
Vivienne Wee
Anthropologist & 
Managing Director, Ethnographica

3rd Singapore Heritage Science Conference
“The Treasure of Human Experiences” 

(25-26 Jan 2016), Level 2 Auditorium, 
School of Art, Design and Media, 

Nanyang Technological University



Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (“ICH Convention”)
 Second of 4 Purposes: “to ensure respect for the intangible cultural heritage of the 

communities, groups and individuals concerned”
 Recognition: “that communities, in particular indigenous communities, groups 

and, in some cases, individuals, play an important role in the production, 
safeguarding, maintenance and recreation of the intangible cultural heritage, thus 
helping to enrich cultural diversity and human creativity”

 Definition: “intangible cultural heritage” is recognised by communities and groups 
“as part of their cultural heritage” that provides them with “a sense of identity and 
continuity”

 Provision A: “Each State Party shall…take… safeguarding measures…with the 
participation of communities, groups and relevant nongovernmental 
organizations.”

 Article 14: Each State Party shall endeavour… to…ensure recognition of, respect 
for, and enhancement of the intangible cultural heritage in society…through 
specific educational and training programmes within the communities and groups 
concerned.” 



 What has continued from past to present?
 What has been inherited? 
 Transmission across generations: intrinsic to 

safeguarding (ICH Convention Articles 2, 13)
 Who are the heirs?
 Communities transmit heritage across 

generations as shared culture
= how they live, their way of life



 What continues?
 What changes?
 What is discontinued?
 Who decides?
 Is new always better? Progressivism: increasingly 

questioned.
 Is old always good? Traditionalism: what do we 

want to maintain? 
 What constitutes heritage? 
 What is to continue from past to present and 

future? 
 Who maintains this continuity through time?



 What a community is not:

 Not a collection of uninhabited wooden houses 

 Not a population of unconnected residents, e.g. neighbours 
who are stranger

 So what is a community?

 Gemeinschaft (“local community”): relationships that are 
small-scale, personal and particularistic

 Gesellschaft (“broader society”): relationships that are large-
scale, impersonal and universalistic

(Ferdinand Toennies 1887)



 Small-scale, personal and particularistic relationships: 
between people known to each other through kinship, 
neighbourly relations or friendship

 Not impersonal relationships based on roles & 
occupations – e.g. civil servant, police officer, 
employer, employee

 Significance for heritage conservation: transmission of 
knowledge through inter-personal relationships

 Not through impersonal means – books, instruction 
manuals, classrooms, training workshops, websites, 
etc.



 “While the tangible cultural heritage is designed 
to outlive those who produce or commission it, 
the fate of the intangible heritage is far more 
intimately related to its creators as it depends in 
most cases on oral transmission.”

(Mounir Bouchenaki 2003, then Assistant Director General for Culture, UNESCO, keynote

address, ICOMOS 14th General Assembly & Scientific Symposium)

 Oral transmission needs interpersonal 

relationships: 

speaker – listener – shared understanding – interactions



 Five manifestations (among others) in 

“ICH Convention” – all needing social contexts:

1. oral traditions & expressions, including language

2. performing arts

3. social practices, rituals & festive events

4. knowledge & practices concerning nature & the universe

5. traditional craftsmanship

 Safeguarding intangible cultural heritage 

= safeguarding social contexts for ICH manifestations



• 1825: “a few woodcutters’ huts on 
Pulau Ubin”

• 1919: “a Liberian coffee estate of 
200 acres”

• 1950s - early 1970s:  granite 
quarries. 

• Estimated population: 2,000 – 4000 
(Chinese, Malay, some Indian) 

• 1970s-80s: granite quarries started 
closing down.

• Dwindling population:
 1,000 residents in 1987?
 400 in mid 1990s?
 139 in 2001?



 One of last 2 kampungs (settlements):

 Pulau Ubin: formerly several settlements on the island; now what remains of these

 Kampong Buangkok

 “We talk often about bringing back to Singapore, the kampung spirit…. “ 

(Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, 6 November 2014)

 What is this kampung spirit? 

 “What life was like in a kampung”

 “Bonding experience”

 Gotong-royong [Malay]: “mutual support” – “the essence of the kampung spirit”

 “People coming together, working together to build a better future for themselves and their 
children”

 “Helping to keep the kampung spirit alive”

(Lawrence Wong, then Minister for Culture, Community and Youth & 
Second Minister for Communications and Information, 16 September 2014)

 Cultural significance of Pulau Ubin: kampung spirit anchored in what remains of 
kampungs = intangible cultural heritage anchored in tangible cultural heritage





 Currently, 91 houses and structures (including 
un-numbered) photographed by the National 
Heritage Board (NHB), the Urban Renewal 
Authority (URA) and National Parks

 Each  has a named tenant.
 Houses mostly occupied by families, not 

isolated individuals.
 Estimated population: 91 – perhaps 150



1. Oral traditions & expressions, including 

language

2. Performing arts

3. Social practices, rituals & festive events

4. Knowledge & practices concerning nature & 

the universe

5. Traditional craftsmanship



 Gotong royong: “In the past, we villagers practised gotong royong. 
We worked together. Neighbours came together to help each other. 
That’s how it was.” 

(Ahmad bin Kassim, Ubin resident)
 “The Ubin Way”:

 Code of Conduct guiding ecologically and socially responsible behaviour 
on the island to retain it as “a familiar and rustic destination for current 
and future generations of Singaporeans”

 Initiated and drawn up by nature lovers, grassroots leaders, Ubin 
operators, educators and volunteers

 Five principles for visitors: 
1. Relive and experience the kampong lifestyle
2. Appreciate and conserve our cultural heritage
3. Discover and cherish the diversity of nature
4. Respect one another and bond with the community
5. Care for Ubin, and be considerate towards its environment

 Promoted by the Ministry of National Development



1. 6-day celebration (31 May – 5 June 2015)

2. Processions

3. Music (Teochiu): suona嗩吶 / 唢呐

4. drum, gong 

5. Spirit mediumship

6. Teochiu opera on one of 

Singapore’s last 2 permanent 

Chinese opera outdoor  stages 

7. Getai歌台: outdoor concert of 

Chinese pop songs

8. Lion dance

Procession



• ICH gives 
meaning to 
tangible 
heritage. 
•Temple: not 

just a 
building.
•Conserving 

tangible 
heritage as 
sites of 
meaning,
not just 
structures.













 Quek Kim Kiang, Ubin crab catcher
 Li Hua, protector & observer of wild life

http://www.todayonline.com/videos/pulau-ubin-crab-catcher


Built by:
 Parents, grandparents
 Oneself with others





 Tangible and intangible cultural heritage: 
closely linked.

 People’s knowledge, understanding & practices 
give meaning to tangible heritage 
(environment, sacred sites, houses, structures)

 Ubin social network (present & former residents 
+ other stakeholders) = a community conserving 
their shared culture

 Pulau Ubin: social context for ICH conservation, 
not just a geographical site


