there were few lucrative and readily available alternatives for 

employment. Amidst the growing affluence of the rest of the nation, the non English-

literate Chinese factory workers were to remain on the margins of the ‘economic 

miracle’.
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Chapter Seven 
 
 

The price of a miracle: language, literacy, and class among the Chinese of 
Singapore 1990 – 2000 

 
 

 

The preceding chapters have demonstrated how everyday life in Singapore was 

moulded by developments in politics, infrastructure, and the economy. At the point 

where ordinary lives intersected with these broader processes, we have also seen how 

individuals were not always passive victims of circumstance. These chapters have 

explored how English literacy came to allow ordinary Chinese to negotiate and take 

advantage of the shifting demands of development and urbanization. In equal measure, 

the earlier sections of this thesis show how not being literate in English served to 

prejudice the sequence of life for other Chinese. In this final chapter, our focus shifts 

towards examining how these themes manifest themselves in ordinary life among the 

ethnic Chinese in Singapore during the 1990s. 

 

As will be rendered evident in the discussion, the 1990s in Chinese Singapore was a 

time when the material expectations and aspirations of the ethnic population often 

defined the very meaning of their existence. The obsessive desire to attain a materially-

defined middle class standard, a state of existence described as ‘the Singapore Dream’, 

was strong across much of the Chinese citizenry. How this process was experienced, 

this chapter will argue, was in no small part dictated by the literacy profile of the 

individual.  

 

Continuing from earlier discussions on the fragmentation, and in some cases total 

breakdown, of familial relations, this chapter will also highlight the tensions and 

conflicts in everyday life that were introduced by the linguistically-aligned boundaries 

of community and class. It contends that while the conflicts between nodes of the 

extended family were often dictated by literacy profiles and socio-economic status – 

between those who were successful in material pursuit and those who were not – there 

were tensions that were simultaneously occurring within the nuclear family itself. These 
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strains, between parent, child, and elderly family members, were too often the result of 

the almost frenzied obsession with material pursuits. 

 

Discussions on class, the ‘Five Cs’, and the ‘Singapore Dream’ 

 

Within the paradigm established by Tan Ern Ser’s study of class in Singapore, it is the 

‘middle class’, which marries ostentatious narcissism with the ideals of meritocracy, 

that many aspire to in Singapore. Colloquially, the criterion for belonging to 

Singapore’s middle class has been termed the Singapore Dream in reference to the 

desire for the ‘Five Cs in life’ – namely Car, Cash, Condominium, (Credit) Card, and 

Career – that are in turn derived from the pervasive theme of self-absorption that Chua 

Beng Huat alludes to in Life is Not Complete Without Shopping.642 One’s career is 

simultaneously a status symbol and a necessary requisite for cash and the credit card; 

the condominium is the embodiment of a desire to own luxurious property; the car, in a 

city where the price of a new automobile can easily exceed 100,000 Singapore dollars, 

is often seen to be a portable display of wealth.643 Ordinary life for those ensconced in 

the chase for the Singapore Dream is marked by interminable anxiety, centred around 

what Chua and Tan observe as “their ability to maintain a preferred, or self-perceived as 

a necessary lifestyle.”644 The shift in patterns of household expenditure and asset 

ownership as the 1990s progress reflect the increasing obsession with the ‘Five Cs’ by 

the citizenry. Credit Card ownership among the population aged above eighteen 

increased from 16.1 per cent in 1993 to 27.1 per cent in 1998. Possession of Country 

Club memberships, regarded as prestigious due to the cost of membership in Singapore, 

nearly doubled from 2.6 per cent in 1993 to 4.5 per cent in 1998. Just 7.9 per cent of the 

population owned stocks and shares in 1993. By 1998, this figure had increased to over 

54 per cent.645 

 

                                                           
642 B.H. Chua, Life is Not Complete Without Shopping: Consumption Culture in Singapore (Singapore: 
Singapore University Press, 2003), 9 – 10. 
643 There are also some interpretations of the ‘Five Cs’ in which ‘Card’ is replaced by ‘Club’, referring to 
Country Club membership. 
644 B.H. Chua and J.E. Tan, Singapore: New Configuration of a Socially Stratified Culture (Department 
of Sociology: Working Paper, National University of Singapore, 1996), 9. 
645 M.K. Ng & Y.L. Yap, ‘Trends in Household Expenditure and Asset Ownership’, Statistics Singapore 
Newsletter (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 2001), 4; The dramatic increase in Singaporeans who 
owned stocks and shares was also partly due to the PAP government’s policy of making SingTel shares 
available to the citizenry at large. This was part of a broader strategy that allowed the ruling party to 
postulate that the wealth of the nation was actively being shared. 
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This pursuit of the Singapore Dream was a struggle that was difficult to negotiate for 

the individual household even at the zenith of the ‘economic miracle’ in the early to 

mid-1990s. Despite the rising per capita income throughout much of the population, 

even those in professional positions needed to toil to reconcile their aspirations with 

realities of surging living costs in the city-state. As Chua notes: 

 

In a 1996 survey (The Straits Times, 27 – 29 June and 26 August) of young 

professionals aged 21 – 30 years, 36 per cent were not expecting to be able 

to afford a flat for 6 or more years from 1996 and more than 60 per cent 

could only afford government-subsidised public housing flats. In terms of 

cars, although 67 per cent planned to purchase a car, 51 per cent estimated 

that they were only able to buy the smallest, second-hand car in the market 

at a cost of around $40,000.646 

 

The PAP’s discourse promoting the virtues of a pragmatic, materially self-centred 

middle class as being ‘quintessentially Singaporean’, increasingly obvious during Goh 

Chok Tong’s tenure as Prime Minister, can also be understood as an extension of socio-

political control by the ruling government. In the 1996 National Day Rally Speech, Goh 

declared that “[l]ife for Singaporeans is not complete without shopping!”647 By drawing 

upon the citizenry’s material obsession and self-absorption and tying this to the 

underlying source of legitimacy of the PAP government (the ability to deliver the high 

material standards of everyday life), the PAP was able to justify the ceding of the 

domain of rulership to the elite, framing it as the traditional realm of political leaders 

and a PAP-aligned merchant aristocracy.648 Hence, through the government’s constant 

fanning of the population’s desire to achieve the ‘middle class standard’,649 C.H. Leong 

posits that the individual was directed away from active political participation and 

subtly encouraged to leave the concerns of governance in the hands of the ruling elite: 

 

                                                           
646 Chua, 2003, op cit., 29. 
647 The Straits Times, 18 August 1996, cited in Chua, 2003, op. cit., 17. 
648 Werner Vennevald notes that a number of government-linked companies such as Temasek Holdings 
and Singapore Technology Holdings dominate the economic space that might otherwise be occupied by 
independent entrepreneurial groups in other circumstances. He concludes that the leading executives of 
these government-linked companies can be understood as the state-aligned merchant elite. See W. 
Vennevald, Technocrats and the State Enterprise System of Singapore (Asia Research Centre: Working 
Paper, Murdoch University, 1994), 16. 
649 C. Trocki, Singapore: Wealth, Power and the Culture of Control (London: Routledge, 2006), 159. 
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Associated with … [the anxiety for] contentment and security is a lack of 

interest in public affairs. The [middle class] is enveloped in an aura of 

political apathy … Politics become a passive state of submitting to the 

forces of the government, receiving government guidance, and asking for 

more intervention if policies are not working toward their well-being … 

Indeed, most are grateful, grateful to the government and the same forces 

that brought them to this situation … Inwardly, [the middle class] feels 

contented with the state of well-being which is largely not of its own 

creation.650 

 

In the 1990s, with visible affluence a growing feature in Singaporean everyday life, the 

English-literate Chinese formed a significant section of the affluent middle class. The 

data provided by the census of 2000 reveals that by the end of the twentieth century, 

Chinese households with English as the dominant spoken language comprised over a 

quarter of the Chinese population.651 From a total population of 202,380 Chinese 

households that were literate in English, 53,764 household units were receiving total 

incomes of over 10,000 dollars per month; a further 36,000 reported that their combined 

monthly earnings ranged between 7,000 and 9,999 dollars.652 Nearly 127,000 of these 

households lived in five-room or executive HDB apartments, condominiums and private 

flats, or landed properties such as bungalows and terrace houses.653 From the 

monographs, we can conclude that a considerable proportion of the English-literate 

Chinese were the primary beneficiaries amidst the ‘materialisation of everyday life’ (the 

frenzied acquisition of status symbols) amid Singapore’s economic boom. Robert Wee’s 

household provides an archetypical example of this new-found affluence during this era 

of prosperity, and the price that was exacted in exchange for wealth.  

 

Isolation among the Chinese within the nuclear household 

 

During the mid-1980s, Robert Wee purchased a small drinks store at a nominal cost 

along Cantonment Road from an acquaintance who had fallen on hard times. Through 

                                                           
650 C.H. Leong, cited in B.H. Chua and J.E. Tan, op. cit., 11. 
651 Census of Population 2000 Singapore, Release No. 2 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 2001), 98. 
652 Ibid., 95. 
653 Census of Population 2000 Singapore, Release No. 5 (Singapore: Department of Statistics, 2001), 41, 
91.  
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“hard work and some good luck”,654 he gradually expanded his business into a chain of 

eateries scattered throughout the island by the 1990s. The ‘economic miracle’ had 

touched in his household. At the expense of over a million dollars, Robert moved his 

family into a brand-new apartment in a condominium estate in early 1991, a dramatic 

contrast to his family’s humble plank wood residence at Joo Chiat during the 1950s. He 

drove a brand-new Mercedes sedan, leaving a second-hand Toyota Corolla to his wife. 

Like many of his peers in Singapore’s English-literate middle class he profited from 

ventures in the stock market, and terms like “vertical spread” and “bull market” became 

part of his daily vocabulary. It seemed his children wanted for nothing. A maid was on-

hand to prepare meals while a videogame console, then a new phenomenon in home 

entertainment, was purchased to keep his two younger children occupied. But the cost 

of success lay in the cycle of seemingly endless work: 

 

Everything costs money, life is not free you know … me and my wife had to 

OT everyday,655 or else how to pay for the house? Bills? Food, school fees, 

uniforms, toys, computer games … All these things don’t pay for 

themselves right?656 

 

The stress at the point where the domestic and occupational spheres meet, where both 

demand and contest for the limited resource of time that is available to the individual, is 

a principal feature of life for many ordinary Chinese. As such, the concept of ‘Time’ in 

everyday life is central in our understanding of isolation in Chinese Singapore. It 

becomes an elusive resource in the non-stop pursuit of the material dream, so much so 

that the time that might otherwise be devoted to family is often first to be sacrificed. 

This analysis resonates with Pauline Tay-Straughan, who argues that the growing 

incidence of dual-income families and the new ideological norm of the working-mother 

in Singapore resulted in “over-emphases on paid work … [resulting] in neglect of the 

family”.657 

 

Their relentless pursuit of the Singapore Dream left Wee and his wife with little time for 

the children, or for each other. While the eateries were a family business, his wife 
                                                           
654 Robert Wee, Chinese (Peranakan) Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Tanjong Pagar, 
9/12/2004. 
655 OT is an abbreviation for ‘overtime’. The phrase “have to OT” in Singaporean Colloquial English 
refers to having to work longer hours than is usually expected. 
656 Robert Wee, loc. cit. 
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preferred to pursue her own career at an accounting firm. The general management of 

each eatery was left in the hands of employees; however he found himself compelled to 

spend time between each outlet in his four-store chain. Mondays, for instance, were 

spent at the store in Yishun. Tuesdays and Saturdays would see him running the show at 

Cantonment Road, with the remainder of the week distributed among the other two 

branches. “It is important to maintain good relations with your customers. The boss 

must always show his face … That’s how I became successful.”658 To maintain this 

philosophy, Robert began each day at six in the morning. It ended with him studiously 

watching the outlet manager tally the earnings, and it would be nearly midnight by the 

time he arrived back home. Tempers constantly flared in his marital relationship 

“because when I come home from a long day [at work], already so tired. The last thing I 

want is to hear her complain.”659 Robert often slept on a spare bed in the study, leaving 

the master bedroom to his wife. The two younger children each had separate rooms 

where they spent most of their time playing videogames or doing their homework. His 

oldest son was mostly away, at first in National Service, then living in a student hostel 

near the National University of Singapore. Although presents or red (money) packets 

were prepared for birthdays, they were usually left on the dining table, accompanied by 

a brief note. “No time”, Wee offered, “just not enough time”.660 

 

The living arrangement of Loh Hwee Ling’s English mono-literate family during the 

1990s was similar to most other Chinese households that aspired toward the tantalising 

middle class standard. It comprised a one-family nucleus, defined as a married couple 

and their offspring by the census department. A survey of the statistical data reveals that 

the Loh family was one of 597,941 households with a similar nuclear living 

arrangement, from a body of 731,496 Chinese family units.661 The male head of the 

family was a senior executive at Nissan Singapore. Hwee Ling’s mother, an English 

mono-literate with a tertiary education, was content to remain a homemaker until Hwee 

Ling and her sister were in their third and first years of secondary school respectively in 

1993: 
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My mum was a teacher when she was younger, but she gave that up when 

she had my sis and I … By that time (around 1993) we didn’t need a full-

time mum anymore … just a maid to prepare meals and to wash and iron 

uniforms, things like that … So it’s definitely fair that she gets to go back to 

what she wants to do, why shouldn’t women be allowed to have a career 

after giving birth once their duties as a mother is done?662 

 

The Loh household lived “quite comfortably” on the earnings of its male head alone, in 

a small terrace house along Yio Chu Kang road, although “we [also] needed to be thrifty 

sometimes.”663 When Hwee Ling’s mother returned to teach at the prestigious St. 

