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THE WAY WE WERE

Fvolufion of fhe singapore Family

46 (ABOVE) A photo of Straits Chinese, Tan Ah Boon
and his family, in 1860. Courtesy of National Archives
Singapore.
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the history of Bidadari Muslim and Bukit Brown
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In conjunction with the launch of the exhibition
“Roots: Tracing Family History”, held from 25
July 2013 to 16 February 2014, Kartini ruminates
on the question of families in Singapore.

AT A LOCAL UNIVERSITY, A SOCIOLOGY

lecturer receives the following responses
from her students to her question on what
a typical Singapore family would look like:
a nuclear family, with two children, plus
a cat or a dog. Do these “educated percep-
tions” reflect the public imagination of
the Singapore family? Or, can families be
imagined or constructed in other ways?
By demystifying family and the “tradi-
tional family”, we see that most idealis-
tic notions of family are far from what
we might imagine. More significantly, an
overemphasis on personal responsibility
for strengthening family values encour-
ages a way of thinking that leads to mor-
alising rather than mobilising concrete
reforms.! Hence, examining families in
the past allows us to see the relationship
of families to public policies on families.
In this article, we explore how chang-
ing family structures in Singapore are a
means of understanding Singapore’s his-
tory, identity formation as well as chang-
ing identities. There is no fixed definition
of family as the concept is a social con-
struct that varies across time and space.
Yet, it is the most basic form of human or-
ganisation. Anthropologists have argued
that all human societies are organised
into some type of family. The universality
of family is predicated upon certain char-
acteristics that families are founded upon.
One basic human social experience
is marriage. All known human societ-
ies have marriages as a legal, social and
economic contract between a man and a
woman or, until recently, two people of the
same sex. Families are formed as a result
of marriages. This union legitimises chil-
dren born or brought into (through adop-
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tion) this union.Thus,we state the univer-
sality of family because marriage creates
family. Family creates kin through firstly
birth and descent and secondly through
conjugality within the marriage institu-
tion and in-laws.

Families fulfil certain functions that
enable a child to be fed, clothed and shel-
tered. The survival of the child is highly
dependent on his or her family. Hence,
families, through marriage, regulate sex-
uality and affect childbirth and childcare.

Marriage may not be a choice for ev-
eryone in modern industrial societies.
The presence of state orphanages indi-
cates that childcare is not necessarily
familial. In addition, the changing status
of women affects this as well. Homosex-
ual unions, cohabitation, single-parent
households have introduced diversity to
the traditional notion of family. Through
this lens we can see how families have
evolved, in particular how “family” exists
and has evolved in Singapore’s history.

IMPRESSIONS OF DIFFERENT ETHNIC
FAMILIES BEFORE 1820

Some former colonial writers have
described ethnic families who were
early settlers in Singapore. How typi-
cal or atypical they were of other ethnic
families of that time remains to be an-
swered. However, these general percep-
tions by colonial writers are useful start-
ing points in the study of the different
types of families that existed in early
Singapore.

One of the earliest accounts of native
families in Singapore relates to Malay roy-
alty in the 17th century. In 1609, Johann

(TOP RIGHT) Photograph of a Malay family taken in
1900. Courtesy of National Archives Singapore.
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Verken, a German officer of the Vereenig-
de Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) from
Meissen (Germany) aboard one of the
Dutch vessels under Admiral Peter Wil-
lemz Verhoeff, related:

[Raja Bongsu] was in his appearance
and body a well-proportioned person,
rather tall, softly spoken, and fair
skinned both on his body and his
face.He had brought along with him
thirty of his wives, which were of
different appearances, and dressed in
very fine, colourful clothing.?

Demonstrating the existence of polyg-
amous unions of the royal family in the
area, the relationship between wealth,
power and the means to have big families
is established. Furthermore, Raja Bongsu
had wives “of different appearances”. This
could indicate that they were of different
ethnic backgrounds, groups,age or beauty.
Apart from being a sign of prestige for the
kings, the wives could have been part of
exchanges between kingdoms.

