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Cartoons and Woodblock Prints 
about Chinese Education in 

Singapore, 1955–1961
1

Lim Cheng Tju

Introduction

The recent debate in Singapore between a popular film-maker and the  
prime minister over the passing of what constitutes the “true essence” of 
Chinese culture shows just how controversial the issue of Chinese culture 
and education remains in the island nation. Populist director Jack Neo made 
a statement that the Chinese-educated Singaporeans, currently in their 40s, 
marked the end of Singapore’s “jing hua,” ie. the country’s “true essence.”

2 

Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong disagreed. At his national day 
rally speech for 2005, he said, “Jack Neo said the English-educated are 
the elite (jing ying), while the Chinese-educated are the true essence of the 
country (jing hua), and talked about the disappearing essence.” Lee was of 
the view that with the rise of China, more Singaporeans have been brushing 
up their Mandarin, leading to an increase in appreciation and understanding 
of Chinese heritage and identity.

3
 

 1 This paper was originally presented at the International Conference on “National 
Boundaries and Cultural Configuration,” Nanyang Technological University, 
Singapore, 23–25 June 2004.  I thank Huang Jianli, Lee Guan Kin, Leander Seah, 
Loh Kah Seng and Seng Guo Quan for their comments. The views expressed are 
my own.

 2 “Who’s Afraid of Chinese Poetry?” The Straits Times (Singapore), 3 September 
2005.

 3 Lee Hsien Loong, National Day Rally Speech (Singapore: Ministry of Information, 
Communications and the Arts, 2005), p. 32.
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While the jury is still out on this topic of the long-term sustainability 

of the Chinese language and culture in 21st Century Singapore, one needs 

to understand that the pessimism of a “Chinese helicopter”
4
 like Jack Neo 

has its roots in the development of Chinese education in post-Second World 

War Singapore. 1950s Singapore, then still under British colonial rule, was 

a contentious period of upheavals, trauma and setbacks for Chinese schools 

and students. Although Singapore was, and continues to be, a Chinese-domi-

nated society, Chinese education was on the defensive given the antagonism 

displayed against it by the British
5
 and, later, the Lim Yew Hock government 

of 1956 to 1959.
6
 While the victory of the People’s Action Party (PAP, the 

ruling party of Singapore till today) in the 1959 general elections marked 

a respite for the guardians of Chinese education given that the PAP was a 

mass-based party supported by the Chinese-educated, this shelter from the 

storm proved to be temporal.
7
 By 1961, the left wing radicals within the 

PAP split from the party to form the Barisan Sosialis.
8
 Chinese education 

once again became a political battleground for politicians and vying party 

interests.

 4 The reference is a derogatory term used to describe the Chinese-educated in 
Singapore.

 5 The postwar Ten Year Plan for education by the British was widely opposed by the 
Chinese-speaking community for making English the lingua franca in Singapore. 
John Drysdale, Singapore: Struggle For Success (Singapore: Times Books International, 
1984), pp. 64–65.

 6 For more on the history of the political development of Singapore in 1950s and 
1960s, see Yeo Kim Wah and Albert Lau, “From Colonialism to Independence, 
1945–1965,” in Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee (eds.), A History of Singapore 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 117–153.

 7 The Chinese-educated was supposedly to have “found their political voice in the 
PAP.” Saravanan Gopinathan, “Education,” in Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee 
(eds.), A History of Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 273. 
But I would argue even the years 1959 and 1960 were a tempestuous period in the 
relationship between the PAP and the supporters of Chinese education as I will show 
later.

 8 For more on the formation and the early history of the Barisan Sosialis, see Seng 
Guo Quan, “The Barisan Sosialis and the Collapse of the Socialist Alternative in 
Singapore (1963–66),” Faculty of History, Historical Tripos Part II — Dissertation, 
Hughes Hall, University of Cambridge, UK, 2005.
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The history of Chinese education in Singapore in the 1950s is outlined 

in books and essays like Kua Kia Soong’s A Protean Saga: The Chinese 

Schools of Malaysia and S. Gopinathan’s chapter on “Education” in A 

History of Singapore.
9
 Kua’s portrayal of the trials and tribulations faced by 

Chinese education in Malaya and Singapore is more a sympathetic account. 

