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Prelude  

If you happen to walk by the twin electric iron gates and sentry boxes, chances 

are that you would instinctively quicken your steps to avoid the expressionless 

gaze of gun-toting Gurkha policemen in brown hats. Camouflaged by foliage, 

ringed by a thick wall and flanked by low-rise apartment blocks with shuttered 

windows, the house exudes a forbidding presence. Hard as it may be to believe 

now, there was a time when No 38 Oxley Road did not evoke such an aura of 

awe and mystique power.
1
 

 

Introduction  

38 Oxley Road could easily be an ordinary pre-war single-storey bungalow situated off the 

Orchard Road shopping belt
2
, except that it houses extraordinary figures who wrote the Sin-

gapore success story. Home to key political leaders Lee Kuan Yew and Lee Hsien Loong, 38 

Oxley Road is a spatially contested site where ideas and notions of home in the public and 

domestic domains find their expression. Built during the 19th century by a Jewish merchant
3
, 

the British colonial-era bungalow stands as a testament to the legacy of Lee Kuan Yew, a 

highly respected politician who served as Singapore's Prime Minister for 31 years
4
. It was 

here at the basement of 38 Oxley Road where the People's Action Party (PAP) was conceived 

before its official inauguration in November 1954. It was also here where the third Prime 

Minister of Singapore spent his growing up years in. 

 

                                                           
1
 Sonny Yap and Richard Lim, 'No Wives Please, Meeting in Progress,' in Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong 

Weng Kam, Men in White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political Party (Singapore: Singapore Press 
Holdings Limited, 2009), p. 43. 
2
 _______, "Singapore's Lee wants home demolished," The Straits Times, January 22, 2011. 

3
 Ibid. 

4
 Lee Kuan Yew is Singapore's longest-serving Prime Minister (3 June 1959 - 28 November 1990). 
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1 

A photograph of the Lee household with their pet labrador taken at 38 Oxley Road. 

(From left): Lee Hsien Loong, Lee Kuan Yew, Lee Hsien Yang, Lee Wei Ling, Kwa 

Geok Choo. (Photo Credit: ST) 

 

 As the residence of the architect(s) of modern Singapore, the domestic interior of 38 

Oxley Road becomes architectural through the process of home-making undertaken by its 

occupants. A building transits into architecture when it becomes gestural.
5
 The domestic inte-

rior of 38 Oxley Road can thus be read architecturally: how the spaces revolve around the 

domestic body through the performative home-making practices undertaken by the occupants.  

 

 Lee Kuan Yew and his wife, Kwa Geok Choo, had unanimously mentioned on sepa-

rate occasions that domestic household decisions were left entirely to Kwa.
6
 This gives rise to 

an interesting dualistic polity in the Lee household - the process of home-making in the do-

mestic domain and public domain is undertaken separately by Kwa and her husband respec-

                                                           
5
 Ludwig Wittgenstein posits that architecture is a gesture. For further reading, see Andrew Ballantyne, 'The 

Nest and the Pillar of   Fire,' in Andrew Ballantyne, What is Architecture? (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 7-52. 
6
 Lee Siew Hua, "Confidante, counsel and companion of 63 years," The Straits Times, October 3, 2010. 
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tively within the same site of 38 Oxley Road. On domesticity and interiority, Lilian Chee ob-

serves: 

Home is the site where domestic spatial imaginations covering a wide range - 

nation, community, family, and individual - find their expressions. There is 

reciprocity between one's own home to each of these sites, as spatial imagi-

naries of nation, community, family and individual are often reproduced in the 

domestic sphere.
 7 

 

As a public figure who remained mostly within domestic boundaries, Kwa shaped the domes-

tic interior of 38 Oxley Road and on a broader level, Singapore, through influences of her 

home-making practices on her spouse and son. During the 2012 National Day Rally, Lee 

Hsien Loong called upon his childhood memories at 38 Oxley Road to iterate his point about 

home-making policies touching on the subject of raising a family in Singapore.
8
 There exists 

a dynamic relationship between the public and domestic within 38 Oxley Road, thus allowing 

for an examination of the multi-layered site which served as a domestic home for the Lee 

household and as a home of governance for the PAP. The boundary between public and pri-

vate becomes ambiguous, and domesticity takes on a pluralistic meaning within 38 Oxley 

Road.   

