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Abstract: This study expands the existing research on toponymy in Singapore by focusing on the
many offshore islands that form an inalienable component of the landscape of the Lion City.
Diverging from more micro-reconstruction-based toponymic approaches, the analysis adopts a
critical toponomastics framework, placing emphasis on the interaction between the use and
maintenance of toponyms and the wider socio-political context. Acknowledging the complex past
of Singapore’s becoming, the period of British colonial rule forms the basis in which
contemporary toponyms are treated in the study. Both old and newly reclaimed offshore islands
are considered, and this article ultimately finds Singapore’s toponymic landscape to have
remained relatively stable. The stasis does not represent a lack of development, for it instead
reveals that the unchanging naming practices are in fact responses to socio-political contexts
diachronically unveiled between colonial and contemporary Singapore. Situating toponomastics
within the wider development of Singapore as the post-colonial nation it is today, this paper
reveals how the landscape has sought to cement social, economic, and political goals.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The discussion on toponymic landscapes cannot be divorced from the wider socio-
political forces that surround the creation and maintenance of the related place names.
Place names themselves are significant bearers of cultural meaning and symbolism?!, and
some forms of national ideology usually underlie their creation and maintenance?.
Traditional toponomastics studies often seek to uncover and reconstruct the etymology
and history of a place name, but this endeavour can be made even more productive by
situating the analysis within a network of elements beyond the toponym itself 3. Instead
of analysing and studying place names in silos, the convergence of socio-political forces
with the making and maintenance of toponyms builds a more critical and holistic
understanding. Attempting to uncover the practices, patterns, and motivations behind the
toponyms in addition to a traditionally more popular approach of toponymic analysis
proves to be the most productive endeavour.

In Singapore’s case, the analysis of toponyms must be made with reference to the
complex historical development of the now nation-state. From 1819 to 1965, Singapore
went through significant changes, falling first to the British Colonial government (more
properly, the East India Company before the British metropole took over the imperial
conquest), then, later, to the Japanese occupation and, afterwards, as part of the Federation
of Malaya for two years. It was only in 1965 that Singapore gained independence as a
sovereign nation-state. The historical backdrop of Singapore’s becoming is a crucial
factor in constructing the framework to understanding the making and maintenance of the
toponyms of the nation. It is important to note that these historical developments cannot
be seen as a homogenous period, since they entail vastly different experiences. For the
purposes of this research, the focus will be on the landscape during the British colonial
period in comparison to the contemporary one, given that the British colonial subjugation
was the most longstanding and significant.

The toponyms of the nation here refer not just to the place name of Singapore, but
also to the place names of the 50 offshore islands* and islets® under the nation’s
jurisdiction. The state itself is made up of more than mainland Singapore, and the
discussion of toponyms cannot neglect the presence of these numerous smaller offshore
islands that are both naturally occurring and artificially man-made. Thus far, toponymic
research has mostly focused on the mainland (both micro-toponyms on the mainland,
such as street names® and MRT station names’, and the toponym of the mainland island

L Cf. Azaryahu, M., (1996), pp. 311-330; Yeoh, B.S.A., (1996), passim; Yeh, Y.T., (2013), pp. 119-155.

2 Cf. Yeoh, B.S.A., (2013), pp. 1-18, 219-232; Kong, L. and Yeoh, B.S.A., (2003), passim; Yeh, Y.T.,
(2013), passim.

3 Cf. Vuolteenaho, J. and Berg, L.D., (2009), pp. 1-11; Wanjiru, M.W., and Matsubara, K., (2016), pp. 1-
23. The latter presents a discussion of post-colonial toponyms in Nairobi.

4 Various platforms state different numbers of offshore islands in Singapore, ranging from 40 to 63 islands.
There is no unified official count, hence the number of offshore islands listed in the paper is based on a
manual count of the authorised national maps (OneMap). Refer to our section 3. Methodology for a more
detailed breakdown.

5 Islets are, generally, smaller islands and are, sometimes, described as areas that are unsuitable for human
habitation. For the purposes of this paper, this distinction is not crucial and, hence, not made explicit. Both
islands and islets will be referred to under the hyponym “island”.