The Malays, at this point,were a hard-
er group of people to define. Linguistic and
archaeological data suggest that people
who could communicate in Old Malay and
other Austronesian languages had “long
possessed skills in pottery and weaving,
as well as seafaring and the building of
wooden canoes and houses; they grew
rice and millet, kept pigs, used the bow
and arrow and chewed betel”. They “pos-
sessed a bilateral kinship system, with
corresponding prominence in the role of
women and relative lack of concern about
descent as distinct from group origins”.?
Mention of other groups of people and
their families during this period is scant
and few works mention anything beyond
the existence of different types of traders
and their trade.

ARRIVAL OF THE BRITISH

With the “civilising mission” as justifica-
tion for colonialism, the British took an
anthropological approach in their task of
documenting the lifestyles and cultures of
the natives.Through such understanding,
the colonials hoped to colonise the natives
better, inviting as little opposition as pos-
sible to their rule. The British discovered
many indigenous people living in the
forests or sea such as the Semangs or the
Orang Laut. Indigenous families tended
to live in small groups and lived wherever

there was food. This small nuclear family

type enabled families to move to wherever
the food was.*The same could also be said
about the Orang Laut (meaning sea peo-
ple), which was another group of indige-
nous people who had lived in the area for
centuries,’ “almost the whole of their life
being spent upon the water in a wretched
little canoe... A man and his wife and one
or two children are usually to be found in
these miserable sampans, for subsistence
they depend on their success in fishing.”

During this period, the British classi-
fied the Malays into two classes, the native
and the foreign Malays. This division was
more geographical than ethnographical.
According to Frank Swettenham, in Brit-
ish Malaya, the Malays are descendants
of people who crossed from the south of
India to Sumatra, mixed with a people al-
ready inhabiting that island,and gradual-
ly spread themselves over the most cen-
tral and fertile States [of Malaya]. Foreign
Malays came to Malaya from the borders

of Kedah, Patani, Kelantan and the South-
ern Siamese states, including those from
the seas —Acehnese, Javanese, Mandal-
ings, Minangkabau, Palembang, Labuan,
Borneo and Bugis. The native Malays are
the descendants of the old Sumatran co-
lonialists and intermarried with local
aborigines and subsequent immigrants.
There is an impression that the Malays
live as part of the extended family,

...He never fails in respect towards
his superiors. He has a proper
reverence for constituted authority...
His domestic life is almost

idyllic. Towards his servants he is
considerate and friendly... He is
indulgent to his wife,and perhaps
even more so to his children,whom
he generally spoils. He supports his
own relatives through thick and thin,
but his sense of charity does not take
him beyond the family circle. He is
content to live in his own life in the
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(Top) Photograph of an Indian family, 1900.Courtesy
of National Archives Singapore.

(CENTRE) Photograph of a Chinese family, 1900.
Courtesy of National Archives Singapore.



bosom of his family like, a “frog
beneath a coconut shell [katak di
bawah tempurung].’

INTERMARRIAGES AND POPULATION
EXPLOSIONS DUE TO IMMIGRATION

Many of the low-ranking British officers
who were posted to the Far East could
not bring their families or women to the
colonies as the colonial government was
unwilling to pay for the maintenance of
families. Eurasian groups such as Dutch
Eurasians, Portuguese Eurasians and
British Eurasians emerged as a result of
intermarriages between these colonial
servants and indigenous women.The Eur-
asian family type observed by John Turn-
bull Thomson comprised parents with
many children, with servants living as
part of the extended family, not different
from Malay families.

The head of the family was of mixed
race, but educated in Europe. His
wife was of pure British blood, but
was reared and educated in India.
The husband had children before his
marriage by native women; his wife
had been married before,and had
children by both her husbands. All
lived together in great amity in the
same house...The family have long
settled in the country, held slaves
prior to the abolition of slavery in the
British dominions. Some of the slaves
still clung to the family. One of them,
an old woman, began to think of the
advantage of creating a connection
with her mistress’s family...*

Population began to increase rapid-
ly with the great influx of immigration,
despite severe measures adopted by the
Dutch to prevent subjects from sailing to
Singapore.It was believed that the new ar-
rivals were mostly Malays while the rest
were Chinese. It was not until the mid-
1830s that the Chinese outnumbered the
Malays.’ The sex ratios in the Chinese and
Indian communities were disproportion-
ate from 1824 to 1860 due to the increase
in the number of predominantly male im-
migrants from China and India.

