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THESIS ABSTRACT

Valerie A. Wingfield
Master of Arts
Department of Art History
June 2012

Title: Personal Iclentity Through Architecture in Singapore at the Turn of the
Nineteenth Century

People from many different ethnic Laclzgrounds settled in Singapore over the course
of the nineteenth century, maleing new lives for themselves on an island with very little
recent human habitation. The homes Jchey chose to build for themselves reflected new,
sometimes aspirational, hybrid identities. A close observation of these structures helps to

form a more complete picture of social conditions in turn of the century Singapore.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

About the Study

As many successful people in colonial Singapore enjoyed complex, multi-cultural
identities, and their homes reflect this fact. Singapore's unique culture can be appreciatecl
from many different perspectives, but one of the better ways to experience Singapore's
colonial history is through an observation of various examples of colonial era architecture.
A home built for oneself is an intensely personal reflection of one's i(lenti’cy. As such, a
home would seem hlzely to reflect one's core identi’cy, rather than more superficial aspects.
A hyl)rid home in colonial Singapore is reflective, then, of a full embrasure of identity
with one's ancestors but also of the heavily English cultural influence of Singapore.

This investigation can be satisfying as a glossing overview of different historical,
tropical styles, but if one knows about the social history of Singapore, these structures
may be read as architectural Synecdoches for the greater story of this island. Although an
English colonial culture was dominant, even Anglo Black and White homes were hyl)ricl
in nature, reﬂecting societal stress and the inescapal)ly hy]aricl nature of Singaporean
society.

The differences in ethnic, domestic architectural choices in colonial Singapore can be

read as a reflection of the social position of the various groups that lived there. Forces that



heipeﬁl to siiape Singapore, such as the nature of its iounciing, the Raffles Plan, and the
speciiic economic conditions all heipe(i to create a unique social situation that was
simultaneously iil:)erating for some and pressurizing for others. In response, these anxieties
and desires found expression in domestic architecture.

In the case of Tamil immigrants, their originai and mociest, Angio—inﬂuencecl (iesigns
spoize of a desire to take part in the dominant, prosperous culture. Chinese merchant
princes found par’ciai assimilation into the colonial structure so aclvantageous that ’they
used their wealth to build themselves Beaux Arts mansions, with neariy every element
importecl from Europe. Homes could also express anxiety. The famous Five Foot Ways of
Chinatown were a produc‘c of horriiicaﬂy overcrowded conditions, which in turn reflected
the heritage of the Raffles plan and persistent concerns over the “yeliow perii”.1

One of the most unique expressions of architectural identity is known toclay as Black
and Whites. These were commissioned exciusiveiy ];)y middle class Angios and remained a
popuiar styie for almost a century. Taken together, these Luiiclings ileip create a
compeiiing image of colonial Singapore's culture. Of particular interest are the homes of
two groups who enjoyeci (or not) a uniqueiy close relationship held togetiier almost entireiy

ti'irougii clynamic social tension: the Chinese merchant-princes and the middle class

1 “Five Foot Ways” was a term used to describe the very narrow conditions pro&uced i)y severe
overcrowding. Lives were lived partiaﬂy in the streets , ieading to as little as five feet of passai)ie space between
the two sides of the street.



British cogs in the Imperial machine. Their relationship and the tension it produced was a
defining feature of life in Singapore, and their homes were often physicaﬂy near to each
other, rather than l)eing in ethnic enclaves as seen in the rest of Singapore. Anglos in
Singapore showed a distinct pre£erence for Black and White s’cyle homes over an extended
period. A close reading of these structures helps to shed hght on the unique social
pressures experienced ]oy Anglos in Singapore, where a combination of racist and colonial

icleology came into conflict with the unavoidable economic realities of their adoptecl home.

Research Restrictions

There are a huge number of questions that might 1ogicaﬂy come to mind in relation
to the architecture of colonial Singapore and the people who commissioned and built
these structures. Unfortunately, numerous hurdles face the would-be researcher. Almost
no academic work has been done in relation to Singapore, with the exception of some
sociological work on postcolonial Singapore development. What little work there is on
architecture in Singapore frequently focuses on the changes that have been Wrought upon
the urban 1andscape since in(lepenclence. As for the builclings themselves, almost the
entire island has been rebuilt since the 1960s, and the destruction has continued into the
twen’ty—first century. A handful of I)uilclings have been spared, and indeed restored at great

expense, but they are very much the exception that proves the rule.



Even the first two architects to come to Singapore are haﬂﬂy documented, although
both were trained in the United King(lom. Consequently, there has been little if any
scholarly work done on these men. Inquiries to the Royal Society of British Architects
yielcle(l no new leads. On R.A.J. Bidwell, who designecl several of the rare preserved
Luilclings in Singapore, they do not even have a Liography available to scholars.

As a result, there is a relative dearth of appropriate sources and so the only available
methoclology has been to branch out into sociological texts. In doing so, it is hope(l that
the neighboring studies of the various ethnic groups can be used to inform the theories
proposecl about the homes they lived in. These homes, now gone, are referenced from
photographs and planning commission submissions. In the case of the primary su]aject of
this Worlz, the Black and Whites, a few examples remain, and contemporary,
commissioned images may be referenced. Although it is not loeyoncl possibﬂity that floor
plans and schematics still exist for some of these structures, they are at this time either

lost or unavailable to scholarly inquiry.



CHAPTER II

ESTABLISHMENT OF TERMS

Self-Identification Throuéh Architecture

In the present day, every aspect of identity and how it might be expressecl is a pressing
issue, for politicians, academics, and individuals. What is not always comple’cely
understood or aclenowledged is that this is not an exclusively modern concern, so such an
answer may be neither accurate nor possilr)le. The area once known as the Straits
Settlements has a long and rich history of procluc’cive and relatively peaceal)le cultural
plura]i‘cy, resulting in historical examples of a variety of individuals each navigating their
own complex and flexible cultural identities throughou’c their lives.?

At first thought, it may seem that claiming architecture is quite so integral to identity
is an overstatement. Although architecture has recen’tly been getting more serious
consideration in the fields of art appreciation and art history, it is unclenialaly the case that
architecture is fun(lamentauy different from many other types of art. Perhaps alone
among the manifestations commonly acceptecl as “art”, architecture requires a clegree of

use-function to be properly termed “architecture” at all. The “work” that a residential

2, The area referred to as the Straits Settlements was comprise(l of unconnected settlements extending from
the tip of the Malay Peninsula up the western seacoast with the most significant areas }oeing modern-day
Singapore, Malacca, and Penang. Although quite different and disparate from each other, t]ney were
administered jointly, first l)y the British East India Company, and later as a Crown Colony.



Luilcling does is to allow the people who reside within it to carry out their lives in the
manner ’they see fit.

Although it is possible that a £amily might choose to live in a home built for a culture
that is not theirs, and is therefore uncomfortable, it seems unlilzely that without
extenuating circumstances any £amily would choose this delil)era’tely, and certainly would
not pay exor]aitantly for the privilege. It is plausil)le, however, that a family would choose
to live in a home type that was not “theirs” if it represented the kind of life they wished to
have.? With these considerations in mind, a look at the conditions that created Singapore
will help clarify the reasons behind the unique society that developecl there.

Self-identified Asiatic Britishers were not merely slavishly copying the tastes of their
colonial masters, and neither were they futilely aping a culture they did not truly
understand and were disallowed from participating in.* Rather, tl'ley seem to have
genuinely felt that, as one of multiple identities, they were British in almost every sense.
Thus it was quite natural that they would take pricle in implementing the latest in
European s’cyles when they built their homes, a speciﬁc setting where having a European

i(lentity gave them an a(lvantage. This change in i(lentity can be followed and the effects it

3 Such as accepting poverty and discomfort as the opportunity cost for one's children to have a “better life”.

4 “Asiatic Britishers” was the term some members of this group used to articulate the dual identities and
loyalties t]ney had. Tan, “Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore,” ]ouma/ ofSoutlzeast Asian
Architecture 2, no.1 (1997) 7.



had on the domestic architecture in various communities iieips to demonstrate their

changing reia’tionsiiip with Singaporean society.

Foundation of Singapore

East India Company and Raffles

Many of the reasons behind the compiex cultural identities in Singapore can be
traced back to the unique foundational conditions and iiistory of the island coiony. There
is very little that may be said about Singaporean iiistory without invoizing the name of Sir
Stamford Raffles and his eponymous Plan. Aitiiougii Raffles spent a comparativeiy small
amount of time in Singapore, his presence as a leader genuineiy beloved i)y his peopie and
his unwavering dedication to what was rigiit for his aclop’ce(i home left a iegacy that saw
the little island tiirougii neariy iii-ty years of continual efforts to abandon, squasii, or
negiect it out of existence.

The peculiarities of the East India Company also piayeci an important and formative
role in the foundational years of Singapore's iiis’cory. The role of the Company was iargeiy
negative, both in the sense that the ciianges it sougii’c to effect were not to the benefit of
the island, and in the sense that the iegacy of the East India Company in Singapore is
one of absence—a lack of piiysicai or effective governing presence. Finaiiy, the continual

and varied flow of immigrants into Singapore drove all forms of growtii, from popuiation



to economic. This unique mix of influences is uncloubte(ﬂy the reason for the sulasequent
unusual grow’ch and success of Singapore through the colonial and post—colonial eras. Lo
better understand this early history is to be able to properly contextualize the singular

nature of colonial Singapore and the architecture that resulted.
Territorial Claims

The process ]oy which Sir Stamford Raffles came to Singapore was common enough:
at the age of 24 in 1805, having worked in the London offices of the East India
Company for some years previous, he found himself promotecl to Assistant Secretary of
the new Penang presiclency.S This was cer’cainly a mixed Messing: although it representecl
an ideal opportunity to feed his personal ambitions, the promotion was not without its
risks. The journey to Penang was a long one, (luring which any number of things could go
£ataﬂy wrong, and once in the tropics there was an interminable list of diseases that
afflicted Europeans clisproportionately. Sudden death from disease was a major hurdle in
the proper administration of British-claimed areas around the glo]oe.6 Despite his
inherited shor’ccomings of gentile poverty and a lack of formal education, Raffles' (lriving
desire was to take what he believed to be his “right{-ul" place among the 1anclecl, Wealthy,
and aristocratic. As a result, he not only survived the tropics, but in a peculiar manner was

able to thrive.

&5 Turnbull, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2" ed,” 6.

6 1hid., 35.



After an initial and profouncl failure to profitably administer Java, during which he
angerecl both the natives and the neigh]:)oring Dutch, while expencling proﬂigate amounts
of money, he was recalled to London in 1816. At this time, he warned that British trade
interests with China must be protectecl via the creation and maintenance of some £riencuy
ports between China and the Cape of Good Hope (this being the most direct trade route
towards England).” By 1818 he had been forgiven to a sufficient degree to be sent out to
Bencoolen, where he once again sent frantic word to the home office that Dutch
expansion must be stoppecl for Britain to remain competitive in the lucrative China
trade.® This was no small matter, as tea and silk imports made many fortunes in London,
and the only trade entity entitled to do business in China was the East India Company
itself. Specificaﬂy, he was concerned that with Dutch control of the Straits of both Sunda
and Malacca, the British would be helpless against a power play from Amsterdam. With
the Charter Act of 1813, Raffles knew that the East India Company had lost all trade
monopolies except their tea and China trades.

Although the offices in London rebuked him yet again, Raffles was able to get
permission to visit Francis Rawdon-Hastings, 1st Marquess of Hastings, who was serving

as Governor-General in India. In their conversations, Raffles tried and failed to get

7 The importance and 1ooming presence of China can be felt ’cl’lrough almost all of the early difficulties
involving the foundation of Singapore and are sufﬁciently complex to warrant a separate paper. See

Appen(lix A for a brief summation.

8 Bencoolen was the name given to a narrow stretch of land on the south-west side of Sumatra laid claim to

Ly the East India Company from 1685 until 1824.



support for a series of small outposts throughout Dutch Sumatra (and little Wonder!).
Hastings did approve of setting up some sort of British presence along the Straits of
Malacca inasmuch as it did not Lring direct conflict with the Dutch.? To this en(l, Raffles
was permitted to enlist the assistance of Colonel William Farquhar, then of Penang and
preparing to retire. Having previously engaged in battle against the Dutch in the region,
Farquhar had a great deal of antipathy towards them stored up and was only too happy to
join Raffles' cause. Upon Raffles' 1anc1ing in Penang, he promptly learned that the Dutch
had annulled Farquhar's treaty of 1818, which allowed safe British trade through the
Dutch controlled Straits of Malacca.

Far from being upset, high—minclecl Raffles saw this as a fantastic opportunity, and
sent Farquhar forth to find a suitable spot for the British to put down some roots on the
southern tip of the peninsula while he took care of the last of the planning stage in
Acheh. Not everyone was equaﬂy enamored with Raffles' ambitions, however, and a
Colonel Bannerman in Penang tried to forestall the process Ly demanding confirmation
of the expe(litionary goals from Calcutta, hlzely out of pique because he had not been part
of the decision process to set up a new base of operations on the Malay Peninsula.