Nicholas Girl’s School, the effect of the extra income became apparent to her when the 

family began to take yearly luxury holidays together to locales such as Paris, Tokyo, 

Los Angeles and Seoul. These vacations were expensive propositions, with shopping 

and residing in luxurious hotels a common theme. “My mum and I used shopping 

[during our holidays] as quality time … and sometimes we got carried away!”664 But the 

new additions to the annual itinerary could not mask a growing sense of detachment 

between mother and daughter. For Loh, the considerable shopping she did with her 

mother during vacations was a poor substitute for the closeness they had once enjoyed:  

 

We used to talk all the time ... but after she began to teach again it became 

harder. She was irritable and tired most of the time. I was also getting a little 

more touchy … But it could get very awkward sometimes, [my mother and 

I] will have cold wars because we irritated each other. But we both have the 

same character; we won’t scream and fight, we’ll just ignore each other … 

sometimes for days.665  

 

The trend of isolation was similarly pervasive in S.K. Ong’s family. After attaining 

impressive grades at primary level in Rosyth School in 1987, Ong gained entry to the 

Raffles Institution a year later. Both of his parents were heavily involved in their 

respective career tracks; his mother in particular keen to “make up for lost time” after 

taking a number of years off during Ong’s formative years at school.666 After his PSLE, 

his mother handed most facets of Ong’s daily life over to a succession of domestic 
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helpers from Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and Thailand. For the Ong family, the home – a two-

storey landed property in Pasir Ris – was little more than a place to sleep: 

 

Every morning I’ll go off at about six o’clock [to catch the school bus]. My 

maid will prepare something to bring to school to eat … My parents will 

still be sleeping, they’ll usually go to work at around seven-thirty plus … 

Finish school, I usually don’t go home right away. Some days I had tuition 

for Chinese and Maths at a tuition centre. Even if not, go home also for 

what? Nobody’s there except the maid … On weekends they do their thing 

and I’ll do my thing … I usually go out with friends to watch a movie and 

then hang out, sometimes spend the night at their place. My parents don’t 

mind, as long as there were no exams.667 

 

As an only child, his sense of familial seclusion was greatly amplified. Schoolwork 

came easily for him, and he was often left with little to do. His parents, detecting his 

frustration, bought him whatever computer games and comics he desired, though these 

only staved off his boredom for a time. On occasion, he would try to wait up for a 

parent to return home. Greeted with a tired smile and hug, the parent would quickly 

usher him back to the bedroom, so that s/he could do so in turn.668 

 

The pursuit of the ‘Five Cs’ dominated all facets of everyday life for many Chinese 

households, and this was epitomised in the way the material dream shaped social 

attitudes towards education. Like many of their peers, as school-going youths the lives 

of S.K. Ong and Loh Hwee Ling were deeply impacted by the industrialisation of 

everyday life in Singapore. This was not only because of the frustrating detachment felt 

when working parents grew distant and, at times, seemingly almost uncaring, but also 

because of the way they were initiated into ‘the chase’ once they entered the education 

system. This process, what Chua calls the “certification of the self”,669 involves an 

incessant and intensive cycle of anxiety and competition. It stems from an obsession 

with equipping one’s children with every perceived advantage possible so as to ensure 

that the child would eventually come out on top in the chase for the ‘Five Cs’. From the 

earliest years of schooling, the student is indoctrinated into a system where a barrage of 
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tests and exams mark the climax of each semester, streaming students by ‘intelligence’ 

and then by English language ability at key intervals. In their study of the Singaporean 

education system, Michael Barr and Jevon Low make the point that for the Chinese, the 

process often begins before the child starts formal schooling. In Singapore, formal 

education begins at Primary One, when most commonly the child is seven years-old. 

The authors observed that many Chinese parents considered the two preceding years of 

kindergarten – Kindergarten One (K1) and Kindergarten Two (K2) – to be the genuine 

entry-point into the education system.670 Underscoring this point, Barr and Low point to 

an interview conducted with the mother of a young child enrolled in kindergarten, and 

the fretting concern that was evident in her demeanour: 

 

We are talking about tuition in kindergarten now! [My child] has to know 

his alphabet, times tables, spelling, everything. He is very far behind – in 

kindergarten! He will turn 5 in October. He is in K1 now … and also for 

Chinese … He has to have tuition to help him catch up to K1 standard … If 

he doesn’t make it by K2 he will have a problem when he turns seven and 

joins Primary 1. So I hate to do this but he has tuition for one-and-a-half 

hours. His teacher actually says two …671 

 

Competitiveness, to be ready for when ‘the chase’ begins in earnest, is a byword that is 

thus continually underscored. Accompanying the weight of academic expectation was 

the anxiety felt by the individual student that was not easily communicated to his or her 

parents. As Lysher Loh leapt to her death from her family’s fifth-floor HDB apartment 

in Bedok Reservoir Road in June 2001, her final act in life tragically captured the sense 

of desperate isolation felt by the young student. Lysher had been the top Primary Four 

student at Bedok West Primary School the year before, but found that the workload in 

the fifth year of primary schooling to be far more demanding. Her father, Loh Cher 

Beng, stated that his daughter had been sorely disappointed with her mid-year 

examination results, despite scoring Band Two and Band One (a grade of seventy-five 

to eighty-four and eighty-five to one hundred per cent respectively) for all subjects 

except Higher Chinese. The tragedy was that the warning signs displayed by Lysher 

were patent, and in an environment where expectations were less relentless her death 
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could probably have been avoided. Two months before her suicide, the student had 

seemingly joked to a classmate that she would kill herself if she did not do well in her 

exams. Her father too recalled that she had constantly complained to him that she could 

not cope with her homework. In conversations with Lorna Flores, the family domestic 

help, Lysher often remarked that when she died she hoped that she would not be 

reincarnated as a human, so that she could avoid school, homework and the stress of 

examinations.672 

 

Similar incidents of suicide or suicidal tendencies among schoolchildren were not 

uncommon in Singapore. In 2000, a year before Lysher’s death, The Straits Times 

reported that an unnamed twelve year-old girl took her own life in like fashion. The 

reason for her appalling decision was that she had been unsuccessful in obtaining entry 

into the highest education stream in secondary school, the ‘Special’ stream.673 Between 

1991 and 2001, an average of twenty youths aged between ten and nineteen took their 

own lives each year.674 In 2001 an article in the Far Eastern Economic Review reported 

that the number of patients under the age of eighteen who required psychiatric therapy 

had doubled from 1,126 to 2,491 between 1990 and 2000. Half were primary school 

students.675 A report on research conducted by the KK Women’s and Children’s 

Hospital in Singapore on school-related stress among children revealed that there was a 

sharp increase in children demonstrating a symptom known simply as ‘school refusal’. 

Schoolchildren who were otherwise healthy were increasingly likely to complain of 

headaches, nausea and/or dizziness on Mondays in order to avoid school, while a survey 

of nine to twelve year-olds in the same study revealed that one in three claimed that they 

considered suicide a likely option in the event of academic failure.676 In presenting his 

report on Lysher Loh’s suicide, State Coroner John Ng noted: 

 

The indications in this case are that she was unhappy with the stressful life 

she was living as a student wanting to excel … There is a need to let young 

people in Singapore know that failures and disappointments, particularly in 

their academic life, are part and parcel of growing up. They need to know 
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their worth is not tied to how well or how badly they do in their assessments 

or examinations.677 

 

Acts of suicide by school-going youths were not exclusively about academic 

disappointment or stress. In examining the details of twenty-eight cases of youth suicide 

in 2001, Daniel Fung, Chia Boon Hock, and Lynn Chiam concluded that in addition to 

academic failure, the victims often also suffered from high levels of emotional anxiety 

due to self-perceived tensions or breakdown of relations with the immediate family.678 

Suicidal inclinations were thus compounded when the victims sensed that they were 

‘alone’ in their struggles with education and life, with family members expectant, and 

often lacking empathy for poor performances. 

 

Literacy, isolation, and the extended family 

 

The act of chasing the Singapore Dream is an obvious manifestation of a desire for 

mobility within the class structure of Singaporean society. But the pursuit of this 

material dream in everyday life gave no merit to its participants for effort alone. Nor 

was the process an even-handed one. The amount of success in the quest was 

intrinsically bound within the spectrum of opportunities afforded by life chances. As 

Weber and others have argued, life chances must be understood within the framework 

of economic resource ownership.679 The degree of success experienced in chasing the 

dream correlated to the economic resources at the individual’s disposal at the start, and 

indeed the duration, of the pursuit. Those who came from financially-sound homes, and 

were thus afforded requisite tools of the chase such as education, were best-placed to 

succeed. Others who began from the bottom rungs of the economic ladder were often 

poorly equipped to pursue the Singapore Dream. Throughout the 1990s, the cost of 

acquiring the academic qualifications that were often necessary for the chase steadily 

increased. The mean proportion of individual household budgets spent on education 

climbed steadily between 1988 and 1998, rising from just over 5 per cent to nearly 8 per 

cent. According to the Department of Statistics’ findings, the chief reasons for the 

increasing financial demands of education upon the individual household budget were 
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the rising costs of school fees and a growing requisite for personal computers in 

education programmes.680  

 

As was raised in earlier sections of the thesis, within the extended family matrix it was 

thus often the case that some nodes thrived economically where others struggled. A key 

reason for this lay with the divergent literacy profiles of households within the extended 

family network, and the effect on life chances this would have in critical areas such as 

opportunities for tertiary education and career opportunities. Of the 33,298 resident 

students enrolled in Singapore’s universities in 2000, all but five hundred and eighteen 

were literate in English.681 This figure is unsurprising due to the condition of English 

literacy as a requisite of entry into local tertiary institutions. But what this meant was 

that it excluded the resident population that was either not literate at all in English (over 

9,000 Chinese in the fifteen to twenty-four age bracket alone, and nearly 600,000 from 

all Chinese age groups in total),682 or those who did not meet the university entry 

standards of English literacy (more difficult to quantify, due to the lack of data 

available) from a critical life chance. The census monographs for the year 2000 indicate 

that 109,555 professional positions were filled (from a total of 150,265 positions) by 

university graduates, as well as a further 71,232 senior official and managerial positions 

(from a total of 211,835 positions).683 Hence, those with university qualifications 

accounted for two-thirds of all professional positions and a third of senior official and 

managerial positions. 

 

To gain another perspective on just how dependent the Singapore Dream was on the 

education level of an individual, we can look to the data on home-ownership that exists 

in the census monographs. The evidence points to the fact that ownership of private 

property or top-tier HDB dwellings strongly correlated with the acquisition of a 

university education.684 And because English literacy is, by this time, an essential 

prerequisite for the attainment of tertiary qualifications, it can be surmised that 

competency in English was significantly decisive if one harboured aspirations to own 

private property, or more luxurious forms of public housing such as an executive-style 
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HDB apartment. At the time of the census of 2000, there were 328,360 households 

living in private properties. Of these, over half (186,729) reported that the English 

language was the primary medium of communication at home. Families that 

predominantly spoke in Mandarin made up a majority of the remainder, though they 

were significantly fewer at 77,522 households.685  

 

Tracing the trends of movement between domicile types sharpens our understanding of 

how English literacy and education levels shaped the levels of ‘success’ enjoyed in 

pursuit of the Singapore Dream. Between 1991 and 2000, a total of 530,340 households 

were involved in shifting from one domicile to another.686 79,083 of these involved 

nuclear families where the household head held university qualifications. Of these, 

11,314 moved from HDB dwellings into private properties, while another 15,164 were 

moving between private properties. 7,533 upgraded from flats that ranged from one- to 

five-rooms to an executive-class HDB apartment.687  

 

In comparison, among families where the head of household’s education level was at a 

level that was lower than secondary schooling (193,028 households in sum), just 3,353 

moved from HDB dwellings to private properties during the same time period. 5,714 

upgraded from HDB flats ranging from one- to five-room in model to an executive-style 

unit.688 In families where the head of the household received or completed secondary 

schooling (totalling 141,359), 6,245 households made the move from HDB dwellings to 

private properties. 11,732 upgraded from residences in the one- to five-room range to 

executive-class HDB apartments.689 Hence, as each nuclear family within the extended 

family matrix developed its own educational and literacy profile, a highly visual 

disparity of income and the ownership of property – and the tensions that accompanied 

the disparity of material wealth – also began to feature strongly among kin, in several 

instances serving to isolate nodes of the extended family unit. 

