
ISEAS-007  SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia2nd Reading 9”x6”

SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia Vol. 36, No. 2 (2021), pp. 336–61 
© 2021 ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute ISSN 0217-9520 print / ISSN 1793-2858 electronic

Book Reviews

DOI: 10.1355/sj36-2f

Imperial Creatures: Humans and Other Animals in Colonial Singapore 
1819–1942. By Timothy P. Barnard. Singapore: NUS Press, 2019. 
336 pp.

Animal history has come of age over the last decade or so (Specht 
2016). But in the historiography on Southeast Asia, animal history 
might be said to have already been a well-established sub-field prior 
to this, particularly through the work of Greg Bankoff (2004; Bankoff 
and Swart 2007), Peter Boomgaard (2008) and William Clarence-
Smith (2004). Timothy Barnard’s lively contribution to this field itself 
builds on a swath of recent studies of Singapore’s ecological history, 
a field that he has played a leading role in fostering (Chee 2011; 
Barnard 2014; Tan 2015; Barnard 2016; Powell 2016). The broader 
field of animal history is a dynamic and diverse one, much of it 
animated by involved, philosophically informed meditations on what 
the incorporation of animals into history does to the discipline. Where 
these studies have focussed on colonial contexts, animal histories 
have sought to navigate the overlapping conceptual frameworks of 
postcolonialism and post-humanism (Skabelund 2013; Roy 2015). 
Imperial Animals does not dwell on these theoretical debates, and in 
this sense might be better located in the earlier empirically driven 
work of historians like Boomgaard, particularly his pathbreaking 
study of tigers in the Malay world. However, Barnard’s engaging 
animal history of Singapore builds extensively upon this more recent 
literature, and the themes explored in the book make it something 
of a bridge between these somewhat disparate clusters of research.

While the book is chronologically driven, there is a sophisticated 
nested structure to how Barnard has organized his material. Chapters 2 
and 3 set the scene and reveal the underlying historical shifts that 
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the subsequent chapters explore through the themes of cruelty, 
regulation and consumption. Chapter 2 examines the impact of the 
advent of British imperialism on Singapore’s fauna, demonstrating 
the deleterious effect that early colonial policies and practices had on 
local biodiversity. Chapter 3 picks up from this story of the reduction 
of indigenous species to reveal how the island was repopulated with 
creatures imported from the wider world. Particularly arresting in this 
chapter are Barnard’s descriptions of the wild animal market, which 
became renowned for its vibrancy in its time. Together, these two 
chapters provide the reader with a grounding in the city and reveal 
the centrality of animals to the making and maintenance of Singapore. 

Following from these overarching chapters, the rest of the book 
draws out more specific themes from roughly the 1850s through 
the 1940s. Picking up on a theme that has also been explored in 
other imperial contexts (Shadle 2012; Igra 2019), Barnard traces the 
shifting concerns over cruelty towards animals in Chapter 4. This 
analysis shows the particular imperial concern with draft animals, the 
intersections between perceived cruelty and notions of civilization, 
and cross-cultural tensions over practices deemed to be cruel. The 
role of the Society for the Protection of Animals in Singapore is 
especially well attended to in this chapter. The following chapter 
focuses on similar cross-cultural tensions through attempts to deal with 
the threat of rabies, again a developed theme in wider historiography 
(Palsetia 2001; Sittert 2003; Chan 2015). The efforts to limit the 
disease exposed rifts in how local dogs and imported, high-status, 
pedigree dogs were viewed and regulated. The policies developed 
for culling dogs to manage the risk of disease frequently pitted the 
state authorities against different sections of the populace, particularly 
the elites. The final section continues on the theme of managing 
human health by looking at the regulations on meat production. 
Changes in the urban management of animal slaughter are traced 
through to the emergence of a self-consciously modern system for 
slaughtering and selling meat in the colony—policies that were often 
clumsily imposed on the communities involved in these activities. 
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This narrative of regulation, control and cultural clashes over meat 
production and consumption is, again, an established theme in the 
wider literature (Poon 2014; Yahaya 2015; Malarney 2018).

