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Abstract 

This thesis traces and analyzes the development of sport in Singapore since its 

founding in 1819 to present. Using an Eliasian approach, this thesis examines 

empirical evidence gathered from official documents, such as sport policies and media 

reports, to show how sport has developed in Singapore. An Eliasian approach focuses 

on examining the figuration of sport as a network of interdependencies and how its 

development creates more and more interconnections with other social figurations. The 

widening network of interdependencies shapes the culture of sport in Singapore but it 

also reveals similarities and differences with the development of wider Singapore 

society. The analysis also examines the figuration of sport in relation to Elias's 

substantive themes of state formation and the dynamics of established and outsider 

relationships.  

Singapore has developed from a British colony to an independent country and over 

this period of time, it has also transformed from a virtually uninhabited island into a 

thriving first world nation. Although the seeming under-development of Singapore's 

sport appears to be at odds with the wider social development, parallels between the 

two can be drawn. Underlying both developments is the increasing regulation of 

practices and tightening of the chains of interdependencies. Medals may mark the level 

the sporting nationalism, but they do not indicate the increasing differentiation and 

integration of practices, identities and images of the disparate social groups. This thesis 

shows how sport emerged to its present form since the British colonized the practices, 

time and space of other social groups; how sport developed into a highly regulated 

practice and became intertwined with social identity formation and distinction. The 

development of the figuration of sport reveals the tension of the diminishing contrasts 

between the disparate of social groups and increasing varieties of the sport practices.  

The paradoxically unifying and dividing tensions that sport embodied by the 1930s, 

were appropriated by the Japanese government when they colonized the island. Sport 

became centralized and the direction and form of its development became more and 

more situated in the state. Sporting practices were no longer regulated just by the 

players and their sporting clubs, but by the imposition, direct and indirect, of the state. 

This shift in the pattern of control on the sporting conduct paralleled the nexus of 

social control. The increase in bureaucracy and complexity in the organization of the 
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institution of sport widened the network of interdependencies between the state and the 

subjects but more significantly, the Japanese government also demonstrated the 

affective quality of sport in nationalizing disparate social groups.  

In independent Singapore the functions of sport have became increasingly 

specialized as well as heightened in significance. The rise in commercialism binds 

more and more people together not only on the functional level but also on the level of 

identity and image formation. Although Singapore has developed into a first world 

nation, its sporting achievements are those of a third world country. This thesis 

discusses how the dissonance in the economic and sporting achievement has provided 

currency for greater centralization of sport. It also examines the role of sport in 

producing and reproducing the global-local tension in the establishment of a Singapore 

identity as the country become more and more interdependent with the rest of the 

world.  

Whilst the trend of development of sport in Singapore suggests an increasing level 

of civilization, it was not a process unfettered with conflicts and tensions. The 

expansion of functions and rising self restraint in practices, identities and images were 

marked by continuities and discontinuities, civilizing and decivilizing spurts, 

integration and disintegration. Using an Eliasian theorisation of sport, the thesis 

reveals how sport has become more and more interconnected with the wider Singapore 

society at different historical junctures and how sport reveals the tensions of the 

cultural underpinnings of Singapore whilst at the same time functions both as a border 

and a bridge for different social groups.  

vii 



Table of Contents 

Declaration on sources ii 

Statement of access to the thesis iii 

Statement of access to electronic copy iv 

Acknowledgements v 

Abstract vi 

Introduction  1 

Chapter 1  Literature Review: Social Theory and Elias 9 

Chapter 2 Sport in the British Colony: Formation, 
Diffusion and Bourgeoisification (1819-
1940s) 

81 

Chapter 3 Sport in Syonan: Centralization and 
Nipponization (1942-1945) 

132 

Chapter 4 Sport in the Republic of Singapore: 
Centralization, Democratization, Hegemony 
Formation (1950s-1980s) 

172 

Chapter 5 Sport in First World Singapore (1980s-): 
Hegemony, Globalization and Identity 
Formation 

220 

Conclusion 267 

Bibliography 273 

Appendix 1 SPEX 2000 anthem – Winning for Singapore 298 

Appendix 2 SPEX 2000 Funding Distribution 299 

Appendix 3 Singapore's Performance at the SEAP and 
SEA Games 1959-2003 

300 

Appendix 4 Singapore's Performance at the Asian Games 
1959-2003 

301 

Appendix 5 Core Sport Performances under SPEX 2000: 
1994-1999 (Gold medals only); Core Sport 
Performances under SPEX 21: 2000-2004 
(Gold medals only) 

302 

Appendix 6 Number of Participants in Mass Participation 
Sport Events: 1978-1998 

303 

viii 


	Title Page
	Declaration on Sources
	Statement of Access to Thesis
	Electronic Copy Statement
	Acknowledgements
	Abstract
	Table of Contents