6 Cf. Ng, Y.P., (2018), passim; Savage, V.R. and Yeoh, B.S.A., (2013), cit., passim; Perono Cacciafoco,
F., and Tuang, S.Q., (2018), pp. 9-30.

" Cf. Lim, S.T.G., Perono Cacciafoco, F., (2020), passim.

88



Ang, Y.J., Perono Cacciafoco, F. Change and Continuity: Colonial...

itself®), and have not yet fully accounted for these offshore islands. While these subsidiary
islands may appear as minor points of discussion to the present political scene or
landscape in general, their substantial number warrants a deeper investigation. These
offshore islands make up a significant and inalienable portion of the geographic landscape
today, and there is a great need to contextualise the naming process of these areas as well,
through the investigation of toponymic practices and motivations, which define relevant
elements of local culture and intangible heritage, becoming part of people’s social
background and historical narrative®.

As such, this paper hopes to encroach the discussion on the toponyms of
Singapore’s offshore islands within a critical toponomastics framework. Instead of
merely questioning how a toponym came to be through an etymological reconstruction,
this article seeks to answer the why: why are the toponyms that are recognised and used
the way they are? What are the forces behind the making and maintenance of these
toponyms? The research aim is, thus, to investigate the trends and patterns of toponyms
recognised under British rule and modern-day Singapore and to draw comparisons
between these two sets of toponyms. Through the comparison, the analysis aims to
identify changes and continuities in the toponyms of the offshore islands and, thus, to
recognise the possible underlying motivations and agendas behind them.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 BRIEF HISTORY OF SINGAPORE

The history of Singapore is complex, and the territory itself has changed hands
multiple times. The earliest historical record of Singapore dates back to the 14" Century,
and several scholars have extensively studied the area from this period of time, in both
geographical and linguistic terms*°. Beginning in the 14" Century till the late 18" Century,
these works on pre-colonial Singapore shed light on how Singapore was ‘constructed’ by
early cartographers and travelers.

The founding of Singapore in 1819 by Sir Stamford Raffles, then Lieutenant
Governor of the British colony, marks the beginnings of our understanding of modern-
day Singapore. The Lion City often existed as an “entrepot embedded in a bigger
structure”!. The ‘embeddings’ here refer to Singapore as an entity under the rule and
political control of the British East India Company, the British Empire, the Japanese
during the Japanese occupation, and, finally, under the Malayan Federation. In 1965,
Singapore left these forms of external control behind, and declared independence as an
“autonomous polity”2,

Turnbull’s works on the history of Singapore'? is generally the point of reference
in the discussion on Singapore’s contemporary history. The first edition of A History of
Singapore, 1819-1975, published in 1977, served as a novel framework in chronicling
Singapore’s history as an independent state, and not simply as a ‘conversation’ connected

8 Cf. Cavallaro, F., Perono Cacciafoco, F., and Tan, Z.X., (2019), pp 1-18; Perono Cacciafoco, F., and Gan,
J.Y.C., (2020), pp. 125-139.

% Cf. Cretan, R., (2000), passim.

10 Cf. Miksic, J., (2013), passim; Borschberg, P., (2010; 2017), passim; Heng, D. (2002), pp. 69-90; Perono
Cacciafoco, F., Shia, Z.Z.D., (2020), pp. 79-120.

1 Cf. Hack, K., (2012), p. 21.

12 Cf. Hack, K., (2012), cit., p. 21.

13 Cf. Turnbull, C.M., (1977; 2009), passim.
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with other political conceptions like the Straits Settlement, or as a British colony under
British rule. Her approach grounds the discourse of Singapore in the Lion City itself,
making the history of the island one that was “truly Singaporean”4. Her work, which
served as a general history guide to Singapore and a testament to its strengths, was later
adapted by the Ministry of Education, in 1984, in their two-volume work titled Social and
Economic History of Modern Singapore. The attention the Historian paid to the
emergence of the ideology of Singapore as a nation, independent and removed from other
entities, aided in the development of a continuous national history®®.