Having been part of Bast India Company operations for almost fifteen years, Raffles
had learned a thing or two about how to get things done, and so he agreed to wait for

instruction from Calcutta, and then promptly snuck out of Penang in the night, seeleing

9 Turn]:)uﬂ, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2““l ed,” 7.
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to join Farquhar at points south. They ended up on the island of Singapore, where Jcliey
were able to Luy out the Sultan and the Sultan's ljrother, who contested the throne, for a
combined $8,000 a year. Raffles promptly left to return to Bencoolen, of which he was

still nominaﬂy in charge clespite having been gone for almost a year.10

Disputecl Ownership

The first year of Singapore's founding was rough. The happily bought-out Sultan
promptly wrote to many members of his extended family and claimed (among other
things) that the British had intimidated him into signing over the island. The Dutch got
wind of the matter and, on the theory that they had laid claim to the entire archipelago,
complained bitterly to Penang. Farquhar begged for reinforcements from Bannerman, but
the Colonel held a grudge and instead made efforts to have Raffles called back to London.
Despite Bannerman's uncharitable intentions towards Raffles, Farquhar, and Singapore
generally, the unintended effect of his actions was to lull the Dutch into believing that
everything would work itself out, giving the colony time to grow.

In Bencoolen, Raffles received word from the Governor-General of India that he
would advocate on Singapore and Raffles' behalf with London, prodded partially by a

positive hate for Bannerman, but also by the belief that a port like Singapore ought to

10 Turnbull, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2Med,” 8.

11



exist. The knife was twisted when Bannerman was ordered by Hastings to send troops to
defend Singapore against possilole Dutch incursion." By the time word of events had
reached London, a few members of Parliament had realized that the value of Singapore
outweighed any possil)le nastiness with the Dutch, and were wiﬂing to negotiate to lzeep it.
Raffles slept well, lenowing that the longer the details took, the better his claim to
Singapore would be. As in many other situations, possession of islands seems to have been

o . . ” . .
nine points of 1nterna‘c10nal 1aw.

Conflict of Interest

It should be noted that the Dutch had every reasonable expectation of fairly
consistent behavior between the East India Company and the government of Great
Britain. Although the Company was a nominaﬂy private consortium of merchants who
had banded together to take aclvantage of certain trade opportunities as chartered from the
Crown, the reality was not nearly so simple or neat. There was consistent and persistent
overlap between those gentlemen who served on the Board of Directors for the Company
and members of Parliament.

As though this alone did not cause enough conflict of interest, many members of

Parliament who did not serve on the Board of Directors were invested heavily in the

11 Farqu]nar had also learned how to work the system over the course of his career in the far East, and had

alreacly diverted a company more than twice as large as Bannerman's en route from Bencoolen to India.

12



Company as it regularly made very healthy proﬁts. As Parliament was responsible for
regula’cing the Company as well as establishing where it would enjoy monopolies, it could
take immense efforts to effect any unfavorable c}langes to official stances regarcling the
Cornpany.12

The British government also took aclvantage of the clegree of influence and control
they had over the East India Company and regularly took action under the guise of the
Company that Jchey could not make on their own without clrawing international censure.
Although the veil was very thin, it afforded a degree of plausible deniability for the malzing
and ]Jrealzing of treaties across India during the period of consolidation, or for the entire
duration of the opium trade with China."® The fiction used to explain away the use of
public funds to protect or even advance private interest was a nod and a wink towards
“protecting Crown interests overseas’.

Strangely, the Company were the holders of almost all the Crown interests overseas
until such time as these “interests” managed to be forrnaﬂy converted into Crown

Colonies, which Ly odd coincidence the British pu]:)lic was still require(l to fund and

12 Inclee(]., the desire to protect Company pro{its in the American colonies resulted in the Seven Years War,
the aftereffects of which (lirec’cly informed the sulasequen’t complain’cs of the colonists. The taxes that were
levied to pay the troops that had fought to defend Company profits were a par’cicular sore point amongst the
colonists, and a point on which Parliament was uniquely reluctant to move. This was entirely typical of the
British government's tendencies to use government funds (or troops, or taxes, or...) to defend and protect

the Company.

13 As mentioned in Appenclix A, the Imperial Court in China was well aware of the complicity, awareness,
and influence Parliament had over the Company and enjoined them directly to put a stop to the trade.
N a’curaﬂy, Parliament did nothing, claiming their hands were tied.

13



protect. Such was the eventual fate of Singapore, although they had been sufficiently
mistreated by the Company by that point that they were grateful for the privilege.

The literal foun(ling of Singapore was able to progress with relatively few difficulties
for a time, due to the wisdom and experience of Farquhar and the relatively close location
of Penang, from whence necessary supplies could be shipped. Within weeks, Farquhar's
reputation had drawn in hundreds of immigrants form Malacca." The city would grow

accorcling to Raffles’ grancl Plan, which was truly a procluct of the Age of Enlightenment.

14 Farqu]nar had married a Ma.lay woman and spolee Malay ﬂuently. Combined with his reputation as a fair,
accessi]ale, and impartial ruler, it is little wonder Singapore soon attracted a crowd. Turnbuﬂ, “A History of

Singapore 1819-1988, 2 ed,” 11.
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CHAPTER III

THE RAFFLES PLAN

Allocation of Land

Raffles' Plan, like many city plans of the early nineteenth century, was aestheticaﬂy
motivated, with a heavy admixture of features clesigne(l to influence, not to say control,
society towards better outcomes. The left and right banks of the river mouth and much of
the plain around it were claimed for a cantonment and various official structures ,
unclou]atecﬂy envisioned by Raffles as an organized, spacious distribution of stately
European—stylecl ]ouildings. East Beach had initiaﬂy been set aside Ly Raffles as the
primary European commercial area even though the water was so shallow as to prohﬂ)it
any ships from landing there and anyway, there was an unfortunate abundance of
sandbars. When traders reasonably enough complainecl, Raffles refused to consider a
permanent solution.

This chain of events is quite illustrative of Raffles' entire approach to founding his
dream colony: as with other visionaries, he was unable to allow reality to negatively affect
his perfect visions. As with other stubborn dreamers , it fell to some other hapless and later
personaﬂy loathed individuals to salvage the gold from the dross, in this case the realistic
general Farquhar. F‘arquhar had been left on the island as a de ][acto administrator and

Resident, and thus was stuck putting out the metaphorical fires Raffles Mithely left in his

15



wake. He allowed the European merchants to put up brick warehouses to protect their
goocls, and generaﬂy did his best to rectify the other misappropriations of land that Raffles
had unreasonalz)ly speciﬁe(l in his grancl plan. He also allowed gambling to proceecl, as this
gave him a reliable source of revenue in a Free Port, and wasn't strict in enforcing anti-

slavery measures, as this entailed yet another outlay the ﬂeclgling government could ill-

afford."®

Social Engineering

However impractical he may have been, Raffles was undoubtedly a man of unusual
vision. An ardent abolitionist, upon his 1822 return to Singapore he strengthened laws
against both slavery and the slave trade. English law had only formally outlawed slavery in
1772, and even the coming Slavery Abolition Act 1833 would continue to grant
exceptions to a few distant islands and the holdings of the East India Company.'°

Consequently, Raffles' additional declaration that any person who arrived after
January 29, 1819 could not be considered a slave was fairly monumental and arguably

ahead of its time. Further, he s‘cipula‘ced explicit limitations on how long Voluntary

15 The stubbornness of almost every party concerned rela’cing to almost any sort of income tax or port fees
would continue to plague Singapore for much of its colonial perio&. Raffles was concerned that such
measures would strang]e growtl'l, the citizens were pre&ictably loath to tax themselves, and the East India

company was dead set against either for reasons of their own. Turnbull, “A History of Singapore 1819-
1988, 2" ed,” 18.

16 The historic Somersett Case judgement in 1772 had explicitly limited its effects to the land masses of
England and Wales.
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indentured servitude could last, and went so far as to set a price of $20 as the theoretical
maximum that might be owed in passage money from China. Additionaﬂy, a periocl of no
more than two years during which this fee could be worked off was set, with enforcement
to be provicled in the form of a contract signe(l before a rnagis’cra’ce.17

Although it must be mentioned that the consistent enforcement of these laws would
be more than fifty years in coming, his efforts towards abolition should be recognize(l.
Much of the cligiculty of enforcement came down to the same two basic failings that
would ultirnately contribute to nearly all of Singapore's early issues: a nearly total inability
to communicate clirectly with the large and growing Chinese population, and an unending
severe Luclget shortfall.

Slavery was not the only social vice which Raffles wanted to give no opportunity to
gain a foothold in Singapore: he also made efforts to stem violence ]Jy rnalzing it iﬂegal to
carry weapons and to cliscourage the worst excesses relating to prostitution ]3y rnalzing
male pimping illegal.lg Although Farquhar had 1ega1izing gambling, Raffles atternpte(l to
close all gamloling dens and cocle—pits. Regressive taxation was used to (liscourage abuses of
alcohol and opium. Like many intellectuals of the Enlightenment and after, Raffles’

conception of a well-ordered city was one in which citizens would behave commencla]aly, in

17 Turnbull, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2 ed,” 23.

18 Given the overwhelming percentage of immigrants who were young men, Raffles seems to have realized
that outlawing prostitution totaHy could never succeed. Turn]oull, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988,
Second Edition," 23.
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their own rational best interest, and with respect for the other occupants of the fair city
that they inhabited. If a bit of 1egal proclcling was needed to assist in reaching this

outcome, Raffles was only too happy to oblige.w

Progressive Policies

The social innovations of Raffles did not end with prohi]oitive 1ega1 pronouncements,
however. The physical manifestations of “a public goocl", or “puhlic services” were only
Leginning to be cautiously felt in Europe as part of a general embrace of Humanism.
Raffles wanted Singapore to enjoy many of these institutions from the start, and founded
them accorclingly. Beginning in 1819, Raffles laid claim to 48 acres and, worlzing with
the director of the Calcutta Botanic Garclen, worked to discover which plants would
prosper in Singapore, and which newly discovered species had the greatest commercial
potential.20 Kew Gardens in Englancl had only loegun to employ a full-time collector in
1771, so for Raffles to make this a foundation priority was striking.

Another example of Raffles' progressive tendencies involved a radical re-conception of

an ancient institution, prisons. In Raffles' mincl, the caﬂing of a prison was to reform its

19 The lzey })eing “only too happy”. He was not above confiscation of private property, public ﬂogging, or
the deliberate and prolonged desecration of the corpse of a Muslim criminal to make his points. Ihid., 24.

20 The Calcutta Botanic Garden itself was founded in 1787, alt]noug]n the Company had come into control
of the area in 1()98. Turn]:)uﬂ, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, Second Edition,” 21.

18



inmates, and the law mostiy ougiit to seek recompense to the Wronge(i.21 The oniy
exception was mur(ier, where a conviction could lead to execution. The notion that a
criminal could ciiange was quite controversial at the time, and Engian(i would continue to
deport “undesirables” to Australia until 1868. The reasons for “transportation” ranged
from murder to petty theft, and the practice enjoyeci wide support due to a pervasive belief
that criminality was inborn and iieritaioie, as well as the desire to inflict severe and non-
fatal punishment on Wrongcloers as a deterrent.

Ironicaiiy, aitiiougii Singapore's laws supporteci the concept of rehabilitation of
criminals , tiiey were used as a “transportation” destination from India for many years.22
The idea of rehabilitation seems to have permea’cecl Singapore society, as the ioiiowing

aneC(iote rnaiees ciear:

He once knew a ia(iy, the wife of an Officer in iiigii position, who told him
she always selected her servants from that class [Indian convicts], and upon his
asizing whether she preierre(i thieves or murderers for service in her nursery,
repiie(i that she aiways chose murderers (great iaugiiter), their crimes iiaving
been generaiiy committed from motives of jeaiousy, and, those motives

ceasing, tiiey were very desirable servants.”

21 Ihid., 22-3.

22, From 1825 until 1860, many Indian convicts, some known to be &angerous, were “transpor’ce(i" from
India to Singapore; 60% returned to India when their terms were served. Of the 40% that chose to remain,
more will be said later. Si(i(iique, “Singapore's Little India,” 9.

23 Buciziey, “An Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore,” 762.
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Racial Policies

Even as Raffles strove to create a just and ordered society in other ways, so did he
attempt to encourage interracial amicat)iiity. On the Rochore piain, he piannect fora
residential neigtilooriiood where Weaittiy Europeans and Asians migtit live. Just to the east,
land was set aside for Arabs to live on. By placing all these groups so close togettier, it was
Raffles' intent that 13y iiving near to each other these populations migiit learn to get aiong
with one another.