In his report on population trends in
Singapore from 1819 to 1967, Saw states
that “there is reason to believe that the
women enumerated in the early census-
es did not come direct from China but
were mixed-blooded [Baba] women”. In

addition, Charles Buckley mentioned that
in 1837 “no Chinese women had come to
Singapore and from China,and the news-
papers said that, in fact, only two genu-
ine Chinese women were ... small-footed
ladies, who had been some years before,
exhibited in England”.’® Even J.D.Vaughn
noted as late as 1876 that he knew of “no
instance of a respectable Chinese wom-
an emigrating with her husband”." This
confirms that the Chinese men came to
Singapore without bringing their wives.
As temporary settlers, it had been conve-
nient to leave their wives and children in
China.Furthermore, policies in China dis-
couraged women from leaving in order to
maintain ties with the overseas Chinese
as well as to “ensure a flow of remittances
from them”. It was only during the 20th
century that a movement towards a more
balanced sex ratio was observed. The re-
laxation of immigration laws during the
1880s and 1930s saw large-scale migration
of female immigrants from China and
India.”

Meanwhile, the disparity in the sex
ratio for the Chinese group created the
Peranakan group.” The Chinese who were
born in Singapore tended to mix more
with other ethnic groups and there was
a trend “towards inter-ethnic marriages,
especially between Chinese men and Ma-
lay women”. This was clearly reflected in
the existence of a group called “Babas”.
It was also likely that these unions were
Sino-Orang Laut unions as observed by
British colonial writers.

Hence, the Chinese female figure in
the sex ratio that was reported by Saw
is believed to be represented by Baba
women. For the Chinese Peranakans
during this period, the extended family
was the norm.*

In the beginning of the 20th century,
Chinese communities in Singapore and
Malaya became more viable and self-suffi-
cient.The Chinese tended to adhere more
to their traditions and began to view “cul-
tural mixing... as disruptive” but was tol-
erant of it as “it was an inevitable process
that overseas Chinese communities had to
undergo”.”* However, young Chinese girls
were still seen as more desirable brides
and hence the clans attempted to thwart
the trend towards “Baba-isation”.Through
frequent contacts with China, the clan
would make suitable marriage arrange-
ments between an overseas member and a
China girl and also legalise overseas mar-
riages. It was observed that “by doing so,
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the clans exercised considerable influence
over the choice of spouses of its members,
and prevented inter-dialect and inter-ra-
cial marriages from taking place.”®

For Indians during this period, how-
ever, intermarriages within the different
Indian language groups and between In-
dians and other racial groups were even
rarer. The Indians would return home to
marry and leave their wives with their
extended patrilineal families in India.
Their lives in the region were focused on
employment and trade. They would bring
their wives and children to Singapore or
Malaya when they had children, especial-
ly sons whom they wanted to educate in
Malaya and Singapore.

Hence, as opposed to the Malays, Eur-
asians and the Peranakan Chinese who
were part of large extended families, the
Indians and Chinese migrants on the oth-
er hand who came from extended fami-
lies in India and China respectively were
forced to set up nuclear families as a result
of migration.

RISE OF INTERETHNIC ADOPTION

In the first half of the 20th century, the
rate of population increase gained mo-
mentum to about 3 percent until the post-
war period (1947). The decade from 1947 to
1957 saw the return to the highest annual
rate of increase at 4.5 percent since the
1840s. This could be attributed to factors
such as the sharp fall of mortality rate,
high fertility rate and large movements
of people from Malaya to Singapore. By
1967, the Chinese sex ratio stood at 1,020
males per 1,000 females, which was more
balanced than the Malay ratio of 1,045 and
the Indian ratio of 1,684 males per 1,000
females. This prompted the formation of
stable nuclear families among the Chi-
nese and Indian groups.