Understanding the history of Singapore provides scholars and readers with the
necessary background to discuss toponyms in Singapore. For the purposes of this research,
the period between British colonial rule and modern-day Singapore is the most important.
This period is defined by Raffles’ foundation in 1819, which was formalised in 1924
under the Anglo-Dutch Treaty, demarcating Singapore and Malaysia as part of the British
sphere. Singapore was governed under the East India Company as part of the Straits
Settlement, before the British metropole formally undertook the territories as a colony.
Even though Singapore was officially only undertaken as a British crown colony in 1867,
the colonial subjugation began once Raffles took charge of the island. World War Il and
the Japanese occupation (1942-1945) were a brief (and tragic) intermission in the British
colonial rule and, after the Japanese surrendered, Singapore returned to the British. The
process of decolonisation only began taking place in the 1950s.

British colonisation has evidently been a significant and undeniable force in the
history of modern-day Singapore, both in terms of impact and duration. Much of what
Singapore is today is shaped by the colonial past, which underscores the need to
investigate how Singapore’s colonial history has impacted the representation of the
geographical landscape — specifically that of the offshore islands in Singapore.

2.2 TOPONYMS IN THE POST-COLONIAL CONTEXT

The study of the British colonial regime in the Lion City is, indeed, a meaningful
way of constructing out a deeper understanding of the names of the Singapore
archipelago’s islands. In many post-colonial contexts, toponyms and the representation
of geographical landscapes are highly contested avenues. In every nation that was once
colonised there is often a desire to remove elements of the colonial legacy, and this
inclination is also prevalent in the use and maintenance of toponyms. Place names are,
generally, a top-down effort where a form of authority such as a nation’s government or
a colonial power creates and officialises toponyms for public use. Therefore, toponyms
themselves are inherently political. They give “identity and historical resonance”8, which
makes toponyms important and central to the discussion of nationalism in post-colonial
contexts.

Among others, Vuolteenaho (2017) analyses the tension of colonial toponyms as a way
of silencing indigenous people and their culture, drawing transnational parallels across
many different contexts such as Africa, Asia, and North America. He highlights toponyms
as a platform in which nationalist ideologies and agenda are injected into the landscape
as a rejection of colonial inheritance. Wanjiru & Matsubara’s work on Nairobi (2016)
presents a specific case-study of the colonial impact on the toponymic landscape, and the

14 Cf. Tarling, N., (2012), p. 11.
15 Cf. Blackburn, K., (2012), pp. 65-86.
16 Cf. Savage, V.R. and Yeoh, B.S.A., (2013), cit., p. 10.
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subsequent renunciation of these tendencies by the Kenyans. In their work, they highlight
toponyms as a “an exercise of power and ideological dominance over space”’, which
Kenya reclaims from the British colonialists upon independence. The removal of colonial
symbols, particularly those visible in the landscape, is a crucial element of the
decolonisation process. Most importantly, the replacement of these colonial toponyms
with localised ones signals an ideological change, honouring the native inhabitants
instead of the European colonisers. Other significant works on the rejection of colonial
inherited toponyms include Njoh’s study on Dakar, Senegal, and Nairobi, Kenya which
were under French and British colonial rule (2017), as well as Clark’s work on 19"
Century Victoria, Australia, where toponyms were highly contested between the
aboriginal Australians and the colonial administration (2017). Singapore shares, evidently,
the same post-colonial context(s) as the above mentioned examples. The question of
whether similar anti-colonial inheritance has driven the landscape of Singapore thus
arises.

2.3 COLONIAL TOPONYMIC RESEARCH IN SINGAPORE

Studies on the effect of colonisation on toponyms in Singapore have had a steady
increase in recent years. These studies often target Singapore’s urban landscapes through
the analysis of street names, with Savage and Yeo’s Singapore Street Names: A Study of
Toponymics (2013) providing the most extensive repository on the historical
reconstruction of toponyms in Singapore. While the colonial element is mentioned as a
factor in the etymological reconstruction of place names in Singapore, the impact of
colonial rule as a force is not properly targeted. Furthermore, Savage and Yeo’s work
serves more as a repertoire or dictionary of place names and does not bring the ideologies
behind naming and the practice of naming to the forefront.