Aittiougti it was to prove woetuily, stiametuiiy inactequate, Raffles tried to provicie the
t)urgeoning Chinese popuiation with substantial land to make their homes on: a iarge area
west of the river was set aside for them. This bordered on what was to be the commercial
quarter where he anticipatect many of the poorer citizens would find employment asa
matter of practicality and convenience. Further, it was his expiicit intention that the area
could be subdivided t)y the Chinese themselves into neigti]oortioocts for each of the various
dialect groups.%‘

Those Indians who did not have enougti social stanciing and wealth to live in the
mixed area were allocated land that was some distance upriver from the main town. The
commercial sector was also integratect, and in this at ieast, Raffles was able to accomplisii

his goais: from the very start, money mattered more than ettinicity in Singapore.25

24 Turnbull, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2 ed,” 20.

25 Turn]auﬂ, “A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2 ed”, 21.
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One of Raffles' more unusual and yet successful measures to 12eep this early multi-
cultural society content was to 1arge1y allow the various groups to a(lju(licate themselves.
So 1ong as native custom was in line with Raffles' grancl, progressive visions he was
unwilling to interfere. Although he was not always the most respect{‘ul ruler when it
came to his su]ojects' deeply—helcl beliefs, he did have some respect for the native culture of
the Malay peninsula. To this end, and for the general 1ong term benefit of Singapore, one
of his final acts before leaving the island for the last time was to found the Singapore
Institution, which he hopecl would be a place for the “...cultivation of Chinese and
Malaysian literature and for the moral and intellectual improvement of the Archipelago
and surrouncling countries”.

In true Raffles fashion, he sent to Calcutta for permission to found his Institution,
and then promptly laid the grouncl stone and contributed a substantial sum of his own
money to the furtherance of the cause before any approval had been grante(l. Initiaﬂy, all
the masters employe(l at the school were of various Asian descents, with not a single
European instructor. Upon what was to be his final departure from Singapore, he gave
various grancl speeches in which he made clear that his deliberate intention was to equip

his ﬂedgling colony with fine, new versions of all the institutions and systems that it

would need to move smoothly into a future two hundred years hence. Although the full

26 Thid., 22.

27 Thid., 24.
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scope of the successes and failings of Raffles plan exceeds the scope of this paper, it is
certainly the case that the unique conditions that he set forth resulted in a city like no

o’cher.

Social Conditions in Singapore 1860-1900

Reasons for Grow’ch

The mid-to-late nineteenth century was a time of considerable economic grow’ch in
the entire region. Much of this was concentrated in the cities and towns within the Straits
Settlements controlled regions. By 1911, a full 60% of people within the Straits
Settlements would live in either cities or towns, egectively urban dwellers.?® Rul)l)er, tin,
and trade continued to pour revenue into the region, and lz)y 1931 Singapore, which only
one hundred years before had been a jungle island of little importance to anyone, had
become the single 1argest city in the region, with a population composed almost entirely of
immigrants.29

Although Singapore was clearly the 1arges’t l)eneficiary of the influx of both money
and immigrants, the other British-controlled regions like Penang and Malacca were not so

far behind. Having so much of the popula’cion concentrated in urban areas ul’cimately

28 Lees, “Being British in Malaya, 1890-1940,” ]ouma/ ofBritislz Studies 48, no.1 (2009): 83.

29 Thid., 83.
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provecl to be a great aid to the British colonial system; having the citizenry so
concentrated made it easier for the benefits of colonial rule to be felt Ly the everyman.
Communications, sanitation, pul)lic sa£ety, and schools were all priorities under
British rule, and the massive expansion of either English 1anguage schools or English and
curricula made it simple and feasible for many young men to take the Caml)riclge
qualifying exam.” A high score on this test allowed one to travel to the United Kingclom
to study at one of the universities ’there, and then to return home to the Straits
Settlements to serve in any number of capacities, up to and including positions of power
and authority within the colonial administration.?! Even for those who moved to the
Straits Settlements as adults and who were in no position to benefit from the educational
opportunities there direc‘cly would be able to provi(le better educations (and therefore
futures) for their children, but aclclitionaﬂy would enjoy a wide range of cultural
experiences that were unavailable in less developed Jcegions.32

Clearly there were benefits to hving within the area under direct and explicit British

control, but the prover]aial bread and circuses are frequen’cly not enough if people feel no

30 There are records of English/Malay schools as well as schools where English was taught along with one of
a variety of Chinese dialects.

31 1hid., 83.

32 For the full array of experiences available to all but the lowest paid laborer, see Lees , “Being British in
Malaya, 1890-1940,” ]ourna/ ofBritislz Studies 48, no.l (2009): &4.
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connection to the powers that are responsible for provicling said bread and circuses. Merely
hving in an area that isn't l)a(ﬂy mismanagecl and of which one is a 1egal resident is hardly

enough to give one a real stalee in that area.33

Colonial Governance

The immigrant nature of the Straits settlements created a 1inguistic and cultural
hodge—podge. This might seem to create an ungovernalz)le situation, particularly at a time
when intercultural understanding was not high. Perhaps still nervous in 1867 over events
in Inclia, a different policy was followed in the Straits Settlements , one that allowed white
Englishmen to remain at the top of the pyrami& while malzing any ca’castrophio
misunderstandings unlilzely.

In addition to the official colonial channels of power, there were also unogiciauy
recognize& headmen and appoin’ced “Captain's China” to help govern the various Chinese
groups who lived within the Straits Settlements.** There were also “Protectors” of

Chinese and Indian immigration who might intervene on behalf of their respective

33 Clearly, there were increasing levels of enthusiasm over Leing full members of the British Empire in the
Straits Settlements. As Lees describes in her article, the differences in spontaneous pu}olic participation
between the Jubilee celel)rations of 1887 and 1897 were signi{icant.

34 This was a group of appointed individuals about whom little else is known I)y the author.
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groups.35 Finaﬂy, a wide variety of juclges and juclicial systems survived in relative harmony
with each other, inclucling the colonial system, Chinese systems, and a Muslim system run
by Malaysian Muslims.

This plethora of systems could have resulted in anarchy, but the most £requen’t
outcome was that people would choose the court most 1ilzely to give them a favorable
ruling , and would approach the court in the iden’ci’ty most a&vantageous to their speciﬁc
situation. The evidence shows that people enjoyed the ﬂexil)ility and sense of fairness this
system provided, and that generaﬂy ’chings ran smoothly as a result.® Although it would
cerl:ainly have been possil)le to confine people legaﬂy toa single identi’cy, it was quite
obvious that to do so would only create pro]olems: no such plan was ever implemen’cecl.37
With all the benefits stated above to heing a member of a British Empire Crown Colony,
it is little wonder that the younger generation, born within the colony and therefore
sul)jects of the Queen, chose at times to emphasize this aspect of their personal identity,

and might have felt genuine enthusiasm for the privileges ’chey enjoyed as a result.

35 Once the Straits Settlements became a Crown Colony, it was a simple matter for enterprising
individuals from other Crown Colonies (such as India) to immigrate. A 1arge Tamil popula’cion in the region

was one of the results.
36 Lees, “Being British in Malaya, 1890-1940,” ]ourna/ o][Britislz Studies 48, no.1 (2009): 83

37 Lest one be too caug}lt up in the idea of a multi-cultural nineteenth century para&ise, it is worth
remernl)ering that the white, ethnicaﬂy English rulers in the region largely remained Ligoted and racist
against any and all brown-skinned individuals , finding them inferior in every way. This did not stop them
from maintaining lucrative and cordial business relationships, ]nowever, or coveting invitations to non-

whites' palatial and luxurious Western s’cyle homes.
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CHAPTER IV

HOMES AS SIGNIFIERS OF IDENTITY

Introduction

One prominent way in which more may be understood about how these people
thought of themselves is through the architecture of their homes. As major monetary
investments and very visible pul)lic statements of identi’ty, it may be sa£e1y assumed that
these projects were not lightly undertaken. Indeed, a close investigation of the types of
homes chosen I)y Wealthy non-white members of the Straits Settlements Crown Colonies
offers convincing corroborating evidence that the lived colonial experience for some
individuals was overall positive enough that they chose to ac’cively identify with “Queen
and Empire” in their private lives.

Of course, no colony can exist without colonizers, and so the housing choices made
Ly rank-and-file colonial officials will also be investigatecl. Speciﬁcaﬂy, trying to untangle
what their identity poli’cics may have been as they lived as a white minority within a
vibrant and complex society that did not always hold them in as much regarcl as some of

the more racist individuals may have pre£erred. By 1ooleing more closely into the housing

choices of these distinct and co-extant groups, some insight may be gaine(l into the

38 For an effective overview of the evidence supporting this claim, see Lees, “Being British in Malaya,

1890—19450,77 ]ourna/ ofBritislz Studies 48, no.1 (2009).
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complexities of creating and maintaining i(lentity in the Straits Settlements, between the

mid-nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth century.

Performative Ictentity in the Straits Settlements

Detining Terms

I(tentity in Malaya is best considered as a pertormative issue, as any other type of
ictentity cannot be in(tepenctently observed, and relies either on selt—reporting or on
guessing. So far as the pertormative aspects of cultural ictentity are concerned, there are
quite a few pieces of evidence that can be piece(t togettler in order to tlelp create a coherent
and compeﬂing image of the multi-ethnic citizens of the Straits Settlements actively
ctloosing to take on increasingly British identities for multiple compelling reasons. This in
turn allows for a new confidence when discussing the tlypottleticat reasons for thy ttley

then chose to build for themselves and live in European style houses.

Chinese in Singapore
Worlzing Poor

Chinese settlers arrived as the British t)egan to build up their empire in the area,

attracted t)y the possil:)ility of any work at all at a time when an over—supply of labor had
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cripple(l the economy of southern China. Called coolies and their descendants claimed as
citizens of the Imperial Government of China into perpetuity, they maintained close ties
with their home provinces, and ﬁequently sent home remittances to try and help those
£amily members left behind. Some of these immigrants were eventuaﬂy able to amass
wealth themselves , although they usuaﬂy maintained their own social networks
inclepenclent from the Straits Chinese who had lived in the Malay Peninsula for
generations while maintaining a Chinese iclentity.

Straits Chinese were among the earliest to move to Singapore (some believe they were
hving on the island prior to British settlement) , where they set up plantations of gambier
and pepper.39 Asa result, it was estimated that Ly 1835 as many as three thousand
Chinese called Singapore home.*’ These planta’cions functioned on a multi—par’cy finance
system that took aclvantage of the Chinese propensity for trade and the 1arge number of
Chinese immigrants new to the region that arrived on almost every junlz.

A “pioneer” would approach a financier (o{'ken a local s}lopleeeper) for funds in order
to establish a new plantation in return for a portion of the crops until such time as the
debt was paid off. So 1ong as one was more than two miles outside the town of Singapore,

o]ataining ownership of land on which to grow a planta’cion could be as “simple" as clearing

39 Uncaria gaml)ir, also known as Cat's Paw, was and is a popular ingre(lient in traditional Chinese
medicine and was a very profitable trade item as a result. See also Ping, “Chinese Society in Nineteenth
Century Singapore,” 27.

40 Ihid., 28.
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jungie. Labor for these plantations was provicte(t rnostiy loy those Chinese fresh from
Ctiina, who had either pai(t their own way and thus arrived penniiess , or those who had
arrived lz)y promising to function as slave labor for a set number of years in return for their
passage. In aii, a piantation would iiieeiy have no more than twenty ernpioyees. Those who
managect to survive their grueiing tenure as indentured servants were then free to set

themselves up as pioneers, and tinaiiy lz)egin to make a protit from all their hard work.*

Middlemen of Trade

From a very eariy perioct, there was a second sector of the economy that was
dominated t)y Straits Chinese, that of serving as an intermediary between the Engiisii
trader and to whomever the Engiish trader was encieavoring to sell goo&s. Merchandise
often ended up in Singapore on consignment, meaning that the entire contents of an
Engiistl vessel migtit be purciiase(i t)y an Engiisii merchant to be ctisposect of as best he
could, and there was no possit)iiity of orctering goocts. The goods from these siiips were to
be sold to the majority non-white residents of Singapore, but the Engiisti merchants
neither (iesirect, nor were able (tor iinguistic reasons), to sell to the wide variety of peopies

iiving on the island.

41 Aittiougti it should be added that very few of these piantations functioned as advertised and that the
unscrupuious practices of the financiers in combination with their pre(i,a.tory ientiing model meant that very
seldom did anyone except the financier see any protits whatsoever. Ping, “Chinese Society in N ineteenth

Century Singapore,” 28-30.
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To this end, the Engiish merchants would sell to an enterprising Chinese merchant
either for credit or for whatever desirables the Chinese had for trade.** It migiit seem as
tilougil there were many opportunities for quaiiiieci individuals to turn themselves into
local merchants. In reaiity Europeans were cilary of trusting just any person who came to
them iioping to purciiase goocls on credit. Having been cheated one way or another many
times, there were often oniy one or two local merchants with whom a given European was
Wiiiing to do business.