Low use of contraceptives aided the
high fertility rate of the 1930s. Child
transfers and adoption were means of
birth control for big families. Inter-eth-
nic adoption was a social phenomenon
in 1930s Singapore and Malaya because
of the existence of large settlements of
Chinese, Malay and Indian families and
for some, the existence of harmonious
inter-ethnic relations. The adoption pro-
cess was conducted through informal
means, that is, through direct contact
between parents and foster parents and
“child adoption brokers” such as doctors,
nurses and midwives.
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Especially dominant was the adoption
of Chinese female babies in Malay and
Indian ethnic communities. This phe-
nomenon was peculiar to Southeast Asia
where Chinese families were able to give
their baby girls to other ethnic groups
while an “assisted female mortality” was
practised in China.Families in the Indian
diaspora were willing to overlook the ori-
gins of a Chinese female baby more than
an Indian baby due to caste expectations
imposed upon those born Indian.” Ma-
lay families, on the other hand, preferred
adopting Chinese babies to Malay babies
because of “no real danger that the true
parents [would] later claim them back”
and “the girls are fairer in complexion”.’®
Official statistics could not reflect such
inter-ethnic child transfers or adoption
despite the institution of the Adoption Act
of 1949 and the Children and Young Peo-
ple Ordinance of 1950 because there was
no legal obligation to register the transfer
of a child.”

This trend of inter-ethnic adoption
and child transfers indicated that nuclear
families were big. As mentioned, adop-
tion and child transfers were means of
birth control for big, poor families, espe-
cially for families that preferred sons.This
“big family” type was to undergo another
change during the post-colonial period.

POST-COLONIAL ERA:
INDUSTRIALISING THE FAMILY

During the post-colonial period, con-
ditions such as poor sanitation, health
issues, and fires — specifically the Bukit
Ho Swee fire — provided an intimate link
between marriage, gender, family and
housing.?® Family types were particular-
ly influenced by government policies on
public housing. The provision of public
housing by the Housing Development
Board (HDB) for nuclear families was in
part ideological as it put an end to the
existence of kampongs or squatters, which
were believed to be hotbeds of commu-
nism and communalism propaganda. In
the first decade of its existence, the HDB
built 106,000 units and the percentage of
Singapore’s population housed in HDB
flats rose from 9 percent to 32 percent.
With the passing of the Women’s
Charter in 1961, monogamy was the only
legal marriage practice recognised by the
state.” Muslims were an exception since
they were governed by Shariah Law. Thus
began the creation of the nuclear families

in the 1960s and 1970s in tandem with
birth control policies formulated during
that period.

In the early years of Singapore’s in-
dependence, the government was faced
with the formidable task of providing ed-
ucation, health services and housing to a
population that was growing rapidly due
to the post-war economic boom. Family
planning was thus regarded as a neces-
sary measure in order for the government
to adequately tackle issues arising from
planning for the national economy to wel-
fare services for the republic’s citizens.?

The objective of the Singapore Family
Planning and Population Board (SFPPB),
created in 1966, was to exhort families to
plan for smaller families. Its campaigns
were aimed at less educated and lower in-
come groups, encouraging them to have
only two children so that their offspring
would have a better chance in life.® The
benefits of a small family were widely
publicised through 35,000 posters and
100,000 leaflets,as well as a range of other
publicity efforts.

This anti-natalist stance was taken to
encourage more women to join the work-
force in order to increase the manpower
needed for Singapore’s industrialisation
needs. The birth control policies were so
effective that the birth rate declined from
6.55 births per woman in 1947 to 4.62 in
1965 to 1.7 in 1992.* With the two-child
message entrenched, the family pro-
gramme proceeded to focus its efforts
on encouraging wider intervals between
each birth, and dissuading young people
from early marriage and parenthood.*

The population control efforts were a
resounding success, but by the late 1980s,
Singapore’s falling birth rate became a
cause for concern.” This decline was fur-
ther propelled by a trend among young
and educated Singaporeans to delay mar-
riage and children in order to establish a
stable career. Former Prime Minister Lee

Kuan Yew felt that the drop in the birth
rate among the well-educated would
cause a “thinning of the gene pool”. Lee
felt that better-educated women should
be mothers and cited the 1980 census that
showed that women with secondary or
tertiary education were having an aver-
age of 1.65 children, compared with un-
educated women who were having three
children on average.

