
 
 
 
 
 
 

REFERENCE FOR TEACHERS, SECONDARY & COLLEGE STUDENTS  
FROM THE DESK OF BABA & NYONYA HOUSE MUSEUM 

 
Thank you for your interest in Peranakan culture! We hope that this reference guide 
will serve as a good starting point for teachers, secondary and college students. 
 
 
Who are the Peranakans? 
From as early as the 16th Century, when migrants travelled from their home country 
some began to adopt the local culture and inter-married with the locals. Indeed, there 
are many tales that attempt to trace the origins and identity of this unique hybrid 
culture termed Peranakan. There are the Peranakan Jawi Peranakan Indian (Malacca-
Chitty). The start of the Peranakan-Chinese in South East Asia dates back to the 
thirteenth century. Many Southern Chinese merchants had actively engaged in trade 
more than 2000 years ago, but the first permanent settlements in cities on the isle of 
Java and the Malay Peninsula were not established until the thirteenth century. The 
Peranakan’s spoke a patois that was a mix of Malay, Hokkein and English.1  
 
Baba is an honorific word given to gentlemen. Its origins are known to have come 
from Northern India. 
Nyonya is an honorific word for lady. Its origins are known to come from the 
Portuguese language, referring to grandmother.  
 
Our Story is of a Straits-Born Chinese family. 
The information in these pages refers to the Peranakan-Chinese. Should you need 
more information on other Peranakan communities, we will try to put you in touch 
with them. 
 
Why are Peranakan-Chinese known as the ‘King’s Chinese’? 
The knowledge of local matters had enabled the Straits-Born to act as brokers 
between the local businesses and colonial government officials. Because of their 
understanding of the local language and culture During the British Colonization of 
Malaya, many Peranakan-Chinese took up positions in colonial administration 

                                                
1 Neither Fish nor Fowl, Constructing Peranakan Identity in Colonial and Post-Colonial Singapore, Patricia Ann 
Harwick, Indiana University, 
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/dspace/bitstream/handle/2022/3247/Forum%2038.1%20Hardwick.pdf?sequence=1 



because of their understanding of the local language and culture, and their loyalty to 
the crown earned them the term ‘King’s Chinese.’2 
 
What religion did they practice? 
Many Peranakan-Chinese practiced a mixed religion of ancestral worship, Daoism, 
Confucianism and Buddhism. During the British Colonization of the Straits of 
Malaya, with the influx of missionary school some Peranakan families began to 
embrace Christ.3 A focal point of many Peranakan-Chinese homes, which can be seen 
in the Baba & Nyonya House Museum is the Tiah Abu (Ancestral Hall). This hall is 
dedicated for family members to pay respects to their ancestors through semahyang 
(prayer). 
 
What language do they speak? 
Peranakan-Chinese spoke a patois known as Baba Malay, which is a mix of Malay & 
Hokkein. Because of the role that Peranakans played in commerce, Baba Malay 
played a prominent role as the business language of Singapore, Penang and the 
Federated States before World War Two.4 .  

What distinguishes this Peranakan home in its architecture?  
The Baba & Nyonya House Museum owes its eclectic identity to several influences. 
The structural layout of the house, with its narrow frontage, and long depth was 
developed during the Dutch occupation, where land taxes were calculated solely on 
the frontal-width of the land. From the outside, the house appears to belong to a 
typical migrant Chinese family with its motifs, calligraphy and symbols. Upon 
stepping into the house, guests are greeted by Qing Dynasty Blackwood furniture 
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, set against Victorian cornicing of the late 19th Century. 
The influential style of a Peranakan home is indeed as diverse and inclusive as the 
culture itself.  
 
How did the Straits-Born Chinese contribute to the development of Malaya? 
Many Babas were distinguished leaders, businessmen and philanthropists. Some 
notable Babas from Malacca who contributed greatly to the development of Malaya 
were Tun Tan Cheng Lock who was responsible for establishing the Malaysia 
Chinese Association (MCA) political party, Tan Chay Yen one of the pioneers to 
spearhead rubber plantation in Malaya, Chan Kang Swi who was responsible for 
developing education in both Malacca and Singapore. The Peranakans were noted in 
the Straits newspapers for their donations to charitable organizations.  
 
                                                
2 ‘Peranakan Legacy’ at the Asian Civilizations Museum, Singapore, http://www.iias.nl/iiasn/31/IIASN31_50.pdf	  
3 Chinese Peranakan: A Culture More than the Sum of Its Parts, International Herald Tribune, April 24, 2008 
http://theasianlibrary.net/chinese_peranakan.htm 
4 Deconstructing Creole, Edited by Umberto Ansaldo, Stephen Matthews and Lisa Lim. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 2007 
 



 
 
 
 
Which aspects of the culture are still retained & practiced today? 
After World War II, there were many changes that took place. The twelve-day 
weddings that Peranakan families were renowned for were simplified, many customs 
and practices also evolved or were not continued with time. The spoken language of 
Baba Patois is still used in several families and this is the first indication of any 
difference from other Chinese communities. The food of the Nyonyas has also gained 
popularity within South East Asia, and even in Japan. The Peranakan spirit is one of 
assimilation, an inclusion of different peoples and culture and importantly, the 
practice of values such as filial piety. The Baba & Nyonya House Museum vision is 
to keep this spirit alive for generations to come.  
 
We suggest the following reading material: 
 
An Overview of Malacca 

1. Malacca, Voices from the Street, Lim Huck Chin & Fernando Jorge 
 
Peranakan Homes 

1. The Peranakan Chinese Home, Art and Culture in Daily, Ronald Knapp & A. 
Chester Ong 

2. Rumah Baba: Life in a Peranakan House, Peter Lee & Jennifer Chen 
 
The Culture 

1. Overseas Chinese In The British Empire: 
www.overseaschineseinthebritishempire.blogspot.com 

2. The Peranakan Story: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x5Q8Y8De4hs 

3. A Baba Malay Dictionary by William Gwee Thian Hock  
4. The Baba of Melaka, Culture & Identity of Chinese Peranakan Commmunity 

in Malaysia by Tan Chee Beng 
5. A Baba Wedding by Cheo Kim Ban 


