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A Geographical Study on Food Culture of the Ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia :
The Case of Singapore and Malaysia

Kiyomi YAMASHITA

Key Word : Southeast Asia, Chinese, food culture, Chinatown, Singapore,
Malaysia, Chinese food, cultural geograpphy

Although the number of papers which discuss the ethnic Chinese in Southeast
Asia has increased recently, they mainly deal with the economic aspects of the ethnic
gruop. Only a few researchers have analyzed their cultural aspects. The purpose
of this paper is to discuss characteristics of food culture of the ethnic Chinese in
Southeast Asia, especially Singapore and Malaysia, from the view point of cultural
geography.

The Chinese community consists of various dialect groups, including Hokkiens,
Teochews, and Cantonese. Their traditional food culture has rich varieties. In
Singapore and Malaysia, the ethnic Chinese from the provinces of Fujian, Guang-
dong, and Hainan in southern China, have kept traditional food culture. There are
popular local dishes in Southeast Asia such as Hokkien mee and bak kut teh of
Hokkiens, kway teow of Teochews, Cantonese dim sum, Hainanese chicken rice,
and yong tau foo of Hakkas.

On the other hand, the Chinese traditional food culture has been modified by
those of other ethnic groups such as Malay, Indonesian, and Indian. A typical
example is Nyonya food with much spice and coconut milk. The Nyonyas are
Straits—-born Chinese females, who have well assimilated into the Malay life style.
After going back to China from Southeast Asia, some Chinese introduced Southeast
Asian food culture to their homeland. For example, in the Hainan Island, people

now drink coffee with Western bread.