Gopinathan’s succinct narrative is one of the standardization efforts of the 

educational system in Singapore and the depoliticization of schools to serve 

the national needs; Chinese education and the students of the 1950s were 

a potentially disruptive force, opened to “exploitation by (radicals) which 

saw Chinese education issues as a means to power.”
10

 

Given such dichotomy of views, for this paper, I am interested to 

explore the images of Chinese education and the students as drawn by the 

Chinese-educated artists and cartoonists. Such an approach could possibly 

give us a more complex picture of the concerns of Chinese education and the 

students when viewed through the lens of popular media like cartoons and 

woodblock prints, published in books, magazines and newsletters. Cartoons 

and woodblock prints are useful sources of history as they did not just reflect 

public opinion, but they shape it as well. We can get a sense of how the 

Chinese-educated in the 1950s viewed the position of Chinese education 

vis-à-vis the British and the Lim Yew Hock government. There is also another 

dimension of Chinese education which these cartoons addressed and that is 

the position of a Chinese medium education in a Malayan society consisting 

of other races such as the Malays and Indians. Given that the desire and 

political aim of most of the people of Singapore then was to merge with 

 9 Kua Kia Soong, A Protean Saga: The Chinese Schools of Malaysia (3rd edition) 
(Kajang, Malaysia: Dong Jiao Zhong Higher Learning Centre, 1999); Gopinathan, 
“Education”, pp. 268–287. For comparisons, see Gwee Yee Hian, “Chinese Education 
in Singapore,” in T.R. Doraisamy, 150 Years of Education in Singapore (Singapore: 
TTC Publications Board, Teachers’ Training College, 1969), pp. 82–99; Harold 
E. Wilson, Social Engineering in Singapore: Education Policies and Social Change, 
1819–1972 (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1978), especially the section on 
“Student Power and the Mobilization of the Chinese Community,” pp. 184–210. 

 10 Gopinathan, “Education,” p. 274.
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the Federation of Malaya, Chinese-educated artists and cartoonists had to 

seriously think about this issue of culture and representation.

The works that I have chosen to discuss in this paper first appeared in 

popular publications of the 1950s — Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by 

Singapore and Malayan Artists, Shidaipao and the University Tribune. Selec-

tion of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists was the first 

post-World War Two cartoon collection about the immediate experience of 

local living, focusing on issues of morality, values, Chinese education and 

hardships under the British colonial society.
11

 Priced at one dollar per copy 

(an exorbitant price for a book back then), one thousand copies of the book 

were printed in 1955 and it sold very well.
12

 Shidaipao was a popular current 

affairs and cultural magazine of the mid-1950s produced by the students 

of the Chinese High School, reflecting the concerns and aspirations of the 

Chinese-educated. The University Tribune was the organ of the Nanyang 

University Students’ Union, which came in three language editions. The 

Chinese edition was started on 14 December 1957, with the English and 

the Malay (known as Mimbar Universiti) editions followed in 1958. 

Through an analysis of selected cartoons and woodcuts printed in these 

three publications between 1955 and 1961, the contemporary reader can 

get an idea of how issues of Chinese education in the 1950s were portrayed 

by the Chinese educated themselves. It is also possible to discern how such 

concerns as depicted by the Chinese educated artists and cartoonists were 

perceived by others (the non Chinese-educated especially) in society then. 

The time frame chosen for this paper is from 1955 to 1961. 1955 is chosen 

as the starting point as it was the very year the Nanyang University recruited 

its first batch of pre-university students, a key moment in the history of 

 11 Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists (Singapore: Life 
Society Publishers, 1955). Woodcuts is another term for woodblock prints.

 12 Interview with Ho Kah Leong, 7 December 2001.
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Chinese education in Singapore in the 1950s.
13

 The Nanyang University 

was then the only Chinese university in Southeast Asia and it attracted 

many students from the region as overseas Chinese could no longer return 

to China for their further studies after the mainland had turned communist 

in 1949.
14

 1961 was chosen as the end point for this paper as it marked 

the PAP-Barisan Sosialis split which further radicalized and problematized 

the issue of Chinese education in Singapore. 

Images of Chinese Education and Nantah from 
Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by  

Singapore and Malayan Artists

Given the power of images such as cartoons and woodblock prints in 

1950s Singapore when televised mass media was not prevalent, these visuals 

could decisively influence the masses, especially among the illiterate Chinese 

community, about issues of education and culture. Popular publications such 

as Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists, Shi-

daipao and the University Tribune played an important role in transmitting 

information and formulating opinions about the building of the Nanyang 

University (started in 1953) and the need to preserve Chinese education in 

the face of an unsupportive British colonial rule. 

Both woodcuts and cartoons were well suited for books and magazines 

as they were easier to reproduce for print publications as compared to oil 

paintings or other media. Poor printing technology back then did not allow 

oils or watercolours to be reproduced clearly in books and magazines. There 

was also a market for social conscious works given the politically charged 

 13 1955 is also significant for two other events relating to Chinese education and 
involving the students — the Hock Lee bus riot and the formal registration of the 
Singapore Chinese Middle Schools Students’ Union, a body much responsible for 
the politicization of Chinese education issues. However, I will not be dealing with 
these two events as they are not related to the works I am discussing in this paper.

 14 Kee Pookong and Choi Kwai Keong, A Pictorial History of Nantah (Singapore: 
Chinese Heritage Centre, 2000), p. 22.
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mood of impending decolonization then. These cartoons and woodcuts were 

able to meet the public’s expectation and demand.
15

Some of the best visual expressions of Chinese education and the 

building of the Nanyang University (affectionately known as Nantah to its 

staff, students, supporters and alumni) in the 1950s appeared in Selection of 

Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists, a landmark book 

in the history of Chinese cartooning in Singapore and Malaya. 