This gap is supplemented by Kong & Yeoh’s The Politics of Landscapes in
Singapore: Constructions of “Nation”, which conceptualises the imagining of the nation
by attending to the British colonial past and Singapore’s merger with Malaysia. They
discuss how toponymic inscriptions inherited from the colonial past are actively changed
and modified in the context of post-independence Singapore. Yeo’s work in Contesting
Space in Colonial Singapore: Power Relations and The Urban Built Environment (2003)
also recognises the influence of colonialism in Singapore’s landscape. While this research
adopts a more geographical approach, she attends to the element of toponyms quite
succinctly. The literature on colonialism and toponyms in Singapore is further built upon
by Yeh (2013), who discusses “erased place names” in Singapore, which refers to
toponyms that have been made obsolete or modified over the course of time.

Together, the existing works establish a robust research backdrop for the
discussion of toponyms in Singapore. However, these studies often only cover micro-
toponyms such as street names and neglect to extend the analysis to other toponyms like
those of the offshore islands in Singapore. Therefore, as mentioned, this paper aims to
fulfil this research gap by expanding the existing research on colonialism and toponyms
in Singapore through the careful analysis of the toponyms of Singapore’s offshore islands.

17 Cf. Wanjiru, M.W., and Matsubara, K., (2016), p. 1.
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2.4 APPROACHES TO TOPONOMASTICS

Critical to any discussion on toponomastics is a solid and well-founded
understanding of the field itself. In general, studies in toponomastics, or toponymics,
typically take two approaches: qualitative, or intensive, and quantitative, or extensive'®,
It is noted that toponymic research usually makes no distinction between the two
approaches, but Tent makes a case for making this difference explicit in order to better
understand the functions of the two approaches.

Intensive toponymy is described more as a ‘micro-approach’, where the
reconstruction of a toponym (in terms of etymology, meaning, origin) is highlighted.
Toponyms, according to this approach, are typically analysed in discrete terms. Tent
characterises the intensive toponymy approach as an investigation into a place name’s
“biography” and constructs this analysis in term of the wh- questions?®. This is often the
form that traditional toponymic studies adopt, which Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and
Azaryahu (2010) describe as a collection of place names in an “encyclopaedic nature”
that can fail to account for the practice of place naming itself?°.

In contrast, extensive toponymy adopts more of a ‘macro-approach’, where
toponyms are generally viewed as a collective group, lending itself to broader and wider
analyses. Extensive toponymy, therefore, analyses toponyms in datasets collected from
various sources, including maps, government gazettes, and other written forms of data??.

In view of these analyses, this paper adopts the extensive approach in the
discussion of toponyms of Singapore’s offshore islands. It is not to say that the intensive
approach is not useful — the reconstruction of the etymologies of toponyms undeniably
builds up the collective linguistic understanding. However, the extensive approach serves
the objectives of inquiry for this study better. The research here aims to situate the
toponyms of Singapore’s offshore islands within a socio-political context, and looking at
the place names as a ‘collective unit’ can help elucidate trends and motivations behind
the use and maintenance of place names.

In such an endeavour, a critical approach into toponomastics is necessary.
Vuolteenaho & Berg’s Towards Critical Toponymies (2009) illustrates this framework
by drawing on social and cultural theories to further build upon the approaches in
toponomy. They highlight the intersection of power and toponyms, the “power relations
inherent in geographical naming”?, and push for the recognition of toponyms as a result
of power contestations. Their position on establishing the field of toponomastics as an
interdisciplinary approach develops the traditional practice of analysing toponyms
individually, pushing analyses to attend to wider social, economic, and political contexts.

2.5 TOPONYMS: A MATERIALISATION OF IDEOLOGIES

In the study of toponomastics, the fundamental question of why arises. Why is the
study of toponomastics important? Why is analysing toponyms a productive and

18 Cf. Tent, J., (2015), pp. 65-73.

19 Cf. Tent, J., (2015), cit., p. 68.

20 Cf. Rose-Redwood, R., Alderman, D., and Azaryahu, M., (2010), p. 455.
2L Cf. Tent, J., (2015), cit., pp. 71-72.

22 Cf. Vuolteenaho, J. and Berg, L.D., (2009), cit., p. 1.
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significant venture? The reason appears to be clear — toponyms are a physical
manifestation of ideologies that underlie the making of a society?3.

