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ABSTRACT

The Orang Laut were a society where the ancestral way of life is in unity 

with the oceans they inhabit, fully depending on the life source the sea 

brought about. They only take what they need, a sign of respect for 

the bearer of gifts, their source of life. However, as they assimilate to 

Singapore’s developmental regime, interactions with the waters become 

shorter, less periodic, and very much less accessible. What once was a 

symbiotic bond between man and the ocean, is now slowly withering 

away.

A small enclave in West Coast Park rests the last remnants of the 

Orang Laut. This hidden corner appears to be progressively engulfed 

by artificial steel landscapes consisting of offshore shipping yards, the 

marina, and towering cranes - a landscape that almost suggests the 

state’s view of the sea as an extractive resource, nullifying the trust built 

over centuries.

The thesis conceptualizes the Orang Laut as the Sea, both vanishing and 

almost unrecognizable. The research is not a question of identity, but 

instead an archive of the sea based on the Orang Laut. It conceptualizes 

them as a body of continuity – describing them as the ‘Beacon’, the 

‘Giver’ and the ‘Mentor’. It aims to bridge the gaps of the shifting 

perceptions of the sea by bridging specific ideologies and traditions of 

the Orang Laut with accounts of sea nomads, academic readings, and 

existing artistic studies. The intervention comes in a form of a guide for 

future generations of Orang Laut to form a relationship that may cease 

to exist, and for them to be reminded of who they were, the Sea. The 

spatial guide creates a visceral manifestation of the sea in contemporary 

consciousness amongst manicured coasts, making the sea ‘way of life’ 

more accessible to the people.
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PREFACE
My Love For The Sea

The Shifting Landscape

Who/What Is The Sea?

MY LOVE FOR THE SEA

I love the ocean, but I never truly understood why. Thus, I wanted to 

use this thesis as a journey for me to decipher and visualize these 

feelings that I could not comprehend. My perceptions of the sea had 

mostly been moulded by the travels I have embarked on. I was always 

amazed by the bonds formed by the people I have met from different 

coastal communities with the ocean. Meanwhile, as someone who had 

considerably less access to the sea, I associated it to be somewhat of a 

‘Beacon’, ‘Giver’ and a ‘Mentor’. 

My family and I have embarked on countless adventures. During the 

December holidays, we went on driving trips that span across the 

snowy Mt Fuji in Japan, the cold flat tundra of Midelt in Morocco, the dry 

desert of the Sahara in North Africa, and finally the tropical rainforests 

of Malaysia, where my home is. Yet nothing captures our attention more 

than the windy shores. We always made it a point to at least visit one 

coastal destination to take breaks and enjoy the briny breeze despite 

the tight itinerary. It never bothered us if we had to cancel a trip to a 

museum or a famous attraction, because nothing beats gazing at the 

panoramic view of cascading waves. All we needed was a warm snack 

while we watch the sun paint the horizon with its orange rays and the 

tide increasingly shifting towards the coast, marking the end of the day. 

The coastlines served as a mental break for us while also acting as a 

beacon to smaller laidback communities to interact with away from the 

fast-paced tourist attractions.

On the other hand – our annual summer trips consist of driving thousands 

of kilometres to Thailand. One of my favourite destinations to go to was 

Koh Samui, a tiny island located off the east coast. It was so remote 

that we had to transport our car by ferry. We would go island-hopping, 

snorkelling and catch crabs. Exploring small islands with my sister while 

we ‘hunt’ for our catch of the day were memories that I will never forget. 

The food we had there are mostly fresh seafood paired with a side dish 

of raw vegetables, but some days we get to taste unique dishes such as 

sea urchins that freshly picked by the locals. The dishes were minimalistic 
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and simple, yet it was incredible how the seafood could be so flavourful 

and rich. It made me reflect on how the ocean acts as a giver, providing 

a free source of food for people.

I envy the people from the coastal communities as they have the 

sea as their mentor. Their lives heavily revolve around the maritime 

environment, allowing them to have astounding capabilities and see the 

ocean through a completely different lens from the layman. Whenever 

we set sail and went from island to island, I was always impressed by 

the way they navigate through the almost blank horizon, as though 

the seamen were communicating with the waters through the visceral 

response of the environment as their guide. 