 

The Ong household benefited from the combined household income of two 

professionals, and was by far the most affluent within the extended family. S.K. Ong 

recalls visiting his various uncles and aunts each Chinese New Year in “very small 

HDB flats, no air-con even” and getting “red packets with two dollars” inside. “You 
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can’t blame them because they’re poor, but they made us feel bad being better off than 

them.”690 Ong points to a high degree of competency by both his parents in the English 

language as the distinguishing feature that set his family apart from his extended 

relations. For him, literacy in English set off a causal sequence that shaped one’s life 

chances. “Your life is in your hands … if you work hard and master English, the rest 

will come your way.”691 It thus flummoxed Ong to witness what he calls acts of “simple 

jealousy” that were directed toward his family by his kin. Sarcasm was supposedly the 

most obvious manifestation of their envious resentment, and Ong irately recalled an 

incident when an aunt mocked his father when they arrived at his grandmother’s house 

in a taxi for the reunion dinner, instead of a car as was usual. “She said, You all so 

much money, still must take taxi meh? Go buy a new car can already lor. That pissed 

me off, but my parents kept quiet. You can’t lower yourself to their level.”692 Other 

remarks were even more personal. “They called us ang moh pai (more Caucasian than 

Asian), and keh ang moh (‘imitation’ Caucasians)”, Ong declared animatedly, adding 

“they made fun of how my mother speaks”.693  

 

The perceived jealousy served to fashion a siege mentality that appears consistently 

among the English mono-literates. Retaliatory anger was primarily directed at members 

of the extended family of a lower economic class that did not feature English as the 

dominant language in the household. But in equal amounts, the bitterness was also 

channelled towards the non English-literate Chinese community in general. Kim Soong 

unleashed a bitter verbal riposte at the latter group, claiming that if poorer Singaporeans 

wanted to ‘better themselves’, they would have to “stop throwing tantrums … You want 

a real career, go and learn to speak good English, simple as that. Don’t come and bitch 

to me about how it’s unfair. That’s the way the world works” (participant’s emphasis 

italicised).694  

 

While many among the Chinese citizenry accepted that the Singaporean world ‘worked’ 

along the state-prescribed ideals of meritocracy that included, through academic 
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qualifications, attaining high standards of English literacy,695 it did not sooth a sense of 

bitterness when affluent nodes within the extended family were perceived to be selfish 

in their failure to provide help and support for less prosperous kin. “My friends are 

more concerned about my family than my sister and her husband”, described Swee Seng 

when asked about his relationship with his elder sister, who was more well-to-do and 

lived in a bungalow near Punggol.696 “Asking money from them [to help with medical 

expenses for our parents] is like taking a few years of their life.”697 Ah Siang was more 

vindictive, suggesting that he would relish the opportunity to vandalise his younger 

brother’s brand-new Mercedes. “Just because he’s got money, he acts like a big-shot, bo 

tua bo sway (does not know how to respect one’s elders), telling me what to do.”698 

 

Wariness also coloured the nature of the relationship between working class non 

English-literate Chinese and their affluent English-knowing kin. Ah Tee described the 

good fortune of his older brother, the eldest male among seven siblings, as “the smartest 

among all of us … he can study … My eldest and second sister stopped school and went 

out to work so that he could go to the university.”699 Tee’s eldest brother did not let his 

family down: after graduating, he worked for a large construction firm for a number of 

years before striking out on his own and establishing his own construction company by 

the mid-1980s. He married a wife who spoke “very good English … like him … slang a 

lot”.700 The couple owned a bungalow along the island’s east coast, and the family 

travelled often to “America and Disneyland with their children”.701 The rest of the 

extended family struggled to get by in various occupations, in factories and the docks, 

or as domestic helpers. Where possible, he would help his extended family by offering 

to pay for school fees, and even gambling debts. But these generous acts would often 

backfire, instead striking a raw nerve with other family members, as Ah Tee described: 

 

Some of them felt like he was using his money to stifle us … they thought 

that for him, a bit of money can solve everything … I can understand that 
                                                           
695 By this I refer to the argument made in the previous chapter that non English-literate working class 
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they (the poorer relatives) have their own pride. Some people rather struggle 

than take your money, am I right or not? So although he meant well, 

because he has a good heart, it’s better to leave people alone sometimes … 

don’t make other people feel like they’re useless.702 

 

Ah Tee’s wife, Ai Lek, felt self-conscious on the rare occasions when the extended 

family met “because his wife is so smart, she knows a lot of things … when I talk to 

her, I sound so stupid.”703 It did not help when their children expressed a fondness for 

visiting their uncle, due to the collection of expensive playthings that their cousins 

owned – there was even a small wooden ‘castle’ in the garden. According to Lek, it 

merely exacerbated her sense of inadequacy: 

 

Children are like that, they shout, we want to go to uncle’s house! We want 

to bring them there … but it makes us feel so bad, like we’re using their 

house … Also, everything there is so expensive, what if they break 

something? How can we pay them back? If they say, no don’t pay, then 

we’d feel embarrassed.  It’s better to keep a distance … They are nice 

people and they have kind hearts. Their lives are good, and they deserve it. 

But we live in a different world from them.704 

 

Incidences of isolation between the individual household nodes of the extended family 

were not exclusively tied to economic stratification. The boundary that language 

imposed often heightened the sense of distance between extended kin on similar levels 

of affluence. Linda Ng’s family, described as predominantly well-to-do, was divided 

into two groups: the so-termed ang moh pai section of the family was epitomised by her 

younger brother who, unlike her, had received his education completely in English 

schools. He went on to study in an American university, and spoke exclusively in 

English with his wife and children. Her other siblings and their families moved fluidly 

between Hokkien and Mandarin in their speech, the latter a reflection of their education 

in Chinese middle schools. She admits that although they were not literate in English, 

most of this latter group had a grasp of its spoken form. None of them used it actively at 
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home except for the odd word or phrase.705 Unwilling or unable to join in the family 

chatter, for Ng the ‘ang moh pai’ were often seen to be deliberately keeping their 

distance when they attended family functions: 

 

Even in Chinese New Year or mother’s birthday, they come only out of 

obligation. They keep to themselves and don’t take part … sometimes 

because they don’t really understand what we’re saying, or because they see 

themselves as being above the banter! You know how big Chinese families 

are like when there’s a gathering, there’s a lot of rubbish being talked, and 

we poke fun of each other … but it’s all in good spirit … it’s our way of 

catching up with each other … but they (the English-speaking group) act so 

serious, and talk about business and politics … when we talk about our 

favourite [Chinese] television dramas, they roll their eyes because they look 

down on it.706 

 

The English mono-literate section of the family lived their own lives for the rest of the 

year, holding parties to celebrate events like Christmas and Halloween. These parties 

almost never involved the other members of the family. Though invitations were 

extended on rare occasions, only out of ‘courtesy’ according to Ng, none of the latter 

group ever attended; in fact, these parties became a household joke among the Chinese-

speaking section of the family, confirming in their eyes that the English mono-literates 

were trying their best to become Westerners. Except for Chinese festivities and funerals, 

there was little to no contact between the factions.707  

 

Employer bias toward academic qualifications and literacy skills 

 

The economic stratification of the extended household took place largely due to 

differences in English literacy levels and academic qualifications. But what kept many 

of those within the lower strata of society was a self-perpetuating employment cycle: 

upward mobility in occupational status in Singapore by the end of the twentieth century 

was a rare occurrence. Between 1998 and 2000, a total of 49,708 production craftsmen, 

plant and machine operators, cleaners, and labourers who had received less than 
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secondary school qualifications changed jobs. Only fifteen moved from these 

occupations to professional positions, with another 1,790 successfully gaining 

employment as clerical workers. But the overwhelming majority (39,812) remained 

within the original occupation groups.708 During the same time period, nearly half of 

8,885 post-secondary qualified individuals were able to find work as senior officials and 

managers, professionals, and associate professionals.709 Among university graduates in 

the occupational groups of senior officials and managers, professionals, and associate 

professionals, 62,508 changed jobs between 1998 and 2000. Only 1,050 moved from 

the original occupation categories to forms of employment that were of lower 

occupational status.710 

 

The occupational movement trends within the population illustrates how employment 

choices in the lower end of Singapore’s social strata are really options that are limited 

primarily by academic qualifications and, by extension, literacy in the English language. 

It is clear that in the domain of employment, the individuals that comprise each 

community (defined here as such by the common level of education received) tend to 

move within specific occupation groups. If, as Tan Ern Ser and Chua Beng Huat 

suggest, we understand class in Singapore by occupation status, income level, and the 

consequent likelihood of attaining one’s material aspirations, then it can be argued that 

class groups in Singapore are static occurrences, since without the opportunities to 

attain the requisite tools for economic mobility the boundaries between them are often 

impermeable in practice from the perspective of those among the lower strata of society. 

 

However, qualifications were not the only barrier to an individual who sought to move 

to occupations with higher status and wages. The perception of what a ‘good worker’ 

was in professional employment increasingly hinged on an individual’s ability to 

express himself or herself well in spoken English. As the chief language of science, 

technology, governance, and education in Singapore, it is not uncommon to associate 

well-spoken English with ‘sophistication’ in everyday life. Correspondingly, 

grammatically-poor English is often seen to be a symptom of uncouthness, even to the 

point of being ‘primitive’ (relative to the ‘highly-developed society’ that Singapore has 

ostensibly become). For some, like Anthony Goh, the difference between being able to 
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speak well in English and speaking poorly in contemporary Singapore came down to 

nothing more than hard work on the part of an individual to ‘better him or herself’: 

 

If I want to work in China, I will put in the effort to learn to at least speak 

Chinese properly … what does it tell me if they can’t even put enough effort 

into learning English in school properly? This person is lazy … and can’t be 

bothered to improve himself. How easy is it nowadays to sign up for a 

course to brush up on your own English?711 

 

The unforgiving essentialist attitude was similarly present in the realm of employment, 

particularly in professional positions. Tze Yee, then a human resource manager with a 

local software development firm, recalled an incident in 2001 when he was asked to 

canvass candidates for an accounting position: 

 

One guy had a great CV, he was the sort of straight As student, had the 

degree that was required and the job experience as well … It went downhill 

when he started to speak. He sounded like a ah beng man … He came off 

very badly … and ruined his whole image … When he said that he wanted 

to work for us badly, he even pronounced our company’s name wrongly. I 

mean come on, if you want the job badly you’ll at least get your 

pronunciation right, right? … In the end he didn’t make it.712 

 

From the perspective of the applicants who were not able to articulate themselves 

fluently in English, despite holding the requisite qualifications for the job, interviews 

could potentially end in a humiliation, as was the case for Sim Siu Fen, who remembers 

sitting for an interview in the late 1990s. At stake was a lucrative business accounts 

position:  

 

Three people interviewed me [at the same time] … all men … They asked 

me some questions … then I said (switching to English), hept (help) the 

customer. This guy suddenly went, Hahaha!… and then the second man also 

laughed, and the last interviewer I can see was trying not to laugh … but it 

                                                           
711 Anthony Goh, Chinese (Peranakan) Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Sembawang, 
17/1/2005. 
712 Tze Yee, Chinese (Peranakan) Male, interview by author, assisted by Sim Er Ling, Tampines, 
3/12/2004. 
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was like he was embarrassed. They ask me to say it again, so I tried to be 

correct … But the one who laughed loudly said, no no, that’s not how you 

say it. Say it again. You know, hept?713  

 

Suggesting that not just English literacy, but being able to converse in ‘good English’, is 

essential for ‘social recognition’ and broadening one’s employment prospects in high 

status occupations is not an attitude that is exclusive to the citizenry. In 2000, the PAP 

government began to actively underscore this mind-set with the launch of the Speak 

Good English Movement. The year before, Lee Kuan Yew made the observation that 

the standard of spoken English among Singaporeans was a growing cause for concern. 

Children in particular, he warned, were adopting ‘Singlish’ phrases from popular 

television shows, and teachers were allowing them to “get away with it.”714 Lee went on 

to suggest that if ‘Singlish’, which is commonly regarded as the colloquial practice of 

mixing English with Chinese and Malay, were allowed to flourish, it would ultimately 

spell Singapore’s economic downfall: 

 

It is therefore important to speak and write standard English. The more the 

media makes Singlish sociably acceptable, by popularising it in TV shows, 

the more we make people believe that they can get by with Singlish. This 

will be a disadvantage to the less educated half of the population. The better 

educated can learn two or three varieties of English and can speak English 

English to native Englishmen or Americans, standard English to foreigners 

who speak standard English, and Singlish to less-educated Singaporeans. 

Unfortunately, if the less educated half of our people end up learning to 

speak only Singlish, they will suffer economically and socially.715 

 

At the launch of the campaign, then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong similarly stressed 

the link between the ability to speak ‘good English’ with success in the business world. 

Parents, Goh declared, “send children to English language schools rather than Chinese, 

Malay, or Tamil schools, because they hope the children will get jobs and opportunities 

                                                           
713 Sim Siu Fen, Chinese Female, interview by author, and translated from Mandarin, assisted by Sim Er 
Ling, Ang Mo Kio, 4/12/2005. 
714 Speech by Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew at the Tanjong Pagar 34th National Day Celebration 
(Singapore: Press Release by Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 1999). 
715 Loc. cit. 
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when they grow up. But to become an engineer, a technician, an accountant or a nurse, 

you must have standard English”.716 

 

Isolation in old age 

 

In spite of the continued underscoring of ‘Asian Values’ by members of the PAP, and 

the trait of filial piety that is commonly associated in government discourse with these 

values, the elderly citizenry occupy a space in the Singapore Dream that is defined by 

its ambiguity. The elderly family member contributes little to the pursuit of material 

wealth; instead, s/he is a potential drain on the precious resource of ‘Time’ for working 

members of the household. In 1998, Minister for Communications Mah Bow Tan 

observed that it was necessary for the government to intervene in order to revise the 

caricature of the elderly within the matrices of the Singapore Dream, noting that 

younger, working Singaporeans in particular “will have to stop thinking of the old as 

people who will draw on their resources, as a burden to society”.717 “Senior citizens” 

wrote Sebastian Tan in a heated letter to The Straits Times where he expressed his 

disgust at general societal attitudes in Singapore toward the elderly, “are not old 

newspapers ready for the garbage heap”.718  

 

As the ‘nuclear family’ became an increasing social norm for familial structures due 

principally to the design and size of the HDB apartment units that most of the 

population now lived in, the living arrangements of many families in Chinese Singapore 

began to reflect either one of two dominant states: a single-tier or double-tier nuclear 

household.719 A growing number of households were comprised either of a couple and 

their children, or by an elderly couple living alone.720 The census monographs from 

2000 reveal that 18,725 households were comprised of a couple over sixty-five years of 

age with no children co-inhabiting in the residence.721 What is even more striking is that 

this number does not include households that were comprised of a single person aged 

over sixty-five. Widows and widowers who did not live with their offspring, or the 

                                                           
716 Speech by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong at the launch of the Speak Good English Movement 
(Singapore: Press Release Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 2000). 
717 The Straits Times, 18 December 1998. 
718 Ibid., 26 September 1999. 
719 These classifications are based on the terminology used by the Ministry of Community Development. 
Accordingly, each ‘tier’ refers to a generation. For example, a three-tier nuclear household would refer to 
a living arrangement whereby grandparent(s), his/her/their offspring, and their grandchildren all reside in 
the same domicile. 
720 See P. Tay-Straughan, op. cit. 
721 Census 2000 (5), op. cit., 94. 
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elderly folk who have remained single for any number of reasons, are not accounted for 

in the census data. The General Household Survey (GHS) of 2005 attempts to redress 

this oversight, and its revelations are disturbing. In 2000, the number of households 

comprised only by an elderly person was estimated at just over 15,000. In the five years 

between then and the enumeration date of the GHS, that number had risen to over 

22,000.722 This meant that at the end of the twentieth century, close to 35,000 

Singaporean households were comprised of one or two elderly folk, with no resident 

kin. Furthermore the trend established by the GHS suggested that this figure was 

increasing at a steady rate. Although the release of these figures shocked the public, this 

is fundamentally a continuation of familial fragmentary trends across the general 

population in the preceding decades. Unsurprisingly, it is among the lower classes that 

the most dire and poignant cases of isolation are occurring among the elderly. 

