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The privatized nature of employment as a domestic servant is often inimical to collective
action.1 Yet in the early 1960s there was significant trade union interest in the working
conditions of female domestic servants in Singapore and Malaya.2 Studies of female
domestic service in Malaya (later Malaysia) and Singapore are dominated by work focus-
ing on Chinese-born servants before the Second World War, and migrant maids asso-
ciated with economic transformation from the late 1970s.3 If scholarship on pre-war
domestic servants leans toward an emphasis on agency, then studies of maids from
the 1980s tend toward experiences of abjection. What of the intervening period, during
the Cold War, when rapid decolonization introduced new factors into the demography,
structure, and regulation of domestic service in Malaysia and Singapore? Did this pro-
vide opportunity for greater autonomy, mimic older colonial relationships, or herald
new protections for domestic servants in the modern postcolonial state? The consider-
able historical literature devoted to the relationship between imperial power, colonialism,
and domestic service rarely extends to the persistence and dynamics of domestic service
in the era of decolonization between the 1950s and the 1970s, although it does explore
the increasing feminization of the occupation.4 This article explores a confluence of fac-
tors—the politics of anticolonialism, economic dependence, and apprehension about the
privacy of the home—that cohered in a controversy in the 1960s known as the “amah
strike,” when female domestic servants in Singapore and Malaya threatened to walk off
the job over a proposed change to their employment conditions.5

As Malaya and Singapore transitioned to independence from the late 1950s, the
number of domestic servants working for Western employers boomed. Malaya and
Singapore remained deeply involved with their former colonial power, Britain, and
its Commonwealth allies, particularly in matters of defense. Consequently, thousands
of British, Australian, and New Zealand military families resided in the region as part
of the British Commonwealth Far East Strategic Reserve (1955–1971) and were major
employers of local female domestic servants. Now commonly referred to as maids, for
much of the twentieth century in Southeast Asia, female domestic servants who cared
for children, cooked, and cleaned in family homes were known as amahs.6 Almost all
military families employed at least one amah, as did other expatriate Westerners and
middle- and upper-class Malaysian and Singaporean families, who were increasing in
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number and competing with overseas military families for their services.7 Domestic ser-
vice retained its conceptual slipperiness in the new context: servants were employees, but
were often intimately involved in family life and enmeshed in personal relationships.8

The amahs, who are the focus of this article, worked for Western military families,
but the official response to their campaign about working conditions was premised
on the assumption that any recognition of union representation, or codification of
their conditions, would ultimately impact the domestic service workforce as a whole.

When it became evident from the early 1960s that Britain’s appetite for pump-
priming its overseas garrison communities was on the wane, local trade unions
were attuned to the irony that many of their members were financially dependent
on the economies that surrounded British bases. By 1962, in Singapore alone, forty
thousand people, or 9 percent of the working population, depended on the military
base for their livelihoods.9 Committed to an anticolonial agenda, trade unionists nev-
ertheless insisted that amahs who worked for foreign military families should be
employed directly by the British War Department.10 The response to a British pro-
posal in the early 1960s to effectively end this arrangement by transferring amahs
onto private contracts with individual families revealed trade unionists as willing to
embrace previously overlooked constituencies, the tenacity of state resistance to
labor protections for domestic workers, and the paradox of relationships deemed neo-
colonial in some contexts offering greater entitlements for local workers in another.
Ostensibly a moment when the male-dominated union movement took heed of
female workers, a closer examination of the issue, based on the archival records of
the British administration now housed in the National Archive in the United
Kingdom, vernacular and English-language newspaper accounts in Singapore and
Malaysia, and oral history interviews with key actors, reveals it to be a more complex
touchstone for contemporary anxieties about workers’ rights and unionism.11

Anticommunist governments aligned with the West were concerned with curbing
the influence of unions on the functioning of labor, and their British and
Commonwealth supporters were chary of cost and obligation to an increasingly
anachronistic footprint in Asia. Both appealed to the sanctity of the home as a private
space that should not be subject to regulation by either the state or unionized labor.