The woodcut section of Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore 

and Malayan Artists was selected by Ho Kah Leong while Ong Shih Cheng 

(pen-name: Ong Yih) selected the cartoons.
16

 Both were good friends 

studying at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts who wanted to promote 

woodcuts and cartoons.
17

 They were partly inspired by the example of the 

Chinese intellectual giant of the 20th Century, Lu Xun, who in the 1930s 

saw cartoons and woodcuts as “sister art” serving to bring about changes and 

improvements in society. Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and 

Malayan Artists was to provide art for the masses, who might not have the 

time or means to view it in galleries or see it in the Chinese newspapers. 

The more interesting images in the book are those on Chinese educa-

tion, which mainly reflected the threats Chinese teachers and students felt 

from the colonial rulers and the pro-British English-educated politicians in 

Singapore then. In 1955, there was much discussion to introduce bilingual 

education in Singapore, and that took effect in 1956 when the All-Party 

Report on Chinese Education was issued by the Labour Front government. The 

 15 Ong Yih, “1950s Singaporean Cartoons,” in Essays on Art (Singapore: Pachui Art 
Singapore, 1991), p. 145. Ong was the other editor of Selection of Woodcuts and 
Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists. For a comparison of this sort of historical 
approach in looking at texts, its distribution and meaning, see Gideon Reuveni, 
“Reading Sites as Sights for Reading. The Sale of Newspapers in Germany before 
1933: Bookshops in Railway Stations, Kiosks and Street Vendors,” Social History 27 
(3) (October 2002), pp. 273–287. 

 16 Interview with Ho Kah Leong, 7 December 2001.
 17 Ho is currently a fulltime artist, having retired from politics (as a former Member 

of Parliament for the PAP) and education (Ho returned to his alma mater, Nanyang 
Academy of Fine Arts, to be its principal from 1997 to 2003). Ong pursued his 
interest in cartooning till his death in 1993 at the age of 58.
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Chinese community was not so much threatened by the idea of bilingualism 

or necessarily against the studying of English, but feared that this educational 

policy would lead to the erosion of the Chinese language. Figure 1 shows a 

boy giving up his Chinese book to carry an English book as carrying both 

in his bag will be too heavy for him. The simple yet effective cartoon was 

drawn by Qiu Gao Peng, an established cartoonist who drew anti-Japanese 

cartoons in China during the Sino-Japanese war and had contributed cartoons 

to Nanyang Siang Pau since 1950. This particular cartoon first appeared in 

Chinese Students Weekly and Ong, an ex-student of Qiu when he studied at 

Chung Cheng High School, asked his former art teacher for permission to 

reprint his cartoon in Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and 

Malayan Artists.
18

 Qiu’s cartoon reflected his own concerns as a Chinese 

teacher and its comment on the difficulty of studying two languages well 

is still pertinent today.
19

Perhaps the two most powerful images of Chinese education and the 

building of Nantah were Lee Kee Boon’s woodblock print showing the 

construction of Nantah’s Administration Block (currently housing The 

Chinese Heritage Centre and Nanyang Technological University’s Centre 

for Chinese Language and Culture and Division of Chinese)
20

 and Long 

 18 Interview with Qiu Gao Peng, 6 December 2001.
 19 In 1997, then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong admitted in his National Day 

Rally Speech that not everyone in Singapore could meet the requirement of being 
bilingual. Writer Stella Kon (great granddaughter of Singapore pioneer Lim Boon 
Keng) wrote in The Straits Times (Singapore) Forum page to express the trauma of 
learning Chinese experienced by her generation, and for those who did badly in the 
language, having being stigmatized and labeled as lazy. The Straits Times (Singapore), 
28 August 1997. Lim Boon Keng was recently held up by Minister Mentor Lee Kuan 
Yew as an inspiring example of the type of bi-cultural citizens Singapore needs now. 
But Lee also admitted that it is difficult to study two languages effectively. The Straits 
Times (Singapore), 24 June 2004. Taking into account the recent introduction of 
the simpler Chinese ‘B’ syllabus, this could amount to an admission of inadequacy 
of the government’s bilingual system. 