I long for those days. Presently, the COVID-19 outbreak made it impossible for us to have 

our yearly long drives along the coastlines and we are now trapped in our apartments, 

working from home. The pandemic quite literally severed ties with my family and my home 

in Johor, forcing me to live alone in Singapore. There was a time that I felt that I had lost 

everything. The feeling of displacement and suffocation in a bustling concrete jungle was 

too much someone who grew up in a suburban hometown. Thus, I tend to clear my mind 

by watching the sunsets overlooking my home on the other side of the border, clinging to 

the last remnants of memories I had of home. The opera of the sea washes over me and 

the wave-music soothes me from the stresses of life.
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THE SHIFTING LANDSCAPE

While it helped to seek refuge in the coastal edges of Singapore, I did 

not feel the same embeddedness I had once with the sea. The coasts 

felt manicured, not only by physical appearance but also with intent 

and purpose. In Singapore, it felt rare to get a clean view of the horizon 

where the sky meets the sea – marinas, shipping harbours, offshore 

facilities and giraffe-like cranes protrude out in the distance creating a 

new type of steel cladded landscape. Not only it creates visual clutter 

at sea, but the coasts also seem to be bustling with ships and boats 

operating around the clock. While I acknowledge the state’s effort to 

upkeep the security of Singapore’s waters and propelling the maritime 

economy of the country, I just felt that the sea is now no different than 

the inner city. 
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1JJ Woo, The Evolution of the Asian 

Developmental State: Hong Kong 

and Singapore, illustrated ed., Re-

thinking Asia and International 

Relations (Singapore: Routledge, 

2018).

I remember being able to swim carefree in East Coast park in the early 

2000s, but we refrained from doing so ever since a part of my feet were 

almost covered in black oil in 2005 – presumably from the shipping 

activity offshore. Now, there are not many coasts where we can freely 

swim or dip our toes in without having people judging us. It appears 

the only viable place to enjoy the cleaner shores is the largely man-

made beaches in Sentosa Island. Which is ironic, considering Singapore 

was once established as Temasek (‘Sea Town’) in the AD1298-1299.1 The 

old photographs and paintings depicted a more laidback ‘sea way of 

life’ accommodated by the free access to the waters that allowed the 

people to freely maintain their relationship with the sea.  
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WHO/WHAT IS THE SEA?

One of the most important aspects for me about spending time by 

the sea, is its people. The people were the ones that maintained these 

knowledges of the sea and subconsciously paints the atmosphere of 

the space. In his book, Peter Boomgard inferred that “those who are 

surrounded by water, create a water culture”2. While I love to stare at the 

waves crash onto shore, I also found it absorbing to observe people carry 

out tasks at the sea. Even from afar, witnessing these techniques and 

rituals allowed me to understand how they maintain their relationship 

with the ocean. 

To people who had limited access to the vast sea, we regard the sea as 

a mere border or boundary separating land inhabitants from other land 

inhabitants. However, it is important that we should seek to acknowledge 

that “borders are by-products of historical circumstances, geographical 

borders and interstate relations”3 . The statement from Dr Cynthia Chou, 

of University of Iowa, suggests that these by-products were created by 

political or climatic regulations of communities. Perceptions of space 

changes drastically once we add human intervention into the equation. 

Terje Tvedt, a leading scholar of water, theorizes three layers in the 

system of water – The physical form of water and its behaviour in relation 

to a human group, management of physical water by a community and 

last the cultural attitudes towards water.4 Hence, it is important for us to 

study coastal communities as it allows us to see the ocean as a complex 

and layered space.

In recent times, there has been many conversations and debates coming 

to light about the origins of the Malay coastal communities in Singapore. 

I chanced upon many articles, personal accounts and shows about a 

group of people called the Orang Laut. The Orang Laut, translated as Sea 

People, are indigenous groups that were historically prominent in the 

Realm of the Straits (Negara Selat) sprawled along the Straits of Melaka, 

Singapore and the Riau Archipelago.5 There were once communities 

of Orang Laut that resided along the adjacent Johor coasts and the 

southern islands of Singapore before the arrival of the British in 1819.6 

However due to the state’s developmental regime, their original villages 

and settlements have been demolished. They have since integrated with 

the mainland and relocated to public housing flats in various parts of 

Singapore.7

During my research, I had the opportunity to talk to Firdaus Sani, a 4th 

generation Orang Laut. Although he did not get the chance to live in 

the Pulau Semakau himself, he had a wealth of knowledge about the 

sea that was passed down by his elders. The stories and poems he told 

were compelling and engaging as he describes how their bodies and 

the sea were not to be seen as two separate entities but as a space of 

continuity. These narratives moved me to draw parallels between my 

original perception of the sea and the Orang Laut. 