Thousands of civilian women were employed annually as amahs for service fam-
ilies by the British War Department in Malaya and Singapore at the peak of British
commitment to its military bases in southeast Asia in the 1960s. Some were the
famous maijie (“black and white”) amahs, Cantonese women named for their distinc-
tive uniform of a long white blouse over black pants required by European employ-
ers.12 Those women had migrated from the Kwantung region in southern China in
the 1930s to work in the wealthy Chinese and European households of Singapore,
Malaya, and Hong Kong, and were beginning to retire or return to China.13 The
next wave of migrant domestic workers did not arrive in large numbers until the
1980s and were more likely to come from Indonesia and the Philippines. In between
these two migrant groups sit the domestic servants of the 1960s and 1970s, which
included the maijie but increasingly included locally-born women.14 There was no
distinct break between the dominance of the maijie amahs and the emergence of a
locally-born domestic service workforce in the transitional period of the 1960s and
1970s; the ranks of amahs at this time included both groups.
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In the debates that surrounded the decision to privatize the employment condi-
tions of amahs who worked for the services, the voices of women themselves remain
elusive. In the pre-war period, male domestic servants in Singapore and Malaya had
engaged in public and labor activism around wages and working conditions, influ-
enced by their links to communism and transcolonial networks of Chinese national-
ists.15 Public protest about matters relating to the employment conditions of domestic
servants then entered a period of relative quietude as the labor force transformed
from one dominated by men, to one offering employment predominantly to
women. By the 1930s, with changes to immigration laws that restricted the number
of men from China but placed no similar quota on women, domestic service became
an increasingly feminized profession, a trend that would only grow stronger in the
postwar period. The immigrant Chinese women who dominated the ranks of domes-
tic servants up to the 1960s may have been less forthright in public than their male
predecessors but were not known for their passivity. On the contrary, committed to
life as single women, they had a reputation for independence and formed robust
mutual support networks through social institutions such as lodging houses (kongsi
pan).16 Women born in Malaya and Singapore, who began to replace them as they
retired, had less strong communal bonds, were not celibate, and evinced more interest
in unions and staff associations of employees who worked for the British. While there
are no official statistics about the ethnicity of amahs who joined such union activity,
the names of those publicly associated with the campaign suggest ethnic Chinese and
Indian backgrounds. Although working amahs formed part of delegations that met
with senior British, Malayan, and Singaporean officials during the dispute about
their employment conditions, male union officials did most of the talking. The ver-
nacular and English-language press reported their statements, as they spoke on behalf
of amahs. Likewise, male union leaders corresponded with government and military
authorities on the amahs’ behalf.

The dominance of male union leaders in public activism around amahs’ employ-
ment conditions intersected with the politics of decolonization in Malaysia and
Singapore. The dispute was contemporaneous with debates about the formation of
Malaysia, and tension over the place of trade unions in the new nation, particularly
in Singapore. Although the Federation of Malaya had been independent since 1957,
and Singapore had achieved full self-government in 1959, defense agreements nego-
tiated between Malaya and Great Britain in the context of the immaturity of Malaya’s
own defense forces, and a pro-Western anticommunist Malayan government, allowed
Britain to maintain overseas military bases and troops for security and defense pur-
poses.17 Negotiations for Singapore to join with Malaya, North Borneo, and Sarawak
to form the Federation of Malaysia in 1963 were also premised on Britain maintaining
a strong military presence in the region.18 Both Great Britain and Malaya viewed
Singapore, the site of an active, anticolonial labor movement, with its demographic
preponderance of ethnic Chinese, as potentially vulnerable to communist influence.
The project to create “Greater Malaysia” offered an opportunity for Lee Kuan Yew,
leader of the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) in Singapore, to distinguish himself
from his internal political rivals. Viewed as a neocolonialist project by the Left of the
labor movement, but backed by Lee Kuan Yew, the Malaysia issue split the PAP, lead-
ing to the formation of a new political party, the Barisan Sosialis.19 The trade union
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leaders who took on the cause of the amahs in Singapore were aligned with the
Barisan Sosialis, ultimately leading to a ready dismissal of their support for domestic
servants as a stalking-horse for communist ambition.

Service Amahs

British military garrisons had long employed civilians to support the activities of the
base and its associated service personnel, but the arrangements under which female
domestic servants were employed by the British Services in the “Far East” for almost
two decades after the end of the Second World War were unique.20 The British
Services had often provided allowances, or pay allotments, for domestic servants to
servicemen in other places where “conditions of life and climate,” which was usually
code for colonial settings with majority African or Asian populations in tropical cli-
mates, made it desirable.21 Domestic servants had long been a way of establishing or
asserting white prestige, and the military were keen to follow suit and employ them as
reflecting “the generally accepted practices of Europeans in the Area” where troops
were stationed, even as formal empire began to be dismantled.22 In Southeast Asia
the practice was taken one step further and British servicemen were provided with
an amah who was paid for directly by the service themselves. Similar privileges
were extended to Australian and New Zealand service personnel. Liability for
wages and other conditions of service for amahs was undertaken by the either the
navy, the army or the air force—represented by the British War Department—on
behalf of individual servicemen.