Toponyms are referents to physical spaces, but, beyond this functional use, less
immediate to the everyday purpose, is the deep symbolism that toponyms hold. Following
Anderson’s theory of Imagined Communities (1983, 2006), place names and their
tangible reproductions in maps serve to build up a shared identity and a collective memory,
connecting individuals together under an intangible notion of a nation. Toponyms are
often representation of identities constructed on the past, which Harvey’s Monument and
Myth (1979) and Lowenthal’s Past Time, Present Place: Landscape and Memory (1975)
reassert as the construction of ‘a landscape of memory’. Azaryahu (1996) builds upon
this with his emphasis on toponyms as cultural productions of both a shared past, and a
continued “social reality”?*. Toponyms are also a negotiation of powers encroached
within wider social and political agendas?. Situated within the post-colonial context,
toponyms become a crucial platform to reassert ownership over a territory that was once
under external rule.

It is clear that toponyms and the toponymic landscape at large function both as
simple referents and as bearers of symbolism and ideologies?®. In the interaction of
geography, history, linguistics, sociology, and political-science, toponyms illustrate the
ideologies and agendas that underlie a society. This process is almost cyclical, in that the
motivations behind naming practices and patterns are wider socio-political concerns,
which the toponyms represented on maps and used by the masses then reinforces.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 DATA COLLECTION

Maps were the primary source in which toponyms used during the colonial period
and in contemporary times were elicited. As discussed in the previous section, the
rationale of using maps as the primary source of data is simply the inherent connection
between cartographic representations and symbolism: maps are social constructions that
concretise the symbolic toponymic landscape.

The diachronic approach of analysis for this study necessitates toponyms from
both historical colonial maps and contemporary maps of Singapore to be collected. Their
different natures require the collection process to be discussed separately.

3.1.1 COLONIAL MAPS OF SINGAPORE

The National Archives of Singapore (NAS) provides an immensely rich collection of
historical sources, ranging from government records to oral history interviews, and, most
importantly, historical maps. There is an extensive collection of maps of Singapore under
colonial rule and, for the purpose of this paper, maps were selected based on the following
criteria:

23 Cf. Cretan, R., (2000), cit., passim.

24 Cf. Azaryahu, M., (1996), cit., p. 328.

% Cf. Azaryahu, M., (1996), cit., pp. 311- 330; Kong, L. and Yeoh, B.S.A., (2003), cit., passim;
Vuolteenaho, J., (2017), passim.

26 Cf. Cretan, R., (2000), cit., passim.
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1. the map was produced during the British colonial period, from 1819 to the 1950s;

2. the map was developed under the British colonial powers;

3. the map includes islands beyond mainland Singapore?’.

Crucial to the collection process was ensuring that all the criteria were met. The first
criterion attends to the timeline inherent to the discussion of this research. The second
criterion ensures that the maps analysed are the result of British colonial production,
which indicates that toponyms labelled on the map were the place names that were
recognized by the British. This is an important requirement, as the comparison between
colonial toponyms and contemporary toponyms is founded upon the assumption that the
toponyms were the place names that were formally recognized and used at a specific time.
The three criteria are straightforward — only maps that labelled toponyms of offshore
islands beyond mainland Singapore are useful for the purpose of this discussion.

Amongst the vast collection, 33 maps that fit the criteria were selected. Although a
larger number of maps would establish more toponymic datapoints and ideally lead to
more accurate analyses, colonial maps that fit the specific purpose of this research are
naturally limited. This is common with all forms of historical data, as the archive is
entirely dependent on what has been curated and maintained throughout the years.
Furthermore, given the fragile ‘papery’ material of maps, many that have been archived
are also damaged in some manner, as illustrated by Map 1, where a large part of the
Eastern region has been damaged. Based on the other details on this map, offshore islands
around the mainland were recognised and labelled, but, unfortunately, not all of toponyms
could be retrieved, due to the damage.

FIGURE 1. Map of the Island of Singapore and its Dependencies (1905),
(Source: Survey Department, Singapore (Retrieved from NAS)

27 The term “offshore islands” is intentionally avoided, here. Noting that what constitutes an offshore island
in Singapore today is likely not the same that was during the British colonial period, the islands around
mainland Singapore are, thus, generally referred to, and not specifically named. The avoidance here is to
ensure that history is not read backwards by anachronistically applying contemporary notions to the past.