 20 Nantah was closed down in 1980 and the premises were taken over by the Nanyang 
Technological Institute and later the Nanyang Technological University. Kee and 
Choi, Pictorial History of Nantah, p. 33.
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顾此失彼     丘岳

Figure 1
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华文教育的堡垒——南洋大学    李记文

Figure 3

共撑危局    龙亚

Figure 2 
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Ya’s cartoon on the impending storm that threatened to uproot and destroy 

the foundations of Chinese culture and education (Figure 2 and Figure 

3). Lee’s print shows the scaffolding used for construction being placed in 

front of the Administration Block. But the image also gives the impression 

of the block being fortified, that it needs to be protected against outside 

threatening forces. Lee had originally titled his work “Blood and Sweat,” 

to reflect the hard work the overseas Chinese community had put in to 

build the first Chinese university in Southeast Asia. It was a visual state-

ment on the contributions of the people for the sake of Chinese education 

in Singapore and the region. However, when this image was printed in the 

book, the editors changed the title to “Nanyang University — Fortress of 

Chinese Education,” politicizing the work with larger socio-political issues 

and concerns. By having a more forceful and even ominous title, the edi-

tors were giving the impression that Nantah was a bastion for the survival 

of Chinese education in Singapore. The battle lines were being drawn and 

fortification was to be done to save Chinese culture and education. All these 

were only revealed when the Singapore History Museum (SHM) and the 

Print Society (Singapore) organized “History Through Prints: Woodblock 

Prints In Singapore,” an exhibition on the history of woodblock prints in 

Singapore that ran at the SHM from August 1998 to June 1999, and Lee 

was interviewed during the research process. The original title of the work 

was used in the 1998 woodcut show.
21

Figure 3 is a cartoon by Long Ya, a prominent Chinese cartoonist in 

the 1950s who contributed widely to the newspapers. This contribution 

to the Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists  

shows a group of students and teachers trying to stabilize the pillars holding 

a plot of land that contains a temple compound. The temple represents 

Chinese education, as explicitly stated on the temple’s signage. A heavy storm 

is brewing and the students and teachers look like they are having a hard 

time saving the temple. Compared to the realism of Lee’s woodcut, Long 

Ya’s portrayal is firmly rooted in exaggeration and caricature. But the topic is 

 21 Interview with Lee Kee Boon, 21 November 2001.
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no laughing matter. If Lee’s image of Nantah’s Administration Block is one 

of strength and fortification, then Long Ya’s portrayal of Chinese education 

is one of weakness. Chinese education was under threat and even with the 

combined efforts of students and teachers, the stormy situation did not 

abate. The action in the cartoon seems to be happening at the edge of an 

abyss and anytime soon, the whole structure could tumble down. 

The symbols used to represent Chinese education in both are interesting 

contrasts. Lee shows Chinese education to be like a fortress but Long Ya’s 

representation of Chinese education is a Chinese temple, highlighting the 

difficult of such a traditional institution to survive in contemporary times. 

One reading of Long Ya’s cartoon could be that he was acknowledging the 

need for Chinese education to be relevant in a Malayan society.

Nonetheless, both images go hand in hand in Selection of Woodcuts and 

Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artists to press two points to the read-

ers, who would mainly be the Chinese speaking population. First, Chinese 

education was under threat from the new bilingual policy and the efforts 

of the Chinese community to protect and preserve Chinese education were 

not enough. Second, Chinese education needed to be fortified against 

challenges from the outside threats and that involved the whole Chinese 

community (like those who came together to donate to Nantah’s building 

fund), and not just Chinese students and teachers. Taken together, the two 

images could be viewed by those outside the Chinese community as a ral-

lying call to arms to defend Chinese culture and education. Thus one can 

postulate that to the eyes of the English educated, they smacked of Chinese 

chauvinism and defensiveness and, in turn, threatening to the establishment 

of a Malayan nation. 

Cartoon Cover from Shidaipao

Indeed, the Chinese educated saw Chinese education as a fort that the 

“enemies” were trying to invade and burn down. Perhaps the most evocative 

image of the 1950s on this issue is a cartoon cover from the 20 September 

1956 issue of Shidaipao, a current affairs and cultural publication produced 

by students of the Chinese High School. Most of the cartoons in Shidaipao 
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were signed using pen names. Perhaps due to the radical anti-colonial nature 

of the works, I have yet to identify them nor was I able to find any artists 

wanting to claim ownership.

Figure 4 could be a response to the 1956 All-Party Report on Chinese 

Education, which pushed for a bilingual education policy.
22 

This “ invasion” 

 22 The 1956 All-Party Report on Chinese Education has been cited as “the most important 
document on Chinese education in Singapore” at that time. Gwee, “Chinese 
Education,” p. 93.

Figure 4
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of Chinese schools by other languages, especially the English language, was 

portrayed vividly in the cartoon. The images and references used are powerful 

and immediate. Chinese education was once again fortified against foreign 

invaders such as those who wanted to introduce English as a medium of 

instruction in Chinese schools. The Great Wall of China was used to repre-

sent Chinese education, increasing the stakes in this battle. The cartoonist 

seemed to be saying that if the invasion by the foreigners was successful, and 

the wall was penetrated, the entire Chinese culture and civilization would 

collapse. This drew from the historical antecedents of the constant attempts 

of invasion of China by foreign invaders such as the “barbarian” Huns. 