There was a particular set of circumstances and assumptions prevailing in the
immediate postwar years in regions of Southeast Asia that had been under
Japanese occupation during the Second World War that led British officials to directly
employ female domestic servants. British authorities wanted to “exercise control” in
relation to the “health and suitability for employment” of domestic servants in
Malaya and Singapore.23 Wary of women who might sympathize with the communist
insurrection that lay of the heart of the Malayan Emergency (1948–1960), the British
services were determined to vet women who entered the domestic realm of British
families. Moreover, the policy was established at a time when most of the forces
sent to the “Far East” were young conscripts for national service, and hence living
in barrack accommodation rather than in family groups with personal domestic ser-
vants. The arrangement was therefore anticipated to remain at a relatively small scale.
It was also racially circumscribed: the provision of servants appears to have been
exclusively for British, Australian, and New Zealand troops. Although some
Gurkhas stationed in Malaya were accompanied by their wives and children, they
lived in camp lines with communal cooking facilities and did not have servants allo-
cated to them.24

As Britain’s economy failed to fire in the 1960s, the extent of British government
expenditure on the old empire, and especially its overseas military commitments, was
under review. In 1963, the total operating costs for all the British Army, Air Force,
and Navy forces and bases in Singapore and Malaya was estimated to be £100 million
per annum, although no one in the Civil Service was really quite sure of the exact
figure.25 Nor did they much seem to care. Despite increasing disquiet about the
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cost in the press and Parliament, the Ministry of Defence considered that the “general
military situation” meant that the stationing of troops overseas was nothing less than
a necessity, and that it was “interesting rather than valuable . . . to know precisely what
a unit in a particular place costs.”26 Such an attitude was alarming to the British
Parliamentary Committee on Estimates, which visited the region in late 1963, and
catalogued the eye-watering cost of maintaining garrison communities and their asso-
ciated accommodation, swimming pools, social clubs, cinemas, hospitals, and schools,
most of which were constructed on land of insecure tenure. The commissioners were
astonished to learn that in Singapore and Hong Kong alone (excluding Malaya) that
year, eight thousand seven hundred amahs were employed by the services, at the
combined cost to the “British taxpayer” of almost £1.4 million per annum.27 The
more financially literate overseers of national budgets wondered how garrison com-
munities on such a scale could be squared with the changing nature of warfare, which
required highly mobile units and the availability of air travel for both ease of move-
ment and return visits, and where hampered by the security considerations innate to
establishing expatriate communities of women and children in potential trouble-
spots.28 The practice of providing government-employed domestic servants for over-
seas troops began to be seen by Whitehall bureaucrats in a new light—as a luxury
from a bygone colonial era. Further, by the early 1960s it was clear that the insur-
gency of the early postwar years had passed, obviating the previous desire to carefully
monitor those who entered the domestic realm of service families.29

The announcement that by 1964 amahs would become private, rather than public,
employees by transferring onto private contracts with individual servicemen caused
considerable anxiety in Singapore and Malaysia. Although the services were at
pains to point out that servicemen would receive an increased allowance to continue
to employ servants, there was no mechanism to ensure that they would do so. The
British authorities were quite clear that although servicemen would receive an
amah allowance, the use of that allowance was at individual discretion and the serv-
iceman could not be compelled to employ an amah.30 They were keen to stress that
the domestic servants could not be considered a “permanent body of employees” in
“normal industrial and non-industrial grades.”31 Although the War Department had
been the formal employer, ultimately oversight was lax: the serviceman most often
individually arranged hours and conditions of service, engaged, and discharged the
servant, who could also move freely between private employment and employment
with a service family.32 This inherent flexibility meant that there had been high
rates of turnover among domestic servants who worked for the services. The author-
ities thought this fluidity meant only a small number of domestic servants were mem-
bers of a union prior to the decision to change the basis of their employment.
Continued employment and rates of pay were one issue, longer-term entitlements
another. While employed by the services in Singapore, contributions of 8 percent
of annual salary were also made on the servants’ behalf to the Central Provident
Fund, a pension and hardship fund.33 At a time when the place of unions in the
newly-minted Federation of Malaysia was still in flux, and both the British High
Commission and independent governments remained wary of socialist or communist
influence, the transition from a public to private employer of a particularly vulnerable
group of workers was set to become an issue of intense public interest.
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Malaysia