94




Ang, Y.J., Perono Cacciafoco, F. Change and Continuity: Colonial...

Maps that fit the criteria were further categorized according to chronology.
Comparisons were first drawn among maps belonging to the same decade to elicit general
naming patterns. A list of toponyms from the maps collected can be found below in the
Appendix.

3.1.2 CONTEMPORARY MAPS OF SINGAPORE

There are multiple sources to access contemporary maps of Singapore, including
OpenStreetMap, Google Maps, streetdirectory.com, and OneMap. Comparisons between
these different sources indicate that geographical representations and toponyms are
generally the same, since most information on places are now considered factual.

Amongst the multiple options, OneMap proved to be the most reliable source that
is officially recognized as the “authoritative national map of Singapore with the most
detailed and timely information™?8. Developed and kept up to date by the Singapore Land
Authority, its status as a government-endorsed map is potentially a direct attestation to
socio-political agendas and motivations of the Singapore government in managing the
toponymic landscape of Singapore.

3.1.3 DIGITISED AND CONSOLIDATED DATABASES

In addition to the NAS and OneMap, the analysis of toponyms of the offshore
islands was also supplemented with The Historical Maps of Singapore
(www.libmaps.nus.edu.sg), a collection of historical maps digitised by the Department of
Geography at the National University of Singapore (NUS). Visualising Space: Maps of
Singapore and the Region (2015), a collection of maps from the National Archives and
the National Library Board, also supported the data collection process.

3.2 DATA ANALYSIS
3.2.1 COLONIAL MAPS OF SINGAPORE’S OFFSHORE ISLANDS

3.2.1.1 COLONIAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE MAKING OF MAPS

When the maps are arranged chronologically, trends in toponymic patterns
become clear. Before delving into the analysis of toponyms labelled in these historical
maps, it should be noted that these maps were not always produced by the same
cartographer and surveyor. For example, in the publication notes of Plan Of The Island
Of Singapore Including The New British Settlement And Adjacent Islands (1800s)?°, the
map is stated to be completed with survey information from Lieutenant Colonel Farquhar.
In later renditions in producing a geographical representation of Singapore and the
surrounding areas, the map-making process becomes more collaborative — details from
other sources are included to create a more accurate representation of the space. This is
evident in the later Plan of the Island of Singapore including the new British Settlements

28 OneMap, https://www.onemap.gov.sg/home/.

23 This map was included in the analysis even though it seemingly does not fall within the timeframe of
British colonial rule in Singapore, which only occurred in 1819. However, the covering date given is a span
of time over the 1800s and, by coupling this with the reference of Singapore as “the new British Settlement”,
it is quite clear that the map refers to a point in time where Singapore was already under the British rule.
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and adjacent islands (1820s), which is a production based on additional information of
the old straits and islands from Captain Franklin, as well as nautical data from Captain
Ross and Mr Horsburgh.

The practice of continually adding more information to the maps aligns with a
general trend of how colonial knowledge developed in the colonies. In the early
beginnings, little was known about the colonies themselves and, thus, colonial knowledge
was often vague and under-developed. Through the maps drawn for Singapore in the early
1800s, it is evident that British colonial knowledge of the territory was gradually building
up, and the map-making process was continuous and contingent on its previous rendition.

While the exact cartographer or surveyor may have changed over time, the maps
were consistently produced by the British (as the East India Company, then, later, as the
British metropole), which indicates that the top-down authority remained consistent
through time. This is crucial, because it implies that the maps produced were an official
source on the toponymic landscape — one that was crafted with the agenda of the colonial
powers.

3.2.1.2 COLLECTIVE SPELLING CORRUPTIONS

Briefly, the most salient trend across the historical maps of Singapore and the
offshore islands analysed is the consistent spelling corruptions as the colonialists sought
to represent the native Malay names through their own phonetic and orthographic system.

For example, the generic element of “pulau”, meaning “island”, was consistently
represented orthographically as “pulo” up to the 1880s. Further, the /u/ phoneme was
often represented as 00, possibly to account for the longer vowel sound orthographically.
The consistency in the use of “pulo” is likely a result of newer maps building on the
information of older maps (as mentioned in the earlier segment), resulting in the
continued adoption of a certain spelling variant.