This is in no way to suggest that the Engiisii merchants were upstanding fair actors.
The compiete inai)iiity of any European to penetrate the complexities of Chinese culture
on the island often led to Chinese merchants i)eing successiuiiy sued after another
Chinese individual had acted irauciuientiy and absconded to China (out of reach of the
iaw). This was done on the basis tiiat, since the two men had been seen togetiier, they
must be business associates and in cahoots to somehow share in the iii—gotten gains.z}’3 In
any case, it was preierre(i to do business with Straits Chinese because ’ciiey were felt to
have a better understanding of how the Europeans wanted to conduct i)usiness, and

irequentiy spoiee some Engiish.44

42 Ping, “Chinese Society in Nineteenth Century Singapore,” 15.

43 Tt also led to a rash of declarations in Engiisi'i in the Singapore Chronicle that various Chinese were
certainiy not in business reiationsilips with other Chinese. Ihid., 17.

44 Aitinougin it is entireiy true that the Engiisil as a group were rather iazy when it came to iearning other

ianguages, Jc]ney ougint to be given a bit of a pass in the matter of “iearning Chinese” in Singapore. Teochew
(FIE), what is called in the West Cantonese (ﬁh@%iﬁ), and Hokkien (I\ﬂﬁiﬁ) which is ]Jy itself

30



Merchant-Princes

The palatial homes built in the Straits Settlements were, perhaps surprisingly, most
£requently built ])y and for non—Europeans. Due to the peculiar accretions of different
peoples through this region as the economy Loome(l, there was an unusuaﬂy rich
admixture of different cultures, many of which had at least one prominent famﬂy. One of
the more prominent groups were the Straits Chinese, whose families had 1ong operate(l
trade routes between the Malay Peninsula and surrouncling islands and Southern China.
Some families had amassed great wealth and had a four hundred year presence in the
region before the British ever considered creating a colonial outpost.

Finaﬂy, there were some individuals from other parts of the empire, or even from
other parts of the South-Hast Asian region, who were able to move to the Straits
Settlements and find success and wealth on an almost unimaginalole scale. These
entrepreneurs frequently made their wealth in rubber planta’cions, tin mines, short
distance trade, and in one exceptional case, l)y (leveloping and patenting the
pharmaceutioal product “Tiger Balm”. This newly formed mercantile elite had more in

common with the few Europeans Who ha(l Leen al)le to carve out £ortunes £or themselves

comprised of muh:iple mu’cua”y in’ceﬂigi]ole &ialec’cs, were all Widely spolzen ljy roughly 20% each of the total
Chinese popula’cion on the island, along with a few other dialects. The Chinese tended to self-segregate not
only along Straits vs. Chinese born Iines, but also I)y clialect, and then 10y other means. The bewildered
English saw only a plethora of societies and organizations, and lilzely learned the hard way that a p}lrase
carefu”y prac’cice(l with one merchant could be useless with anot}ler, lea&ing to apathy‘ In(leed, the general
level of confusion, ignorance, and misinformation led to the phrase “speale Chinese” that is still with us
today. To “spealz Chinese” is even less meaningful and accurate than to uspeale European”, and the
“European” spealeer is more lilzely to be understood in another region of his “land” than a Chinese spealzer

might be.
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in the region than with their poorer neighbors of similar heritage. They were only too
please(l to express their tastes throug}l the construction of their homes, which served as
status symbols and helped to solidify their identities as right-thinking, “Asiatic

Britishers”.*®

Relevant Condi’cions in China

Finaﬂy, unlike some of the other immigrants to Singapore, the Chinese came from a
nation that was uniﬁecl, independent, and able (at least in their own territory) to enforce
their laws. A particular sticlzing point was the insistence of the Chinese government that
all Chinese citizens ul)elongecl’7 to them in perpetuity, as did any ogspring they migh‘c
procluce, even if those children had never themselves been to China. Straits Chinese were,
for obvious reasons, responsible for the majority of the tracling that took place c]irectly
between Singapore and China. Acl&itionaﬂy, it was not uncommon for Chinese living
abroad to maintain close ties to any extended £ami1y that remained in China, either
preparatory to Leing able move them away from China, or as an act of filial devotion.
Difficulties arose when they were accused of activities that were criminal in China even if

t}ley had not ever lived there before.*

45 N aturaHy, not every individual of Chinese ancestry experienced Singapore or the opportunity to express

multiple identities in the same way.

46 Lees, “Being Bri’cish in Malaya, 1890-1940,” 93—96.
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Although the British government felt no particular 1oya1ty towards the Straits
Chinese, those Chinese involved in trade with Chinese ports were both necessary and
highly proﬁtable. When Straits Chinese appealed for assistance and intervention on their
behalf Ly the British government however, there was no clear response possible; the
Chinese government did not wish to aclznowle(lge any other government's claim on “their”
citizen, and the British generaﬂy didn't understand why there was any cliﬂiculty about the
matter at all. Although they were Wiﬂing enough to agree that yes, those born or 1iving for
an extended perio& in Singapore ough’c to be afforded some protection Ly British
authorities, they were not able to tell legi’cimate claimants from illegitimate.

By 1867 some regula’cions had been hashed out that were agreed to Ly both
governments, but these were fairly ar]aitrary and arcane, as well as extremely limited.*
Ultima’cely, if a person of even partial Chinese descent desired to conduct business sa£ely
in China, ’chey were best advised to dress in the most Western style possi]ole, check in with

local authorities at the beginning of their stay, and pray that no trouble came.*®

47 Thid., 94.

48 Altl'lough general]y effective, these measures required that some Straits Chinese dress in ways that they
found undesirable. Per]naps most upsetting to some was the implication that Jchey should not lzeep their hair
cut in the traditional queue, but in a Western style that egectively made a permanent return to China very

difficult as the queue was legaﬂy require(l. Ihid. , 94.
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Evolution of Wealthy Chinese Identity
Architectural Evolution

In the 1860s, Tan Tock Seng and his brother Tan Kim Seng were both Straits born
Chinese who chose to build their homes with ﬁanlely continental features such as louvered
venetian blinds, and Doric columns which may be seen in Figure 1.% The European
features they chose to incorporate were,
rather teﬂingly, almost purely functional in
nature as load ]oearing elements. Bven the

Doric columns exist primarily to hold up

the extended eaves, an essential

Fig. 1: Panglima Prang, Tan Tock Seng
and Tan Kim Seng, Singapore. Note the
columns on this somewhat European—style(l
home. (Tan, Andrew. “Pioneers’ Homes in
the Social History of Singapore” Journal of
Southeast Asian Architecture 2, no. 1
(1997): 74)

architectural feature in a tropical climate to
help 12eep even the finest home livable in
oppressive climatic conditions. Tt might be
surprising, ‘cl’len, that a mere twenty years

later Tan Kim Seng's son and heir Tan ]ialz Kim chose to build a considerably more

49 Straits-born Chinese is the term used in the region for those people of Chinese descent who had lived in
the Straits region for generations, maintaining their 1anguage and customs. It is important to differentiate
them from the Chinese who immigrate(l to the Straits region during the periods of economic expansion that
occurred from the mid nineteenth century through WWII because the two groups remained largely separate
from each other and had differing extra-British loyalties—the Straits-born Chinese to the Straits region
and in some cases also China and the so-called coolies to their homeland of Imperial China. See also Tan,

“Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore,” 74.
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palatiai home for himself, and one much more expiicitiy European in (Lasign.sO Could an
unclerstancling of i(ienti’ty reaﬂy change that sui)stantiaiiy within a iamily over the course
of a mere twenty years? And since this seems to have been the case, Wily would the son
have such a different perception of his piace in the world than had his successful father
and uncle?

The answer is simpie, yet awash in details. Tan ]iaiz Kim, like many of his
contemporaries, came to see himself as a full member in goocl stan(iing of Queen
Victoria's expansive empire. The nature of this newiy acquire(i i(ien’city and how it came to
be, however, is worth exploring in more (iepth, not least because in the speciiic case of Tan
]iaie Kim there do not seem to be any expiicit statements spealeing to his sense of i(ienti‘cy,
but more importantiy because his situation was anytiling but unique, and an expianation

will serve to unpaciz the motives and chosen identities of a generation.

Chinese Investment in Community
From 1830, when Singapore became a residency of the Presidency of Bengal in
British India, until 1867 when Singapore became a Crown Colony, the British East India
Company ruled (or rather, mis-ruled) the region with little care for anything but the

proii’ts from the trade that passeci through the port itself. Despite Singapore i)eing the

50 See Andrews for descriptions of homes for which images are no ionger extant. Ii)i(i., 71.
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administrative center for the region until 1870, it remained as Woefuﬂy under-
administered as every other part of the Straits Settlements. Chronic overcrowding in the
inner city and all of the social and pu]:)lic health woes that accompany such population
densities became endemic. Straits-born Chinese merchants found themselves agitating for
Singapore to be granted Crown Colony status despite the British having created all of the
prol)lems they found so distasteful.

On April 1, 1867, their wish was granted, and the British Bast India Company
transferred the administration of and care for the region to a more regular army of
English bureaucrats trained for the civil service. As part of })eing a Crown Colony, every
person born within the region from then on was considered a subject of Queen Victoria.
“For Asians, Britishness could mean the assertion of social and political equali’cy with
their colonial masters. People born within the empire, whatever their skin color or status,
were on an equal footing in relation to Queen Victoria and her successors: su]ojects of the
monarch owing 1oyalty to the crown. Ethnicity and religion were technieaﬂy irrelevant.”®!

While this might seem like a minor policy change, the effects of new children Leing
considered full members of the empire may have given individuals like Tan ]ialz Kim a
sense of loeing full stake-holders in the society in which their families had 1ong lived and

made enormous profits. This in combination with the new, more responsive governing

51 Lees, “Being British in Malaya, 1890-1940,” 77.
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policies of the civil servants in charge of the Crown Colony and the ongoing increase in
proﬁ’ts from tin, ru]s]oer, and trade made for a whole generation of people who proucuy

proclaimed themselves Asiatic Bri’cishers.s2

Malays in Singapore

First Arrivals

Immigrants came first from other parts of the Malay peninsula, althoug}l not all of
these people were themselves of Malay heri’cage.53 Even those who would both be identified
as and self-identify as “Malay” might be from a number of locations. Immigrants from
]ava, either temporary or permanent, were £air1y common until 1910, for example, and
would have been called “Malay" for record 12eeping purposes. Although not all “Malay”
immigrants were from Java, the vast majority of “Malay” immigrants were intentionaﬂy
temporary in nature, staying only for a few years before moving either on or back to their
homes.

Due to a Dutch policy that severely restricted pilgrimage to Mecca, the faithful

Muslims on Java frequently took aclvantage of so-called “pilgrim brokers” to arrange their

52 Please see Appendix B for a fuller explanation of the social situation.

53 There is a very long and rich history of “Overseas Chinese”, known as #BIMEA. These people i&entify
strongly as })eing of Chinese heritage despite having moved to greater Malaya as early as 1459. The
possi]oilities to make money from trade throughout South-East Asia were so great that individuals from
many of China's southern provinces chose to move and make their fortunes, later being known as Straits

Chinese to differentiate them from recent immigrants.
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travel from Java to Mecca via Singapore. Often of Javanese extraction themselves , and
using the proﬁ’ts from the sales of their metal or leather work as start-up capi’tal, these
brokers would assist would-be pilgrims in fincling work in Singapore cither before or after
their journey in order to offset the expenses incurred. This process could take anywhere
from months to years, and in some cases, these immigrants chose to remain in Singapore
after the terms of their financial o]oliga’cions had been fulfilled. Even if they chose to
return home to Java, however, the Dutch had lost out on years of economic activity,
almost all of which had been to Singapore's gain.&L

Many of the other Malays who came to Singapore were men who came alone in
search of better economic opportunities. Living together in éampongs , these young men
held a wide variety of jo]os, and unlike those employed ’chrough the Javanese pilgrim
brokers, rarely worked for other Malays, as rela’cively few Malays were business owners. ™ If
‘chey possessed some education, there were government jo]:)s availa]ole, due to a general

inal)ility of the English to learn Chinese, while a few words of Malay were £air1y

54 13, “Malays in Singapore: Culture, Economy, and Ideology,” 04.

55 According to L, there are some very real and Complex reasons for the relative rarity of the fa]oulously
successful Malaysian businessman. Among the foremost issues are: a general lack of interest in wealth for
wealth's own sake, particularly when the pursuit of that wealth interferes with other quali’cy of life issues, and
a commodification of even familial relationships that cause spouses to maintain in(lepen(lent financial lives,
and children to expect their parents to spend their wealth on themselves and their charities during their own
lives , leaving little to inherit. For a nuanced and sensitive explanation, see Li, “Malays in Singapore:

Culture, Economy, and Ideology”
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common.*® Because of the transitory nature of the average Malay stay in Singapore, there
is a comparative dearth of Malay architectural forms, perhaps reﬂec’ting their temporary

participation in Singaporean society.

Malay I(lenti’cy Through Axrchitecture

Traclitional Homes

As many of the immigrants would incorporate clesign features from incligenous homes
into their homes as seen in Figure 2, it is necessary to establish what these homes were
like. Many distinctive features, such as building on a raised platform, are clearly
observable in the homes referenced in this paper. Further, as these homes were built lz)y
every £amily for themselves, it is reasonable to assume that any Malay builders would have
£amiliarity with the structural details of these l)uilclings.S7 The Bumlmng Panjang is the
oldest, simples’c, and most popular type of house native to the Malaysian peninsula.sg This
should in no way be interpretecl to mean that the Bumlmng Panjang is a simplis’tic form;

indeed, one might convincingly argue that it is the most streamlined and sophisticated of

56 L, “Malays in Singapore: Culture, Economy, and Ideology," 96.

57 Alt]nough a family was expected to plan and build for themselves, it was also common for the
construction itself to be a community project. Yuan, The Ma/ay House, 34.