One is drawn immediately to the immense length of the wall, which 

stretches beyond the right horizon of the framed cartoon. While the threat 

was greater than before, by using the image of the Great Wall of China 

to represent Chinese education, the visual representation chosen by the 

cartoonist was also a show of strength, that the Chinese community would 

fight on and pour in more resources to combat those who threatened their 

cultural and educational interests.

In this cartoon, the pouring in of more resources to support Chinese 

education meant the pouring of boiling oil as a solution. The central 

metaphor used here is the Trojan Horse, which symbolizes the willingness 

of the English educated (identified by their suits and ties) in trying to trick 

and overcome the Chinese defenses. Soldiers were hiding inside the Trojan 

Horse but they were flushed out by the boiling oil poured down the ears 

of the horse. 

The Nantah connection in the cartoon lies in the clue on the bottom 

right hand side of the drawing, which shows a bespectacled Chinese man in 

a Western suit smoking. One is reminded of Chief Minister Lim Yew Hock 

as Lim was constantly seen holding a cigarette in his hand in photographs. 

Thus the connection between the cartoon and Nantah is revealed: on 2 

May 1956, just four months before this cartoon was drawn, the Labour 

Front Government (Lim’s Party) announced that the Ministry of Education 

would not recognized Nantah’s degrees until the government had given the 

university permission to grant degrees. This was a big blow and a challenge 
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to Nantah and Chinese education in Singapore and Malaya. Although Lim 

and most of his Cabinet were Chinese, these “Western oriented gentle-

men” were seen as traitors to the Chinese community, as hinted in the 

sign pasted on the wall on the left hand side of the cartoon. In May 1956, 

David Marshall was still the Chief Minister of Singapore and leader of the 

Labour Front Party, but he would soon quit his post due to the failure of 

the first London constitutional talks. Thus it was left to Lim, who became 

the Chief Minister, to implement the All-Party Report on Chinese Education 

in August 1956.
23

This image remains powerful today, and rather humourous too. Perhaps 

it was unintentional, but the horse looks like it has pupils in its left eye and 

thus “alive”. But it could not seem to take the “heat” anymore. The male 

character sitting on the ledge of the wall and seemingly has his left foot 

resting on the Chinese character “hua” (meaning Chinese) was putting his 

left index finger to his lips. Was he telling the male ‘traitor’ on the horse 

just below him to keep it down? The look on the male character face is 

almost farcical. 

The cartoon is attributed to Feng, one of the more prolific cartoonists 

of this period. But no matter how optimistic the cartoon is in showing that 

the Chinese educated was able to flush out such threatening elements before 

the enemies breached the fort, did the artist realize that using the Trojan 

Horse metaphor is rather ominous? Troy would fall to the Greeks, just as 

Nantah would eventually fall to the demands of a new nation in 1980.

The impact of the images I discussed above is that they were publicly 

circulated among the Chinese community — creating and reaffirming the 

dangers Chinese education was in and the necessary steps needed to be taken 

in order to protect and save it. On the other hand, if these same images were 

seen by the English educated Chinese elites, the impression would be one 

of chauvinism. It would not just be the right wing politicians like Lim Yew 

Hock who felt threatened by such show of supposedly Chinese chauvinism, 

 23 Lee Ting Hui, The Open United Front: The Communist Struggle in Singapore,  
1954–1966 (Singapore: South Seas Society, 1996), pp. 161 & 264. 
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but for the moderate socialists like Lee Kuan Yew, the Secretary-General of 

the PAP and later, prime minister of Singapore from 1959 to 1990, such 

energies were viewed as dangerous and must be tempered. Let us not forget 

that Lee was a member of the All-Party Committee set up in 1954 to review 

Chinese education
24 

and was in agreement with the above-mentioned 1956 

All-Party Report on Chinese Education. As further evidence, in December 

1958, Lee made a speech in the Legislative Assembly, during the second 

reading of the Nanyang University Ordinance Bill, reminding the people of 

the significance of Singapore’s geopolitical position — a Chinese port city 

in a Malay sea — which cannot afford to tolerate Chinese chauvinism.
25

Pictures (and Words) in the University Tribune  
(Organ of the Nanyang University Students’ Union)

26

Given that the PAP still needed the support of the Chinese-educated 

and the masses in light of the upcoming 1959 general elections, it did not 

involve itself much with the debates concerning Chinese education and 

 24 Gopinathan, “Education,” p. 273.
 25 http://www.a2o.com.sg. The website, “Access to Archives Online, Singapore” 

was developed by the National Archives of Singapore as a one-stop portal site on 
heritage information. http://www.a2o.com.sg/public/html/abouta2o.jsp (accessed: 
26 April 2004). Lee will still describe Singapore as such in his memoirs 40 years 
later: “We were a Chinese island in a Malay sea. How could we survive in such a 
hostile environment?” Lee Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew 
(Singapore: Times Editions Pte Ltd and The Straits Times Press, 1998), p. 23.

