
I
n 1985, 40 years after the end of the Japanese 
Occupation, a reader wrote to the Singapore 
Monitor seeking advice on his or her time of 
birth.1 Born during the Occupation years, the 
reader’s birth time was registered as 5.30 pm on 

the birth certificate. The person wanted to know if 
this was Singapore time or Japan’s Central Standard 
Time (commonly referred to as “Tokyo Time”). 

When Singapore came under Japanese control 
in February 1942, one of the first things the Japanese 
did was to announce that Singapore and British 
Malaya would fall under the same time zone as 
Tokyo, which was one-and-a-half hours ahead of 
Malayan time.2 The occupation of Singapore was 
more than spatial; it became temporal as well, 

colonising Singapore through time. Public clocks 
in Singapore were adjusted from the local time 
zone of seven-and-a-half hours ahead of Greenwich 
Mean Time (GMT+07:30) to nine hours ahead 
(GMT+09:00).3 The residents of Singapore had to 
adjust their body clocks to the rhythms of Japanese 
imperial time. 

However, this change was not as simple or 
straightforward as it seemed. In February 1944, 
two years into the time adjustment, the Syonan 
Shimbun reported that people in Singapore were 
still making appointments based on the local time 
observed earlier rather than Tokyo Time: “There 
seems to be still not a few people who have not 
awakened to the hour, so to speak. These people 
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are still making appointments by ‘local’ time, with 
the result that there has been much confusion and 
often disappointment which may even be more 
unfortunate, if not disastrous.” 

This was even after all public clocks in Singapore 
had been synchronised to Tokyo Time.4 (It would 
be fascinating to know if this non-observation of 
Tokyo Time was, in fact, a form of quiet resistance, 
a bodily non-compliance.) 

But this confusing sense of living in double 
time is precisely why our 1985 reader had questions 
regarding the registered birth time of 5.30 pm which, 
according to the reply by the Singapore Monitor, was 
Tokyo Time. If the reader wished to have the time 
changed, he or she could obtain a birth extract at the 
National Registration Department, they advised.5 

Once the Japanese Occupation ended, Singapore 
reverted to its previous time zone of seven-and-a-
half hours ahead of GMT (GMT+07:30).6 This 
remained Singapore’s official public time until 
the Malaysian government announced in 1981 
that it would be synchronising the time between 
West Malaysia (GMT+07:30) and East Malaysia 
(GMT+08:00), moving West Malaysia half an hour 
forward. Singapore’s government decided to follow 
suit and the change came into effect in Singapore 
on 1 January 1982.7 

On New Year’s Eve, the Straits Times quipped 
that merrymakers out on the town “will find their 
happy times ending a little sooner than they are 
used to” and “all because 1982 will leap in half-an-
hour sooner, with midnight chiming at the ‘old’ 
11.30 pm on Dec 31”.8 

DAYLIGHT 
Not a Minute Change

As the Japanese Occupation has shown, time zones 
can become a tool of political control, an extension 
of an empire’s territory in time. Malaysia, prior to its 
time zone adjustment in 1982, had been operating on 
two different national time zones: one for the western 
peninsula at GMT+07:30 for cities such as Kuala 
Lumpur and Penang, and another for East Malaysia 
at GMT+08:00 for cities such as Kota Kinabalu and 
Kuching. This split was due to the different longi-
tudinal positions of Peninsular Malaysia and the 
eastern territories of Sabah, Sarawak and Labuan. 

The Malaysian government synchronised both 
time zones to align business hours and improve 
coordination between the two territories. This was 
also done in hopes of fostering a stronger sense of an 
integrated Malaysia.9 In other words, the decision 
to change time zone in 1982 had both a political 
and economic dimension. 