This intent of the thesis was deeply Inspired by Roni Horn’s “You are 

the Weather” as she drew parallels between the human body and the 

weather. She compiled portraits of a woman whom expression changes 

ever so slightly against a changing environment in the hot springs of 

Iceland.8 With this spirit in mind, this thesis aims to look at the sea as a 

space of continuity, where I document and archive the Orang Laut as 

the Sea. It aims to fill in the gaps of a perspective of an outsider, myself, 

with the three prepositions mentioned earlier – the sea as The Giver, The 

Beacon and The Mentor. 

2 Peter Boomgard, A World of Wa-

ter : Rain, Rivers and Seas in South-

east Asian Histories, vol. 240 (The 

Netherlands: KITLV Press, Royal 

Netherlands Institute of Southeast 

Asian and Caribbean Studies), 

2007).

 3 Nathan Johnson, “Corona Under 

the Ocean by TBA21-Academy Ra-

dio,” n.d., https://soundcloud.com/

tba21-academy/corona-under-the-

ocean-sea-nomads-the-orang-

suku-laut-w-cynthia-chou.

 4Terje Tvedt, “Water Systems”, 

Environmental History and the De-

construction of Nature, vol. 16, 2 

vols. (Norway: White Horse Press, 

2010).

5Leonard Y Andaya, “The Orang 

Laut in the ‘Sea of Islands,’” Zoom 

Conference, n.d.

6Mazelan Anuar, “Orang Laut,” Na-

tional Library Board, 2020, https://

eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/

articles/SIP_551_2005-01-09.html.

7Anuar.

8Roni Horn, You Are The Weather 

(Scalo Verlag Ac, 1997).

Fig. 1 SG, Roots. Fishing Village. 1960. National Museum of Singapore. In Roots. 
https://www.roots.gov.sg/Collection-Landing/listing/1158904.

Fig. 2 Tze Peng, Lim. Fishing Village. In Roots. https://www.roots.gov.sg/Collec-
tion-Landing/listing/1031020.
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THE SEA/ORANG LAUT
The Giver

The Beacon

The Mentor

Shore
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THE GIVER

The Orang Laut traditionally lived off the sea, and to them food was 

more than just sustenance but a way of life. They left their fate to the 

ocean, trusting it to feed them and shelter them as they honour it as a 

free space shared by everyone, without fences and titled deeds. This 

space was not just limited to the open waters but also includes the 

shallow coasts and mangroves where conditions were favourable for 

the settlements to forage for mud crabs, fishes and sea snails for their 

subsistence.9 While the Sea is considered an “bounteous provider”10, the 

discoveries of the different edible species and methods of by Orang 

Laut enabled this title for the ocean. Without the foraging and fishing 

knowledges of the Orang Laut, the sea will merely be an empty vessel 

with little to contribute. These acts and rituals express both bodies as 

The Giver.

The fishes, crabs, and prawns provided by the ocean are not only just 

food for the Orang Laut, but they also play a part in influencing their 

methods, their social relations and power structures in their settlements. 

For example, the ‘kais ketam’ or crab scratcher in Malay, is a thin iron rod 

curves at the end to avoid wounding the crab when hooking them out 

of the mangroves during low tide.11 A slightly more passive harvesting 

method would involve traps made of bamboo and rattan that traps the 

curious crabs inwards. Remarkably, these methods are still used today! 

Even the early fishing methods of the Orang Laut are still talked about 

today as well. Island Nation, a government documentary project, tells 

stories of Singaporeans who once lived on the southern islands. Their 

article “The Art of Bubu Fishing”, talks about how the small community 

still set sail every weekend to fish with these traps.12 These methods are 

simple, timeless techniques that are proven to be effective – it bridges 

the gap between man and the ocean by revealing these unknown 

knowledges of sea foraging.

“He always reminded us of roots - a life that can only be lived with 
survival instincts and respecting the sea that provided us with life 
and sustenance.” 
        
 - Firdaus Sani on his beloved late uncle, Cik Had bin Rani

9Matthew Schneider-Mayerson, 

Eating Chilli Crab In The Anthropo-

cene: Environmental Perspectives 

on Life in Singapore (Ethos Books, 

2020). 

10Boomgard, A World of Water : 

Rain, Rivers and Seas in Southeast 

Asian Histories.

11Schneider-Mayerson, Eating Chilli 

Crab In The Anthropocene: Envi-

ronmental Perspectives on Life in 

Singapore.