 26 The history of the Nanyang University Students’ Union is complicated. The Malaysian 
Government White Paper on Communism in the Nanyang University (Kuala Lumpur: 
Jabatan Chetak Kerajaan, 1964), published in June 1964 when Singapore was part 
of Malaysia, stated that the union was formed in 1957 by leaders of the Singapore 
Chinese Middle Schools Students’ Union, proscribed in September 1956, when 
they entered Nantah. Two months after the white paper was released, the Nanyang 
University Students’ Union was dissolved. In a list supplied by the Internal Security 
Department of Singapore, the Nanyang University Students’ Union was labeled as a 
“front organization” in the Malayan Communist movement operative in Singapore, 
1954–66. Lee Ting Hui, The Communist Organization in Singapore, 1948–66 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1976), p. 121.
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Nantah. But as soon as the PAP came to power in May 1959, Lee Kuan 

Yew very quickly outlined his expectations and concerns of Nantah being 

too defensive of Chinese education and culture, especially in light of the 

Prescott Review Report on the university,
27

 released just after the 1959 general 

elections. The students of Nantah felt the Prescott Review Report was too 

negative and defended the institution. The August 1959 issue of the Eng-

lish edition of the University Tribune highlighted the “Responses From All 

Circles on Prescott Report” on its front page, soliciting anti-Prescott Report 

comments from Dr Ho Kuang-Chung, Head of Department of Chinese 

Language and Literature at the University of Malaya, as well as from Fajar, 

the organ of the University of Malaya’s Socialist Club.

Perhaps in response to such display of defensiveness on the part of 

the students’ union, Lee, in a talk held at Nantah on 28 October 1959, 

reminded the staff and students:

Let us never forget that Singapore is part of Southeast Asia; that 

we are in the centre of Malaysian people; that despite the fact 

that 80% of our population are Chinese we cannot escape from 

our environment.... If Nanyang (University) becomes a symbol 

of Chinese excellence and of the supremacy of Chinese scholar-

ship and learning, then verily we will aggravate the position of 

the overseas Chinese in all other places in Southeast Asia…. If 

Nanyang (University) were to become symbolized as an outpost 

in Southeast Asia of Chinese dominance, then we will only 

have ourselves to blame if we find the position deepened and 

embittered.
28

Lee’s speech is important as it laid the party line of the new Singapore 

government. Lee said, “graduates must demonstrate by their words and 

deeds that they are graduates of a Malayan university which uses the Chinese 

 27 For more on the Prescott Review Report, see Lee, Open United Front, p. 265.
 28 http://www.a2o.com.sg (accessed: 26 April 2004). 
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language as one of the media of instruction, and not graduates of a Chinese 

university which incidentally also teaches the Malay language.”
29 The message 

was clear, that there would be limits to Chinese education in Singapore, 

given the fact that it could easily become an expression of chauvinism. 

Opinions and images about Chinese education could be found in the 

Nanyang University Students’ Union’s organ, the University Tribune, which 

as mentioned, came in three language editions. The English and Malay 

editions offered translations of articles from the Chinese edition, articles 

from other university newsletters as well as original essays. The editors of the 

University Tribune made it a point to get their views across to all language 

streams and judging from the quality of Chinese to English translation, the 

standard of English of the Nantah undergraduates was of a high level. For 

example, one can compare the two versions of “On Establishing A Malayan 

New Culture” by Luk Tsien in the Chinese edition (30 September 1959) 

and English edition (March 1960) of the University Tribune and come to 

the above conclusion. Thus if one is to examine some of the articles and 

cartoons found in the three different language editions of the University 

Tribune, one finds the students’ views expressed to be sophisticated, non-

chauvinistic and pro-Malayan. Lee’s fears of Nantah students being lacking 

in a sense of Malayan identity were unfounded. 

In all three editions of the paper, discussions of Malayan culture and 

consciousness were held. Some examples found in the English edition of 

the University Tribune: “Writers Must Remain Part of The Living Society 

Around Them” by Fuen Yuen (October 1957), “Malayan Culture and the 

Recent Book-ban” by Chiu Po (December 1958), “The Culture of Malaya” 

(November 1959), “Some Thoughts on Malayan Cultural Development” by 

Jo Fang (November 1960). The argument made in most of these articles was 

that Malayan culture should be inclusive and not exclusive, and to embrace 

the best of Chinese, English and Malay cultures. 

Such debates were to be found in the cartoons as well. Students’ con-

tributions to the University Tribune, whether in prose or in caricatures, are 

 29 Ibid.
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important primary sources in understanding the mindset of the student body 

of Nantah as well as the debates over what made a Malayan and the role 

of art in shaping a Malayan society. Figure 5 (“Is This Artistic Creation?”) 

shows that this expression of Malayan consciousness among the Nantah 

undergraduates was not superficial, as it was not simply a matter of dress-

ing up in traditional Malay clothes that makes the new man. The captions  

beneath the cartoon reads: “foreign product + local changes = Malayan  

culture?” The cartoon is saying that more effort and understanding was 

needed in order to achieve the Malayan ideal. Interestingly, this cartoon 

appeared on 29 October 1959, just a day after Lee’s above-mentioned 

speech. While the cartoon was definitely drawn way before Lee made his 

pronouncements, one cannot help but to appreciate the coincidence, as if 

the cartoon was replying directly to Lee.