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 Lilian Chee, 'Introduction: Reframing Narratives, Reforming Boundaries,' in Lilian Chee and Sun-Min Park 

(eds.), HOME + BOUND: Narratives of Domesticity in Singapore and Beyond, (Singapore: Centre for Advanced 
Studies in Architecture, 2013), p. 11. 
8
 Prime Minister’s Office Singapore, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s National Day Rally 2012 (Speech in Eng-

lish): A Home With Hope and Heart (accessed October 30, 2013); available from: 
http://www.pmo.gov.sg/content/pmosite/mediacentre/speechesninterviews/primeminister/2012/August/pri
me_minister_leehsienloongsnationaldayrally2012speechinenglish.html#.UnJxkXDWXgw. 
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The domestic: an unseen entity 

In 1971, the Manila Times observed that Kwa was 'almost an invisible entity' in contrast with 

the first ladies of other countries.
9
 Although she was often photographed alongside Lee dur-

ing his diplomatic trips to overseas states, Kwa remained a public figure whose privately life 

was largely unseen. In an interview during a diplomatic trip to Kuala Kumpur in 1976, Kwa 

herself quipped that "I walk two steps behind my husband like a good Asian wife." 
10

  

 

 Much like the matriarch of the Lee household, the domestic interior 38 Oxley Road is 

almost like an invisible entity. A heavily patrolled site, the public is denied access into the 

interior private space of the house through actual physical presence and through the written 

word. Only in 2011 was the interior spatial accommodation first revealed to the public in an 

interview by Lee: 'a big, rambling house with five bedrooms, and three others at the back 

originally used as servants’ quarters'.
11

 

 

 On 2 October 2010, Kwa passed away in her sleep at 38 Oxley Road. Her departure 

gave the nation a rare glimpse into the domestic interior - both the domestic life and domestic 

space - of the Lee household. Prior to her passing, the interior of 38 Oxley was largely unseen, 

save for the occasional anecdotal references made by Lee Wei Ling in a newspaper column
12

. 

On Kwa's funeral, the private and intimate details of the everyday lives of the Lee household 

revealed through the various eulogies written by her husband, children and grandchildren 

gave the public a brief tour in the domestic interior of 38 Oxley Road. Through such repro-

                                                           
9
 REUTER, "Manilapaper marvels at 'shy' Lee family," The Straits Times, January 10, 1971, 8. 

10
 Lee Siew Hua, "Confidante, counsel and companion of 63 years," The Straits Times, October 3, 2010. 

11
 Han Fook Kwang and others, Lee Kuan Yew: Hard Truths to Keep Singapore Going (Singapore: Straits Times 

Press, 2011). 
12

 Lee Wei Ling is the daughter of Mr and Mrs Lee Kuan Yew. She started keeping a newspaper column in The 
Sunday Times in December 2008, through which she expressed her views on a wide array of issues ranging 
from healthcare to marriage. 
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ductions of spatial imaginaries, we 'saw' the living room which did not have a television
13

; 

the rocking chair which Kwa sat on while reading to her grandchildren
14

; the bookshelves 

filled with classics ranging from Peter Rabbit to Beowulf
15

; the dining room where the ritual 

Sunday lunch was conducted
16

; the bedroom where Kwa lay quietly waiting for Lee's return 

where he would 'sit by her to tell her of [his] day's activities and to read her favourite po-

ems'
17

; the old-fashioned mosaic-tiled bathroom
18

 where the couple bathed their granddaugh-

ter using a water tub scoop system
19

; the kitchen where Kwa supervised the maids' cooking 

and where Lee occasionally made himself a Milo drink
20

; the dressing table upon which 

Kwa's cherished hairbrush bought in Tokyo laid upon
21

; the corner of the floor littered with 

sea-urchin-like rubber balls with blunt spikes (‘trigger balls’, as Kwa puts it) 
22

; the display 

cabinet in which the first school prize (a tiny trophy-shape pencil sharpener) that Lee Hsien 

Loong won in kindergarten sits daintily in to this very day
23

. 