 

Former factory worker Joseph Yap stayed single through his life. “Got no money … and 

so ugly, ghost also run away” he joked.723 It was not through a lack of effort that he 

remained single, but rather a sense of romanticism that defined his choice. Why marry 

for the sake of getting married, he asked rhetorically. Yap outlined his belief that if it 

were his destiny to marry, it would have happened. But as he never met a person whom 

he perceived could be his soul mate, he was content to put aside plans for marriage. “Do 

you think love is only for young people? I can’t marry someone who I don’t love. 

You’re cheating the poor girl.”724 For several years, Yap had his younger brother, who 

did marry, for companionship. It was only after the death of his brother from lung cancer 

in 1996 (“bloody fool smoke too much lah”) that he first began to feel the creeping 

anxiety of loneliness. Even though his sister-in-law’s family suggested that he move in 

with them, Joseph was reluctant to do so “because it’s not right for a man to move in 

with his brother’s wife, especially just after he dies.” Yap remembered dreaming about 

his brother, and his childhood. These were vivid dreams, and one particularly disturbing 

dream involved a visitation by the deceased members of his family. For “a long time” he 

was tormented by what he felt were signs of his impending doom, and on more than one 

occasion he contemplated ending his own life. “But you cannot keep thinking about it”, 
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724 Loc. cit. 
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Yap offered philosophically, “or else you’re sure to die quickly.” At sixty-five, he 

returned to work, this time at a nearby McDonald’s outlet.725 

 

Wong Kin Yeng, aged ninety-one, lived alone as a widower of thirty years in a one-

room HDB unit along Stirling Road. Her children usually visited her once every two 

months. Due to her fading memory, she could not remember her children’s phone 

numbers. Like many her age she was illiterate. She suffered from high-blood pressure 

and diabetes. Her legs were weak and she had trouble using the stairs – the lift did not 

stop on her apartment level. She described getting breathless just making the one flight 

of stairs to get to it. Two years before her interview with The New Paper, she had a bad 

fall, fracturing her hip. Unable to get up, she could only drag herself to the front door to 

call out for help. Fortunately, her neighbour heard her cries. Just down the corridor from 

Wong’s apartment, aged eighty-three, Sin Lye Kim also lived alone. She could not 

remember the last visit by her children or grandchildren but brushed this aside, “we must 

be understanding, our children and grandchildren have work to do.” Most of the time, 

she did not sleep on her bed in her modest two-room flat, for fear of dirtying the sheets. 

“I have no strength to change the sheets”, she reasoned to her interviewer, and so she 

slept on a small wooden table instead.726 

 

The physical isolation of the elderly often left them susceptible to crimes of opportunity. 

Police statistics released in 1998 indicated that over a third of all victims of robbery and 

snatch theft were aged over sixty.727 In just the first four months of 1999, police records 

noted that there were eleven robberies, sixteen snatch-thefts, and thirteen instances of 

cheating involving the elderly in the Kreta Ayer-Tanglin constituency alone.728 Seventy-

three years of age in 1996, widower Cheang Ah Fong lived alone in a rented one-room 

HDB flat. Her two daughters were married and visited on occasion; otherwise her life 

was a constant struggle with rheumatism while she tended to household chores. One 

night while she was sleeping, a burglar entered her apartment through the grill-less 

windows and stole thirty dollars, all of her shopping money for the week. Unable to 

afford grilles, she resorted to bolting the heavy wooden shutters instead. As a result, the 
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nights were stuffy and she slept fitfully.729 Tan Mui Keok, a sixty-five year-old factory 

sweeper living in Yishun, was punched and robbed of her bag containing three hundred 

dollars by three teenagers in November 1998. In a cruel twist the incident took place 

during ‘Senior Citizens Week’. In the same period, ninety year-old Jiang Ah Wai, who 

earned a meagre income from collecting and selling cardboard boxes, was robbed of 

fifty dollars in her own home along Victoria Street.730 Ninety-seven year-old Su Chan 

Tim was walking back to his one-room flat off Chin Swee Road when he was set upon 

by two women in their forties, who robbed him of eighty dollars. Though he struggled 

he did not attempt to fight back, rhetorically asking “how can I hit a woman?” Unmoved 

by Su’s chivalry, the women slammed his head against a wall until it bled profusely.731 

Eighty-five year-old Sagimin, who lived alone in a one-room flat in Whampoa, awoke to 

the sounds of a burglar rummaging through her meagre belongings. As the intruder saw 

her stirring, he rushed over and strangled the old lady to death.732 

 

Arguably the most tragic effect of all amidst the growing sense of isolation among the 

Chinese was that an elderly person could expect to die alone and no one would know, 

not even his or her kin, until the smell of decomposition became obvious and 

overpowering. Indeed, Sagimin’s murder was only discovered several days afterward, 

when her neighbours reported a foul smell emanating from her flat to the police. The 

problem of ‘lonely deaths’ emerged as a confronting social issue with the mass 

relocation of the population into public housing from the 1960s onwards, and has since 

become a pressing matter in contemporary Singapore due to the steady increase in the 

number of elderly citizens among the resident population today. The death of seventy-

six year-old Chen Yulan in May 1990 was only discovered a week later. Eighty-three 

year-old Zheng Fuxun suffered a similar fate in 1991.733 Ng Hay Thor, aged sixty-nine 

in the year of his death, was taken by a heart-attack in September 2000 as he slept. His 

death went unnoticed for several days until a friend, sensing something was amiss due to 

Ng’s prolonged absence from their dance classes, managed to persuade the latter’s son 

Ng Ah Kwee to check on him.734 
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In the face of their isolation, many elderly Chinese went to great lengths to avoid the 

indignity of a lonely death. Referring to his own notes dating back to 1999 on the actions 

one elderly patient took, physician Tan Poh Kiang wrote in his editorial letter in the 

Singapore Medical Association News: 

 

[82 year-old] Mr Teng has four children but chooses to live alone as he 

cherishes his independence. The same boss who has employed him for forty 

plus years still pays him a thousand dollars a month for various jobs around 

the manufacturing plant. He has saved enough for his casket and funeral 

services – all probably deposited in a POSB account. He has asked his 

youngest son to call him at 10pm every night to check that he is alive. When 

he sleeps, he leaves the front door of his one-room HDB rental flat unlocked 

so that if he dies in his sleep, people will have no difficulty coming in to 

settle his corpse.735 

 

The problem began to gain greater negative publicity in the 1990s, when a series of 

lonely deaths from March 1992 to July 1993 drew a strong, vocal reaction from the 

community. In several cases, the deceased were widows or widowers, with children who 

visited only irregularly. As a response, the Singapore government made available a 

series of elderly studio apartments to be situated in four different HDB estates: Golden 

Oaks in Bedok, Golden Pines in Tampines, Golden Palms in Yishun and Golden 

Willows in Jurong East. Two more Golden estates were also to be built in the future in 

Toa Payoh and Bukit Merah. The elderly studios differed from normal HDB apartments 

in that they were fitted with “non-slip flooring, lever taps, large electrical switches and 

an emergency cord to alert medical services nearby.”736 However, the caveat was that 

applicants “must already own a [regular] HDB flat … [and that they] must sell their 

existing flat and use the money to buy the studio.”737  

 

The Golden estates project was aimed at creating an elderly community that could not 

only be ‘interdependent’, but also ‘interactive’. Residents were encouraged to maintain 

daily contact with their neighbours so as to avoid situations where, for days, death would 
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go undiscovered. Less morbidly, it was also hoped that the elderly folk in these 

apartments could find companionship in the absence of visits by family members. By 

ensuring that the Golden estates were well-dispersed and situated within existing HDB 

townships, the government also hoped to avoid a stigma of ghettoism. 

 

Much like the Multi-Tier Family Housing Scheme discussed in Chapter Five, the 

limitations of scale curtailed the success enjoyed by the Golden estates project. As a 

matter of policy, it could not address two critical issues, which were demand and 

practicality. The demand for housing in the Golden estates is hard to gauge due to the 

absence of statistical data from the HDB, but the steady increase in the number of 

elderly being placed in homes for the aged (discussed in the following section) due to 

the lack of time for care hints at a lack of resolution. In terms of practicality, there were 

a number of obstacles to be negotiated before s/he could move into an apartment in a 

Golden estate. Firstly, as stipulated by the Housing Board they needed to own a regular 

HDB flat before they made their application for a flat in the Golden estates. This raised 

the question of ownership, which many of the poorer elderly folk were not able to 

address adequately. Despite the high proportion of homeowners in Singapore by the 

1990s, among the Chinese there were still over 35,000 households who lived in HDB 

residences as tenants. Of these, 26,031 lived in one- and two-room apartments.738 While 

the census monographs do not explicitly detail the ethnicity or cluster tendencies in the 

age of the tenants, it does point to the fact that most of those who resided (regardless of 

occupancy status) in the one- and two-room units were over sixty years of age,739 

reported a household income of less than 1,500 dollars a month,740 and were 

predominantly Malay or Chinese-dialect speakers.741 

 

The other obstacle which often rendered the Golden estates project impractical to the 

individual was a sense of familiarity that had been engendered with the immediate 

community. Many elderly folk had lived in their neighbourhoods for decades, and were 

thus resistant to the prospect of change. While it was often the case that they felt isolated 

or otherwise detached from their own offspring, the same cannot be said of their feelings 

toward their friends and neighbours. In the context of community formation, the 
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experience of the mature-aged and the elderly in the HDB heartland was considerably 

different from that of the younger citizenry. For the latter group, the demands of material 

pursuit often left one with little time for pleasantries or socialising. In his study of the 

HDB void deck as a space of social contact, Chua’s research hints at a fundamental 

difference between the young(er) and the elderly in attitude towards communal 

interaction. Critical to this argument are trends he maps in the formation of informal 

gatherings of the elderly that last for days, weeks, months and even years, a feature Chua 

terms as the ‘Old Women’s Corner’.742 These gatherings, spontaneous and based on the 

commonality of boredom and isolation in old age, can be understood as a people’s 

response to the growing fracture of familial relations in Singapore. Even more so in the 

1990s, amid the growing trend of isolation these groupings became a fundamental 

source from which the elderly drew sanity and the will to live. Such was the case for one 

group in Tiong Bahru.  