Meanwhile, Singapore’s decision to follow 
Malaysia’s time zone change came about largely 
due to the “many close ties between the peoples 
and governments of Singapore and Malaysia,” as 
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noted in the press release issued by the Singapore 
Ministry of Culture. The sheer volume of trade 
and travel between the two countries, and the close 
commercial and financial links were also cited as 
factors in Singapore’s decision to align its time zone 
with that of Malaysia’s.

“The balance of advantage would be in 
Singapore’s favour if time was changed to Malaysian 
time,” said R.W. Lutton, the chairman of the 
Singapore International Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry. Y.M. Jumabhoy, the president of the 
Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce felt that 
a half hour difference meant a lot of difference in 
business. “If Singapore does not change its time, 
it would mean half an hour of reduced contacts, 
especially since most business dealings are conducted 
over the telephone.” There were similar sentiments 
across the Causeway, with Malaysian businessmen 
saying that it “would be ‘pragmatic and logical’ for 
Singapore to keep in time with Malaysia”.10 

Singapore’s decision to move its time ahead 
by 30 minutes proved even more fortuitous, both 

Sleepless in Singapore

While there were obvious advantages in moving 
Singapore to GMT+08:00, were there unfortunate side 
effects? In a 2014 survey of sleep patterns, Singapore 
was reported to be the third most sleep-deprived 
city in the world, just behind Tokyo and Seoul. On 
average, Singaporeans were managing with just 
6 hours and 32 minutes of sleep every night.14  

In March 2015, a reader, concerned about 
sleeplessness in Singapore, felt compelled to write to 
the Today newspaper, arguing that the current time 
zone was to blame for it. “The sun rises at around 
7 am, when most of the children are already headed 
for school or in school,” G. Kavidasan wrote. “Why do 
our schools not open at 9 am or 10 am so the children 
can have a good night’s sleep, wake up around 6 am 
or 7 am, do some studies or exercise, have a family 
breakfast and then go to school?” “[O]ur body 
clock syncs with the natural clock of the sun, and 
Singapore’s natural time zone should be seven hours 
ahead of Greenwich Mean Time (GMT+07:00).”15 

Kavidasan’s argument was that Singaporeans 
should be waking up naturally when the sun rises 
at 7 am (GMT+08:00), or better still at 6 am (if the 
time zone is corrected to GMT+07:00 instead). 
Starting school or work at 9 am or 10 am would 
then allow people to have some hours of exposure 
to daylight, before getting on with the day’s work. 

In fact, many of the concerns shared by 
Kavidasan were already brought up in public 
discussions during the 1930s, even before the 
Japanese Occupation.

Standardising Time in the Malay Peninsula 

Prior to the 20th century, most towns or cities in 
Malaya kept localised time; noon was simply when 
the sun was observed at its highest point. This meant 
that local time was dependent on one’s longitudinal 
position on Earth. For every degree of longitude to 
the west, local noon would occur approximately 
four minutes later.16 

In 1894, Singapore kept a local time that 
was computed at 6 hours, 55 minutes and 25.05 
seconds ahead of time observed at the Royal 
Observatory Greenwich, London. This was based 
on Singapore’s longitudinal position of 103.854375° 
east of the Greenwich Meridian, with reference to the 
observatory located then at Fort Fullerton.17 

This, however, meant that local clocks in 
two nearby towns could differ by a few minutes. 
For much of the 19th century, these differences 
did not affect the daily lives of many. Farmers, 
for example, relied on understanding the broad 
seasonal changes in their work, and did not require 
precise timekeeping. However, this changed with 

politically and economically, during the 1980s. Prior 
to the time zone adjustment, banks on the American 
west coast (at GMT-08:00) would be closing just 
when traders in Singapore were beginning their 
day (GMT+07:30).11 But with the additional half an 
hour at GMT+08:00, Singapore could function more 
effectively as a bridge between the closing hours of 
North American markets and the opening hours 
of the London and European markets. Moving to 
GMT+08:00 could also reap the additional benefits 
by being in the same time zone as Hong Kong and 
an emerging Chinese market. 

