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The Residential Pattern of Chinese Dialect Groups

in Singapore prior to World War II

Kiyomi Y AMASHITA

Since the opening of Singapore’s port in 1819,

a prime area of British colonies in

Southeast Asia, Singapore has received many immigrants from China (Table 1). Singap-

ore’s population in 1980 is 2,413,945,

forming communities of various dialects.

76.925 of whom are Chinese.

The Chinese are

Hokkiens have been the majority group since

the opening of the port of Singapore (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). It has been recognized that the
Chinese people tend to live in an area populated by people that speak their own dialect.

Consequently, this trend has formed a2 unique residential pattern of Chinese dialect

groups.

This paper is presented as part of a series of this author’s research on Chinese dialect

groups’ residential pattern in Singapore.

In this paper,

tlhhe author’s intentions are to

identify the residential pattern and examine the background of its formation. Previous



ZUARTIER, v AR = B BRSO B s~ v 49
statistical data per-taining to the distribution of the Chinese dialect groups in Singapore
were limited. Records were collected about distribution of the Chinese dialect groups
through field surveys of associations and temples of the Chinese dialect groups (Table 2
and Table 3). In order to grasp the residential pattern, the associations and temples
were classified by their members’ dialect, and maps of their distribution in each era
were prepared (Fig. 4, Fig. 5 and Fig. 6). A

The metropolitan area of Singapore is divided into two districts separated by the
Singapore River:the south bank (Da po) and the north bank (Xieo po). The settlement
of Chinese immigrants had started in the south bank district which was allocated to
them acccrding to a city developmet plan made right after the opening of the port. The
south bank district is located near the port and has been a center of economic activity.
Hokkiens, Teochews and Cantonese had settled there first and these three groups formed
three separate areas of residence. On the other hand, other minority groups except the
Hakkas arrived later and started to settle in the north bank district which was once
allocated to the European people. These minority groups and the three majority groups
were distributed in a mosaic fashion throughont the north bank district.

There are several factors which can be attributed to the formation of the Chinese
dialect groups’ residential pattern before World War II.

The differences among the dialects were so large that it was difficult to communicate
with others using a different dialect. Most of the immigrants who immigrated as coolies
did not receive sufficient education and as a result this made it even harder for them
to understand other dialect groups.

The majority groups such as the Hokkiens, Teochews and Cantonese arrived right after
Singapore opened its port. The minority groups such as Hainanese, Foochows and Henghuas
arrived relatively late. The majority groups having arrived earlier could settle in the
south bank district, the center of economic and social activities. However, the later
minority groups had to find residence elsewhere.

The new immigrants who arrived in Singapore due to a chain migration needed an urban
village (Gans, 1962) which would serve as a cushion for the adjustment to a new enviro-
nment. In an urban village, there were various organizations founded and attended by
people speaking the same dialect such as temples, lodging facilities, remittance facilities
(Fig. 7) and schools. These urban villages became the core of the dialect groups’ habita-
tion and helped them form a unique residential pattern.

In the Chinese business activities, the Chinese dialect groups had a tendency to speci-
alize and dominate certain trades. This tendency was one of the major factors that
promoted areal concentration of Chinese dialect groups. Occupational segregation and
residential segregation of Chinese dialect groups had been interactive, and had formed
the residential pattern of the Chinese dialect groups.

The residential pattern of the Chinese dialect groups which was formed before World
War II has been changing rapidly, especially since 1965 when Singapore became indepen-
dent. As the socio-economic environment of Singapore has changed, the residential pattern

of the Chinese dialect groups has also changed. This theme is the subject for a future study.
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