Emphasizing the extent to which Barnard’s book identifies and 
focuses on established historiographic themes is not to suggest a 
lack of originality or innovation. Far from it. The value of Imperial 
Animals lies, in part, in drawing these themes together into a single 
coherent study rooted in a particular place. As a result, it is an 
excellent resource for teaching, as undergraduate students are able 
to explore these wider trans-imperial themes through an empirically 
grounded single volume. Interestingly—although not discussed by 
Barnard—newspaper reports, editorials, opinion pieces and debates 
concerning animals provide the bulk of the source material. I highlight 
this not as a limitation but as a question: given the prominence of 
animals within these discussions in the press, what role did animals 
play in fostering a public sphere in Singapore? An implication of 
Barnard’s study may be that discussing animals may also have been 
an important part of civic life in colonial Singapore.

Jonathan Saha
Department of History, University of Durham, 43 N Bailey, Durham, DH1 3EX, 
United Kingdom; email: jonathan.saha@durham.ac.uk.

REFERENCES

Bankoff, Greg. 2004. “Bestia Incognita: The Horse and Its History in the 
Philippines 1880–1930”. Anthrozoos: A Multidisciplinary Journal of the 
Interactions of People & Animals 17, no. 1: 3–25.

Bankoff, Greg, and Sandra Swart, eds. 2007. Breeds of Empire: The ‘Invention’ 
of the Horse in Southeast Asia and Southern Africa, 1500–1950. 
Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies Press.

Barnard, Timothy P., ed. 2014. Nature Contained: Environmental Histories of 
Singapore. Singapore: NUS Press.

———. 2016. Nature’s Colony: Empire, Nation and Environment in the 
Singapore Botanic Gardens. Singapore: NUS Press.

Boomgaard, Peter. 2008. Frontiers of Fear: Tigers and People in the Malay 
World, 1600–1950. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press.

ISEAS-007_06 Book Reviews.indd   338 13-07-2021   10.05.47 AM



Book Reviews 339

ISEAS-007  SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia9”x6” 2nd Reading

Chan, Ying-kit. 2015. “The Great Dog Massacre in Late Qing China: Debates, 
Perceptions, and Phobia in the Shanghai International Settlement”. 
Frontiers of History in China 10, no. 4: 645–67.

Chee, Lilian. 2011. “Under the Billiard Table: Animality, Anecdote and the 
Tiger’s Subversive Significance at the Raffles Hotel”. Singapore Journal 
of Tropical Geography 32, no. 3: 350–64.

Clarence-Smith, William G. 2004. “Elephants, Horses, and the Coming 
of Islam to Northern Sumatra”. Indonesia and the Malay World 32,  
no. 93: 271–84.

Igra, Alma. 2019. “Mandate of Compassion: Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
in Palestine, 1919–1939”. Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 
47, no. 4: 773–99.

Malarney, Shaun Kingsley. 2018. “Dangerous Meats in Colonial Hà Nội”. 
Journal of Vietnamese Studies 13, no. 1: 80–120.

Palsetia, Jesse S. 2001. “Mad Dogs and Parsis: The Bombay Dog Riots of 
1832”. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 11, no. 1: 13–30.

Poon, Shuk-Wah. 2014. “Dogs and British Colonialism: The Contested Ban 
on Eating Dogs in Colonial Hong Kong”. Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History 42, no. 2: 308–28.

Powell, Miles Alexander. 2016. “People in Peril, Environments at Risk: Coolies, 
Tigers, and Colonial Singapore’s Ecology of Poverty”. Environment and 
History 22, no. 3: 455–82.

Roy, Rohan Deb. 2015. “Nonhuman Empires”. Comparative Studies of South 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East 35, no. 1: 66–75.

Shadle, Brett L. 2012. “Cruelty and Empathy, Animals and Race, in Colonial 
Kenya”. Journal of Social History 45, no. 4: 1097–116.

Sittert, Lance van. 2003. “Class and Canicide in Little Bess: The 1893 Port 
Elizabeth Rabies Epidemic”. South African Historical Journal 48,  
no. 1: 207–34.

Skabelund, Aaron. 2013. “Animals and Imperialism: Recent Historiographical 
Trends”. History Compass 11, no. 10: 801–7.

Specht, Joshua. 2016. “Animal History after Its Triumph: Unexpected Animals, 
Evolutionary Approaches, and the Animal Lens”. History Compass 14, 
no. 7: 326–36.

Tan, Kevin Y.L. 2015. Of Whales and Dinosaurs: The Story of Singapore’s 
Natural History Museum. Singapore: NUS Press.

Yahaya, Nurfadzilah. 2015. “The Question of Animal Slaughter in the British 
Straits Settlements during the Early Twentieth Century”. Indonesia and 
the Malay World 43, no. 126: 1–18.

ISEAS-007_06 Book Reviews.indd   339 13-07-2021   10.05.47 AM