 

 Seemingly trivial, these traces collectively allow one to map out how the interior 

spaces of 38 Oxley Road revolve around the occupants' bodies. By creating a narrative from 

the various traces, one attempts to uncover the veil shrouding 38 Oxley Road and its occu-

pants which render them 'invisible' or unseen to the public eye. 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Li Shengwu, "Li Shengwu's eulogy for his grandmother Mrs Lee Kuan Yew," The Straits Times, October 6, 
2010. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Lee Kuan Yew, "Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's eulogy for Mrs Lee," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
18

 Lee Wei Ling, "At Oxley Road we value the frugal life," The Sunday Times, August 5, 2012. 
19

 Li Xiuqi, "Eulogy for Nainai," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Lee Hsien Loong, "Eulogy for Mama," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 



 

Page 7 of 16 
 

Architecture as a lens: two-way revelation between house and occupant 

In 'An Architecture of Twenty Words: Intimate Details of a London Blue Plaque House', 

Chee employs 'overreading' of the embodied detail as an architectural tactic to map out the 

interior of the house inhabited by renowned female poet Sylvia Plath
24

. Without the 'house', 

there is no occupant; without the voice of the occupant, there is no 'house'. Chee exemplifies 

a reverse way of reading the architecture of a building by using architecture as a lens
25

 to 

view the occupants' live, thus creating a two-way revelation between body (occupant) and 

space ('house').  

 

 Similarly, despite Kwa's lack of visibility in the public, her domesticity left its imprint 

within the walls of 38 Oxley Road, immortalised through traces recorded in the written word 

by her family upon her departure. To 'overread' these traces allows for the inclusion of Kwa's 

'(silenced) voice in the architectural interpretation of her domestic space'
26

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24

 Lilian Chee, 'An Architecture of Twenty Words: Intimate Details of a London Blue Plaque House,' in Hilde 
Heynen and Gülsüm Baydar (eds.), Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern Architec-
ture (New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 181-95. 
25

 Architecture historian George Hersey sees architecture as more than a category for a set of objects, but as a 
lens to view things. For further reading, see Andrew Ballantyne, 'The Nest and the Pillar of Fire,' in Andrew 
Ballantyne, What is Architecture? (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 10. 
26

 Lilian Chee, 'An Architecture of Twenty Words: Intimate Details of a London Blue Plaque House,' in Hilde 
Heynen and Gülsüm Baydar (eds.), Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern Architec-
ture (New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 185. 
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The bookshelf: the emotive feminine detail 

(...) exterior bearing the public face of gravitas, interior affected by the pas-

sions of 'nature hirself'. The interior is aligned with emotions and the emotive, 

the feminine domain.
27

 

 

Kwa was a voracious reader, and reading was a central domestic activity in 38 Oxley Road. 

When Kwa was bedridden after suffering from a repeated stroke, Lee performed duties as a 

husband by reading to Kwa.
28

 It is also implied that Kwa read to her grandchildren as well.
29

 

Naturally, bookshelves were a key ornament in the domestic interior of 38 Oxley Road. The 

centrality of the bookshelf as a key domestic detail was described as such: 

 

In lieu of a television, Nai Nai provided a tall, well-stocked bookshelf next to 

the children's table, and thereby contributed much of my early childhood litera-

cy. (...) Little did I suspect that the best books were on a yet higher shelf; up 

the stairs and in Nai Nai's bedroom, where she kept the accumulated stories of 

a lifetime's reading (...). Well-worn copies of Plato's Republic and Symposium 

occupied places near her bedside. 
30

 

 

It seems as if books were always within an arm's reach at every corner of 38 Oxley Road. 

Reading is often an activity performed in solitude. Yet in this household, Kwa's passion for 

reading elevated it to an interactive, ritualistic domestic activity which facilitated bonding 

through the performance of a task which (re)produced familiarity and comfort. Chee writes 

                                                           
27

Christy Anderson, 'A Gravity in Public Places: Indigo Hones and Classical Architecture,' in Louise Durning and 
Richard Wrigley (eds.), Gender and Architecture (England: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2000), p.12. 
28

 Lee Kuan Yew, "Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's eulogy for Mrs Lee," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
29

 Li Shengwu, "Li Shengwu's eulogy for his grandmother Mrs Lee Kuan Yew," The Straits Times, October 6, 
2010. 
30

 Ibid. 
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that 'domesticity draws upon the performative aspects of bodies in space (...) and delineate 

how these individuals visualise, negotiate and realise the ambitions for comfort, security, pri-

vacy and independence provided through the agency of architecture'. 
31

 The books become 

homely objects which provided comfort and security as other homely items like the 

'grandmother rocking chair' and the children's table would. 