12Island Nation, “The Art of Bubu 

Fishing,” Singapore Government, 

2015, https://islandnation.sg/story/

the-art-of-bubu-fishing/.

[Fig. 3] Anak Semakau. February 6, 

2021. In Instagram. By Firdaus Sani. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/

CK87_lLHFeH/.

Fig. 3
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“Orang Laut food is not just about survival but one of the tangible 
means of expressing our identity.” 13 

        
        - Asnida Daud, 2nd Generation Orang Laut

In his book, Lefebvre acknowledges that space is both abstract and 

real, concrete, and instrumental. He perceives space as something that 

transcends material world. The concepts of the product of space and 

the process of production of space led Henri Lefebvre to deduce that 

“a social space is a social product”14. Hence, the sea is a product of the 

Orang Laut’s history forged by social practices creating the physical, 

social, and cultural space they live in. Thus, this further validates his 

concept of these Orang Laut activities as an extension of the Sea. 

Fig. 4 Bubu Fishing. 2015. Singapore. In IslandnationSG. https://islandnation.sg/
story/the-art-of-bubu-fishing/.

Fig. 5 The Art of Bubu Fishing. Youtube. April 29, 2015. Accessed November 06, 
2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2c9quHwV2nc&t=38s&ab_channel=Is-

landNation.

13Wee Ling Soh, “The Forgotten First 

People of Singapore,” BBC, August 

2021, https://www.bbc.com/trav-

el/article/20210824-the-forgot-

ten-first-people-of-singapore.

14Henri Lefebvre, The Production of 

Space (Oxford, England: Blackwell, 

1991).
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This poem comes from a song called Gumilang by Tapak Tanjak, a group 

of Orang Laut in Indonesia. It is a song that describes the Orang Laut as 

masters of the sea, whom expertise came from pursuing their lives out 

abroad as they befriend and challenge the waves. This quote depicts 

the swaying waters and the strong winds guiding the Orang Laut in their 

journeys.15 The song synthesizes time, geographical and environmental 

elements as knowledges of the sea. It indicates an extensive usage of 

reading tides and prevailing winds to tell daily time and seasons. Without 

the tide table or a nautical chart, it would be difficult for a layman like 

myself to grasp the concept of time through reading the sea. However, 

being the extended bodies of the sea, the Orang Laut can measure the 

passages of time by the rhythm of the tides as a beacon as opposed to 

minutes and hours.16

Many ancient coastal settlements have their own way of navigating 

across oceans and coasts. For example, stick charts were the main tools 

of the Marshallese in the Marshall Islands. These stick charts represent 

a system of mapping for ocean swells, wave crests and directions to 

approach islands. It was a unique form of early cartography that involve 

having them to map out using senses and memory by crouching or lying 

prone in the canoe.17 The user then plots it before and during navigation 

for reference after, to make subsequent journeys smoother. Another 

example would be the Ammassalik wooden maps in Greenland’s coast, 

the small settlement of Inuits carved hand-sized wooden maps that 

portrays the undulating coastline, fingers of land and off shore islands.18

THE BEACON

“Sibuk air tergayung-gayung,
Sibuk di tengah laut,
Kuat anging seperti busung,
Ambe mengaja orang laut”
    
         - Gumilang by Tapak Tanjak

15Tapak Tanjak, Orang Laut (Suku 

Laut) - Gumilang (Music Video), 

2020, https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=AGXLxj_Hyh4&ab_chan-

nel=TapakTanjak.

16Nicholas Brown, “Human Plan-

et: Oceans Into The Blue” (BBC1, 

2011), https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=FaGHjSaCW6A&ab_

channel=Mitsukono11.

17Mariabruna Fabrizi, “Sculptural 

Cartography: How The Marshall 

Islands Inhabitants Used Stick 

Charts to Map the Waves,” Socks 

Studio, 2014, https://socks-studio.

com/2014/01/16/sculptural-cartog-

raphy-how-the-marshall-islands-

inhabitants-used-stick-charts-to-

map-the-waves/.

18Daniel Weiss, “Wooden Inuit 

Maps,” Archive Publication, Ar-

chaeological Institute of Amer-

ica, 2019, https://www.archae-

o l o g y.o rg / i s s u e s /3 37-1 9 0 5/

fe a t u re s /75 5 0 - m a p s - g re e n -

land-wooden-inuit-maps.

Fig. 7 Greenland Wooden Map. 2018. In Atlas Obscura. https://www.atlasobscura.
com/articles/greenland-wooden-maps-ammassalik.