3.2.1.3 INDIVIDUAL SPELLING VARIATIONS

Some orthographic variants were found in the analysis of the colonial maps,
particularly in the specific element of the place names (the “names” of the islands), but
these only occurred once or twice. Although the maps analysed were all made under the
British authority, there were still different individuals who were the cartographers or
surveyors who physically drew, charted, and labelled the maps. The variance in how the
specific elements of the maps were represented are likely a result of these individuals
practicing some levels of autonomy in representing the toponyms in a form that they
deemed more accurate. For example, Pulau Tekong is spelled as “tikong” and “tookong”,
before “tekong’” became the most accepted orthographic representation.

More surely can be analysed in the compilation of toponyms of the offshore
islands represented and labelled in historical maps, but the discussion is deliberately kept
brief, here. The analyses of the toponyms of these historical maps are indeed important,
but they are not central to the research question that this paper seeks to answer to. As the
focus of the study is to look at the diachronic comparisons in toponyms represented in
these historical maps and contemporary maps, the function of this compilation is mainly
to serve as data points for comparison, rather than a proper analysis of the data itself.
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3.22 CONTEMPORARY MAPS OF SINGAPORE’S OFFSHORE
ISLANDS

3.2.2.1 ABSENCE OF A TOPONYMIC REPERTOIRE

There is no single official source with a list of the offshore islands in Singapore.
For example, while the Singapore Land Authority (SLA) provides the total land area of
Singapore, including offshore islands, there is no official list of offshore islands included.
The nearest approximation is merely a postulated total number of such islands, which
different sources provided different numbers for — various authorities and organisations
either do not state the number explicitly, or have different counts. Other governmental
organisations, like the National Library Board (NLB)*® and the Singapore Tourism Board
(STB)3L, provide an apparently exact figure, but their figures do not coincide??.

These informal sources do not lend themselves to an attested and factual count of
Singapore’s offshore islands, but it was out of necessity that the sources themselves were
consulted, as no alternatives were available. There are virtually no academic references
on the number of offshore islands in Singapore, and there is also no authorised and official
information on this subject matter from the Singapore government. This is perhaps
testament to how the offshore islands of Singapore have generally been side-lined in both
public and academic discourses.

As such, it is important to derive an independent count of the offshore islands to
build up an ‘encyclopaedic’ repertoire for the purpose of discussion. Adopting the
approach of manually counting units by looking at maps of Singapore, this study
concluded there to be a total of 50 offshore islands in Singapore, and the list of all offshore
islands is as given in Table 1 List of Offshore Islands in Present-day Singapore. This
count separated every offshore island indicated and recognised on OneMap and counted
each as a discrete unit. Each offshore island labelled on the map was counted as one (1)
individual toponym in every instance, with the exception of Sister’s Island®.

3.2.2.2 CONTEMPORARY TOPONYMS OF OFFSHORE ISLANDS
Based on the manual count of offshore islands represented on OneMap, the 50

offshore islands of Singapore are listed in Table 1. This list of islands form the basis of
which toponymic patterns and practices of Singapore’s offshore islands can be discussed.

% National Library Board, SURE Campaign, “Islands of Singapore”, July 2019, from
https://sure.nlb.gov.sg/cheatsheet/NLB_Cheatsheet IslandsofSingapore Jul2019.pdf.

31 Singapore Tourism Board, Visit Singapore, “10 amazing things you never knew about Singapore”, 28
January 2020, from https://www.visitsingapore.com/editorials/amazing-things-you-never-knew-about-
singapore/.

32 NLB’s SURE campaign states the number of offshore islands in Singapore is 44, while STB’s Visit
Singapore campaign states that to be 64.