 

The basement room: the real home of governance 

The domestic operates on two levels within the interior of 38 Oxley Road. As the primary 

home-maker, Mrs Lee is the embodiment of the domestic body. Mr Lee, on the other hand, 

governs the domestic affairs of Singapore. Yet, as a wife, soul mate and political confidante 

to Lee, Kwa also played a pivotal in shaping the nation as well. In 2010, in reminiscence of 

the life of Kwa, local newspaper The Straits Times noted that Kwa 'trod softly through Singa-

pore's history, (...) but her imprint on Singapore was no less significant for being so gentle'.
32

 

Indeed, as the wife and mother to the first and third Prime Minister of Singapore respectively, 

Kwa unconsciously shaped the nation while performing her domestic role and duties as a nur-

turer and caregiver. She proof-read Lee's speeches and drafted constitutions
33

. Lee later also 

remarked that Kwa influenced his writing style after years of correcting his speeches
34

. 

Though subtle, echoes of Kwa’s ‘silent’ voice within the domestic realm resonates in the 

public realm through such mediums. 

 

                                                           
31

 Lilian Chee, 'Introduction: Reframing Narratives, Reforming Boundaries,' in Lilian Chee and Sun-Min Park 
(eds),  HOME + BOUND: Narratives of Domesticity in Singapore and Beyond, (Singapore: Centre for Advanced 
Studies in Architecture, 2013), p. 12. 
32

 _______, "A pioneer in her own right," The Straits Times, October 4, 2010. 
33

 Lee Kuan Yew, "Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's eulogy for Mrs Lee," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
34

 Kwa drafted parts of the constitution for the Separation Agreement when the Singapore-Malaya merger fell 
through. See eulogy for Kwa written by Lee Kuan Yew, taken from "Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's eulogy for 
Mrs Lee," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
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 Although the Istana is the official residence of the government office, 38 Oxley Road 

could be argued to be the real home of governance of Singapore. The 'home' at 38 Oxley 

Road was 'a site of agency and a site of mobility, rather than simply a symbolic system that 

acts as the backdrop or blueprint for practice and agency'
35

. In the 1950s, an unending proces-

sion of people ranging from the postman to trade unionists walked past the gates unan-

nounced to initiate political action
36

. 38 Oxley Road was a meeting place for non-domestic 

activities, such as the Raffles College Union meeting in 1945
37

, and the 'Oxley Road group' 

(what would later become the People's Action Party) meetings in 1954
38

. During Lee's first 

election for Tanjong Pagar, 38 Oxley Road also became 'the headquarters to assign cars pro-

vided by [his] supporters to ferry voters to the polling booth'.
39

  

 

 In 'Men In White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political Party', it was re-

vealed that the basement dining room of 38 Oxley Road was the 'home ground' of the PAP: in 

1954, the Oxley Road group consisting of PAP's founding members started meeting at Lee’s 

house on Saturday afternoons fortnightly for the purpose of starting a political party
40

. Al-

though Kwa participated in the first meeting, she was subsequently kept out of the group, 

which she agreed to without much of a protest upon her husband's request.
41

  

 

 

                                                           
35

 Lilian Chee, 'Introduction: Reframing Narratives, Reforming Boundaries,' in Lilian Chee and Sun-Min Park 
(eds.),  HOME + BOUND: Narratives of Domesticity in Singapore and Beyond, (Singapore: Centre for Advanced 
Studies in Architecture, 2013), p. 11. 
36

 Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong Weng Kam, Men In White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political 
Party (Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings Limited, 2009), p. 43. 
37

 _______, "Raffles College Union," The Straits Times, October 26, 1945, 4. 
38

 Ibid., pp. 50-1. 
39

 Lee Kuan Yew, "Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's eulogy for Mrs Lee," The Straits Times, October 6, 2010. 
40

 Sonny Yap and Richard Lim, 'No Wives Please, Meeting in Progress,' in Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong 
Weng Kam, Men In White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political Party (Singapore: Singapore Press 
Holdings Limited, 2009), pp. 43-62. 
41

 Ibid., p. 58. 
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2 

"Here in the basement room was where strained faces sat huddled around a long din-

ing table littered with overflowing ash-trays (...) beneath the whirring fan with three 

windows thrown wide open to dispel the heat and humidity was where (...) decisions 

(were) made in hush-hush meetings which changed the history of Singapore." 
42

  

(Photo Credits: ST) 

 

 The division between the public and domestic domains was spatially manifested in the 

form of a circulation device - the staircase. While meetings were on-going in the basement, 

"(Kwa) sat in the living room, which gave her a close-up view of the people straggling down 

the stairs towards the basement."
43

 The boundary line is then necessarily ambiguous. 