Fig. 6 Marshall Islands Stick Chart. 2014. In Socks Studio. https://socks-studio.
com/2014/01/16/sculptural-cartography-how-the-marshall-islands-inhabitants-

used-stick-charts-to-map-the-waves/.

Wave Crest
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While other coastal communities used secondary visual aids for 

navigation, the Orang Laut are able to create mental maps just by 

identifying specific points of interest, which were beacons of the sea. 

These areas include specific areas of the sea to find certain food sources 

or landmarks for navigational purposes. They do not need a map or 

compass as they study every nook and cranny of the coast. The long 

shape of creeks, shapes of hills, colour of coral seabed19 are embedded 

into the mind of an Orang Laut as they embark on their journeys. Much 

like how one does not need a map of his own body, the sea and the 

Orang Laut can be seen as one.

Apart from just visually and reading the sea through physical touch, 

the Orang Laut’s mental maps eventually created and implied special 

terms in language to suggest spaces. For example, the Malay term 

tanah air might be directly translated to “land and water” but it is 

actually used to denote “homeland”.20 This idea is similar to ‘The Tiger 

Shark Language’, also known as Yanyuwa, an aboriginal language from 

Northern Australia’s Gulf of Carpentaria that is shaped by the sea and 

their deep connection with sharks. Most languages require multiple 

words to describe a phenomenon, but Yanyuwa can describe it in one 

or a combination of two words. To describe a sense of caution while 

travelling on the large expanses of open sea and ocean  – they call it 

warlamakamaka.21

In the context of the Orang Laut, the Southern Islanders tend to use 

associative descriptions of objects and phenomena to name landmarks. 

A case in point would be the naming of Pulau Hantu22, directly translated 

to Ghost Island. Pulau Hantu is an island that tends to shift its appearance 

according to the tides, sometimes when its low tide it would be seen as 

one island with 2 large bays connecting each other. On the other hand, 

the rising tide will result in 2 smaller separated islands. This vanishing 

and appearing connotes a phantom island, hence the name. There are 

many other areas of the sea that follow this naming convention, some 

might have changed over the years, but many have stayed as a legacy 

of the Orang Laut.

The Sea’s role of the beacon that was learned and used by the Orang 

Laut, allowed the Orang Laut to craft certain ideologies and spatial 

identities pertaining to the ocean. From the extraordinary abilities of 

reading the sea, to crafting unique terms in their own spoken languages, 

it would unfortunate to conceptualize a division between the Sea and 

the Orang Laut. 

19Brown, “Human Planet: Oceans 

Into The Blue.”

20Jerry H. Bentley, Seascapes: Mari-

time Histories, Littoral Cultures, and 

Transoceanic Exchanges, Illustrated 

(University of Hawaii Press, 2007).

21John J. Bradley, ‘We Always Look 

North’: Yanyuwa Identity and The 

Maritime Environment (Sydney Uni-

versity Press, 2019).

22Jeffrey Low, “Names of (Some) 

Singapore Islands,” Habitat News, 

2005, http://habitatnews.nus.edu.

sg/articles/singaporeislands/.

[Fig. 8] BBC1. Human Planet. You-

Tube. March 09, 2011. Accessed 

November 06, 2021. https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=FaGHj-

SaCW6A&ab_channel=Mitsuko-

no11.

Wave I
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Living amongst the blue waves is not an easy task, the creatures living 

in this environment have adapted and evolved to survive. The Sea 

becomes a mentor for the Orang Laut, pushing their body limits so that 

they can not only survive – but also live in the vast ocean. The duality 

in the realms of the ocean, the surface and underwater, adds another 

element of survival in the natural environment. The lack of ground to 

stand on – unless man-made or on the shore, means a lot of time will be  

spent in the depths of the sea.

The Orang Laut’s association of space stems from the young, hence 

they adapt to an aquatic way of life from a very young age. A normal 

human would dive into the water with severely blurred vision and red 

eyes once resurfaced, but not the Orang Laut. Much like the children 

in the Moken communities in Thailand, the Orang Laut also have eyes 

that adjust to focus better underwater.23 Like seals and dolphins, they 

can make their pupils smaller and change their lens shape – changing 

the depths of field hence making their visions clearer when swimming.24 

Spending time in practice with the sea allowed them to gain this ability.