However further analysis of the cartoon reveals deeper complexities. 

The cartoonist seemed to be making fun of the Chinese by using the 

Figure 5
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Chinaman stereotype as representation.
30 

By 1959, when this cartoon was 

printed in the 29 October Chinese edition of the University Tribune, the 

1911 Revolution had happened almost half a century ago and no Chinese 

wore a queue anymore. In fact, being “Malayanized” was seen as a terrifying 

experience for the Chinaman, having his queue cut off forcefully and being 

stripped of his clothes. He looked miserable wearing the traditional Malay 

clothes and holding his lock of hair, crying. So was the Chinaman being 

“bullied” by being forced to Malayanize? The cartoon is ambivalent of its 

“message” at best, and racist if one is to take an unkind view of it. Unlike 

the printed word which is given the space for a writer to explain and explore 

his ideas and opinions, a three-panel cartoon could easily be misinterpreted 

and be misunderstood. These shortcomings of the medium were raised in 

an article in the next issue of the Chinese edition of the University Tribune 

(November 1959). “Talking about Cartoons” by Zhang Tuan Yang called 

for more tolerance and better thought out cartoon works to be published 

in the future.

The above debate shows that there was a diversity of views among the 

student body in Nantah in the late 1950s. Therefore for one to stereotype 

the students as Chinese chauvinists would be an unfair portrayal. Recently, 

the Nanyang University Graduates Christian Fellowship published a book 

documenting their history and testimonies, which showed another side 

of Nantah students.
31

 They were not anti-West, and some of them were 

Christians. 

 30 For more on the Chinaman stereotype and how it was developed in the West, see 
John Kuo Wei Tchen, New York before Chinatown: Orientalism and the Shaping of 
American Culture 1776 – 1882 (Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1999). Interestingly, the pen-name used by the cartoonist, Ah Q, refers to 
Lu Xun’s Ah Q, which was an indictment against the feudal Chinese society of the 
1920s. Thus cultural reference of the pen-name used was actually to counter the 
Chinaman stereotype. This further adds to the ambivalence nature of the cartoon.

 31 Talking about Nantah’ s Story (Singapore: Nanyang University Graduates Christian 
Fellowship, 2004).
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One final cartoon from the University Tribune in 1960 illustrates my 

point.  “The Fisherman’s Policy” (Figure 6) which accompanied the front-

page editorial, “On Talib’s Report” in the November 1960 English edition, 

was a commentary on the detrimental effects of favouring English as the 

main language of teaching and communication, as recommended by the 

Talib Report of the Education Review Committee in the Federation of 

Malaya.
32

 It would not just be the Chinese medium education that would 

 32 The report was named after the then Education Minister of Malaya, Abdul Rahman 
Talib. The proposal of the report states: “For the sake of national unity…to eliminate 
communal secondary schools for the national system of assisted schools and to 
ensure that pupils of all races shall attend both national and national-type secondary 
schools.” See National Education After 44 Years, www.johorebar.org.my (accessed: 11 
October 2005).

Figure 6
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be affected but the Malay medium education as well.
33

 The fact that the 

students’ union paid so much attention to the educational policy changes 

in Malaya showed that they were concerned and committed to a Malayan 

future for Singapore, even when the latter was not a part of Malaya yet. 

However, the reality was that such visual commentaries of Chinese 

education in Singapore and the peninsula did not endear Chinese education 

and its supporters to the authorities. As we now know from his memoirs, by 

1960, Lee had “made a mental note to deal with Tan (Lark Sye, chairman 

of the Nanyang University Council) at a later date” for going against the 

PAP.
34

 Lee was also displeased with the Nanyang University Students’ Union 

and the University Tribune’s demand for “unconditional” financial aid for 

the university. Lee wrote, “We were not amused, but did not say so.”
35

 The 

writing was on the wall — the honeymoon period between the new PAP 

government and the supporters of Chinese education in Singapore was 

soon to be over.
36

 

 33 The editors of the University Tribune had constantly advocated the study of the 
Malay language in Nantah (“The Malay Course At Nanyang” in the December 
1958 English edition) and as early as 1960, Ma Tak has written of “The Need of a 
Department of Malay Studies in Nantah” (November 1960 of the English edition), 
one of the recommendations Wang Gungwu made in his 1965 report on Nantah. 
The university authorities only set up a Malay Studies Department in 1968.