 

Apartment Block 124 along Kim Tian Road played host to a unique gathering of elderly 

folk. Although it was not part of the Golden estates project, Block 124 was at the heart 

of what was termed as a “mature estate”.743 Since 1983, a group of elderly ladies under 

the umbrella of the Tiong Bahru Befriender Service (TBBS) sat in the void deck of 124 

on Saturday afternoons chatting away. At one point during the 1980s, there were no less 

than forty-five of them, the magnificent sight of samfu filling the void deck and up the 

small flight of stairs that led to the first floor, and the noisy chatter and laughter in 

dialect echoing through the neighbourhood. This companionship was based on the 

premise of combating isolation during one’s twilight years, and it was inevitable that 

time would eventually conspire against the ladies of Kim Tian Road. As each member 

passed away, the dwindling group of survivors were reminded of their inescapable 

mortality, as was the case in 1997 when three of the group died within a six month 

period. As Linda Koh, one of the volunteer members of the TBBS recalls, “Normally 

they are very talkative, laughing and chatting together … That time, they were in no 

mood. They were all very sad, just sitting there in silence.”744  
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The growing predicament of ‘time’ and the indefinite space occupied by the elderly in 

the chase for the Singapore Dream is evident through the PAP government’s recognition 

of the incessant demand for places in homes for the aged. In 1999, an inter-ministry 

committee examining the issues surrounding health care for the elderly reported that 

there was a shortfall of over 1,500 beds in aged care homes, and that over 10,000 

additional beds were projected as being the necessary minimum by 2010.745 Even more 

alarming was that this figure only took into account the destitute, or the physically and 

mentally incapacitated elderly folk, and not those who were otherwise healthy but were 

being placed in homes due to a lack of time for care among household members. A year 

later, Health Minister Lim Hng Kiang announced that the government was to set aside 

over ten plots of land specifically for use in the construction of privately-run old age 

homes, and capital funding of nearly 7 million dollars for each facility, although there 

were no additional funds to defray operational costs.746 The principal objective of the 

PAP government through this act was to encourage a more active role by the private 

sector in addressing the problem of caring for the aged, thus ensuring that the state did 

not shoulder the burden of the aged on its own. Outlining the government’s vision that 

close to half of all aged citizens in homes would be cared for by the private sector, the 

minister declared: 

 

[T]here are enough private operators out there who can service one-third of 

the market share … So, I have every confidence that if we release the land 

and facilitate them, the private sector will easily meet up to the 40-per-cent 

target.747 

 

Residents in privately-operated nursing homes like the Lentor Residence or the 

Nightingale Nursing Home could expect to access a range of facilities such as 

hydrotherapy jacuzzis, spas, karaoke machines, and massages. But the number of 

vacancies (a third of the one hundred and fifty beds in the Lentor Residence were 

usually unoccupied) reflect the exorbitant cost – fees ranged between 1,100 and 2,500 

dollars a month –  that many were simply unable to afford.748 More economic 

alternatives existed in the form of homes run by Volunteer Welfare Organisations 
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(VWOs). The VWOs were heavily funded by government endowments, and residents 

were entitled to fee subsidies,749 but as a result spaces in such facilities were constantly 

in high demand. The Ling Kwang Home for Senior Citizens could house 350 occupants, 

but even then one had to be placed on a waiting list, as was the case in the Methodist 

Home for the Aged Sick. In January 2000 two other notable institutions, the Singapore 

Christian Home for the Aged Sick (thirty-three beds) and the Moral Home for the Aged 

Sick (one hundred and twenty beds), were both fully occupied.750  

 

While the private nursing homes often featured pleasant environs and recreational 

facilities, those operated by the VWOs were far more rudimentary. The Lee Ah Moi Old 

Age Home, with one hundred and ten elderly folk in 2000, was a typical arrangement. 

The modest three-storey building off Thomson Road was a former school, and the 

quarters were divided into ten wards, each with ten residents. Four nurses were on shift 

on most days, and fees ranged from seven hundred to a thousand dollars before 

government subsidies. For entertainment, there was a single television set and radio in 

the common room; daily exercise was limited to short spells of limb movements that 

were guided by the nurses. Residents were otherwise left on their beds for the entire day, 

ceaselessly gazing at the ceiling or out a window. They were only propped up when 

meals were served, and moved when sheets needed to be changed. There were no 

rehabilitation facilities, and few recreational activities. The occasional exercise bar 

punctuated the otherwise sparse walls, but these were used for hanging laundry. Guests 

were few and far between, and for those that came the faint smell of urine would greet 

them at the entrance.751 

 

One hundred and nine year-old Tay Kiong was one of the oldest women alive in 

Singapore when she was placed in the Apex Harmony Lodge at Pasir Ris. Born in 1890 

in the Fujian province, the Hokkien-monolingual arrived in Singapore in 1917. She 

could barely muster the memory of when she became a widower, simply indicating that 

her husband died “a long time ago”. All that was known was that it took place sometime 

before Singapore’s independence, after which Tay Kiong resorted to buying eggs from 

grocery shops and selling them door-to-door for a living. The first of her sons had left 
                                                           
749 These subsidies depended on the household income of the next-of-kin. For example, families earning a 
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home, starting a family in Malaysia, and contact between the matriarch and her eldest 

offspring was all but lost. Her second and youngest stayed with her until their passing 

during the 1980s. When her grandson, her principal caregiver during her twilight years, 

died of old age in 1999, her great-grandchildren felt that it took too much time and effort 

to look after her, and Tay Kiong was subsequently placed in a home for the aged. In her 

addled state at the Lodge, she sang Christian hymns in Hokkien each morning – “Jesus 

loves me, this I know” – reliving a time when she went to church each Sunday since she 

was baptised during the First World War.752 

 

Not all of the elderly who were placed in homes for the aged were ‘abandoned’. Factory 

worker Chua Bian Neo refused to place her father, eighty-nine years-old and wheelchair-

bound, in such a home, preferring instead to nurse him personally in their two-room 

HDB flat. To help fund his care, she asked each of her eight siblings to contribute a 

monthly payment of a hundred dollars each. All were willing, except for her brother 

Chua Cheng Ann, a primary school dropout who consistently struggled to make the 

contribution due to his chronic unemployment. Bian Neo and Cheng Ann fought in a 

series of bitter quarrels over this, with the matter coming to a tragic end one January 

morning in 2000 when the former was leaving the Ministry of Community Development 

(MCD) building at Thomson Road. She had just successfully appealed for government 

aid for her father’s care when her brother rushed up to her from behind and stabbed her 

twice in the back. By the time paramedics arrived, Bian Neo had died from her wounds. 

With none of her other siblings able to care for their father, arrangements were made by 

the MCD to place the old man in a nursing home.753  

 

As differences in linguistic profiles drove a wedge between family members, isolation 

took on a less physical meaning for other elderly folk like Chia Kim Boon. His son and 

daughter-in-law tried to persuade him to move in with them, but the older Chia treasured 

his independence and chose to live with his wife in their three-room HDB apartment in 

Toa Payoh. “Besides”, he added, “young people need to have their privacy. It’s good 

that they’re filial, that’s all we old people ask for.”754 The isolation Kim Boon instead 

felt was tied to the emergent pattern of generational differences in language competency: 
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he was frustrated by his own inability to communicate with his three grandchildren – 

two boys and a girl, who were clearly a source of pride and joy. “The girl is very 

clever,” he reminded the author at least three times during the course of our first 

interview, each time with a toothy grin, “my son tells me that she can play the piano 

beautifully.”755 At first he comforted himself with the belief that they would eventually 

pick up Teochew as they grew older. But with each visit, Chia grew more desperate as 

his grandchildren showed no signs of grasping the language, nor in his eyes did they 

appear to have any interest in learning:  

 

It was as though I was not their grandfather. I wanted to tell them stories, to 

tell them about me, my father, my grandfather … where we come from and 

what our family history is … so they can tell their children … I have a duty, 

and they will have this duty in the future. For us Chinese, to remember the 

older generations is very important. If you forget your ancestors, it’s as 

good as saying your family line has ended.756  

 

He would become increasingly upset, sometimes shouting at his son and daughter-in-law 

for not bringing up the grandchildren ‘the right way’. It was only when the former 

confided to him that his wife was considering cutting down on their visits so as to avoid 

arguments that Kim Boon was compelled to seek more proactive avenues. Through a 

friend, he learnt that the nearby Community Centre was offering English classes. After 

much hesitation, Kim Boon signed up for a ten-week basic course, attending two hour-

long classes each week. Describing the gradual process of learning to pronounce and use 

English words as ‘learning to walk’, he insisted on learning as many cordial terms as 

possible. The change was exciting for Chia. “I’ll ask them (shifting to English), How are 

you? Had you eat dinner already?” Though he could begin to ask the questions he 

wanted, he did not necessarily understand the answers. His grandchildren would reply in 

chatter, and Kim Boon often struggled to comprehend what was being said. “But they 

have a lot of patience, especially the girl. She will slowly repeat herself until I 
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understand” he intoned approvingly, before adding with a mirthful laugh, “Girls are like 

that, they have more care in them.”757  

 

Chia’s efforts are thus one of several instances where the individual negotiated the 

constraints imposed by structure and policy as best s/he could. Within the broader 

context, a cynic might call such an act futile: Chia cannot by pedagogical standards be 

considered literate in English, for example. But it is the gesture of non-acceptance 

towards a perceived plight that underscores the agency enjoyed by the ordinary person, 

bearing fruit through immediate, and localised, satisfaction. As he reasoned: 

 

You have to change, I have many friends who don’t want to … They are 

always complaining that they can’t understand what their grandchildren are 

saying … so all they do is play chess and drink kopi-o with each other 

everyday … If they (the younger generation) don’t want to learn our 

language, then we learn theirs. What’s wrong, correct? There is always 

something we can do … Now I teach my wife so she can talk to them too … 

the Chinese saying is, you must go to the mountain, you cannot wait for the 

mountain to come to you. You can wait for a long time if you’re stubborn, 

but in the end, you will lose.758 

 

In other cases, the initiative demonstrated was a product of collective efforts by other 

ordinary people. Several quasi-religious societies were formed by ordinary citizens to 

combat the growing crisis of isolation among the elderly – both in physical terms as well 

as in the context of lifestyle. Witness the efforts of those around Cheang Ah Fong, who 

was to find solace through the efforts of the Thye Hwa Kuan Moral Society, a volunteer 

group. From 1996 it operated an activity centre in the heart of Toa Payoh, where the 

population density of elderly living alone was considerably higher than most other 

wards. A humble achievement, the centre featured a simple activity room, a dining area 

and a television set. Most importantly of all for Cheang, it offered companionship – and 

at least temporary relief from a lonely existence.759 Seventy-two year-old Sin Yoke 

Kiew, along with the surviving ladies of Block 124 Kim Tian Road, offered her craft to 
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charity through the TBBS. Yoke Kiew’s specialty was in the weaving of patchwork 

blankets. Using materials discarded by textiles factories, each flower pattern would take 

an hour to complete, and it would be nearly three months before a blanket was done. 

These, along with dolls and bags handcrafted by her friends, would be sold at the 

Children’s Charity Christmas Fair on 3 December of each year, with all earnings going 

to the Children’s Charity Association. Though it was painstaking work, with failing 

eyesight not aiding her dexterity with the sewing needle, it was an act that Yoke Kiew 

readily embraced. “Without this to keep me busy, I wouldn’t know what to do … I’ll 

become senile very soon with nothing to do, thinking nonsense the whole day.”760 

 

Such actions, though small and seemingly fruitless in the face of the surmounting 

problems of elderly isolation, would provide a platform through which the community 

could draw attention to the subject, and demand intervention and support from the state. 

The clearest example of the effect upon state policy that these organisations have had 

can be seen in the formation of governmental commissions charged in particular with 

addressing elderly isolation as a predicament faced by Singaporean society in general. 

Recommendations in the Report on the Aging Population by the Committee on Aging 

Issues (CAI), chaired by Senior Minister for Health and Information, Communication 

and the Arts Balaji Sadasivan in 2004, included a call for rethinking policies in the 

architectural designs of public housing and the layout of neighbourhoods, the funding of 

more programmes to alter the lifestyle of the elderly in order to prevent seclusion, and 

the topping-up of Medisave accounts of the elderly during instances of budget surplus. 

 

English literacy, class, and migration 

 

Not all who were involved in the chase for the ‘Five Cs’ and the Singapore Dream were 

willing to come to terms with the social costs that the process exacted. Worn down by 

the hectic nature of incessant work, and increasingly concerned by the growing 

detachment experienced within the nuclear family, for many the Singapore Dream was a 

living nightmare, with high living costs demanding an endless cycle of payments and 

overtime work. Many realised that one’s material or career aspirations could be met 

with greater ease elsewhere; the financial outlay for a four-room HDB flat in Singapore, 

one would buy a landed property of significant size in Australia or New Zealand. As 
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stories of ‘a better life’ circulated colloquially within the population, the temptation to 

leave the island behind along with the insanity of the ‘Five C pursuit’, was a growing 

one. Yet migration was an act that demanded the ownership of specific resources. 

Foremost were the economic means necessary for the logistics of relocation. But 

beyond that, in our final discussion on life chances as a feature of class we shall see that 

it is literacy in English that often brings with it the option of migration as a practical 

recourse. 

 

The act of physical ‘escape’ was one that was increasingly feasible and popular among 

the more affluent English-literate. The statistics available on the patterns of migration 

from Singapore indicate that nations with predominantly English-speaking 

communities, such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the United Kingdom were 

preferred destinations, a clue to the English competency enjoyed by most, if not all of 

the migrants.  