The War Department Civilian Staff Association (WDCSA), a union representing ten
thousand workers, took up the cause of the amahs. The WDCSA was inclined to see
the fate of amahs as a dress rehearsal for British intentions to begin mass retrench-
ments of their civilian employees as they began to wind-down their commitment to
Malaysia in the years after its independence.34 It staged an industrial campaign in the
latter half of 1963. In August, following a march of one thousand amahs through the
streets of Kuala Lumpur, a telegram was sent to Queen Elizabeth II asking her to
intervene in the dispute.35 The president of the WDCSA, Syed Jafer Hussain Zaidi,
claimed that it was the first time that police had given permission for a trade
union protest march in Kuala Lumpur.36 Zaidi (1924–2011) was a Muslim born in
northern India who had joined the civilian staff of the British Army and went to
Malaya at the conclusion of the Second World War. Active in the WDSCA from
the 1950s, Zaidi and was both president of the WDSCA and secretary-general of
the Malaysian Trade Union Congress.37 After the march, Zaidi met with the
British High Commissioner, Sir Geoffrey Tory, and argued that the British were try-
ing to take the “easy way out” of responding to calls for better working conditions by
privatizing the labor, and attempting to weaken the political will of the amahs, by
forcing them to fend for themselves.38 He wanted an assurance that conditions of ser-
vice for amahs would be upheld when they transferred to private contracts. Zaidi
claimed there would be “a lot of abuse and ill-treatment of amahs if Servicemen
were responsible for their employment.”39 He was critical that the War
Department had singled out the amahs for such treatment; thousands of other work-
ers would effectively remain government employees. Zaidi interpreted it as a divide
and rule strategy by the British, “which the white man has practised in the past.”
He called the Commonwealth Services in Malaya “arrogant, adamant, unsympathetic
and anti-union.”40

The Commonwealth Forces attempted to fight back by engaging in a public relations
war with the WDCSA. They appealed to the sanctity of the home as a private space that
should not be subject to regulation by either the state or unionized labor. The WDCSA
were attempting to place amahs on the same footing as civil servants by demanding
fixed conditions of service. “No household in Malaya,” a British Army public relations
statement issued on behalf of the three services and the Commonwealth Forces insisted,
“would stand for this interference in their private lives.”41 The statement listed four
points which the services refused to accede to the union:

Families should be compelled to employ an amah;

Families should be deprived of freedom to choose their amahs;

They should continue to employ amahs for up to two months should they be
discharged;

The discharge of amahs should be subject to the agreement of some union
official.42
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Any talk of strike action was provocative and undermined the overall tenor of the
“friendly family-amah relationship.” The statement concluded with a threat that if
strikes did proceed “families may find it more convenient not to employ an amah
than to suffer this interference in their homes.”43

The service families that employed amahs also took to the newspapers. “A service
wife” from Malacca resented Zaidi’s implication that amahs were abused or over-
worked by their employers. She complained that there were actually very few
“good and properly trained amahs,” and those that were ended up very well treated
indeed. “Who pays for the burnt dresses? Not the amah and not the union but the
poor housewife.” “There are black sheep in every family,” she insisted, and pointed
out that if an amah were unhappy, she could complain to the military authorities
or a union official. There were military families who had been deprived of amah ser-
vice after reports of such behavior and this soon brought them to heel.44 Unwittingly,
the letter demonstrated the very vulnerability that Zaidi and the union were con-
cerned about. Once amahs were on private contracts, these avenues of restitution
would vanish.

Three thousand amahs were members of the union in Malaysia, and almost all of
them voted to go on strike on October 1, 1963, in protest over the plan to transfer
them to private contracts with individual servicemen. The strike would affect army,
navy and air force service homes in Penang, Butterworth, Johore Bahru, Kluang,
Sungei Patani, Cameron Highlands, Taiping, and Kuala Lumpur. The Malaysian gov-
ernment appealed to the patriotism of the amahs and their union. Prime Minister
Tengku Abdul Rahman suggested that strained diplomatic relations with Indonesia
and the Philippines meant that it was less than an ideal time to strike.45 The forma-
tion of Malaysia in September 1963 had provoked resentment and opposition from
Indonesia, and heralded the beginning of the two-year period of Konfrontasi between
Indonesia and Malaysia. The union claimed that they called off the strike “in a show
of solidarity with the Government because of Indonesia’s confrontation policy.”46

Ironically, Konfrontasi would ultimately prolong the British military presence in
Malaysia, although Indonesian trade blockades did lead to unemployment in ports
such as Singapore and Penang, and made the civilian jobs with Commonwealth mil-
itary services even more desirable than before.