Subsequent discussions that resulted
from this issue pertained to the increas-
ing number of unmarried women with
tertiary education and the lower reproduc-
tion rate of the Chinese, particularly those
with higher education.? This is still cause
for concern today because of the perceived
loss of talent due to the eugenics policy, a
reduced labour force and increasing pro-
portion of aged dependents in the coun-
try. To avoid the implications of a rapidly
ageing population, the State implemented
a slew of measures to reverse this trend by
encouraging procreation through mea-
sures such as Baby Bonuses and “opening
the economy” to talent from China, India
and the Philippines.

DECLINING MARRIAGES AND INCREASING
TREND OF ONE-CHILD FAMILIES

Statistics reveal that the image of an ideal
family consisting of two parents and two
children is no longer the representative.
In sum, the absolute number of marriag-
es has declined by 1,718 — from 26,081 in
2009 to 24,363 in 2010. This is a reverse in
trend, as there was an increase in absolute
number of marriages yearly from 2005 to
2009. General marriage rates continue to
decline and single-child families are an
increasing trend. This departs from pop-
ular perceptions that the average family
has 2.1 children.

Among ever-married females aged 40
to 49 years who were likely to have had
children, the proportion with one child

alll

(ABOVE) The Lauw family with their three children
buck the trend of one-child families in Singapore.
Courtesy of the Lauw family.



increased from 15 percent in 2000 to 19
percent in 2010, while those who were
childless increased from 6.4 percent to
9.3 percent. With more ever-married fe-
males having one child or remaining
childless, the average number of children
born to resident ever-married females
declined for most age groups. This has
further consequence as there was also
a delay in childbearing. While peak fer-
tility rates among women were in the
age group 25 to 29 years in 2000, it has
since shifted towards the 30 to 34 years
age group from 2002 onwards.

The number of divorces has also been
rising, although at a more moderate pace
in the last five years. Divorces and annul-
ments increased by 19 cases from 7,386 in
2009 to 7,405 in 2010, a smaller increase
compared to the increase of 170 cases from
2008 to 2009.

SHRINKING HOUSEHOLD SIZES AND
DUAL INCOME FAMILIES

with falling birth rates, household sizes
in Singapore have declined over the past
30 years from an average of 4.2 persons in
1990 to 3.5 in 2010. Figures indicate that
Singaporeans may have less immediate
family support as fewer members are stay-
ing in the same household to provide care
for young children and the elderly.”

In terms of working status, the propor-
tion of married couples where both hus-
band and wife work accounted for 47 per-
cent in 2010, up from 41 percent in 2000.
The traditional arrangement where only
the husband worked was less prevalent,
with the proportion declining from 40
percent in 2000 to 33 percent in 2010. With
the increase of married women entering
the workforce, work life balance could be
an increasing challenge for husbands and
wives to negotiate as they juggle work,
marriage and household demands.

CONCLUSION

The functionalist approach in state policy
influences the role and types of families in
Singapore.There is now a greater reliance
on the family especially with the demands
of an ageing population in a non-welfare
state like Singapore’s. The state’s recom-
mendation of an inter-generational three-
tiered family in the 1980s was scrapped as
more and more children lived apart from
their parents. The HDB’s Sample House-
hold Survey in 2008 showed a decline in

the proportion of younger married chil-
dren who preferred to live with their par-
ents or within close proximity of them.

In addition, current opposition to the
377A of the Penal Code,which criminalises
sex between two consenting men, further
pushes the boundaries of how the state
defines families. How this would impact
state definitions of family remains to be
seen. It can be said that it will be a long
time before the state accepts differing defi-
nitions of family. In the eyes of the state,
the family has to be reliant and stable and
alternative family models such as singles,
homosexual couples and cohabiting cou-
ples are seen as a challenge to the state’s
views of stable families.

We need to develop a clearer sense
of how past families actually functioned
and what the consequences of fami-
ly values and behaviours have been. In
sum,“Good history and responsible social
policy would help people incorporate the
full complexity and tradeoffs and family
change into their analyses and thus into
action. Mythmaking does not accomplish
thisend.” e

This article was reviewed by Senior Lecturer
Saroja Dorairajoo, National University of
Singapore, Department of Sociology, Faculty
of Arts & Social Sciences.
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