68 1hid., 22.
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the native homes in this region. Every detail serves a purpose to make the spaces more

comfortahle, with no extraneous features.

P

2>

.,. ; : - E

Fig. 2: Traditional Malay Home, Singapore (Davidson, ]ulian.

Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941. Talisman
Publishing, 20006: 14)

The construction methods used are well suited to the local conditions and materials.
Mortise and tenon as well as 1ap and dovetail joints are used throughout, with nails or
wooden pegs seen only in pin join’cs.Eg Wedges are used to tigh’cen the mortise and tenon

joints, but this is seen as a good thing, since it allows for the home to be dismantled and

59 Yuan, TZZ@ Ma/ay HOMSQ, 105
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moved to another location. There is a marked lack of cliagonal Lracing in the traditional
£orrn, which can lead to sway from uneven 10ading , par’cicularly if the joints are poor.éo

A Bumlmng Panjang home is characterized ]:)y its 1ong galoled roof. It is simple to
construct, in contrast to the other house forms native to this area, but highly developecl to
the climate and culture of the area, and so enjoyecl encluring popularity. The entire home
is built up on stilts dug into the earth. The standard galole(l roof is suppor’ced l)y “12ing-
posts”, which run up through the center of the home. The pitch of the roof is quite steep,
resulting ina high roof. Ventilation is further encouraged ]ay griues at the ga]ole ends,
ventilation joints, and ’chrough the thatch atap roof.”! The griues at either end are often
decoratively carved to the owner's taste.

Stairs led up to the anjung or covered porch and can be seen in Figure 3. This is a
pul)lic/private area, often used as a resting area or informal meeting space. Beside it is the
serambi gantung which is a hanging verandah and is the space used for formauy
entertaining guests. The interior of the home is quite open, and contains eating and
coolzing areas as well as sleeping areas. The general lack of furniture and open quality of

the floor plan means that it is easy to “repurpose” a space within the home multiple times

a day. Any decoration was traclitionaﬂy restricted to embellishments of functional features.

60 The sway present in a home was seen as a negative reflection in the skills of the homeowner/builder.

01 1hid., 24.
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Decorative window griues and verandah railings are often seen. Natural colors

predominatecl in historicaﬂy, and pigments were used primarily to accentuate decoration.

Use of Interior Space in
the Traditional Malay House

Diagram shows some common activities
in the Malay house. Spaces in

the Malay house are multifunctional.
The use of space changes at different
times of the day and year. There are
minimal partitions or interior walls in
the house, allowing for the flexible use
of space and for good ventilation and
lighting of the interiors. Minimal
furniture is used and most activities
are done on the floor.

Fig. 3: A standard floor plan in a traditional home. Yuan, Lim Jee. (The Malay
House: Rediscovering Malaysia's Indigenous Shelter System. Pulau, Pinang,
Malaysia: Institute Masyaralzat, 1987: 36)

62 Yuan, TZI@ Ma/ay HOMSQ, 40
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These lz)uilclings are very well aclaptecl to their native climate, which is warm, humid,

and generaﬂy equatorial. Figure 4 illustrates this clearly. Despite moderate cloud cover,

the solar radiation is still quite strong especiaﬂy near the coast, where glare can be a

problem. As much as 300 cm of rain a year during the monsoon season can lead to

periodic ﬂooding in many areas.” To lzeep the occupants comfortable through changing

seasonal conclitions, the Malay home has many aclaptive features.

Climatic Design of the Malay House

- Attap roofing of
low thermal capacity
Ventilated roof gives good insulation
space helps to / against heat

cool the house \\.

Ventilation
through roof joint

Large roof
eaves for Open interior spaces |

effective \. with minimal partitions ‘

sunshading allow good ventilation | ﬂ
in the house

Lightweight A '

construction | [ T 3
using low ¥

thermal
capacity
materials
keeps house ——

cool l

Fully
openable
windows
allow
ventilation
at body

level

Stilted house
catches winds
of higher
velocity

Fig. 4: How a traditional home stays cool. Yuan, Lim Jee. (The
Malay House: Rediscovering Malaysia's Indigenous Shelter System.
Pulay, Pinang, Malaysia: Institute Masyaralzat, 1987: 36)

The materials used to construct traditional Malay dweﬂings have a very low thermal

capacity, so that they do not retain much heat from the clay, and the hghtweight

63 Yuan, TZI@ Ma/ay HOMSQ, 68-9
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construction techniques allow for increased ventilation. The stilts the homes are built on
help protect against seasonal ﬂooding, but also help catch the faster winds that occur a
little above ground level. Windows reach almost from floor to ceiling , aﬂowing winds to
blow through the house at l)ody level where they will feel most cooling. The 1arge eaves
that extend well over the eclge of the verandah allow for effective sun shading and also to
reduce glare.é4 A generaﬂy open interior with few partitions and ventilation between the
roof layers work toge’ther to help 1zeep the air inside from growing hot and stagnant. Even
with modern materials and techniques, it would be difficult to improve upon this design

for un-air conditioned comfort anywhere in the Straits Settlements.

Malay Domestic Conditions

As mentioned above, there is a general dearth of uniquely Malay domestic
architecture in Singapore, due to the transitory nature of many, if not most, Malays'
experience of hving on the island. The vast majority of Malays 1iving in Singapore at any
given time were hving in group homes, and were constantly on the move between such

establishments.

64 Alt]noug]n the benefit is entirely psychological, the dim lighting created Ly these features causes the

interior to be perceived as cooler than it actuaﬂy is.

65 Yuan, TZZ@ Ma/ay HOMSG, 71
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The Malays native to Singapore had maintained multiple modestly—size(l sultanates,
which were Variously })ought out or manipula’tecl })y the British as they consolidated their
control over the region. A few of the more flexible and enterprising members of the old
guarcl were able to find new identities for themselves in Her Majesty's Crown Colonies.

Those Malays who did make more permanent homes for themselves seem to have
settled contentecﬂy into the Muslim areas of Indian neighborhoocls , building their
mosques mere blocks from local Hindu temples. Along Serangoon Road, the Muslim area
was primarily Racecourse Road and those streets connecting south towards Serangoon
Road.® This area was populatecl l)y Indian and Malay Muslims, and included a very
lucrative pineapple preservation £actory. The waste from this facili’ty, as well as the husks
left from nearby sesame oil presses and wheat grincling sheds, went to feed cattle who were
Lrought to cowsheds and slaugh’cerhouses.67 This efficient system allowed businesses to

ﬂourish together and Woulcl have employecl many of the 1oca1 men.

Analysis of a Typical Malay Home in Singapore

An example of the type of home built in this area can be observed in the proposal of a

Mr. Salaman seen here in Figure 5. The plan submitted for his structure is especially

66 Si&dique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 48-9.

67 Intriguingly, the Hindu popula’cion that was virtuaHy across the street from these beef processing plants

does not seem to have caused any civil strife over what must have been for some a rather offensive neigh]aor.
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useful, as it provicles a sense of the structure, as well as the finished external appearance.68
To begin with the lowest point ﬂaa‘cured, a note informs the viewer that the piles on which
g p p
the home sits are to be driven into the grouncl if necessary. As the builcling is situated on
land that would have been subject to periodic floodin , the use of an inexpensive technique
] p g p q
like mud sills would have been uniquely inappropriate. Instead, square piﬂars with socles
are used to hold the structure almost a full story off the grouncl. Although the use of
piﬂars is typical to traditional Malay homes, the forms of these piﬂars are distinctly

hyloricl, and nearly Doric in appearance.

The living space of the structure appears to have been divided down the middle,
allowing two families to live in it. Each residence has two ﬂigh’ts of stairs that lead up to
the lz)alcony that exists on either side of the symmetrical lz)uilding. The railing along both
the stairs and the })alcony is decorative and quite open. More piﬂars of the same design are
used to hold up the extended eaves of the house, which extend over the I)alcony
considera]oly, protecting the walls from direct sunligh’c and heavy rain. The Lalcony as
drawn seems to have nearly the same area as the interior space of the home, and is
provi(led with what appear to be rattan blinds between each of the piﬂars to give privacy or

block the elements while still permitting some ventilation. The relative size of the

68 I am unaware of the precise street address of this proposed structure and whether or not it was built as
designed. Additionaﬂy, the religious preference of this individual is presumecl, not known. Finaﬂy, it is
possible that this individual was not Malay himself, although he would certainly have Malay neigh]oors in

similar homes.
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balconies and the provisions for them to be used as outdoor living space is strileingly

similar to many traditional Malay domestic structures.

Fig. 5: Front and side elevations of a ‘cypical home. (Sidclique,
Sharon and Shotam, Nirmala Puru. Singapore's Little India: Past,
Present, and Future, Second Edition. Institute of Southeast Asian

Studies: Singapore, 1990: 54)

As no cross-section exists, it is impossil)le to say exactly what the narrow interior of

this home would have looked like. However, with such a limited area available it seems

47



probalole that there would have been only a few internal divisions, if any. There seem to be
four double windows along each of the 1ong sides of the Luilcling, and they are covered

with louvered shutters. The shutters are European in appearance, and would have allowed
the resident to control airflow while 12eeping out direct sunlight or driving monsoon rains.

The end-on view of the Luilcling provi(les clear evidence for a post—and—lintel method
of construction, including numerous joists to give strength. These joists were quite
necessary to counteract the forces created ]Jy the high gabled roof. There is only a single
floor of 1iving space, and the heigh’c of the roof is nearly ¥, that heigh’c again. This would
allow for greater air circulation through the house, as warmer air could rise into the attic
area, thus aﬂowing for cooler air to be drawn in through the windows. The roofline along
the long side of the structure is decorated with gingerbrea& that resembles eyelet 1ace,
while the pealz of the roof has more pointe(l and delicate gingerbreacl.

The obvious and extensive European styling seen in this example may speale to the
desire of the (lesigner to fit in with the broader multi-cultural Singaporean community.
The mixture of features in(ligenous to Malay architecture with European details makes for
an attractive and practical hyLri(l structure. Certainly, there would have been suitable and
sophistica’ced builclings of more Islamic styling known to an individual Wealt}ly enough to
put up their own home. Although certainly not every individual lz)uil(ling a new home

would make these choices ,a plurality did. A few affluent Arabs lived in the well-heeled

areas of Singapore, and Mosques ﬁequently feature more conservative and Islamic
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architecture. The aspiration this home represents, then, would have been to be just
another businessman Worleing to make his fortune in Singapore, and not primarily asa

person of any particular ethnicity or faith.

Indians in Singapore

Modes of Arrival

The people from India who arrived throughout the nineteenth century in the greatest
numbers came mostly from the southern, Tamil—spealzing areas of India. Much of this
area was under Hindu rule for most, if not aH, of its pre—colonial history, and thus has an
i(lentity distinct from northern India. One of their ethnicaﬂy distinct neighborhoods,
Serangoon Road, was alrea(ly established as an Indian Hindu neighborhood as early as
1836.% There were many reasons for an Indian to arrive in Singapore. Typicaﬂy, an
individual or family might move Voluntarily, probal)ly for the same reasons that most
other immigrants chose to try their luck in Singapore. This was especiaﬂy easy before
1867, when the Straits Settlements were grouped for administrative purposes with British
India. This meant that no papers or passes of any sort were neecled, other than a ticket.

Anotl'ler, less happy route came about as a result of the 1825 Anglo—Dutch treaty

that was eHec’cively forced Ly Raffles' fortuitous 1an(1—grab. Bencoolen had been

69 Siclclique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 8.

49



tunctioning as a British penal colony for Indian criminals. When the island was
transferred to Dutch ownership, the convicts were pacleed up along with the rest of the
British government functions. It was decided to move this population to Singapore, and
stlips t)earing criminals continued to arrive over the protestations of locals until 1860.
The convict labor of these unfortunates continued to be used as late as 1873.7 These
convict laborers assisted in the road and ]ouilding construction that was talzing place ata
great rate at the time.”" Thousands labored in Singapore over the years, and only a few
ever made it back to India; ttley either died of injury or disease, or chose to remain outside
India. As many as 40% of these convicts chose to remain in Singapore once their
sentences were served.

Adclitionally, as any immigrants from India would 1i12e1y be moving from one region
under British control to another, ttley were considered quite desirable as they were hlzely
to already spealz some Englistl and be familiar with imposed laws. The combination of
Voluntary and involuntary immigration from many different regions of India and even
more castes was seen as a tremendous advantage t)y the ruling British, who saw the

heterogeneity of their Indian population (to say nottling of the mix of Hindus, Sikhs, and

70 Siddique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 9.

71 1hid,, 26-7.
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Muslims who arrived in various numbers) as a sort of guarantee against effective revolts.”
Another indirect consequence was that a dearth of female convicts led some of the Indian
men to convert to Islam and take Malay wives. This, combined with the fact that a few of
the new arrivals from India were already Muslim, resulted in the early intertwining of the

Malay and Indian communities.