 

 

                                                           
42

 Sonny Yap and Richard Lim, 'No Wives Please, Meeting in Progress', in Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong 
Weng Kam, Men In White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political Party (Singapore: Singapore Press 
Holdings Limited, 2009), p. 43. 
43

 Ibid., p. 51. 
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As she recalled, she had stopped work in 1954 to look after her first baby while 

waiting for the second one, Wei Ling, to come along. "I stayed quite happily at 

home playing with Hsien Loong and if my husband had any clients who went 

to him and wanted some drafting to do, he would fling it to me and say, how 

about doing this for me? And I helped him in his work and kept in touch that 

way." 
44

 

 

One could almost imagine Kwa keeping vigil in the living room: acknowledging the Oxley 

Road group members who were also Raffles College alumni and fellow graduates from Eng-

land with a nod as they filter past the couch into the basement, ready to render assistance - to 

fetch more coffee, to help make a phone call - to anyone who comes up the staircase. As 

Chee remarks, 'the domestic realm is not necessarily a sequestered site, or indeed polemically 

opposed to notions of the public'.
45

 As Kwa manoeuvres in between the public and domestic 

at the stairway junction, the basement and living room start to merge and co-exist as a single 

spatial entity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
44

 Sonny Yap and Richard Lim, 'No Wives Please, Meeting in Progress,' in Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong 
Weng Kam, Men In White: The Untold Story of Singapore's Ruling Political Party (Singapore: Singapore Press 
Holdings Limited, 2009), p. 49. 
45

 Lilian Chee, 'Introduction: Reframing Narratives, Reforming Boundaries,' in Lilian Chee and Sun-Min Park 
(eds.),  HOME + BOUND: Narratives of Domesticity in Singapore and Beyond, (Singapore: Centre for Advanced 
Studies in Architecture, 2013), p. 18. 
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The empty blank spaces: departure of the domestic body 

He said he tried not to think about the "empty blank spaces" he had to fill now 

that his wife was unable to accompany him for the lunches, dinners and walks 

they used to enjoy nearly every day. (...) "But there will be another adjustment 

when she finally isn't there. Then this big house will be empty."
46

 

 

What does the notion of home mean in 38 Oxley Road where the boundary between 

private (domestic home) and public (home of governance) is contested? A companion 

of 63 years to Lee, Kwa was the embodiment of the domestic, of homeliness. Perform-

ing domestic activities as simply as taking a meal was a home-making practice which 

provided comfort and security. The departure of the domestic body created a meta-

physical void in the domestic interior of 38 Oxley Road which amplified the vastness 

of space, hence producing ‘emptiness’. In 'Missing Kitchens', the absence of the 

kitchen in the authors' spatial mapping implies that the domestic body (mother) is syn-

onymous with the domestic space (kitchen).
47

 As the primary home-maker, the domes-

tic interior spaces revolved around Kwa and her home-making practices. While 

homely objects such as the bookshelves remained behind, there was no one to carry 

out domestic acts around these objects. With the departure of the domestic body, the 

notion of home ceases to exist.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
46

 Han Fook Kwang and others, Lee Kuan Yew: Hard Truths to Keep Singapore Going (Singapore: Straits Times 
Press, 2011), pp. 397-8. 
47

 Susan Bordo, Binnie Klein and Marilyn K. Silverman, 'Missing Kitchens,' in Heiji J. Nast and Steve Pile (eds.), 
Places through the Body (New York: Routledge, 1998). 
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Conclusion 

The process of home-making is domesticity. (...) Domesticity is both ordi-

nary and extraordinary at the same time, and implicates both private and 

public domains. 
48

 

 

The (false) dichotomy between public and domestic, boundaries of home-spaces, and ex-

tra(ordinary) home-making practices undertaken by the (extra)ordinary domestic body aids in 

the reading of the architecture of a layered site like 38 Oxley Road through meaningful juxta-

position. As such, one comes to see the domestic interior of 38 Oxley as both ordinary and 

extraordinary. Collectively, the domestic space (38 Oxley Road) and the 'domestic body' 

(Kwa) are essential in the making of a home.  

                                                           
48

 Lilian Chee, 'Introduction: Reframing Narratives, Reforming Boundaries,' in Lilian Chee and Sun-Min Park 
(eds.), HOME + BOUND: Narratives of Domesticity in Singapore and Beyond, (Singapore: Centre for Advanced 
Studies in Architecture, 2013), pp. 12-18. 
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