33 Strictly speaking, Sister’s Island is made up of two adjacent islands, Pulau Subar Darat (Little Sister’s
Island) and Pulau Subar Laut (Big Sister’s Island). However, the two smaller islands are connected
geographically, and Sister’s Island, the English toponym, has become the hyponym (attached to Pulau
Subar Darat) that refers to both the islands. As such, Sister’s Island was only counted once.
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Table 1 List of Offshore Islands in Present-day Singapore

Planning Region Planning Area Toponym

West Region Wgzt& rr:lmV;/::er Pulau Pergam
West Region Wg:sz’atti I’r:lmV(\e/::er Pulau Sarimbun
West Region Western Islands Jurong Island
West Region Western Islands Pulau Bukom o
West Region Western Islands Pulau Bukom Kecil g
West Region Western Islands Pulau Anak Bukom §
West Region Western Islands Pulau Ular g
West Region Western Islands Pulau Busing g
West Region Western Islands Pulau Hantu
West Region Western Islands Pulau Jong
West Region Western Islands Pulau Sebarok
West Region Western Islands Pulau Salu
West Region Western Islands Pulau Sudong
West Region Western Islands Pulau Pawai
West Region Western Islands Pulau Berkas
West Region Western Islands Pulau Senang
West Region Western Islands Pulau Biola
West Region Western Islands Pulau Satumu
West Region Western Islands Pulau Semakau
West Region Jurong East Pulau Samulun
West Region Jurong East Pulau Damar Laut

Central Region Bukit Merah Pulau Brani

Central Region Bukit Merah Pulau Keppel

Central Region

Southern Islands

Pulau Renggis
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Central Region Southern Islands Sentosa
Central Region Southern Islands Pearl Island
w
Central Region Southern Islands Treasure Island 3
o
Central Region Southern Islands Paradise Island 9(;
Central Region Southern Islands Sandy Island %
Central Region Southern Islands Coral Island
Central Region Southern Islands Pulau Palawan
Pulau Subar Darat & Pulau Subar
Central Region Southern Islands Laut
(Sisters’ Islands)
Central Region Southern Islands Pulau Tekukor
Central Region Southern Islands Pulau Seringat (Pulau Renget)
Central Region Southern Islands Pulau Seringat Kechil
. Pulau Sakijang Bendera
Central Region Southern Islands (Saint John’s Island)
Central Region Southern Islands Pulau Sakijang Pelepah
(Lazarus Island)
. Kusu Island
Central Region Southern Islands (Pulau Tembakul)
North Region Simpang Pulau Seletar
North Region Lim Chu Kang Pulau Buloh
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Tekong =
Islands z
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Tekong Kechil &
Islands 9]
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Unum T
Islands
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Ubin
Islands
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Ketam
Islands
North-East Region North-Eastern Pulau Sekudu
Islands
North-East Region Punggol Pulau Serangoon

(Coney Island)
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North-East Region Seletar Pulau Punggol Barat
North-East Region Seletar Pulau Punggol Timor
East Region Changi Bay Pedra Branca

4. DISCUSSION

To reiterate, the purpose of this study is to situate the understanding of toponyms
within a wider socio-political context. In this case, the toponyms of offshore islands in
Singapore are the target, and the wider socio-political context is given by the history of
British colonial rule in Singapore. The toponyms collected from the two different periods
have been concretised on maps, indicating the use and formal recognition for them.

By contrasting and comparing these toponyms from colonial and present-day
Singapore through maps of those time periods, it is possible to highlight many interesting
takeaways, with a mixture of both continuities and changes in toponyms. Most have
remained relatively stable and unchanged, over time, others have been ‘erased’ or became
obsolete and, in some cases, new toponyms have been created by the Singapore
government after independence.

4.1 INHERITANCE AND RETENTION OF COLONIAL TOPONYMS

It might be expected for Singapore as a former colony to manage the post-colonial
toponymic landscape by rejecting inherited colonial place names, akin to many other
nations or states that were once colonised3*, desiring to reassert their nationalistic
ideologies on the landscape. However, the toponyms of offshore islands in Singapore
have remained almost identical to place names used and recognised during the colonial
period. Nonetheless, this stasis does not necessarily indicate that the reverse is true, that
not changing the toponyms indicates that Singapore does not desire to eradicate the
landscape of colonial influences.

4.1.1 POSSIBLE PRE-COLONIAL ORIGINS OF TOPONYMS

First, it is perhaps important to note that the toponyms of offshore islands during
the colonial period are possibly not colonial productions to begin with. Looking at the
data, most of the toponyms used in reference to an offshore island during the colonial
period are in the Malay language — the language variety of the native population in
Singapore. Most of the toponyms adopted the duplex structure of the generic e