Being underwater to fish is a separate feat. The sea taught the Orang 

Laut the ways to overcome psychological barriers by subconscious 

meditation. Consequently, having the Orang Laut achieve internal 

masteries of diving in dangerous depths for prolonged periods of time.25 

In depths of 20m, the crushing pressure squeezes air out of one’s lungs 

to a third of its capacity, and even without weights an Orang Laut is 

buoyant enough to stride across the bottom of the sea as if hunting 

on land26. The sea taught them to understand their own anatomy and 

capabilities. 

In all three personas given – The Giver, The Beacon and The Mentor, it is 

apparent that the Orang Laut are the mentors of the future generation 

of ‘sea people’. Ideologies such as ‘concious consumption’ through 

foraging and fishing in moderation27 – shows how embedded the 

practice of foraging of food from the sea is for coastal settlements. The 

Orang Laut teaches respect for its environment as they maintain their 

symbiotic relationship with the ocean. Being advocates of the sea, they 

have since taught me just how complex yet engaging the sea can be for 

someone if they take the time to understand it.

23Brown, “Human Planet: Oceans 

Into The Blue.”

24elen Thomson, “The ‘Sea-Nomad’ 

Children Who See like Dolphins,” 

BBC, 2016, https://www.bbc.com/

future/article/20160229-the-sea-

nomad-children-who-see-like-dol-

phins.

[Fig. 9] Valle, Guillem. Suspensa. 

2013. In The New Yorker. https://

www.newyorker.com/culture/

photo-booth/the-sea-nomads-of-

southeast-asia.

25Andrea DenHoed, “The Sea No-

mads of Southeast Asia,” The New 

Yorker, 2016, https://www.newyo-

rker.com/culture/photo-booth/the-

sea-nomads-of-southeast-asia.

26Brown, “Human Planet: Oceans 

Into The Blue.” 

27Khir Johari, The Food of Singa-

pore Malays: Gastronomic Travels 

Through the Archipelago (Marshall 

Cavendish Editions, 2021).

[Fig. 10] Valle, Guillem. Suspensa. 

2013. In The New Yorker. https://

www.newyorker.com/culture/

photo-booth/the-sea-nomads-of-

southeast-asia.

THE MENTOR

“When I dive, I feel relaxed... I feel just at home under the water as 
I do on the surface. Before diving, I focus my mind on breathing. 
I only dive once I am totally relaxed.” 
        
           - Subin, Orang Laut/Bajau

Fig. 10
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SEEKING CONNECTION
The Sea Through Cuisine

An Alternative Visual Experience

Wave II
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THE SEA THROUGH COUSINE

In seeking connection with the Orang Laut, I ordered food from Firdaus 

Sani’s online cuisine. The process of tasting original dishes sparked 

conversations with my friends about the juxtaposition between how 

the current generation of people skip so many steps in obtaining our 

food. All we did was plate, and we were ready to eat. It really made us 

question - was food really just sustenance for us?

In the menu, the word island was mentioned several times and as I ate, I 

read postcard Firdaus sent – it had stories and photographs of the how 

each dish was caught and cooked in the past. We tried to slowly capture 

these activities in our minds but it was a distant feel.

A film was created to juxtapose 

atmosphere with the the freshness 

of the food ingredients. The fim 

was inspired by Increasing Disorder 

In A Dining Table by Sarah Wig-

glesworth and Jeremy Till.

[Film by Authour] Orang Laut Food 

Delivery. Youtube. https://youtu.

be/BThlTzL5Kyw
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AN ALTERNATIVE VISUAL EXPERIENCE

Inspired by Roni Hon’s ‘You Are The Weather’ and Richard McGuire’s 

‘Here’, I wanted to capture the 3 personas of the Sea and the Orang 

Laut. The guide comes in a form of 3 different mediums that spatializes 

atmospheres, specific rituals, and methods that combines into a spatial 

matrix to draw certain conclusions.

Storyboard for Film 

“How To Catch A Sotong At Night”

The guide acts acts as a manifestation knowledges and narratives formed 
by the sea and its people. I was really interested in the ways squid was 
caught at night by the Orang Laut. The they sailed through the calm and 
surreal darkness was something I wanted to capture in my first attempt 
at the guide.

“Our generation were taught to fish using Amboh (Hand 
Line), a round fishing line. This generation, most of 
them are using fishing rods. So sometimes, when we join 
our friends for fishing trips, I still miss using the Amboh 
(Hand Line) because I feel more comfortable using it.” 
        
          - Halimah Daud, 4th Generation Orang Laut
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Photography was used as a medium to analyse atmosphere through 

colour, mood, and texture of the context. 