Moreover, Singapore could also share an 
extra half hour of overlapping business hours with 
Japan’s then booming economy. This strengthened 
existing trade relations, as Japan had become the 
biggest foreign investor in Singapore’s economy 
by the end of the 1980s.12 The adjustment of 30 
minutes forward was, therefore, not by any means 
a minute change. It helped secure Singapore’s 
position as a key financial hub for the global 
financing of the oil trade.13 

the birth of the steam engine and the subsequent 
establishment of railway systems. This was especially 
so for the British Empire, including its colonies in 
British Malaya. Train operators had to organise 
train schedules across towns that had hitherto been 
keeping their own individual local time. This meant 
that commuters very often had to navigate between 
confusing timetables.18 

Commuters travelling between Penang and 
Taiping in the year 1900 would need to know that 
the local time kept by the two towns differed by 
approximately 18 minutes and factor that into their 
reading of train schedules between the two towns.19  

At GMT+06:55:25, the local time of Singapore 
was “natural” insofar as it was based on Singapore’s 
longitudinal position on Earth. This meant that 
the time kept in Singapore was largely in sync with 
the sun’s rhythms as observed from Singapore. 

This map insert presents a mapping of the various time zones around the world, with reference to 9 pm in Tokyo. It is part of a larger military map (scale 
1:40,000,000) prepared and published by the Japanese Imperial Army on 15 February 1942, two weeks before Tokyo Time was implemented throughout 
Malaya. Image reproduced from Sekai kaishin jikyoku yōzu: Dai Tōa sensō kankei 世界改新時局要圖: 大東亜戦争関係 (Tokyo: Daido Shuppansha, 1942). 
Lim Shao Bin Collection, National Library Singapore. 

When the Japanese 
Occupation ended, 
Singapore reverted to 
its previous time zone 
of seven-and-a-half 
hours ahead of GMT 
(GMT+07:30). Source: 
The Straits Times, 7 
September 1945 © 
SPH Media Limited. 
Permission required for 
reproduction.

Japanese soldiers led by General Seishiro Itagaki marching towards the Municipal Building 
(later City Hall) to sign the surrender papers on 12 September 1945. The British Military 
Administration had announced on 7 September that Tokyo Time would be abolished. The 
clock tower of the Victoria Theatre and Concert Hall, in the background would have been 
showing the readjusted time zone of GMT+07:30. Courtesy of the Army Photographic 
Unit. From National Library Singapore. 
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two days later. Bringing Singapore’s official time up 
to GMT+07:30 fitted nicely into the programming 
time slots of the British Broadcasting Corporation.32 
As with the time zone changes enacted under the 
Japanese Occupation later on, this was yet another 
example of timekeeping being used as a political 
tool to control and influence a territory.

Here Comes the Sun (One Hour Later)

Since 1 January 1982, Singapore’s deviation from 
our natural solar time has become fixed at about 
one full hour away from the rhythms of the sun 
as observed locally from Singapore. While the 
adjusted time zone of GMT+08:00 represents 
a disconnect from the sun’s rhythms, it is also 
an example where the relationship to nature is 
perhaps made secondary in favour of Singapore’s 
economy and politics. 

While there are those who might bemoan this 
present state of disconnect, there are others who 
argue that time is a man-made concept in the first 
place, or that the nature of time is fundamentally 
arbitrary.33 These are, perhaps, questions that can 
never be definitively answered. Nonetheless, the 
world continues to make do with the existing global 
system that was first centred on the Greenwich 
Meridian.34 

This changed on 1 June 1905 when time 
throughout British Malaya became standardised to 
the mean time of the 105th meridian, at GMT+07:00. 
The minute differences between local times (e.g. 
Penang, Taiping, Singapore) were now evened out 
and synchronised to a uniform time zone.20 Trains, 
commuters and, ultimately, much of modern life in 
the Malay Peninsula now ran smoothly on a single 
time schedule.21  