Indian Domestic Conclitions

Serangoon Road was one of the earliest Indian settlements and had been set aside as
land suitable for that purpose. There was grassy land across the area, Lecoming
increasingly marshy nearer a canal. Being some distance from the city center, there were
two hospitals , a lunatic asylum, and a 1eper hospital for women just to the north of the
main street.” Although this is a far from ideal neighborhood, given Raffles' total lack of
concern for the mere vagaries of geography in other cases, it seems unlilzely that the
Indian community was singled out for poor land.

Various castes made efforts to segregate themselves as they had in India, but the
overall number of Indians 1iving in Singapore was too small for all the boundaries to be

effectively enforced. Members of the highest castes were able to provide themselves with

72 Si&dique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 9.

73 This area was o]oviously disease-prone, and therefore not reaHy a good spot to concentrate sick people,

but the land was inexpensive for this very reason. I]oid., 21.
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separate neight)ortloocts and water sources, as were a great gtut of mid-level castes, leaving
only those of the lowest castes restricted to specitic areas and water sources.”

Many Indians, however ttley arrived in Singapore, ended up Worleing in one of onty a
few fields. I they spolze Englistl, ttxey could easily find work with the government. Some
had traditional crafts (such as gol(tsmittnng) that ttley could practice. Many were able to
find employment as shoptzeepers seﬂing goocts that catered speciticaﬂy to the Indian
neigtllz)ortloocts in which ttley lived. Food stalls were also a protitat)te venture, for many of
the same reasons.

This fertile and unique mix of cultures that quiclety arrived in Singapore in an almost
completely free-market context was soon able to establish a trernen(tously protitat)te city
that experiencect explosive growttl for decades under the negtigent and less-than-watchful
eye of the East India Company. Fortunately, they were able to benefit enormousty from
the torwarct—ttlintzing and outrageously liberal policies of Raffles. Alttlougtl the Company
took great exception to these laws, it provect too difficult to tegaﬂy rescind many of his
statutes, and they settled for uneven enforcement instead.

The neigtlloorllood went on to experience exptosive growttl in the late nineteenth
century, due to Singapore's generaﬂy surging economy. One section of the area atong

Serangoon Road was built up primarity between 1884 and 1900. By this point,

74 Interestingly, this inat)itity to police themselves as ttley would ideaﬂy wish has resulted in a wide-sprea(t
tendency for Singaporean Indians to conflate “caste” with “class”, reterring to individuals of a “poHuted
caste” such as barbers as t)eing “of low class”. Si(t(tique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and
Future, 7 12.
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Singapore's local government was able to make and enforce such niceties as rnalzing the
submission of plans for new structures compulsory.75 These documents provi(le a priceless
record of the area, as Singapore's relentless drive towards economic success has resulted in
few of its historic structures surviving into the twenty—ﬁrst century.

The submitted (lesigns reflect the mixed-used default zoning of Serangoon Road at
the time, Leing mostly shophouses, dweﬂings, and various minor additions thereto. The
plans reflect the ethnic variety of the neighloorhoocl at this point, evident primarily
through the surnames of the individuals that submitted them. To juclge exclusively Ly the
names, many Europeans hope(l to build their dream homes along this stretch of roacl,
once again showing the general diversity within Singapore.

The area to the south of Serangoon Road was a mostly Hindu area. It bordered not
just on a canal, but also on Nipah Swamp and the upper reaches of the Rochar River.”
This meant that ﬂoocling in this area was a consistent and persistent, if not en’cirely
pre(lictalz)le, issue. Perhaps because of this, the local architecture took on a distinctly
Malay feel. Specificaﬂy, many of the homes here were built on piﬂars so that ﬂooding
would not affect the main hving areas. In most cases, the groun(l floor area was screened

off from the main road and provi(le(l extra storage space during the dry season.

75 For more information about this fascinating process, chapters two and three are strongly recommended.

Siddique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 33.

76 Siclclique, “Singapore's Little India: Past, Present, and Future,” 49.
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Analysis of a Typical Indian Home

I
.

o 0 L L

Fig. 6: Side elevahon of shophouses
(Slcldlque, Sharon and Shotam, Nirmala
Puru. Singapore's Little India: Past,
Present, and Future, Second Edition.
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies:
Singapore, 1990: 52)

e * _L_""t 73

A common type of structure built in the
Indian neighl)orhood was exemplifiecl ]3y the
row of shophouses commissioned }Jy a
Noordin Butcher in 1888 and seen in
Figure 6. This two story }Juilding seems to be
composed of a shop space below and living
quarters above. This Luilding is not built on
stilts, but seems to sit on an elevated Leam,
perhaps a mud sill. Sacﬂy, there is no
indication of wha’c, if any, foundations were
intended in this case. This is a very simple
structure, seemingly strippecl to the

minimum required to function effectively. In

Singapore, this meant large windows on the side of the structure and a wide loalcony off

the front. As mentioned previously, it appears in other cases to have been clearly borrowed

from indigenous architectural practices. Although in this case the source is less definitive,

it might be that this amateur designer was foﬂowing where others led.

Pillars or possiloly columns can be seen at the corners of both floors, and an

additional element helps to support the roof over the }Jalcony. As seen in previous cases,
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they are nominaﬂy Doric in styling , and these have a horizontal element reminiscent of an
entablature running between them. In this instance, the eaves do not overhang the
Lalcony, although the depth of the Lalcony back towards the main structure may in itself
be enough to provide protection from sun and rain. A simple railing runs around the
exterior of the house, and may suggest that the ]Jalcony may wrap around three of the
house's four sides.

A final observation possilz)le from this limited illustration is the extreme height of the
seemingly gable(l roof.”” The space defined lz)y the roof is equal to another story in height,
and would have proviclecl quite a lot of ventilation for the floors below. This seems to have
been done in imitation of the homes of the original inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula,
once again &emonstrating a pattern of hyl:)ricl architecture that is unique to the Malay
Peninsula.

Presuma]oly, aestheticaﬂy pleasing elements cost extra money for materials and 1abor,
so the owner must have actively wanted this end result. In choosing this s’cyle of home, the
owners were selecting a practical form, well suited to their neighborhood and (hlee
Singapore itself) fun&amentauy hyl)rid in nature. The prominence of the European
clements might indicate an attachment to or identification with the colonial government.

To choose to incorporate these elements into one's home might imply a sort of aspiration

77 Although it is not possible to state definitively if this roof is galjlecl or not, virtuaﬂy every other roof on a

similar structure from this time was, and so it seems a safe guess.
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to be an active part of the dominant culture. This decision was not a universal one, but it
was very common. Eviden’cly, even a person of £airly modest means felt that ’they were part

of the broader cultural plurality of Singapore.

56



CHAPTER V

DEFINING THE ANGLO EXPERIENCE

Postcoloniai Considerations

Of course, the story told so far in this paper ignores any speciiicaﬂy postcoioniai
understanding of the complex situation under discussion. Left alone, this would represent
an irresponsii)ie ignorance of an important and growing i)O(iy of sciioiarsiiip, in addition to
]oeing ethicaily troublesome. Jim Jose's article “/Like Prussic Acid in a Bottle of Medicine':
Liberal Principies and Colonial Rule” expiores racial tensions between white Engiishmen
and Asians of any culture througi'l the lens of the Straits Phiiosophicai Society.

Existing primarily in Singapore, Penang, and Malacca from 1893 onwards and
consisting of colonial elites, the trajectory of this society coincides niceiy with just the
regions, populations, and time periods that have been previousiy discussed in this paper.
The opening assertions in Jose's article, speciiicaiiy regarcling the presumeci ineiiectuaii’cy
of the previousiy mentioned “Unofficial” Chinese advisors within the Straits Settlements
government, also irnpiies tiirougii omission that these “Unofficials” represent the extent
of i’iigi'i ranizing Chinese involvement in the administration of the Crown Coiony in

Q[ues’cion.78

78 Jose, ¢ 'Like Prussic Acid in a Bottle of Medicine': Liberal Principles and Colonial Ruie,” Postcolonial
Studies 13, no. 2 (2010): 201.
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The evidence does not seem to bear out this assertion; in 1899 there were sufficient
Straits Chinese barristers and members of the Legislative Council to band together to
launch a formal oiajection to the proi)ierns that arose between the Crown Coiony and
Imperiai China in relation to Straits Chinese i)eing detained (or worse) while on merchant
voyages to China.” Jose later acienowie(iges that the colonial unclerstancling of the
situation in the Straits Settlements was iundamentaﬂy different from colonial
un(ierstan(iings prevaient in other British-held regions of the world. However, he Vagueiy
attributes this to the fact that as previousiy discussed, much of the popuia’cion of the
Crown Coiony was made up of immigrants, which was oiaviousiy not the case in locations
like India or South Africa, and the fact that there was a pervasive (aithough not (iisioyai)
sense that London did not know best.*

Given a broader rea(iing of the nature of governance in the Straits Settlements, it
seems at least possii)ie that the more expiicit and accurate understanding of the
fundamental difference that both Jose and the members of the Straits Phiiosophical
Society had so much trouble articuiating was that in the Straits Settlements, neither de
][acto nor de jure racism dominated to as great an extent as in other corners of the British

Empire—an(i the results were a Crown Coiony that was cieariy superior.81

79 Lees, “Being British in Maiaya, 1890-1940,” ]ourna/ o][Britislz Studies 48, no.1 (2009): 05.

80 Jose, “ 'Like Prussic Acid in a Bottle of Medicine': Liberal Principies and Colonial Ruie,” Postcolonial
Studies 13, no. 2 (2010): 202.

81 It is ironic that, while the members of the Straits Phiiosophicai Society perhaps could not bear to
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A clear example of this increased acceptance of non-whites is then offered ]Jy Jose
himself, who points out that there were two Chinese members of the Straits Philosophical
Society, and that their extensive (ancl 1&11(16(1) presence within the records lzep’c ]Jy the
group “...suggests that neither can be fitted easily into a stereotype of submissive
tokenism.”*? Inclee(l, the perceivecl i(lentity of the Chinese members (as Leing equivalent
to the white members of the Society) seems to have been a perception shared Ly all
concerned.

It is true that none of the above issues reaﬂy address the fundamental thrust of Jose's
paper, which is actuaﬂy more, not less, problema’cic and in ways not even specificaﬂy
related to the Straits Settlements, Crown Colonies, or even the colonial era in general‘ To
make ruthlessly quicle work of a generaﬂy well thought out and rationaﬂy considered work,
Jose cruciaﬂy fails to separate a potentiaﬂy unfortunate kernel of truth from an
unamhiguously racist sentiment.

Speciﬁcaﬂy, politicaﬂy liberal sentiments do function as prussic acid within a society
if that society does not, in majority numbers (of those to whom the franchise is to be
extencle(l), fuﬂy understand, believe in, and desire (lemocracy as practice(l in the West.

This is the core argument made Ly the white members of the Straits Philosophical

articulate this truth (due to &eeply-sea’ce& racist ideas), Jose also finds himself unable to do the same for

entirely different reasons.

82 Jose, ¢ "Like Prussic Acid in a Bottle of Medicine': Liberal Principles and Colonial Rule,” , Postcolonial
Studies 13, no. 2 (2010): 203.
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Society. Member Tan Teck Soon seems to have argued that he did not agree that the
educated Straits Chinese, at 1east, were unreacly for such a franchise, and that the entire
colony would benefit from an immediate extension.® In effect, his argument was that
certain Straits Chinese alreacly identified strongly and personaﬂy with the British Empire
and with democratic principles. There was no need to withhold the franchise in fear
because in many ways, educated Straits Chinese would vote no cligerently than the

Europeans of a similar economic stance to themselves.

Attempting to Enforce a Racial Order

Given how throughly the Straits Chinese, covered in earlier parts of this paper, were
educated in Western practices and Voluntarily consumed 1arge quantities of Western
cultural pro&ucts as part of their chosen Asiatic Britisher iclentity, it seems unlilzely that
this specific extension of the franchise would have resulted in metaphorical poisoning. Jose
makes a well-articulated argument on the contradictions of liberalism and colonial rule
that actuaﬂy goes a full step further back. In the Imperial mind, it is an assumed cluty and
imperative of those who enjoy liberal representa‘cional democracy to Lring it at gun point
to those who do not yet have it, and to enforce rule over these peoples until such time as

sufficient indoctrination has occurred.

83 Jose has done an admirable jol) of trying to reconstruct the arguments in question, as un{ortuna’cely the

records were consumed I)y the passage of time.
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The more reading one does on the unique colonial conditions present in the Straits
Settlemen’cs, the more one is compeﬂecl to come to the conclusion that an increasing
identification with Queen and country was the product of a rational thought process on
the part of the various colonized groups. Indeed, one of the strilzing features of an
extended exploration into colonial documents is the presence of many different ethnic
groups all finding themselves relatively favoral)ly inclined towards their Colonial masters.