Talks between the union and the British War Department continued throughout
late 1963 and into 1964, with acrimony on both sides and constant threats of strike
action. After almost a year of talks, no agreement could be reached, and in June 1964,
the British Army public relations arm released a statement on behalf of all British,
Australian, and New Zealand services in Malaysia. Amahs would receive an ex gratia
payment on their termination from service employment, depending on the length of
their employment by service families. Amahs were expected to receive approximately
$700 each, at a cost of $2 million.47 The British congratulated themselves on this ini-
tiative, considering it an “exceptional measure” because they had not been required to
pay them under existing regulations. The payments therefore reflected “an earnest
desire of the Services to make the change to the new arrangements as smoothly
and with as little personal hardship as possible.”48

The amahs’ cause in Malaya had support from other Malay nationalists. It had
been taken up by Senator Che Aishah Gahni, who met with the Deputy British
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High Commissioner, Mr. J R A Bottomley, in Kuala Lumpur in mid-1964.49 A more
establishment figure than Zaidi, Aishah Gahni was a long-standing member of the
United Malay Nationalist Organisation (UMNO), a feminist, a former journalist
who had trained in the United Kingdom, and an unusually prominent female politi-
cian in Malaysia.50 While the English-language dailies frequently reported union
interventions in the amah issue, Aishah Ghani’s contribution was reported only in
the vernacular press. She appears to have smoothed tensions between the
Commonwealth Services and the WDCSA, and in June 1964, the Command
Secretary W.T. Horsley and representatives from WDCSA met in Malacca and agreed
to a joint statement about employment expectations. Horsley, who was overtly hostile
to codifying conditions of service for amahs, was very clear that the terms were advi-
sory only, and that he had only agreed to meet the WDCSA on these terms because
the union was recognized for other purposes and they were required to deal with
them more broadly.51 The services would maintain a list of previously employed
amahs and accept nominations from the WDCSA for new employees. The sugges-
tions included a forty-eight-hour week, one day off per week, one week’s annual
leave, eleven paid public holidays, and sick leave. Five dollars per week would be pay-
able to an Employees Provident Fund.52

The services were insistent the guidelines were advisory only, that amahs need not
be members of the union, that matters of employment were between individuals and
their amahs, and that Commanding Officers “should in no circumstances deal with
the Union on representations about advice given to soldiers generally.” They should
not be drawn into making general statements and should always remind the WDCSA
that the individual soldier was the employer.53 The guidelines were specifically
designed so that the WDCSA had limited access to servicemen. There were also strict
guidelines around the WDCSA’s ability to enter the home of servicemen and their
families. A union representative was only allowed to contact an amah or her employer
before 7pm, and enter the home only if invited; otherwise they were to remain in the
garden. A serviceman’s wife could only be approached if the serviceman himself was
on a “prolonged absence” presumably on active duty, and the Civil Labour Officer
must be present. “In simplified terms,” the advice concluded, “a soldier’s house is
his home and as such it is he and he alone who says who can enter it.”54

Singapore

The British thought that the amah issue may be less controversial in Singapore than it
had been in Malaya, although given the fraught, recent history of labor relations on
the island, that view seemed naïve at best. Under the terms of the merger between
Singapore and Malaya, Singapore retained autonomy in matters of labor and educa-
tion. Hence, there would need to be a separate agreement forged with the Singapore
government about the amah issue. One official was sanguine that amahs in Singapore
were not so highly unionized as in Malaya.55 The previously little-known Singapore
European Employees Union (SEEU) nevertheless stepped into the breech once the
threat of dismissal from service employment loomed, and claimed to speak on behalf
of the ten thousand women who worked as service amahs, while fudging the issue of
how many amahs were actually members of the union.56 The British High
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Commission’s office considered this union to be “an extreme left wing union” that
had little standing within the service employees community.57 They derided it as
belonging to the political tradition of unionization directed toward “masses of people
such as those whose conditions can scarcely be codified.”58 With a small membership,
it was indeed one of the few remaining after the Singapore government had
de-registered a swathe of left-wing unions in 1963, and it was allied with the
Singapore Association of Trade Unions, the more left-wing of the two umbrella
groups for unions in Singapore. Union activists viewed it as the perfect vehicle to reig-
nite their campaign for worker’s rights, which they saw as under attack in a climate of
a “disorganised, confused labour situation” in the wake of the strike-breaking activity
of the Singapore government.59