 

In 1999, Robert Wee decided to migrate to Perth, Australia. Despite the fact that his 

business was prosperous, and that he had achieved all of the ‘Five Cs’ in life, Wee’s 

daily existence was increasingly dominated by a sense of futility at the mindless 

material pursuit. There were bank loans to be paid off for the cars and his house, and the 

only way he could meet the repayments was to ensure that his business continued to 

thrive. This in turn required him to be deeply involved in the daily running of his 

outlets. Despite the money available to him, the resource he needed most of all – ‘Time’ 

– could not be bought. As Wee lamented: 

 

You wake up, go to work, come back, sleep … Everyday also the same, 

early morning to late at night. No rest, no time with the family. So what if 

you have money? What sort of life is that? Work until you die! Who wants 

to live like that, tell me? I don’t! So, we (the family) decided that we should 

pack up and go. The boys are happy, my wife is happy, I’m happy. The 

money you pay for a car or a house in Singapore, you can live comfortably 

in Australia.761 

 

In choosing a destination for migration, Robert Wee’s choice of Australia, and Perth in 

particular, increasingly resonated with thousands of other Singaporeans. Australia was, 
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and continues to be, by far the most popular migrant destination chiefly for its 

comparatively lower cost of living, its geographical proximity, and its reputation as a 

country where one could ‘relax’ and be free of the ceaseless pressures of Singaporean 

life. The statistics provided by the Australian Department of Immigration reveal a five-

fold increase in the number of migrants arriving annually from Singapore over the past 

decade. 1994-5 saw six hundred and fifty successful Singaporean applicants arriving in 

the country for permanent settlement; in 1996-7 this had increased to nine hundred and 

twenty-five. It breached the thousand mark by the end of the twentieth century, and an 

even more spectacular upward trend took hold afterward. In 2001-02, there were 1,751 

arrivals. The following year, Singaporean migrants arriving in Australia totalled 2,224, 

and in 2004-05 this figure climbed again, to 3,036.762  

 

Apart from the fact that the Wees had the economic resources to migrate, arguably the 

most telling among the reasons for choosing Australia lay with the linguistic profile of 

Robert Wee’s family. All of the Wee household were highly fluent in English, which 

engendered a confidence to overcome the uncertainty involved in migration. As Wee 

explained, the family “knew that we can settle in Australia because language is no 

problem … Only thing we need to watch out for is racism.”763 Wee exhibited the same 

level of confidence at his children’s’ ability to adjust to the Australian education 

system, chiefly due to their skill in the English language: 

 

I think you can even say that it’s better over there (in Australia) … My 

children cannot speak Mandarin. In Singapore that’s a problem … people 

laugh at them … but in Australia they’re ok, because they are expected to 

speak English, and they can … You know my youngest son even came in 

top of his English literature class! Here, they value them for being so good 

in English [only] … there (in Singapore) they (the government) think it’s 

not enough.764 

 

Kim Soong, who decided that he would stay on in Perth after completing his degree at 

Murdoch University, shared a similar view to Robert Wee. He admits that it was the 

opportunity to study in Australia, made possible by his family’s wealth, which raised 
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the possibility of migration. Despite initial reservations over the prospect of leaving 

what, in his mind, was still a safe and stable environment, like Robert Wee he was 

convinced that a strong command of English would allow him to overcome any 

difficulties in settling into his new home: 

 

For anyone, and I mean anyone, if you go and stay in a foreign country to 

where you can’t speak the language, what’s the first thing you do? Try and 

learn the language right? For me, I don’t have to learn English, so its one 

less thing to worry about, and that’s actually a big thing! Plus it becomes 

easier to learn the culture … make friends … that’s the most important part. 

You don’t want to live all alone … we’re all social animals … we need 

friends. And speaking the same language [as the community] helps.765 

 

In spite of the absence of publicly-available data from official Singaporean sources on 

the precise number of Singaporeans choosing to emigrate, by collating the information 

that is available in destination countries, it is clear that most of the outbound 

immigration involved the same core group of countries where English features as a 

dominant mode of communication.766 In addition to the strong migratory movement of 

Singaporeans leaving for Australia, there was a consistent flow of smaller numbers 

leaving for other English-speaking societies as the 1990s progressed. Four hundred and 

one Singaporeans immigrated to New Zealand in 1992, joined by a further four hundred 

and sixty-nine in 1993, and six hundred and thirty-six a year after. This figure would 

climb steadily through the rest of the decade, arriving at a plateau (nine hundred and 

seventy-seven) in 1998.767 The United Kingdom’s Control of Immigration statistical 

report of 2000 shows that around two hundred Singaporeans are accepted annually for 

permanent settlement.768 In 1996, there were 7,970 Singapore-born migrants living 

permanently in Canada. Five years later, the Canadian census determined that this figure 

had increased to 9,215. A survey of the Canadian census for 2001 reveals that most of 

the Singaporeans had settled in traditionally English-speaking regions, with British 

Columbia the most common destination.769 
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The reasons why these countries, Australia in particular, present such allure for 

increasingly large numbers of English-literate Singaporean émigrés has since been 

subjected to criticism and ridicule in state rhetoric, most notably through suggestions 

that those who leave are not psychologically ‘tough’ enough to take the competitive 

nature of Singaporean life. But despite this brave face, within some sections of the 

government there was a growing sense of concern at the increasing drain of what were 

seen as the nation’s human resources. It was not just the older Singaporeans who were 

leaving to ‘stretch their dollar’ for a better retirement; younger professionals in their 

thirties and early forties were leaving for new pastures, and accompanying them were 

their wives and children.770 In the face of decreasing fertility rates, a population crisis – 

and as a consequence, a shrinking workforce – was a very real prospect in the eyes of 

the Singapore government. The sharp increase in permanent departures by Singaporean 

citizens, as well as a number who indicated in street polls that they were seriously 

considering the prospect of emigrating, drew a sharp reaction from the PAP. Compared 

to its neighbours, Singapore had emerged with significantly less economic troubles 

from the Asian Economic Crisis of 1997. Nonetheless, the nation’s economy did not 

emerge unscathed from the crisis, and the PAP government sought to incorporate the 

virtues of persistence, loyalty, and a patriotic desire to help Singapore through troubled 

times into official discourse. When the economy began to show signs of recovery, the 

Goh government seized upon the opportunity to remind its citizenry that economic 

troubles were merely a fact of life. Through scientific methods, the constant ‘upgrading’ 

of one’s own skills and qualifications, and good governance on the part of the PAP, 

members of the ruling government argued that Singapore would always be able to 

negotiate any such obstacles.771  

 

The trend of outbound migration at the end of the twentieth century was a visible sign 

of a stifled but manifest displeasure at the conditions of everyday life by sections of the 

population.  Continuing into the new millennium, these migratory tendencies grew 

serious enough for the PAP to devote greater attention to what they viewed as a serious 

problem. As the number of annual migrants grew steadily, the regime unleashed a 

barrage of stinging rhetoric directed at the émigrés: 
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Those who have migrated because they think the grass in Singapore is 

drying up will, one day, look back with regret. We will make our grass 

grow. No water for the grass? No problem. We have Newater. Aha! But you 

may say, ours is cow grass which nobody wants. Golfers know that we have 

replaced cow grass with xoysia and Bermuda grass! We can solve our 

problems and upgrade … Do not think the grass is always greener 

elsewhere. They may be greener now. But will they always stay green? … 

They may offer better prospects than Singapore now. But will it always be 

this way?772 

 

It was Goh’s speech at the 2002 National Day Rally which marked the harshest direct 

criticism yet of Singapore’s outbound migrants. Australia was the centrepiece in the 

section of his address on emigration, and the terminology that emerged distinguished 

Singaporeans into two distinct groups – the cowardly, ungrateful, weak-willed 

‘quitters’, and the courageous and spirited ‘stayers’: 

 

[Emigration] is a predicament for Singapore. The more the Government 

provides for Singaporeans … The more we educate Singaporeans, and the 

more economic opportunities we create for them, the more internationally 

mobile they will become. The more they gain from subsidised HDB 

housing, the more money they have to buy cheaper houses in Australia … 

These people are fair-weather Singaporeans … Are these … emigrants so 

sure that the cost of living will never go up in Australia? Which country will 

they run off to next when bus fares go up in Australia? Fair weather 

Singaporeans will run away whenever the country runs into stormy weather. 

I call them “quitters” … Has the younger generation of Singaporeans gone 

soft? Look yourself in the mirror and ask, am I a “stayer” or a “quitter”? Am 

I a fair-weather Singaporean or an all-weather Singaporean?773 

 

The end of dreams 

 

Life for many ordinary Chinese in Singapore by the end of the twentieth century was 

defined through isolation and the materialisation of everyday life. Within the context of 
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life chances in the 1990s, as was the case in the preceding decade, literacy in the 

English language played an essential role in dictating how this impacted the life 

experiences of the ordinary Chinese. It acted as a ‘gatekeeper’ for access to higher 

education, which in turn was increasingly requisite for economic mobility and the 

fulfilment of material aspirations – the ‘quintessentially Singaporean middle class 

dream’ epitomised by the ‘Five Cs’ in life. But the obsession with aspiring toward a 

middle class material standard would exact a heavy price. With many families deeply 

mired in the incessant pursuit of the Dream, relations within the household broke down 

as individuals within nuclear families lived all but separate lives. With ‘time’ an ebbing 

resource amid the near-insanity of the chase, elderly family members too were 

increasingly marginalised. Whether left in homes for the aged, tiny one- or two-room 

HDB apartments, or Golden estates, their twilight years were too often an undignified, 

isolated existence. Where their offspring, deeply immersed in material pursuit, often 

struggled to find time for anything at all outside of work, the elderly were cursed with 

having too much time – a symptom of how society often regarded their lack of value in 

the context of the economy. Most had little idea of what to do with it. In the shadows of 

the economic miracle, some gathered in groups for companionship. Others simply 

awaited the end of their days. 

 

English literacy also played a key role in deciding the level of ‘success’ in the pursuit of 

the Singapore Dream. Because it would go a great way in determining the individual’s 

academic achievements, occupation, and income, it divided extended families along the 

lines of economic resource ownership. The differences in asset ownership and income 

levels created tensions between richer and poorer members of the extended family. 

Differences in language and lifestyle established language-based cliques within the 

family. Grandparents without the ability to communicate in English found themselves 

frozen out of their grandchildren’s lives in a linguistically defined generational divide. 

The tensions that consequently featured between familial nodes were a microcosm of 

stresses and tensions between language communities in Chinese Singapore as a whole.  

 

Finally, when those chasing the Singapore Dream realised that it was often instead little 

more than a tantalising mirage, English literacy helped to provide an avenue of escape. 

Among the population, it was usually those who were English-literate who commanded 

the economic resources required for migration. More critically, in confronting the 

natural sense of uncertainty over the prospect of settling in a new environment, a strong 
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command of the English language engendered the confidence for the individual and 

nuclear household to do so. For those who sought new pastures, the act of physical 

escape was the ultimate demonstration of agency. It was also an act of defiance that 

would draw the attention and ire of the Singapore government. “It’s my dream”, 

philosophised Robert Wee, “I decide when I want to wake up.”774 But not everyone 

would have the luxury of this choice. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

 
Through reminiscence and collective biography, this thesis has presented a historical 

view of everyday life in Chinese Singapore from 1945 to 2000. By adopting Weber’s 

perspective on viewing class structures within the context of life chances, this thesis has 

demonstrated how English literacy played a critical role in class formation among the 

Chinese of Singapore in the decades from 1945 to the end of the twentieth century. In 

doing so, it has illustrated the hidden social costs of industrialisation and development – 

the price of the ‘economic miracle’ that was exacted from the ordinary Chinese. English 

literacy among the Chinese, this study contends, became an essential mechanism for an 

individual’s economic mobility. However, literacy in English must not be read as a 

single and absolute cause, for other factors must often favour the individual before the 

upward movement of economic status occurs.  

 

This thesis has also recognised the element of historical agency that was enjoyed, to 

varying degrees, by the citizenry in Singapore. As Hobsbawm suggests: 

 

Grassroots historians spend much of their time finding out how societies 

work and when they do not work, as well as how they change. They cannot 

help doing this, since their subject, ordinary people, make up the bulk of any 

society … They know that what people wanted and needed was not always 

what their betters, or those who were cleverer and more influential, thought 

they ought to have.775 

 

In the face of the structuralist juggernaut of industrialisation, economic policy, and 

social engineering, this study has shown that regarding individuals as being more than a 

malleable mass of un-reactive subjects, purely subservient to hegemonic forces and the 

ruling elite, without inclinations, aspirations or strategies of their own, adds a new 

dimension to Singaporean social history. The narratives in the preceding chapters 

provide evidence of how locating areas of resistance and the application of stratagems 

by an individual or a household, no matter how seemingly insignificant the end 

                                                           
775 E. Hobsbawm, On History (London: Abacus, 1998), 285 – 286. 



 

 - 233 -

objectives may be, furnishes us with a more sophisticated, multi-layered understanding 

of how language and class operate among the Chinese of Singapore. 

 

However, acknowledging that the citizenry enjoyed, to varying degrees, an amount of 

agency in the shaping of their lives does not necessarily contradict a structuralist 

approach to understanding Singapore’s social past and present. Indeed this study has 

demonstrated that much of how everyday life is defined is in fact moulded by abstract, 

broader processes that are beyond the control (or at times, comprehension) of the 

ordinary Chinese. The nod to individual agency here is conditioned by understanding 

that it also occurs within the framework of structure, process, and policy. By employing 

the idea of life chances in this analysis, both agency and structural determinism are 

recognised. Through the acquisition of English literacy, the prospect for socio-economic 

mobility is improved for individuals, but it is also merely an opportunity in every sense 

of the word since it is also vulnerable both to structural forces and the personal 

circumstances that an individual finds him or herself in. Hence, individuals might be 

able to break out of a corralling system if they are equipped with the right skills (and 

within the context of the thesis’ argument, the ‘right’ language) and furnished with the 

correct conditions, but there is no guarantee that economic emancipation will come to 

pass. 

 

This study has shown that the formation of linguistically-influenced class structures in 

post-1945 Singapore was a process that began slowly and almost imperceptibly. The 

Japanese occupation functioned as an economic ‘leveller’ for the Chinese communities. 

Despite being literate in the English language, many Chinese (including the Straits 

Chinese or peranakan) were left in dire financial situations after the war. The loss of 

property and assets during the occupation turned many a comfortable life into one that 

was forced to confront the grim realities of poverty or a hand-to-mouth existence. The 

nature of employment in post-war Singapore, featuring a heavy emphasis on menial 

labour and low-status/waged clerical work, meant that English literacy did not provide 

much of an advantage for most. At this point of Singapore’s history, the economic 

reward of being literate in English was not yet obvious for much of the population. 