Due to the relative availal)ility of documenta’cion, this paper focuses more on the
experience of colonial rule in the Straits Settlements ]3y those residents of Chinese
ancestry. However, the Chinese were not the only non-white group to enjoy positions of
power and influence within the colonial government, to amass great private wealth, or to
view themselves as ]oenefiting from Leing sulojects of the Queen and citizens of her
Empire. Aclclitionaﬂy, they comprisecl an important and ever-growing constituency within
the Straits Settlemen’cs; ];)y the end of the Great War, 46% of new homes were owned ]3y
Chinese who were investing the profits they were still malzing off the old stanclbys of

ru]oljer, tin, and trade back into their a&opte(l homeland.®

84 Tan, “Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore,” ]ourna/ of Southeast Asian Architecture 2,
no.1 (1997): 77.
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Englishmen Overseas

Favored Architectural Form

Naturaﬂy, there was more to the Straits Settlements than the Asians of various
ethnicities who lived there. For exarnple, there were members of the colonizing
government and inclustry who were of British extraction. These people, quite naturaﬂy,
had their own preferences when it came to housing , and constitute the other side of the
coin when it comes to clefining and describing the architectural tastes of those with
sufficient funds to live outside the overcrowded city cores.

In Singapore speciﬁcaﬂy, a singular style of home developecl, known as the Black and
White. It combined visual aspects of “Tudorbethan” timber frame structures with more
incligenous architectural forms better suited to the unique climatic chaﬂenges of a tropical
environment. This may be seen in Figure 7.% A look at the middle examples of these
Black and Whites will conveniently overlap with the periocl already considered in terms of
Asian-built structures, but will also allow for investigation into any identity—]oasecl
motivating factors that may have influenced the white Straits Settlements residents who

chose to live in them.%

85 S’crangely, the earliest examples of this type of structure seem to have seen the wood frame left its
natural color with a dark green shade used on the shutters and doors. Subsequent re-paintings eventually led

to the famous and now omnipresent color scheme.

86 A necessary restriction, both because the main scholarly reference only considers structures from 1898
forward, but aclditionally because the style, generaﬂy spealeing, continued to be popular for new construction

through the ]oeginnings of WWII.
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Fig. 7: A typical “Tudorl);et-llar'ln-in Englgnd ('Edv&‘;ard Ould,”Wightwiclz Manor, 1887-
1888' “Davidson, Julian. Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941. Talisman
Publishing, 2006: 36)

Architectural Lineage

Coleman

The first trained architect to arrive in Singapore was George Drumgould Coleman.
gap g g
After a mere four years of architectural experience in Calcutta, India, Coleman's patron
ohn Palmer suggested him to a collea ue, and Coleman secured a job offer in Java in
g8 g )
1819. As India was coming every (].ay under more secure British rule, it could be that the

Malay archipelago beckoned with the g]amor of the unexplorecl (]oy Europeans) and the
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un(ler(levelopecl (lz)y Englishmen). It would not have taken too great an intellect to see that
whereas there was competition for the best commissions in India, at the then-extreme
eclge of the empire, the only formaﬂy trained architect would be first in line for any choice
assignments.

After three years of under—employment on Java, Coleman moved to Singapore where
he assisted Raffles in physicaﬂy producing the illustrations for the famous Raffles Plan.
This Plan would direct and restrict all grow’ch and development on the island for more
than 200 years, utterly impervious to reality and shifting social paradigms. This alone
would have assured him a name in posterity, but after a brief return in Java in 1824,
Coleman returned to Singapore where he designed many Luilclings of note.

Coleman clesignecl many of the surviving structures from this period, including his
famous Armenian Church, designed after St. Martin-in-the-Fields in London. By 1831
he had finished a number of government commissions, and was able to work though a
series of clesigns intended as middle-class homes for resident Englishmen. His style, as
seen in his public Luilclings and homes for the Wealthy, is Anglo—Inclian Regency, with the
expectecl preoccupation with symmetry, classical elements, and restraint. He had returned
to Britain in 1831, and would have known that Palladianism was a very popular style for
new construction among the monied classes there.

The very first residences used lz)y Englishmen in Singapore were only slight variations

on the incligenous form described above. This was un(loulz)tecuy because the only builders
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and (lesigners available at this early stage were locals. Although Coleman had built
bungalows in India, he soon realized that the Anglo-Indian bungalow form was not well
suited to all tropical environments.

The original bungalow form upon which the English colonists “irnprove(ln was a £air1y
simple, inexpensive, and modest house form built of wiclely available materials that were
well suited to Bengal India. On a raised platform of compactecl rubble or pounclecl carth,
sat a square brick-walled structure covered in very thick overhanging thatch that extended
far enough to require bamboo poles on all sides. The interior of the home was subdivided
very httle, so as to allow for maximum airflow. A white cloth was often used as an artificial
ceihng to prevent detritus or even animals from faﬂing into the home from the thatch.®

Coleman would have known from his time in India about the many changes that
Englishmen insisted on away from this traditional form, nearly all of which made it less
comfortable, but more “Bnglish”. The hybrid solution that developed gave a familiar near-
neo-classical fagacle to the traditional Lungalow, and helpe(l the British to visuaﬂy
distinguish their homes from those of the natives.

Initially, Coleman brought the Anglo-Indian bungalow intact to Singapore. The
issues of ﬂooding and torrential rains soon made themselves known, and Coleman Legan
to redesign almost at once. He no more wanted to re-invent the wheel than those earlier

Englishmen who had aclapte(l the native Lungalow, so he simply borrowed many aspects

87 Morris, “Architecture of the British Empire,” 509.

65



for his new Singaporean homes directly from the incligenous architecture of the Malay
Peninsula. This would have been quite easy, as a trained architect would have recognize(l
at once the construction techniques used. The use of woven bamboo for walls might have
been new, but was still similar to traditional English wattle. The open interiors were
similar to what he would have seen in India. Only the stilts would have been a new feature
to Coleman.

The resulting homes were typicaﬂy built with wood frames and floors on short piers,
and had open floor plans as well as many large windows. Verandahs with marleec”y
extended eaves were built, but the local use of rattan blinds was a(loptecl to provide privacy
and comfort. Steeply pitche(l roofs were built, and usuaﬂy covered in the local atap thatch.
The arrangement of windows and doors appears to have been influenced lz)y his work in the
Palladian sty]e, insofar as was possible. Perhaps thinlzing of the wattle-like woven bamboo,
Coleman finished his ]:)uil(lings in plaster and ljright white paint, often leaving the major

beams exposecl, and with the trim paintecl a dark green.ss

Bidwell

Until the final decade of the nineteenth century, no other trained architects ventured
forth to Singapore, and the result was an almost total stagnation in the development of

the Singaporean style, as semi-competent military engineers used whatever cheap labor

88 Davidson, “Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941, 7 3.
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was to hand to copy designs out of pattern books. It was at this point that Regent Alfred
]ohn Bidwell, another trained and talented architect, arrived in Singapore. Fresh from
England, Bidwell was full of the latest ideas and trends in Engiish architecture.?’ As it was
the early 1890s, many in London were quite taken with John Ruskin's two architectural
treatises and the concurrent outpouring of related lectures and essays.()O

The architectural theory of the Arts and Crafts movement focused on two primary
ideas. First, and typicai of the Arts and Crafts movement in general, was a fixation on
quality hancl—craftsmanship and traditional techniques , which were generaﬂy acceptecl as
having reached their architectural apex in Englancl cluring the late middle ages, under the
Tudor monarchs Henry VIII and Elizabeth 1. Second, the aﬂeged moral superiority of
“pure Englishness" and hand-crafted solutions, the beneficial and suppose(ﬂy eclifying and
civilizing effects of hving within such a structure, and the moral correctness of 1iving
within a structure that maintained the ideal of “truth to materials”. Within the context of

Singapore, this frequentiy worked out to be a

...half-timbered, mock-Tudor upper story built over a Classicaﬂy detailed
masonry ground floor. The house is further distinguished by a huge soaring
roof... A broad verandah... extends out over the centraliy place(i porte cochére
in the usual fashion. What is especiaﬂy significant about this Luilcling is the
detaiiing of the half-timbered upper floor, where the pattern of timbers is
cieariy modeled on fifteenth- and sixteenth—century sources. Moreover, the

&9 Davidson, “Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941,” 5.

90 “The Seven Lamps of Architecture” and “The Stones of Venice” pu]oiishe(i in 1849 and 1851

respectiveiy.
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verandah over the porte cochére is extended outwards on all sides, ]Jy means of
cantilevered floor joists supported from below lz)y brackets , in the manner of a
medieval je’c‘cy.91

While this may not seem like a par’cicularly promising home design for dealing with
the vicissitudes of a tropical climate, in fact it was uniquely well suited to the chauenges at
hand, as seen in Figure 8. As it happens, the timber upper absorbs heat more slowly than
masonry woul(l, and the masonry of the lower story with tile floors is almost completely
shielded from the tropical sun l)y the wrap-around verandahs and the wooden upper
stories, auowing it to retain any evening coolness 1ong into the afternoon of the £oHowing
day. The addition of lateral vents and rattan blinds for the verandahs allows for maximal
passive cooling , which for English men and women, far from home and in many cases
stubbornly clinging to fashions designed with substantiaﬂy cooler climes in mind, was a
high priority in sultry Singapore.

Being able to maintain some semblance of “home” in £oreign, tropical regions was of
great importance to the British everyw}lere they went. “Britishness” seems to have been as
much about lived experience as any other fac’cor, such as language or ancestry. Wherever
‘chey went, British colonizers strove to ]oring their ways of life with them. Laws were

enacted on foreign populations to try and ]oring them into line with “common decency"

which was defined exclusively ]oy the British.”

91 Davidson, “Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941,” 37.

92 In some cases this insistence on change was seen as }Jeing positive, as when the British moved to outlaw

the excesses of the caste system with regard to “untouchables”. This group was not insubstantial in size, and
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Fig. 8: A Black anWhi’ce. 'Public Works Department No 48 Nassim Road, ca. 1910,
Singapore' (“Daviclson, Julian. Black and White: The Singapore House 1898-1941.
Talisman Pul)]ishing, 2006: 406)

Within the home, similar concerns arose. Labor was very cheap both in Britain and
abroacl, and no middle-class home would be conceived of without at least one servant.”
When visiting Calcutta in 1848, visitors took special note of the fact that the modified

Lungalows l)eing lived in ]Jy Anglos had no servants quarters.% This detail was found to be

was very much in favor of this change. Strictly observant Hindus on the other hand, found the entire
concept monstrous and polluting.

03 It should be recalled that before the invention of many labor saving devices such as Washing machines,

leeeping house was easily a full time, l)acleljrealzing ordeal to take on alone.

94 Morris, “Architecture of the British Empire,” 60.
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rather appaﬂingly distasteful: if one needed something in the night, one would have to
fetch it oneself!

However inconvenient this may have been, Anglo residents of India often found it
preferable to being surrounded I)y native Indians at all times. Although ’chey had done
their best to maintain their way of life l)y divicling up the 1arge1y open space of a
traditional Bangala home and closing off the Verandahs, there was great concern that
interracial mixing might still take place.()5 To the extent possible, the British were trying
to carry out a life their peers in Britain would find “respecta]ole" even t}lough they were
thousands of miles away in u’cterly different circumstances.

The fear of no 1onge1' acting suﬁiciently British, of no 1onger living in an
appropria’cely British manner, manifested itself not just archi’cecturally, but 1inguisticauy
as well. To “go native” or to “go bamboo” were both phrases that indicated a person had
strayed too far from their heritage and traditions as an Englishman. These people were no
1onger entirely fit company, and their preference for any other way of life or environment
was inexplica]ale to the spealeer.

To be British was to act and live in a British manner, however far from the homeland
one was, and however impractical that goal migh’c be. Bven as individuals of many

different ethnic ]:)aclzgrouncls were l)eginning to think of themselves as ]ﬁ)eing able, through

95 Notably, Jchey were not concerned enough about miscegenation to just go home. Hoi(l., 59.
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behavior, to “acquire” Britishness and become Asiatic Britishers, the British were battling

an ongoing concern that their Britishness could be “lost” through hving habits alone.