Next, a stop motion film was created to replicate 

visualize movement and synthesize time of the 

journey.

[Film by Author] How To Catch A Sotong At Night.

https://youtu.be/COZeoFIqE3w

“From the fishing line, you can actually feel the fish tugging on 
your fingers so you cannot actually let go of the fishing line, you 
just have to hold and just literally wait, and you can really feel the 
bite, the small little bites.” 
        
      - Firdaus Sani on using the Amboh to catch Sotong
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Departure

The Beacon The Mentor The Giver

Wayf inding Ant ic ipat ion Reward

Lastly, digital paintings form a storyboard highlights specific nodes and 

atmosphere of the contextualized tradition to further embed the reader into 

the space and create a sense of longing of the sea.
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The guide was created as a tribute 

to the future generations of Orang 

Laut to form a relationship with the 

sea that may cease to exit. It creates 

a visceral manifestation of the sea in a 

contemporary consciousness amongst 

manicured coasts through a portable 

visual medium that could be read 

anywhere.
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WHY PRESERVE THE SEA?
The Vanishing Sea

A New Perception

Reflections
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THE VANISHING SEA

The vanishing of the sea comes in two parts – the physical and perceived 

state of the sea. The physical ranges from the shifting landforms of the 

coasts due to Singapore’s geographical constraints and the climatic 

effects of the sea on coasts. On the other hand, the change in perception 

of the sea is caused by political decisions for economic development 

and security of its waters. Both affect the nature of the ocean and the 

Orang Laut’s way of life.

Since its independence in 1965, Singapore has grown from around 

590km2 to 730km2 in 2021.28 22% of its total ground area were built 

from the resources of the sea. Singapore imported a whopping total of 

80 million tons of sand from Cambodia, almost 59 million tons of sand 

from Malaysia (2018)29 and was even partly responsible for the vanishing 

of at least 24 Indonesian islands as a result of illegal sand mining (2010). 
30 These new reclaimed lands are mostly for practical purposes: housing, 

ports, landfills, and petrochemical plants.31 However, the new landscape 

also stretches to key strategic structures that anticipate trends in the 

global economy: the Marina Bay Sands, the Central Business District 

and even the newly upcoming port in Tuas.

28Singapore Land Authority, “Total 

Land Area of Singapore,” https://

data.gov.sg/dataset/total-land-ar-

ea-of-singapore.

29Fathin Ungku, “Exclusive: In Blow 

to Singapore’s Expansion, Ma-

laysia Bans Sea Sand Exports,” 

Reuters, July 3, 2019, https://

www.reuters.com/article/us-ma-

lays ia-s ingapore-sand-exclu-

sive-idUSKCN1TY0C4.

30Low Youjin, “Explainer: Why 

Sand Is so Highly Valued and 

the Controversy Surrounding 

Cross-Border Trade,” Today On-

line, March 25, 2019, https://www.

todayonline.com/singapore/ex-

plainer-why-sand-so-highly-val-

ued-and-consequences-overmin-

ing.

31William Jamieson, “In Conquering 

the Sea, Singapore Erases Its His-

tory,” Failed Architecture, March 

12, 2018, https://failedarchitecture.

com/in-conquering-the-sea-singa-

pore-erases-its-history/.

[Fig. 11] The Marina Bay Sands and 

the Merlion, both symbols of Singa-

pore, the former built on reclaimed 

land, the latter relocated by land 

reclamation.

Koon. Marina Bay Sands and CBD. 

In Failed Architecture. https://

failedarchitecture.com/in-con-

quering-the-sea-singapore-eras-

es-its-history/.

[Fig. 12] Katong Beach in 1962, 

pre-reclaimed. Soil and sand is 

transported via conveyor belt to 

reclamation site to build the first 

Marine Parade flats in 1973.

Lim. Process of Reclamation. 

In Failed Architecture. https://

failedarchitecture.com/in-con-

quering-the-sea-singapore-eras-

es-its-history/.

Fig. 11 Fig. 12

32Charles Lim, Sea State (Singa-

pore: National Arts Council, 2015).

 

33Audrey Tan, “National Day Rally 

2019: Land Reclamation, Polders 

among Ways S’pore Looks to Deal 

with Sea-Level Rise,” The Straits 

Times, August 19, 2019, https://

www.straitstimes.com/politics/na-

tional-day-rally-2019-land-reclama-

tion-polders-among-ways-spore-

looks-to-deal-with-sea.