 

Yet there were many among the non English-literate citizenry who continued to place 

their hopes in the potential of an English education for their children. Amid the chaos 

and hardship of the post-war years, the blueprint for Singapore’s future class structure 
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was being established through shifts in the literacy profile of the population. The 

Chinese dialects were still the dominant mode of communication at the time, although 

literacy in Mandarin had permeated the population through the Chinese-medium 

institutions of education scattered throughout the island. Our view of the Chinese-

speaking household from within has furnished us with a greater understanding on just 

how different the historical experience of ‘Singapore’ was between the socio-economic 

strata, and how the lower classes saw the future of education in a completely different 

light from their more affluent brethren. For the working class or impoverished 

household, an English-medium education was seen by many parents to be the key to 

upward economic mobility, offering access to the highest spectrum of occupations 

available. In ever-increasing numbers parents began to send their children to English 

institutions in the hope of a better future for themselves and their offspring. It is here, 

when different elements within the Chinese-speaking community demonstrate 

contrasting motivations that are heavily defined by the economic situation in their own 

households, where we find evidence of the ordinary person functioning as a mechanism 

in determining history. As many among the Chinese-educated elite rallied to the 

‘defence of Chinese culture’ through their institutions and the establishment of Nanyang 

University, their efforts would ultimately prove to have little bearing on the destiny of 

Chinese education. Instead, it was to be determined by the actions and aspirations of the 

majority of their ethnic brethren among the lower and lowest strata of Singaporean 

society, who felt that economic mobility was of greater importance than a puritanical 

view of Chinese education and culture.  

 

Their choice, along with their ability to act, was further facilitated by a desire on the 

part of the British and, later, the self-ruling government to exert control over what they 

saw as volatile and ‘ideologically-suspect’ Chinese-medium institutions.776 Efforts were 

made to attract the masses to enrol in English schools. Primarily, this was done by 

ensuring that school fees were affordable for the lower income groups. Compared to the 

Chinese institutions, where fees were often several times higher, entering one’s child 

into an English school became an economically sensible choice for poorer families. The 

building of several new English-medium schools and the converting of other existing 

institutions through the offer of financial aid granted an unprecedented ease-of-access to 

English schools for the majority of the population. As the proportion of students 
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enrolled in English institutions increased with each successive cohort, the Chinese 

schools were slowly but steadily rendered irrelevant. 

 

The increased level of access to English education did not, however, mean equal levels 

of success for the individual within the education process. The thesis has shown that the 

system was suffering from high levels of attrition by the time the Goh Report was 

published in 1979, and a  large bulk of students who attended English schools were 

barely literate in the language. Many possessed the ability to read, write and speak in 

English, but not to a level that was considered sufficient by the demands of the 

emerging  ‘new economy’ to gain employment in professional and service occupations 

with high status and wages. This underscores the point made in this thesis that access to 

an English education was never the sole factor that elevated an individual’s economic 

standing. Within the context of everyday life there were other factors that could impinge 

upon or even completely negate the effect of English literacy. The ownership of 

economic resources heavily influenced how long one remained in school, how much 

one was supported through the provision of an environment that was conducive to 

learning and scholarship, and ultimately how well one did in the face of academic trials. 

Many individuals dropped out of school at the end of their primary education or during 

the lower secondary years – and long before the requisite level of English literacy 

needed for higher status occupations was attained – which meant that they were locked 

into a narrow spectrum of employment opportunities, with the most obvious of these to 

be found in the factories which carried the economy of the nation.  

 

During the latter stages of the 1980s, when Singapore’s economy was progressively 

redirected through government policy and technological determinism from low-skill 

manufacturing to a Knowledge-Based Economy, higher levels of academic qualification 

became a requisite even for the factory workers, as well as in the new key industries, 

such as financial and telecommunications services. Because the manufacturing sector 

was the single largest employing industry among the Singaporean working class, the 

shift had devastating consequences for many such households. The workers in their 

forties and beyond often did not possess the academic qualifications they would need in 

the new Knowledge-Based Economy industries. Alternative employment to take 

advantage of the new economy was also not an option, as most workers were not 

sufficiently literate in English (if at all) for jobs in the burgeoning financial and 

telecommunications service sectors. 
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Thus, what the ruling government termed as the “Second Industrial Revolution”, 

occurring in the 1980s when a dramatic income gap between the strata of Singaporean 

society began to appear,777 is a time when divisions within the class structure of Chinese 

Singapore began to solidify. In the context of everyday life the English language 

increasingly functioned as a critical life chance in determining where the individual was 

located within the socio-economic strata, as well as his or her potential for mobility 

between tiers. By the 1990s, it became virtually impossible for an individual from the 

lower classes to achieve upward economic mobility without English literacy. Foremost 

among the prerequisites for attaining better income levels were the rising minimum 

levels of education needed for high-paying careers in the Knowledge-Based Economy. 

Tertiary graduates held over two-thirds of the 150,000 professional positions, and were 

employed in over a third of all senior official and managerial posts.778 With the rapidly 

escalating cost of living in Singapore, it was the jobs with tertiary prerequisites that 

usually commanded the salary levels which gave the individual the best chances of 

attaining his or her material aspirations. And for entry into the local universities to gain 

these qualifications, state-prescribed standards of English literacy needed to be met.  

 

Education and language policy towards the Chinese population also led to a new 

sociolinguistic phenomenon that is closely related to the effect of the acquisition of 

English literacy as a life chance – a generation of Singaporean native speakers of 

English, who were also mono-literate. Despite the PAP’s insistence that Mandarin was 

the ‘mother tongue’ of all ethnic Chinese in Singapore, for many of the English mono-

literates it was as unfamiliar to them as French, Japanese, or Thai. They had grown up 

in nuclear-arranged households that communicated almost entirely in English, and many 

operated in exclusively English-speaking social circles. The success that many English 

users – mono- and biliterates alike – enjoyed in the education system, where literacy in 

the English language was of paramount importance if one wanted to pursue college and 

tertiary education, led to a greater array of employment opportunities in professional 

and managerial positions. The average household income of the English-literate was 

significantly higher than that of the non English-literate communities. Instilled with a 

strong sense of self-confidence by their own growing material affluence and personal 
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success, many English mono-literates resented and resisted the PAP’s attempts at 

imposing what they often considered to be a ‘foreign’ and ‘irrelevant’ language in their 

lives. 

  

Correspondingly, it becomes increasingly clear that economic mobility and the 

fulfilment of material aspirations (the Singaporean Dream, or the ‘Five Cs’ of life) 

cannot be easily achieved without literacy in the English language. The bias emerges 

from two sources, namely the education system and, supported by a government 

discourse about appropriate English language skills, from employers. A disparaging 

view of employees with a poor command of English is evident, and even with the 

proper certification such an individual is not likely to overcome this bias. 

Accompanying the changing needs of Singapore’s new economy, higher levels of 

education and English literacy have become increasingly influential in the stratification 

of Singaporean Chinese society. 

 

The stratification of a community or society is never underpinned by a single reason. 

Through the lives and reminiscences of ordinary Chinese Singaporeans, we have seen 

how this gradual and incontrovertible process was acted out in everyday life. Through 

their accounts, this thesis has presented their ‘Singapore Stories’. These are stories 

where talk of tigers, dragons, and miracles gives way to jobs, family and aspirations; 

narratives where the triumphant statistics of industrial development yield to the social 

costs of urbanisation. The formation of Singapore’s contemporary class structure is a 

historical process that is not solely dictated by literacy in the English language. But the 

evidence of the latter’s growing influence in shaping class structures among the Chinese 

through the decades cannot be ignored. By understanding class as being shaped by the 

life chances that are available to the individual, it is patent that English literacy is a 

primary factor in the formation of class structures that exist among the Chinese in 

Singapore. Whether or not this trend will continue into the future is a matter of 

conjecture. However, the historical patterns that have been outlined in this thesis allow 

us to imagine two likely possibilities for the near future. 

 

Should current trends in language and class continue, one possible outcome would be a 

tangible shift in the climate of domestic politics. This could involve a weakening in the 

PAP’s legitimacy in positing itself as the sole and ideal ruling body and a growing 

demand for an opposition voice in parliament. It is unlikely the tensions caused by 
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language, literacy, and class among the Chinese of Singapore can be sustained 

indefinitely. The lower socio-economic strata of society is growing in size with each 

passing year, with an increasing proportion of the population find themselves unable to 

reconcile their material aspirations with the financial demands of everyday life. With 

the cost of material symbols of class escalating rapidly, a mood of discontent in 

Singapore’s social and economic substratum has already begun to manifest itself. In the 

General Elections of 2006, Lee Hsien Loong, eldest son of Lee Kuan Yew and the 

current Prime Minister of Singapore, witnessed a third of his own electorate in Ang Mo 

Kio (a constituency with a large presence of working class Chinese language users) vote 

against him. The fact that his was the lowest margin of victory by any Prime Minister in 

his own constituency since independence is not the only point to be taken in this affair; 

what is striking is the fact that so many of his constituents chose to vote for the 

representatives from the Worker’s Party who were, for all intents and purposes, political 

unknowns.  

 

Under such circumstances, history may yet repeat itself and the agency of the citizenry 

might be demonstrated once again in a more obvious fashion. A re-enactment of the 

elections of 1955, where a party that was seen to be out of touch with the concerns of 

everyday life was rejected by the electorate for one that catered to these anxieties, may 

not be in the offing. But the socio-economic implications that language and literacy 

have had on class among the Chinese of Singapore in the past few decades – primarily 

the increased polarisation of the community and everyday life experience along 

language lines – may yet lead to a greater and more vocal opposition presence in the 

arena of domestic politics. The battle lines may not be drawn exclusively along issues of 

language and literacy, but the glaring impact that these have had on class structures is an 

inescapable fact. A large group of working class Chinese have had no access to higher 

education, and to levels of English literacy that would allow them to flourish in the 

Knowledge-Based Economy, and as their ability to reconcile their material aspirations 

with reality weakens, their agitation toward the highly-visible disparity in wealth will 

increase correspondingly.  

 

Another possibility is that the links discussed in the preceding chapters between 

language, literacy, and class among the Chinese of Singapore might be temporary. With 

the emergence of China as a world economic power, and the consequent growing 

recognition and prestige of Chinese (particularly Mandarin as its spoken form) as being 



 

 - 239 -

a key language of economic development and trade, the advantages of literacy in 

English among the Singaporean Chinese may not be as apparent. That the new century 

will be regarded as ‘the Chinese century’ is an outcome that is being forecast by the 

PAP. In more recent years the party has expanded the Speak Mandarin Campaign from 

being an exercise in nation/community-building into and assimilation, as scholars such 

as Barr suggest,779 into a means of forging business and economic affiliations. If the 

Singaporean economy was to be deeply integrated into the nexus of Chinese mercantile 

links, and it appears that the PAP is encouraging this, it is possible that being literate in 

Chinese would become as socio-economically significant a life chance as being literate 

in English. Should this be written in the constellations of the nation’s destiny, then 

future historians may well record the role of English literacy in class formation as being 

a fleeting phase in Singapore’s past.  

 

                                                           
779 See M.D. Barr and J. Low, ‘Assimilation as multiracialism: The case of Singapore’s Malays’, Asian 
Ethnicity, Vol.6 (3), 2005, 161 – 182. 
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Appendix A 
 
 

“Questions From A Worker Who Reads”, by Bertolt Brecht 
 

 
 

Who built Thebes of the seven gates? 

In the books you will find the names of kings. 

Did the kings haul up the rock-slabs? 

 In which houses did the builders live 

In gold-glittering Lima? 

Where, the evening that the Wall of China was finished 

Did the masons go? Great Rome 

Is full of triumphal arches. Who erected them? 

Over whom did the Caesars triumph? 

Had Byzantium, much praised in song 

Only palaces for its inhabitants? 

Even in fabled Atlantis 

The night the ocean engulfed it 

The drowning still bawled for their slaves. 

The young Alexander conquered India. 

He alone? 

Caesar beat the Gauls. 

With not even a cook?  

Frederick the Second won the Seven Year's War. 

Who else won it? 

A victory on every page 

Who cooked the victory feast? 

A great man every ten years. 

Who paid the costs? 

 

So many reports. 

So many questions. 



 

 - 258 -

 

Appendix B 
 
 

Excerpt from the Report of the Housing Committee Singapore, 1947, 
Chapter V: Existing types of buildings in the Singapore Municipal area, 

1947 780 
 
 

Shop-houses. 

 

The shop-house is the most popular type of building in Singapore. For the last 100 years 

Singapore has been a city of shop-houses. The original subdivisions made in the early 

days of Singapore to accommodate residential property, i.e. large compound houses, 

were subsequently subdivided into lots of about 16 feet wide and of depth up to 200 

feet, utilising to the maximum advantage the existing road frontages, making no 

provision for rear access. The result has been that buildings have been erected in the last 

100 years on these lots covering the whole area except small openings which were 

originally meant for air wells, but which in overcrowded conditions have become mere 

flues for cooking and general purposes, and in some cases completely roofed over. 

 

The original shop-house type was quite suitable for the purpose for which it was built, 

that is a shop on the ground floor at the front of the building, and the remainder of the 

building used for housing the people who worked the shop. This arrangement was 

satisfactory for the one-man business, but in the latter half of the last century, with the 

expansion of trade and increase in immigration, additions were made to the original two 

storied buildings, many of which were raised to 4 storeys, the upper storeys being 

crowded with workers who eventually married and brought their families to live in the 

cubicles which were created. 

 

Terrace House. 

 

This type is a modification of the shop-house for dwelling purposes only. If properly 

planned, it can be healthy, pleasant and economical. There are many good examples of 

                                                           
780 Report of the Housing Committee Singapore, 1947 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1947), 5 
– 6. 
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two storied terrace houses in Singapore with small compounds in front, and this 

development is reasonably satisfactory until business encroaches in the area and the 

ground floors are converted into business premises with the resultant subdivision of the 

upper floors and the conversion of the forecourt into a shop annex or junk store. This 

trend will not be eliminated until adequate zoning powers are obtained. 