 34 Lee, Singapore Story, p. 332.
 35 Ibid., p. 346. To cut to the chase, the University Tribune and the Nayang University 

Students’ Union were dealt with in 1963 and 1964 respectively. By the end of 1963, 
all three editions of the University Tribune were shut down when its printing license 
was suspended. As mentioned earlier, on 13 August 1964, the students’ union was 
dissolved by the university authorities. Kee and Choi, Pictorial History of Nantah, 
p. 31.

 36 Opening shots were already exchanged between Petir, the PAP organ, and the 
University Tribune in early 1960. The 28 March 1960 issue of Petir accused Nantah 
students of being Chinese chauvinists and the University Tribune (Chinese edition) 
replied strongly in its 25 April 1960 issue. The latter, “Tantan ‘Shawen zhuyi yu zisha’ ” 
(Discussing ‘Chauvinism and Suicide’ ”) was reprinted in Li Yelin (ed.), Nanyang 
Daxue zouguo de lishi daolu: Nanda cong chuangban dao bei guanbi zhongyao wenxian 
xuanbian (Selected Historical Sources of Nanyang University 1953–1980) (Petaling 
Jaya: Nanyang University Alumni Association of Malaya, 2002), pp. 275–279.
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Conclusion

By 1961, the political landscape shifted once more. The departure of 

left wing leaders like Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan from the PAP to 

form the Barisan Sosialis
37

 marked another turning point for the history of 

Chinese education in Singapore as this event further radicalized and polarized 

Chinese education. That year also saw the introduction of the English 6-4 

system in Chinese schools, which led to a new round of Chinese students’ 

boycott of classes and examinations.
38

A few conclusions could be drawn. Firstly, although the Chinese edu-

cated artists and cartoonists were, to a large extent, justified in being defen-

sive about Chinese education and culture (given the ill treatment Chinese 

education received from the British and the  Lim Yew Hock government) 

in their works, the sad fact is that such cartoons and woodblock prints 

would inevitably be perceived to be bordering on the xenophobic by the 

non Chinese-educated. Secondly, the cartoonists were concerned with the 

idea of constructing a multicultural Malayan identity. As shown in Figure 

5, there was a conscious effort to Malayanize local culture beyond mere 

transplanting of dress codes and changing of physical appearances. Charges 

of chauvinism do not stand when we looked at these selected cartoons and 

woodblock prints. One can possibly argue that such accusations were a way 

for the authorities to diminish the influence of Chinese students in society 

if they were to go against the government, which was what happened from 

1961 onwards.
39

 37 For the context of this, see Drysdale, Singapore: Struggle for Success, Chapter 24: 
“Betrayal: The Moment of Truth,” pp. 272–282.

 38 Gopinathan, “Education,” p. 274; Lee, Singapore Story, pp. 408–409. Dennis 
Bloodworth, The Tiger and the Trojan Horse (Singapore: Times Books International, 
1986), pp. 253–254.

 39 Chauvinism (or the charge of it) remains a card to be used in the battle of political 
wills 36 years later in 1997 when Workers’ Party candidate Tang Liang Hong ran 
on the ticket of Chinese language and culture in the general elections. PAP accused 
Tang of being an “extremist” in its propaganda pamphlets.

NYU_Book 6.indb   268 7/24/2007   1:39:00 PM



Cartoons and Woodblock Prints about Chinese Education  269

While Singapore has moved on and a Chinese-medium education is 

a thing of the past, the issue of Chinese education is still a hot topic across 

the causeway in Malaysia — the Chinese primary schools are lobbying 

against the recent use of English to teach science and mathematics.
40

 In 

Singapore, most like Jack Neo have accepted that the era has passed. What 

is important is how that past is being represented and expressed. In some 

cases, the portrayal of Chinese schools and students in the 1950s is still 

rather one-dimensional.
41

 This is where looking at other types of print 

sources will be useful. As I have shown, the views expressed in the cartoons 

and woodblock prints about Chinese education in Singapore from 1955 to 

1961 are complex and sophisticated. They are a rich source of history for 

researchers looking for an added dimension to the Singapore story in the 

1950s and 1960s.

 40 “Chinese Schools Lobby against Teaching in English,” The Straits Times (Singapore), 
13 October 2005.

 41 For example, Maribeth Erb describes Nantah students of the 1950s as “not (oriented) 
towards a Malayanized world-view, but towards a Chinese one.” She wrote, “(This) 
was seen to a large extent by those who were English-educated to be an impediment 
to the progress of developing a Singaporean identity. Indeed Chinese education at that 
time was, increasingly, becoming a rallying point for not only anticolonial feelings, 
but also highly inflammatory communist and Chinese chauvinist sentiments.” As I 
have shown, Nantah students did possess a Malayan consciousness and charges of 
chauvinism do not stick. Maribeth Erb, “Moulding a Nation: Education in Early 
Singapore,” in Chan Kwok Bun and Tong Chee Kiong (ed.), Past Times: A Social 
History of Singapore  (Singapore: Times Editions, 2003), p. 30. 
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