SEEU’s labor advisor, recruited specifically to assist with the amah issue, was
Michael Fernandez, an Indian-born union activist in his late twenties. Fernandez, a
Catholic, arrived in Malaya in 1948, when he was still a teenager, to live with his
brother who was an assistant estate manager at a rubber plantation in Kuala
Selangor. Unlike his brother, who was decidedly pro-British, Fernandez was critical
of the racial stratifications he witnessed on the estate, and was more influenced by
his anti-British cousins, one of whom had been in the Indian National Army during
the war. After moving to Singapore to become a student-teacher, Fernandez became
president of the Singapore Catholic Student-Teachers’ Guild and was energized by the
regional student politics of the mid-1950s. Prevented by the Singapore government
from attending the 1956 Asian-African Students Conference in Bandung, he later
reflected that “the tide of Afro-Asianism was a feeling of solidarity all over the
world against the British. Young people like us felt it was a healthy thing that we
should support.”60 By the early 1960s, having cut his teeth in socialist student politics,
Fernandez was politically aligned with the Barisan Sosialis.61 He was also former
general secretary of the Naval Base Labour Union, which had conducted a major
strike against the British Admiralty in October 1963. To end the strike, the
Singapore government had deregistered the Naval Base Labour Union, which also
suited their broader agenda to break the power of the Barisan Sosialis. The
Singapore government and the British High Commission were united in their distrust
and dislike of Fernandez.62

Despite an extreme reluctance to enter negotiations with the SEEU, or to legiti-
mate its place in the dispute, the British authorities met with the SEEU delegation
in early September 1964 in Kuala Lumpur, the federal capital. Fernandez had man-
aged to expand his team, which now included Miss Kuah Bak Kheong, president of
the SEEU; Lim Song Seng, secretary of the Amahs’ Action Committee, and three
amahs—Lim Siok Kim, employed at the Royal Air Force Tengah Base, Tan Lang
Eng, and The Mui Kheng, employed by British Army families. Miss Kuah told the
press that the SEEU had been forced to appeal to the British High Commission
because the union’s attempts to resolve the issue with the Singapore Labour
Ministry, the War Department, and the Commonwealth Services had failed. She
stated that the Singapore government had “an indifferent attitude to the livelihood
and future of the Amahs.”63 In the meeting, Fernandez claimed that although the
SEEU had not previously represented amahs, they had been flooded with applications
once the services had flagged a changed in their employment status. He accepted that
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amahs would no longer be employed by the services directly, but now sought to nego-
tiate their conditions and ensure that the services were prepared to deal with the
SEEU as the amahs’ representative. The SEEU’s object was to ensure that as
Singapore amahs transitioned out of government employment, they achieved the
same benefits granted to amahs in mainland Malaysia. Of equal significance, the
SEEU tried to insist that if individual servicemen were employees of amahs, they
would be subject to Singapore labor legislation such as the Industrial Relations
Ordinance.64 If true, an amah might bring a case against an individual employer
in the Industrial Court. One British official thought it was clear that “the SEEU is
out to cause trouble, and … there is every indication that … it will use the
Industrial Relations Ordinance to deliberately embarrass Jek, the Singapore
Minister of Labour, as well as ourselves.”65

There were historical differences in the employment of amahs in Malaya and
Singapore that the service authorities were keen to maintain, in part to prevent any
sense of solidarity between them. They were conscious that workers only joined
unions when there were representative bodies that could accept conditions, and
that these were uniform conditions that could be enforced. Indeed, the absence of
agreed upon conditions of service “have made it almost impossible in every country
to organise domestic servants,” and it was best to leave conditions “as indeterminate
as possible” precisely to avoid such organization.66 In this view, the services received
the support of the deputy high commissioner, who added that the communist unions
were “infinitely more dangerous” in Singapore than Malaysia.67 In Singapore, the
conditions of service for amahs had been left entirely to the soldier, there had
never been any list of amahs maintained by the Civil Establishment and Pay
Office, and no amah had ever complained about her conditions, at least officially.
If authorities were now to introduce some kind of list of potential amahs that service-
men might employ, or if they were to provide formal advice to soldiers where none
had existed before, it would be tantamount to “offering the ground on which to fight
a battle.”68 The deputy high commissioner in Singapore was of the firm belief that the
unions were “concerned more to attack the British than to defend amahs’ real inter-
ests” and thought the existence of Industrial Arbitration in Singapore “complicates
things.”69