 

Tenements. 

 

Most of the tenements built pre-war were built either by Government, Harbour Board or 

other public bodies. Many buildings of the shop-house type have been converted into 

tenements with shops on the ground floor, separate stairs to the upper floors which are 

sub-divided into cubicles under the vicious system of sub-letting, which is at the core of 

the housing problem in Singapore. These so-called tenements have common kitchens, 

bathrooms and latrines which are totally inadequate for the overcrowded population. 

The cubicles are dark and mostly unventilated and the kitchen and rear portions are 

invariably in a filthy and unsanitary condition. 

 

Labourer’s Lines. 

 

Prior to the war, labours’ lines were provided by the Government and other public 

bodies and by private enterprise to house their labour forces, and the types have 

improved immensely in recent years. They are, however, most inadequate in that only 

one room is provided for a family. Where communal living takes place, it is essential 

that cleansing arrangements are made on a communal scale, and that there is adequate 

supervision. 

 

Plank and Attap Houses. 

 

These houses are deservedly popular in rural areas as they are comparatively cheap to 

erect, and comfortable to live in, particularly when they are raised from the ground and 

situated in adequate compounds. Unfortunately many sites within the Municipal areas 

have been developed with wood and attap shacks huddled together in conditions which 

are not fit for animals to live in, and they form the worst type of slum. These conditions 

have resulted from the inability of private enterprise to house the poorer classes who are 
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unable to pay an economic rent for a cubicle thrice sub-let in an overcrowded shop-

house. 

 

These unsanitary kampongs have no proper means of drainage and sanitation and are a 

menace to the health of the city. Typical examples are to be found at Kampong Silat, 

Tiong Bahru and Chin Swee road, but the areas are too numerous to mention here. 

There is no accurate estimate of the number of people who live in these unsanitary 

kampongs, but they must be at least 100,000. The only solution to this problem is 

demolition and re-housing. 
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Appendix C 
 
 

Excerpts from the Report of Singapore Labour Department, 1946 781 
 

 
XIII. Labour Agreements 

 

Before the 1914 war, Chinese and Indian labourers were often brought to Malaya on 

contracts which required them to work for a certain period, usually two or three years. 

This system of contract labour was made illegal for Indians in 1910 and for Chinese in 

1914 and since then any written agreement to labour has been void and either side can 

terminate a verbal agreement to labour by the giving of a maximum of one month’s 

notice (or the payment of a maximum of one month’s wages in lieu) to the other party. 

Although the employer is still legally able to recruit labour from outside Singapore, the 

whole expense of the recruitment must be borne by the employer, the labourer must 

arrive free of debt, and the employer has no legal hold over the labourer, and is not 

allowed to have any economic hold over him. 

 

XVIII. Sick Pay 

 

There is no system of Social Insurance in Malaya and therefore the cost of benefits such 

as sick pay, maternity allowance, where given has to be borne entirely by the employer 

and is not shared by the employee and the State as in the United Kingdom. Any labourer 

who is sick can obtain free treatment in the Tan Tock Seng’s Hospital, and some 

employers arrange with a private medical practitioner to give their employees free 

treatment for a limited period. Government and Municipal labourers are entitled to 42 

days full pay sick leave each year, but their respective Ministries have not yet 

authorised the giving of a similar concession by the Services. Many other employers 

give varying periods of sick leave on full or half-pay. 

 

XIX. Food 

 

                                                           
781 Report of Singapore Labour Department, 1946 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1947), 7 – 
27. 
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Before the war it was the normal practice of most Chinese employers to provide their 

labourers with food. Owing to the rationing of rice this practice has decreased, although 

many employers still provide three free meals per day. 

 

XXII. Labour Unrest 

 

There is a natural tendency to consider that Labour disputes and strikes are 

synonymous, and unfortunately in Singapore the number of disputes which do develop 

into strikes is far too high. There are several reasons for this. One is that Trade Unions 

are still so undeveloped that it is very difficult for an employer to know whether any 

self-styled representative of his workers does really represent those workers. There is a 

natural reluctance among employers to discuss demands made to them by an 

unregistered Union or by some Livelihood Committee about which they have never 

heard until the demands have been received, and about which they can get no 

information from their employees. But demands have frequently been made by such 

organisations, and the refusal of the employer to deal with the spokesmen has led to a 

strike. In a number of cases the employers have tended to refuse concessions have 

tended to refuse concessions in the hope that there would be no strike, and, when the 

men have struck, have given all that was asked. Employers complain that their labourers 

go on strike, but the labourers know that in most cases the employer will not go to the 

limit of what he will give unless they do go on strike. Striking has, on the whole, been 

shown to pay, and so long as more can be gained by striking than can be gained by not 

striking, strikes will continue, and no amount of talking about the advantages of settling 

disputes without strikes is likely to have any effect. 

 

From 13th June until 14th November there was no day on which at least some labourers 

were not on strike. The demands made in each strike during that period were often 

numerous, and frequently demands were made for concessions which had already been 

given, apparently with the idea of making certain that at least some of the demands 

would be conceded. But only two demands of any real importance appeared. The first of 

these was the demand for an increase in earnings, whether by more pay, by increased 

overtime wages, by the payment of rehabilitation grants, or by the payment of wages for 

the period of the Japanese Occupation. The second was that no man should be dismissed 

or retrenched except by permission of the Union, and that in any case he should receive 

three months’ wages as compensation. 
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XXIV. Wages 

 

Almost every labourer in Singapore is either paid wages at daily rates or works on piece 

rates. Only a very few are employed on monthly rates of pay, and these are usually men 

in supervisory positions or men whose work is not constant from day to day. 

 

Before the war there was a statutory minimum wage for South Indian labourers, but on 

the liberation this was considered to be unnecessary, and there are now no statutory 

minimum or other wages. 
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Appendix D 
 
 

Excerpts from the Report of Singapore Labour Department, 1952 782 
 

 
III. Industrial Relations 

 

Over seventy disputes were reported during the year, a slightly higher figure than during 

the previous year. Though there were four strikes, in most cases the parties sought the 

conciliation services of the Department, and in nearly every case a settlement was 

reached by negotiation. Workmen were usually represented by their Unions, and in 

general both sides showed patience and tolerance in their dealings with each other. Most 

of the disputes were about wage-rates, holidays, sick pay, medical attention, hours of 

work, and overtime. 

 

Under the Trade Unions Ordinance, all Trade Unions in the Colony must be registered. 

During the year, the number of unions of employees increased from 107 to 122, and 

union membership increased from 58,322 to 63,831. The number of employers’ unions 

increased by two to a total of 42, with a membership of 5,321. Most of the new 

employees’ unions registered were small ones organised on a departmental or shop 

basis, and their establishment created a situation in which in some occupations or trades 

there were three or four unions endeavouring to enlist members. Of the four unions of 

employees which were removed from the register, three had ceased to exist and the 

fourth went into voluntary dissolution. Four other unions were called upon to show 

cause why their certificates of registration should not be cancelled. One union was 

successfully prosecuted for failing to furnish returns for the year 1950 to 1951 under 

section 44 of the Trade Unions Ordinance. 

 

VI. Women and Children 

 

Of the total of 126,616 manual workers reported by establishments as being employed 

on the 30th September, 1952, about 16,000 were female adults and about 3,500 were 

                                                           
782 Report of Singapore Labour Department, 1952 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1953), 4 – 
16. 
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juveniles (under age 18). Women, therefore, made up about 12 per cent of the total 

reported manual labour force in the Colony. 

 

VIII. Social Security 

 

During the year, 2,844 persons were reported to have met with accidents arising out of 

and during the course of their employment. Of there 43 died, 101 suffered permanent 

disablement and 2,700 suffered temporary disablement mostly of a minor nature. 

Although the number of reported cases was 361 more than the previous year, the 

number of fatal accidents was 28 fewer than in 1951. Of the 43 fatal cases, three were 

outside the scope of the Workmen’s Compensation Ordinance, 14 were still under 

investigation at the end of the year because dependants were in China or India, and 20 

were heard and disposed of by the Commissioner for Workmen’s Compensation. In 6 

cases no dependants were traced. The total sum awarded to dependants in the 20 cases 

heard by the Commissioner for Workmen’s Compensation was $57,967.42, all of which 

was paid by employers. 

 

The greatest number, both of fatal accidents and those resulting in permanent 

disablement occurred, as in the previous year, in transport and communication. The 

incidence of fatal accidents was again highest among stevedores and dock labourers (40 

per cent) and builders (25 per cent). Stevedores and dock labourers also suffered the 

highest number of accidents resulting in permanent disablement (26 per cent); the next 

highest were the sawmill and furniture factory workers (18 per cent). The chief causes 

of fatal accidents were ‘falls’ (40 per cent) and ‘falling objects’ (32.5 per cent). The 

main causes of accidents resulting in permanent disablement were: – 

 

Industrial machinery (25 per cent); 

Foreign body in eye (18 per cent); 

Falling objects (15 per cent); 

Tipping, slipping and/or rolling objects (14 per cent); and 

Hand tools (12 per cent) 

 

In accidents resulting in permanent disablement, the parts of the body most frequently 

affected were the hands and fingers (59.41 per cent). In 64 per cent of the permanent 

disablement cases workmen suffered less than 20 per cent disability. As in the two 
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previous years the commonest cause of fatal accidents was falling from height, the 

percentages of such accidents in 1950, 1951, and 1952 due to this cause being 30 per 

cent, 45.5 per cent and 40 per cent respectively. Accidents resulting in permanent 

disablement and caused by industrial machinery appeared to be decreasing, percentages 

in 1950, 1951 and 1952 being 36 per cent, 26 per cent and 25 per cent respectively. In 

all cases, figures relate only to accidents falling within the scope of the Workmen’s 

Compensation Ordinance. 
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Appendix E 
 
 

Excerpts from the Singapore Police Force Annual Report for 1948 783 
 

 
The Force 

 

From the foregoing it will be seen that 1948 opened on a sombre picture, armed 

robberies were on the increase (seventy-eight were reported in January) and strikes were 

occurring with considerable frequency. As a preliminary to each strike, the Communist 

agitators though out more impossible demands to be made, allegedly on behalf of 

labour. Genuine labour, it should be recorded, were only too anxious to work and their 

main wish was to be left unmolested. 

 

It is not generally appreciated that the first smoke house was burnt down in Singapore 

and the first grenade was thrown in Singapore. These acts were countered by vigorous 

police action and the leader’s of the Malayan Communist Party went underground and 

many of the crossed the Causeway into the Federation. It is satisfactory to record that 

the Force has been able to render material assistance to the Federation Police, and 17 

officers, 13 inspectors and 265 men, at various dates, spent 3,851 man days in active 

operations in Johore. 

 

Crime 

 

Serious crime has sown a very appreciable decrease during 1948 as compared with 

1947. The highest crime figures reported in 1948 occurred in January. In February 

serious and minor crime began to show reduced figures and the most noticeable 

decrease began in July and continued steadily to the end of the year. This was due 

largely to the emergency regulations and to the action which the Police were enabled to 

take in consequence thereof. 

 

                                                           
783 Singapore Police Force Annual Report for 1948 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1949), 4 – 
12. 
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The low incidence of crime now obtaining in Singapore must, in some measure, be 

attributed to the policy of Government in going ahead with the banishment of criminal 

aliens. The application of banishment powers has proved their value and their continued 

application is more vital to the Colony now than ever in the past. 
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Appendix F 
 
 

Information sheet provided to interviewees 784 
 

 

 
Information Sheet 

  

Project title: Singaporeans, language and the politics of identity 
  

This project aims to detail and understand the cultural stereotypes perceived by Singaporeans 

through the use of language in daily life. It will also examine the economic and social 

implications of these stereotypes on Singaporean society.  

The aim of this interview is to examine the effects of the State’s language and social policies 

from the perspective of the population, and it is my hope that this study will eventually be 

published as a book.  

I will be asking you a number of questions about the way in which the emphasis in 

contemporary Singaporean society on the importance of English and Mandarin marginalises 

other languages such as Tamil, Malay and Chinese dialects to the extent that speaking them is 

seen as a sign that someone is “uneducated”. You may choose to answer “off the record”, “on 

the record” or not at all. If you decide at any time in the interview to withdraw, you are free to 

do so without reason or prejudice. I will destroy my notes relating to our interview, and not 

record your name.  

Your participation in this study does not prejudice any right to monetary or material 

compensation, which you may have under statute or common law.  

If you have any questions that have not been addressed by the statements above, please do not 

hesitate to raise such queries to me.  

 
 

Researcher: Ernest Koh Wee Song  

PhD Candidate, The University of Western Australia  

School of Social and Cultural Studies, Tel: (+61) 94561992  

Email: tsenre@tartarus.uwa.edu.au 

                                                           
784 A full verbal translation of the document was provided for participants who were not literate in 
English. 
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Appendix G 
 
 

Consent form provided to interviewees 785 
 

 

 

Consent Form 
  

Title of project: Singaporeans, language and the politics of identity 
  

I (the participant) have read the information provided and any questions I have asked have been 

answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this activity, realising that I may withdraw 

at any time without reason and without prejudice.  

I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not be 

released by the investigator unless required to by law. I have been advised as to what data is 

being collected, what the purpose is, and what will be done with the data upon completion of the 

research.  

I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published provided my name or other 

identifying information is not used.  

 
 
 
 
 
______________   __________________  
Researcher:   Participant Date  

                                                           
785 A full verbal translation of the document was provided for participants who were not literate in 
English. 


