
Post-War 

Singapore: 

1945-1959

The road to self-government



Japan’s Surrender

– 17 Aug 1945: Japanese officials in 
Singapore announced emperor’s 
decision to end the war

– 3 weeks of ‘Whispering Terror’ began 
where resistance groups held their 
own trials and executed 
collaborators

– 5 Sep 1945: Commonwealth troops 
landed to a loud welcome

– 12 Sep 1945: General Itagaki signs 
official surrender to Lord 
Mountbatten at City Hall



What would be 

on the people’s 

minds at this 

point?
Place yourself into the shoes of 

someone who survived the Japanese 

Occupation – what emotions would 

you be feeling and why?



Inquiry Questions

Key inquiry question from textbook: What aspirations did the people have for 

Singapore after 1945?

• Supporting question 1: What was their lived experience immediately after 

1945?

• Supporting question 2: How did their experiences shape the people’s 

sentiments towards British rule?

• Supporting question 3: Who were the key individuals or groups who led efforts 

to realise those aspirations?



Chapter Overview

1. British Military Administration

2. Problems of Post-war Singapore

3. Rise of Local Activism

4. Malayan Emergency

5. Birth of Political Parties

6. The 1955 Elections

7. Labour Front Government and 
Merdeka Talks

8. The 1959 Elections and PAP 
Government



The British Military 

Administration (BMA)

Not to be confused with BMI



What is the BMA?

– An interim government where the 

military assumed full judicial, 

legislative, executive and 

administrative powers

– Lasted from 5 Sep 1945 to 31 

March 1946

– Headed by Major General Hone

What does it mean for the military to 

assume all these powers?



Military Administration vs 

Civilian Government

Civilian Government

– Mostly run by civil servants

– Separation of executive, judicial, 
legislative powers

– Civil rights and freedoms available 
for the population

– Government response and policy 
involves an extended period for due 
process and parliamentary debate

Military Administration

– Mostly run by military staff officers

– Military decides laws, executes laws, and 
prosecutes laws

– Civil rights and freedoms curtailed for 
public order and security

– Military’s power and authority enables 
swift action without the need for debate

Any potential issues?



Singapore after the Occupation

– The BMA did not inherit an easy task

– Infrastructure of most utilities such 

as electricity, water, gas and 

telephone services were in disrepair

– Food and medical supplies were 

dangerously low

– Harbour facilities damaged and 

numerous shipwrecks blocked the 

harbour



The BMA’s Time in Singapore

– Infamous and remembered for their 
failings

– Colloquially known as the ‘Black 
Market Administration’

– British military behaved as if they 
were in conquered enemy territory

– BMA officers granted favours to local 
businessmen or black-market dealers 
in exchange for kickbacks

– An audit report revealed losses of 
over $15 million from corruption



How to Win a 

War and Lose 

the Peace

In the six months of military government, the BMA struggled manfully 

with the daunting task of stabilising and resuscitating Singapore and 

Malaya. There were notable successes. Famine was averted... Mobile 

dispensaries were organised to treat thousands of malaria cases... 

Local police were stiffened by combat troops... bringing a drop in crime 

figures by March 1946.

...

Despite improving rice yields, food shortages were a constant feature 

under the BMA... The BMA’s policy... opened the way for misallocation 

and black market corruption. This also applied to the import of medical 

opium, which soon exploded into a considerable illegal drug trade... 

British authority suffered an immense blow from its association with 

these criminal activities especially at a time of great civilian 

deprivation.

Excerpt from Kelvin W. K. Ng, 

“Military Government and its 

Discontents: The Significance of the 

British Military Administration in the 

History of Singapore and Malaya”

Do you agree with the section title 

used by the author? How did the 

BMA “lose the peace”?



The BMA’s Mentality

“The men now in charge – majors, 

colonels, brigadiers – knew they 

would be in power only until they 

were demobilized, when their 

wartime commissions would vanish 

like Cinderella’s coach. The pumpkin 

of civilian life to which they would 

then be reduced was at the back of 

their minds, and many made the most 

of their temporary authority” - LKY



A Defence of the BMA

“I give the BMA credit for... improving 
conditions as fast as possible. But they 
were also handicapped because they 
had to turn from a war machine into a 
civil machine. Because they had all 
along been prepared... for a war against 
Singapore and Malaysia. And now it was 
a takeover, but they did help as far as 
they could ... they did their best. 
Anyway they instilled confidence back 
in us.”

- Lim Choo Sye, Teacher at SJI during the 
BMA



Problems of Post-war 

Singapore

A journey through angry letters addressed 

to the Straits Times



Task: Why do you have to be 

mad?

– As we go through the experiences of Singaporeans in the immediate post-war 
period, what better way to hear about it than in the own words of those living 
in that era

– NewspaperSG has archived countless letters from irate readers about the 
various problems that plagued post-war Singapore, and a few prominent issues 
can be observed

– Fill up the columns in the worksheet to take note of the source of people’s 
discontent and what were their demands

– At the end, also consider the perspective of the British administration and the 
difficulties of governing post-war Singapore



Problem #1: Food shortages and 

other essentials

– After the war, shipping routes were 

disorganized and neighbouring

countries had no surplus to export

– Prices of essential goods soared to 

ten times the pre-war level, rice 

soared to 30-40 times

– In May 1947, rice ration was 

equivalent to the lowest point 

during Japanese Occupation



Straits Times 

Forum Letters, 

1946
The people are fed up

Source A
Source B



Problem #2: Overcrowding and 

housing shortage

– Singapore’s population in 1945 was 
1 million, double of pre-war 
population, partly due to new 
influx of immigrants

– Severe overcrowding in the cities 
and almost 100,000 lived as 
squatters or in slums

– 1947 survey revealed that only 
one-third of the population was 
housed satisfactorily



Straits Times 

Forum Letters, 

1947
Ten people, one apartment, one 

Singapore… 

Source C

Source D



Problem #3: Unemployment and 

low wages

– BMA employed 102,000 as 

reconstruction workers but only at 

pre-war wages

– Many municipal employees such as 

firemen and harbour workers were 

not paid well

– Locals in the administration were 

also paid lower than British 

expatriates



Straits Times 

Forum Letters, 

1945-1949
Money No Enough

Source E

Source F



Problem #4: Public health and 

welfare

– Damaged infrastructure led to poor 

drainage and sanitation

– Rampant spread of tuberculosis 

and other diseases

– Lack of awareness on sexual health 

and family planning, which 

compounded other problems

– Average household had 6 children, 

up to 20 children in extreme cases



Straits Times 

Forum Letters,

1947-1949
The people are getting sick… of this 

nonsense

Source G

Source H



Problem #5: Disruption of 

Education

– BMA quickly reopened English and 
Malay schools, Chinese community 
followed suit with Chinese schools

– However, there were still too many 
students as there was an additional 
generation of overaged students 
who did not attend school during 
Japanese Occupation

– Tamil and Chinese schools were still 
neglected

– The RI campus was also being used 
by the military at this time



Straits Times 

Forum Letters, 

1946
The author’s name? Joseph “We 

Want More” Schooling

Source I

Source J



May Holiday Homework: The 

lads doth protest too much

– The year is 1948

– The resumption of British rule initially brought hope for a better age, but, three 

years on, the life that Singaporeans hoped for had not yet emerged

– Next week, there is to be a mass demonstration at City Hall to protest the 

ineffectiveness of the British administration in addressing these issues and you 

have decided to attend

– Pick one problem that Singaporeans faced after the war and design the 

placard/slogan that you would hold at the protest