The existence of an Industrial Arbitration Tribunal in Singapore increased the
stakes in the amah issue, because authorities worried that publications of guidelines
around conditions of service might ultimately lead to their codification. The ramifi-
cations of doing so would be difficult to control, potentially lead to “embarrassing
political difficulties” according to the British command secretary, and “we would cer-
tainly not be very popular with the European community if . . . a code of conditions
for amahs became enforced on European employers.”70 The Singapore Ministry of
Labour might not be happy either, because amahs were not at that time included
in the Singapore Employment Ordinance, and a codification of their conditions
might prompt that outcome. The provision of any advice or guidelines to servicemen
would inevitably deliver the SEEU the stoush for which they were spoiling. The Army
Commander Singapore Base Area was not supportive of imposing conditions for the
employment of amahs because the change had been made with relatively little diffi-
culty and “they would find it incomprehensible if we were to court a Malayan-type
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battle.”71 Within weeks, advice was received that an amendment to the Industrial
Relations Ordinance was most likely to render employment of domestic servants out-
side its provisions.72

The British High Commissioners’ Office described the amah issue in Singapore as
a “ticklish situation,” which it would prefer to bury.73 Both the Singapore Ministry of
Labour and the British were concerned to minimize the role of the union and the
impact of its campaign. Given the existing disruption to Singapore’s economy caused
by blockades trigged by Konfrontasi, the minister was worried about potential for
unemployment or reduced wages, and feared how the public would react to the
change, although the British noted after meeting with him that at no point did he
actually request that the service reconsider their decision to privatize the arrange-
ments.74 Archival documents make clear that the subsequent “exchange of letters”
about the issue between Mr Jek Yeun Thong, the Minister for Labour in
Singapore, and the Headquarters of the Far East Air Force were carefully stage-
managed affairs, with the contents agreed to beforehand.75 The British would explain
why it had become necessary to alter employment arrangements, and the Ministry for
Labour would seek the assurances of the British services of their good intentions and
their efforts to minimize the impact of the new system.76 The British high commis-
sioner gave clear advice to his deputy in Singapore that amahs should receive the
same rate of wages and conditions as before, the services should encourage service-
men to do so, and there was no valid reason why Singapore amahs should not
have the benefit of similar “carry over” conditions to those already agreed to for
the amahs in Malaysia. “Please urge these points on Service authorities.” He further
noted that “any concession the service authorities feel able to extend . . . should of
course not be seen to be the result of S.E.E.U. activity” and further “that any credit
for twisting the services arm should presumably go to Singapore Minister of
Labour and such concessions included in the exchange of letters.”77

While the high commissioner, the services, and Singapore’s Ministry of Labour
may not have been up for a “Malayan-type battle,” and effectively made sure they
won the war, the same could not be said of the leadership of SEEU. The critique wid-
ened to become a more general statement of anticolonial principles. “For hundreds of
years, the British capitalists have been exploiting the workers of Singapore and
Malaya,” the SEEU complained to the Malaysian premier, and noted that “our colo-
nial masters” had excluded themselves from legal obligations under labor legislation.
It pointed to the contrast between the treatment of amahs being dismissed from the
War Department, and the handsome compensation paid to British expatriates when
the civil service was Malaysianized and their jobs began to be redistributed to local
candidates. The SEEU also bundled up the issues faced by amahs into the more gene-
ral question of the wages and conditions of workers in Singapore. “We should ask
ourselves why should our women work in the European’s houses?” They did so
because average worker’s wages were extremely low. “That is why our women
wash, cook, sweep and care for the children of the Europeans, in order to supplement
the family income.”78 The very same day that he composed and sent this letter,
September 11, 1964, Michael Fernandez was arrested in Singapore.79 Already a
marked man as a consequence of his involvement in the Naval Base Dispute,
Fernandez’s continuing connection with Barisan Sosialis and his amah activism
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did him no further favors. Detained without trail under the Internal Security Act, first
in Outram Road Goal and then at Changi, Michael Fernandez would also have his
citizenship revoked and remain in prison for the next nine years.

Conclusion

In both Malaysia and Singapore, the official response to amah activism centered
around a denial of the claim that individual domestic servants employed in individual
homes could be represented by a union. Michael Fernandez wanted both the British
services and the Singapore Ministry of Labour to accept the SEEU as the amahs’ offi-
cial bargaining representative, a status he was consistently and deliberately denied.
Similarly, the sticking point in negotiations between the WDCSA and service author-
ities in Malaya had been a refusal to formalize their relationship. As Mr. W.T.
Horsley, command secretary (Far East) put it: “the whole issue between the Union
over twelve months was precisely the fact that we would not agree specific conditions,
nor, even less, impose them to remain as a party with whom the WDSCA can nego-
tiate on amahs.”80 While they remained employees of the British War Department,
amahs’ interests could be represented by the WDCSA, but the British knew this
had a time limit and let the clock tick down to July 1, 1964, when the new, privatized
arrangements came into force in Malaysia. Fewer amahs were members of civilian
employee unions in Singapore, and the struggle there was less sustained. The peak
of the SEEU’s activism in Singapore happened after the horse had bolted—service
amahs there ceased to be British War Department employees on August 31, 1964
—and both the British and the Singapore Ministry of Labour made sure they received
sound legal advice that cases concerning individual employment contracts of amahs
could not be brought before the Industrial Relations Tribunal, and that they were not
required to codify conditions after negotiations with the SEEU.