Factors in Populari’cy

British Pride

Although it is certainly true that all of the features mentioned work together to help
make the Black and White an ideal style for Singapore, it seems unlilzely that these were
the only reasons Why this form enjoyecl such overwhelming popularity among white Crown
Colony residents. In terms of chosen identity, it was the perfect style to help ethnic
Englishmen emphasize the cultural heritage that is uniquely theirs. Up until the outbreak
of WWII, white colonials continued to strongly favor the distinctly British Black and
White as it moved slowly ’chrough various gradual and gracious changes from the most
explicitly Tudorbethan influenced constructions of Bidwell through the more streamlined
and modern—loolzing Black and Whites constructed through 1941. This was in contrast to
Tan Jialz Kim's Panglima Prang home built in 1888, which was a European—stylecl

mansion, decorated with the latest in stylish and impor’ced Art Nouveau furnishings.%

96 At this time, to have had an Art Nouveau home would have been quite au courant. This demonstrates
how connected to European artistic culture the elites of Singapore were, regarcﬂess of their ethnicity, the
extent of their wealth, and the desire of the Prang family patriarch to be seen as a leader in the dominant

colonial milieu. Tan, “Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore,” ]ouma/ ofSoutlzeast Asian
Architecture 2, no.1 (1997) 7.
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Racial Insecurity

It would be ﬂatly dishonest, however, to imply that a fetish for authentic Englishness
was the only ’ching that 1zept self—respecting Englis}lmen from owning the European—stylecl
mansions favored Ly Asiatic Britishers. The palatial homes of the Wealthy (an(l mostly
non—white) Straits Settlements merchant elites were made possihle Ly the astronomical
amounts of money Jchey had been able to accumulate, frequen’cly in only a few generations.
The mansions they built for themselves involved a minimum expen(liture of about seven
million contemporary US dollars, at a time when the average office worker was Lringing
home the equivalent of two thousand dollars a month.”” White colonial officers were
certainly maleing good wages Ly local standards, but nothing like the amount needed to
even consider trying to compete with the £ahulous1y Weal’chy merchant class.”®

[t seems 1ileely that, rather than be shown up in a spencling war they could not hope
to be competitive in, let alone win, rank and file white colonials chose instead to live in
homes that did not invite direct comparison to merchant mansions in other
neig}ll)orhoocls in Singapore.99 And what better way to emphasize their growing

dissatisfaction with the fact that ever-increasing numbers of darker-skinned individuals

97 Thid., 87.

98 Tan, “Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore,” ]ourna/ o][ Southeast Asian Architecture 2,
no.1 (1997): 73-4.

99 Perhaps the single most cost-prohibitive feature of the merchant mansions was their extensive use of
o]ojects, materials, and furnishings importe(l at astronomical expense from Europe. In addition to ]oeing
constructed from locaﬂy available materials, Black and White homes were frequently furnished with rattan
and other locaﬂy produced materials.
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were claiming to be British than to create ever-more elaborate shibboleths and 1onger,
more explicit lists of what precisely it took to be “reaﬂy" British?'®

The very homes in which they chose to live require(l a close familiarity with historic
English architectural forms to be “read” as intended—minimaﬂy adulterated Englishness
of the most traditional sort. This was perhaps of greater concern in the Straits
Settlements than in many other parts of the empire; the aforementioned imprecise and
flexible 1ega1 status for the various Asian groups 1iving in the Crown Colony made some
British uneasy. When combined with the prevalence of non-whites in positions of power
within the colonial administration and desirability of close business and social relations
with elite and wealtl'ly non-whites it must have been an uncomfortable environment for
the more trenchant racists 1iving overseas.

The ever-increasing numbers of Asians attending the most prestigious British pu]alic
schools and then progressing to the finest universities meant that not even educational
differences (or indeed shibboleths, such as jolzes in Latin) could be relied upon as
differentiators. By proclaiming their heritage so Visuaﬂy on the exteriors of their homes,
white colonial residents were attempting to soli&ify the one part of their iclentity that

could not be acquire(l or purchased: the very color of their skin.

100 The most distilled versions of this list often reference Protestantism, loyalty to the monarch, spealeing
English as one's first language, and per]aaps more important (ljecause it was least acquiral)le) ]naving

sufficiently white skin.
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Bven this did not provide as much security as might be expecteci, however, as there
was an established practice of (ieciaring suificientiy Weaithy or eminent individuals
“ilonorary whites”. '™ This, so iong as they were able to maintain property appearances and
generaiiy maintain their status, allowed speciiic individuals of any non-white ancestry to
live in the white enclaves that had been set aside from the poiiu’ceci and steamy ports
throughout the Straits Settlements. They were also convenientiy far from the
overcrowcie(i, poor, and overwiieimingiy darker skinned humanity that made trade in the
region possii)ie. It was within these enclaves that the paia’ciai western—styie homes of
Asiatic Britishers were most often built, capitalizing on the chosen i(ien’ci’ty they had

almost totaiiy manage(i to assume.

101 Tan. “Pioneers' Homes in the Social History of Singapore” ]ouma/ ofSoutlzeast Asian Architecture 2,
no.1 (1997): 86.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

Summation

In Singapore and the rest of the Straits Settlements, where multiple ethnic groups
settled into a new region all hoping for private financial gain, a rich mixing of cultures was
almost inevitable.'" Argual)ly, the cause of the various hyl)rid domestic architectural
forms chosen was another type of hy]oridity that was fostered aggressively ]oy the peculiar
requirements of attempting to administer the Straits Settlements. Ultima’cely, the raison
d'stre for the entire existence of the Straits Settlements was the incredil)ly lucrative trade
with east Asia.

The only way to even attempt administration of such a motley assortment of ethnic
groups as was present in the Straits Settlements was to employ a veritable army of
multilingual clerks, capalale of translating endless documents, laws, and declarations so
that they could be understood ]oy all residents and visitors.'” Although there were some
talented white hnguis’cs who were able to manage a language or two after years in the

region, most of the work was done l)y Asians of various ethnicities who had grown up

102 Although there were already a small number of Malays living on the main island of Singapore, there

was a huge influx from the surrounding region as the local economy underwent explosive growt]n.

103 Lees, “Being British in Malaya, 1890-1940,” ]ouma/ o][Britisk Studies 48, no.1 (2009): 85.
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fluent in muitipie ianguages, whether due to circumstance of birth or the advent of
missionary schools in the region, all of which taugiit Engiisii.

The trade that made the region and whatever headaches (to say notiiing of (iea(iiy
tropicai (iisease) involved in maintaining the Straits Settlements as a Crown Coiony worth
it took piace on hundreds of different islands in the Maiay Arciiipeiago, any one of which
might contain speaizers of dozens of different ianguages, and in Imperiai China.
Muitiiinguai individuals who excelled at iitting into different cultures at the (irop of a hat
were the exclusive fuel on which the Straits Settlements ran.

To be such an individual was to all but guarantee more lucrative employment than
would otherwise be possii)ie, and the assumption of a selection of identities that fit with
one's (iifiering position within the different cultures in which one could interact.'™ Such
obvious financial and social incentives, combined with the clear exampies of social leaders
maintaining muitipie identities with pricie and without negative consequence naturaiiy led
to imitation in the lower ranks of society. This experience of Voiuntary aclaptation in
Singapore was not universal, but it was true for the majority of immigrants. Altilougil
tiiey could not afford to have everytiling siiippeci at ruinous expense from Europe, these
reguiar citizens could and did choose to have their domestic architecture outwarciiy reflect

their inward conceptions of themselves. Moreover, in many cases the iiyi)ricis chosen

104 Called “code switciiing” and used to reference linguistic practices, the same tiieory may be appiie(i to

the different cultural expectations that are assumed within different cultural contexts.
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reflect a vision of self unique to the Straits Settlements at least as much as they reflect
any personal ancestry.

It should come as no surprise, ’chen, that enterprising individuals who had the option
of assuming a British iclen’city would chose to do so in those spaces where that would result
in financial and social advancement. Equaﬂy, then, it should not be surprising that some
of those whose cultural iclentity was ]aeing, if only in their own eyes, wrongfuﬂy assumed,
would try to take steps to further refine their own iden’ci’ty, ’thereby once again restricting
the group to only “appropriate” membership (again, if only from their own perspective).
Such a pi’tched and franlzly personal battle would hlzely take place on any front availa]ole,
and the act of choosing the sort of home one would live in would have been a rational,
even if unconscious, outlet for such feelings to take physical (and fairly non-clisrup’cive)

shape.

Possible Further Research

The Straits Settlements in general and Singapore in particular represent an
incredibly complex part of many different histories—social, architectural, colonial, and
economic just to name a few—and there is reaﬂy very little scholarship available on almost
any aspect of this rich and £ascinating location. Perhaps even more so than for other

regions, the necessity of painting with a very fine brush becomes increasingly evident the
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more work one does with this area. Although this paper has been able to shed some 1ig11t
both on the complexi’cies of identity in the Straits Settlements (as well as some reasons for
that complexi’cy) and how some of this may be seen in the domestic architecture of the
region, there is an unimaginable amount of work still to be clone, and hope£ully some of

the issues raised in this paper will inspire further scholarly interest in the region.
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APPENDIX A

ANGLO-CHINESE RELATIONS

Englancl and China had been engaged ina pro£ouncﬂy uneven trade agreement since
1635, although at this early date, trade was limited in both volume and frequency.
Imperial China maintained a policy of tra&ing with other nations purely as a favor, and
not as an economic necessity. This had (roughly spealzing) been Imperial policy since the
reign of Wu cluring the Zhou clynasty, 1087-1043 BCE. The trade philosophy extended
to a belief that even if China needed something attainable only through trade, that the
need should be denied and hidden, so as not to give negotiating power to a potential
enemy. This policy remained practical for more than two thousand years in no small part
because of China's sheer size. Into this un&erstanc]ing of trade so &ivergent from any
European model came a currency crunch. China in the 1700s was running on a silver
stanclard, and economic grow’c}l resulted in an huge excess of goocls as comparecl to the
amounts of silver available for coinage. This, in combination with 1ong—stanc1ing trade
policies caused China to pursue trade with European nations under two conditions: they
would purchase neither raw materials nor finished goocls from Europe, and would accept
only silver for the tea and silk so desired in the West. As the silver drained out of Europe,
inclucling Englancl, never to return, various economies in the west that were tied to a silver

or golcl standard l)egan to experience inflation. The proﬁts being made hand over fist l)y
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merchants out of London was surely one of the things that Raffles was concerned about
protecting when he insisted that Britain needed a foothold (or toe hold, as Singapore is
very srnaﬂ) on the China—Englancl route. Further, the East India company nominaﬂy
stood to gain from such a port, as it would ease the passage of their own ships.

By 1839, Bnglishmen had decided to fight dirty and illegally import the one item
they could sell to citizens of China for silver: opium. The East India Company was the
only company chartered to engage in trade with China on behalf of the crown and
therefore was prohi]oite& from direct involvement; instead they grew opium in the parts of
India they controlled and sold it via an elaborate system of legal and iﬂegal markets to
l)uyers in China, producing great profits and “solving" the currency pro]alems of Englan&
in one fell swoop. In the meantime, there had been two separate Anglo-Dutch treaties, the
first in 1814 and the second in 1824 as London and Amsterdam sought non-violent
means to resolve real estate differences arising from the Napoleonic Wars that were half
way around the glo]ae. The results of the treaty of 1814 were quiclzly in dispute after
Raffles founded Singapore on land that nominauy had been ceded to the Dutch just a few
years prior. The term “norninaﬂy” is used aclvisecﬂy, as there were no Dutch settlements
on the island at the time, and indeed, Raffles was not “discovered” ];)y the Dutch until a

few years after he put down roots. Raffles the individual is often cited as a specific cause of

the second round of negotiations that led to the Anglo—Du’cch Treaty of 1824.
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The entire mess of Anglo—Dutch relations and the complica’cions of trade with China
that led to one of the Opium Wars were only complica’tecl further l)y the unusual
relationship between the East India Company and Parliament, which was transparent

enough that the Chinese government made official protestations over it during the Opium

Wars.
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APPENDIX B

CULTURALLY PLURAL SOCIAL HIERARCHY IN
COLONIAL SINGAPORE

A new dissertation has recently been publishecl ]Jy Eric Holml:)erg exploring and
clefining the nature of the relationships between Chinese and European elites in colonial
Singapore. He convincingly asserts that the post-colonial understanding of “Asians or
Europeans” or “Asians versus Europeans” presents a false (lichotomy that does not reflect
the historical reality of “Asians and Europeans” among the elite classes. Holm]:)erg
describes the elites of a society as ]aeing like the stitches in a garment: while they are a tiny
fraction of the total material involved, they are essential to a garment hol(ling together.

In the same manner, social theory states that once a society is 1arge enough that every
individual cannot know every other incliviclual, some sort of shared center is needed to
hold them together. In the case of Singapore, almost nothing was shared across ethnic
boundaries. The English did not have sufficient num]oers, social connections, or wealth to
form an elite class themselves, and the Wealthy Chinese were not native members of the
dominant culture. The “weak ties” between these two groups were sufficient to allow for
an initial mutual appreciation of status to occur.

In short, the more shared experiences between these elites occur, the more direct and

indirect social capital participating elites are able to accumulate. By aclznowleclging each
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others' eliteness at regular intervals, participants are able to Vir’cuaﬂy coin their own social
capital. The system becomes self perpetuating in a very short time, and similarly neither
group is able to escape the other. The newspapers of Singapore served as a kind of record
12eeper, and allowed non-elites to leeep track of who was more elite than whom.

Although the Chinese elites of Singapore very much maintained the Chinese aspects
of their i(lentity, their acloption of an additional British i(lentity granted them
considerable social prestige and networlzing opportunities. The assertion that this was a

purely superficial stance, Holmloerg argues, is unsupportalz)le and incorrect.
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