Daylight Robbery, c.1910–52

As soon as time became standardised in Malaya, 
there were suggestions made in 1910 to further 
adjust the time in Singapore. In a letter to the 
Straits Times, a concerned citizen noted that many 
early risers in Singapore were wasting away their 
daylight through the “aimless time spent before 
breakfast”. If business hours in Singapore (9 am 
to 5 pm back in 1910) could be adjusted to start 
at 8 am and end at 4 pm, or alternatively “putting 
the clock on an hour”, many in Singapore would 
benefit from having “an extra hour of daylight after 
office”.22 In short, the present business hours were 
robbing citizens of recreational time in daylight. 

 Such a letter should be understood in the 
context of British builder William Willett’s 
pamphlet, “The Waste of Daylight”, published just 
three years earlier. Willett’s chief concern was the 
varying hours of daylight experienced throughout 
the changing seasons in Great Britain. Willett had 
initially advocated to advance the clocks by 80 
minutes in four 20-minute increments during April 
and reversing the process in September.23 However, 
by 1916, this plan was eventually changed to advance 
the clock by “one hour at 2 am on the third Sunday 
in April or about April 18th” and to reverse that 
motion at 2 am on “the third Sunday of September 
or about September 19th” in each year.24 

The Royal Observatory Greenwich, London, 2009. It gave its name 
to the Greenwich Mean Time since the Greenwich Meridian, also 
known as the Prime Meridian, passes through it. Photo by Adusha. 
From Wikimedia Commons. 
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While Singapore gets fairly consistent daylight 
throughout the year thanks to its latitudinal 
position, there were nonetheless worries that 
workers in Singapore were not getting enough 
daylight after the day’s work had ended. 

As early as 1920, Governor of the Straits 
Settlements Laurence Guillemard had introduced a 
bill to adjust the clocks by “half-an-hour in advance 
of the mean time of the 105th meridian or seven-
and-a-half hours in advance of Greenwich mean 
time”. Before moving to Singapore, Guillemard 
had experienced the benefits of daylight savings 
during the British summers.25

His suggestion was aimed at shortening the 
waking hours before work and giving workers more 
leisure time in the sun after work, thereby ensuring 
the good health of the working class without 
affecting existing business hours. However, this 
bill was ultimately withdrawn by the government 
due to opposition in the Legislative Council. One 
member, a John Mitchell, was even quoted as saying 
that if workers left their offices earlier in the day, 
“they might get sunstroke”.26 

In 1932, when Guillemard had already left 
Malaya, his proposal was officially brought up by 
Arnold Robinson, a senior unofficial member of 
the Straits Settlements Legislative and Executive 
Councils.27 Despite some public opposition,28 
the Daylight Saving Ordinance was eventually 
passed. With that, time in the British colonies of 
the Malay Peninsula and Singapore was advanced 
by 20 minutes on 1 January 1933 to become 
GMT+07:20.29 

Many of the motivations behind daylight 
saving in 1930s Singapore were not so different 
from the social concerns shared much later in 2015. 
Unfortunately, several employers in Singapore took 
advantage of the “delayed” sunset to make their 
employees work longer hours. In 1934, just two years 
after the passing of the Daylight Saving Ordinance, 
unscrupulous employers were reported to have been 
robbing workers of their extra time in the sun.30  

In September 1941, time in Singapore was again 
tweaked, advancing another 10 minutes under the 
Daylight Saving (Amendment) Ordinance. This 
time, it had less to do with the health of the working 
majority, and more to do with the programming 
time slots of the British Empire’s radio network. 
At GMT+07:20, Singapore’s time zone presented 
an inconvenience as the overseas programming 
of the British Broadcasting Corporation began on 
15-minute intervals of the hour.31 

During this period, the strategic importance of 
the radio network for the British Empire could not 
be underestimated. Adolf Hitler, the dictator of Nazi 
Germany had invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, 
and Britain and France declared war on Germany 
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