The campaign had seen some small victories, but the bigger battle was lost. It is
unclear how many amahs were active members of WDCSA in Malaysia before they
were informed that their employment status was scheduled to change; thereafter
amahs began to agitate in their thousands, and participate in WDCSA actions, as
the street march through Kuala Lumpur in September 1963 made clear. Public pro-
test, complying with the prime minister’s request to call off the planned strike in light
of Indonesia’s growing hostility to the new nation, and the intervention of a feminist
senator from the ruling UMNO party probably combined to win the amahs an ex gra-
tia termination payment—although the greater prize, which would have been contin-
uing and enforceable standards and conditions of service, remained elusive. The ex
gratia payment was also extended to amahs in Singapore, but they too were excluded
from broader labor protections. This had been the intention all along, for officials
were cognizant that recognizing a union for domestic servants on individual con-
tracts, and codifying employment conditions for the sector as a whole, had ramifica-
tions beyond the service amahs who had undergone a change from public to private
employment. Service amahs, after all, while numerous, were just one subset of a
broader population of domestic servants in Malaysia and Singapore. The Singapore
Ministry of Labour was clear it had no appetite to bring domestic servants within
the remit of its employment ordinances.
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Although the repression of union activity was stronger in Singapore than Malaysia
in the early 1960s, legislative measures introduced there in the 1950s did provide a
modicum of solace. Amahs in private employment in Singapore had a safety net.
In 1953, the government of Singapore established the Central Provident Fund,
which deducted 5 percent of pay from employees’ salary, and required employers
to contribute 5 percent of their employees’ wages to this state-controlled fund.81

Once a worker turned fifty-five, or if they were permanently incapacitated, they
could access these funds in a lump-sum, tax-free payment. Although domestic ser-
vants were originally excluded from the fund for “administrative reasons,” by 1955,
the government confirmed that domestic servants were entitled to participate in
the fund, and henceforth employers should make contributions on their behalf.
Amahs were required to themselves to contribute to the fund only if they earned
more than $200 per month, which most of them did not.82 In Malaysia, by contrast,
domestic servants were not included in the Employment Provident Fund Ordinance
1951, and they did not receive similar benefits.83 The farsighted measure provided
some Singapore amahs with security in their retirement. By the mid-1970s, there
were concerns expressed in the local press that there were former amahs who were
not aware of their entitlements that had accrued during the postwar years under
the Central Provident Fund. “Madame E,” a sixty-eight-year-old former amah, was
not among them. Upon receiving her money, Madame E had taken a trip to
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, then deposited the remaining $9,000 of her entitle-
ment with the benevolent trust of a Chinese temple. This entitled her to accommo-
dation, food and clothing from the trust, and ultimately her cremation and funeral
expenses.84

In Singapore and Malaysia, greater education for women and girls, the growth of
manufacturing industry, and more diverse employment options meant that by the
1980s, locally-born women had left the ranks of domestic service for better paid
work and better conditions in other industries. Any remaining “black and white”
amahs had for the most part retired or returned to China. The amah phenomenon
was largely over by the 1980s, although the demand for domestic servants in
Singapore and Malaysia remained, and maids from the Philippines and Indonesia
migrated to fulfill it. Despite the efforts of union organizers in the 1960s, they remain
largely without protections. One of the ironies of the “amah strike” explored in this
paper, is that employment by the British War Department in Singapore and Malaya
during the 1950s and 1960s, while no guarantee of respectful treatment or reasonable
hours, did offer at least some conditions of service and capacity for union represen-
tation, unlike the open labor market of the postcolonial state. The privatized and indi-
vidualized nature of employment has militated against collectivism, and domestic
workers’ vulnerability is sometimes compounded by intentional exclusion from
national labor protections.85 Domestic workers, most commonly women and girls,
are among the world’s most vulnerable employee populations. In 2011, the
International Labor Organisation created the Convention on Domestic Workers to
establish labor standards for domestic workers; a review a decade later revealed
that while legal protections had improved in some countries, more than 80 percent
of the world’s almost seventy-six million domestic workers remain in informal
employment.86
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