Singapore does not just import its sand to build new landscapes, it also 

literally ‘re-claims’ what was already owned. In 2015, a Singaporean 

contemporary artist and Olympic sailor, Charles Lim, created a series of 

works under the name ‘SEA STATE’ that discusses the physicality and 

conceptual aspects of sea. In one of his work, he prepared a buoy that 

had mysteriously disappeared off Singapore’s southern coast around 

2008. As he examines the nautical charts of the area, Lim noticed that 

an entire island called Pulau Sajahat, had disappeared as it blends 

into the masses of land surrounding it.32 The island was the physical 

embodiment of histories, narratives, and possible areas of practices by 

the beings that occupied this land. The disappearance of Pulau Sajahat, 

to me, felt like a sacrifice of a body of knowledge.

In 2019’s National Day Rally, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong discussed 

the financials needed to protect Singapore’s coasts against rising sea 

levels. Solutions included coastal defences such as polders, dykes and 

sea walls.33 He also proposed reclaiming a series of islands from Marina 

East to Changi and connecting them with barrages to create a reservoir. 

Will the changing coastal landscape lead to a further manicured 

landscape? Coasts are no longer recognizable as they were, further 

separating man and sea – creating a less visceral experience of the 

ocean.

[Fig. 13] Lim, Charles. As Evil Disap-

pears, Pulau Sajahat and the Buoy. 

2014. In SEA STATE. National Arts 

Counci
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Fig. 14 Lim, Charles. Foreshore Act. 2015. In SEA STATE. Singapore: National Arts 
Council.

34Marcus Hand, “Piracy and 

Armed Robbery Incidents In-

crease in The Singapore Straits,” 

Seatrade Maritime News, July 16, 

2021, https://www.seatrade-mar-

it ime.com/ship-operations/pi-

racy-and-armed-robbery-inci-

dents-increase-singapore-strait.

  

35Maritime and Port Authority of 

Singapore, “Registration of Plea-

sure Craft,” Data, 2021, https://

www.mpa.gov.sg/web/portal/

home/singapore-registry-of-ships/

register-with-srs/types-of-registra-

tion/registration-of-pleasure-craft.

36Maritime and Port Authority of 

Singapore.

Due to the economical advancements of Singapore and the new 

landscapes as symbols of power – the increase in piracy and illegal 

trafficking is inevitable. Despite the falling numbers of maritime 

robberies and piracy in Asia as a whole, incidents that happen in the 

Singapore Straits accounted for over half the attacks in the region in 

2021.34 Vessels that were attacked were larger ships rather than smaller 

boats, hence forcing Singapore to increase its vigilance in their waters. 

However, increased restrictions meant less accessibility to the sea.

Singapore’s marine laws have gone tighter over the years. Casual 

boaters would need to get their Powered Pleasure Craft Driving License 

(PPCDL) by the Maritime and Port Authority (MPA) where they must 

register and go through a course. The initial fee will be $200 and a 

subsequent annual renewal fee of $50, making it a very exclusive activity. 
35 Almost all islands are restricted entry except for Pulau Hantu, Lazarus 

Islands, Pulau Ubin and Seletar Islands in the north – albeit beaching 

boats on coasts are illegal. Not even the southern islanders, the original 

occupants of their islands are allowed back to visit. Costly fines up to 

$5000 and court orders would be summoned when restricted areas 

are breached. Boating routes are also limited and confined as boaters 

cannot anchor or drift along a channel or fairway as it impedes the safe 

passage of vessels and ships36. 

These rules and regulations greatly affect how the waters are perceived 

and reduced the accessibility of the waters not just for the Orang Laut, 

but for others who are interested in the Sea. Even though these policies 

generate a safe haven for the maritime industry and mainland, it clouds 

one’s awareness of the cultural and historical spatial matrix of the Sea.

Changi  Naval  Base

Pulau Sabarok

Southern Is lands Live
Fir ing  Area

Sembawang Protected 
Area

CAFHI Je t ty

Pol ice  Coast  Guard
Gul  Boat  Base

Sembawang Wharves

Marine Park

Tuas Explos ives  Je t ty

Pol ice  Coast  Guard 
Loyang

West  Johor Stra ight 
Live  Fir ing  Area

Chek Jawa Wet lands

Sala t  Sengkir  (Brani )

Raf f les  Lighthouse

Cruise  Bay

Jurong Is land

Pulau Busing/Bukom

Tuas Naval  Base

[Fig. 15] Restricted & Prohibited 

Areas. In SGMarineguide. https://

sgmarineguide.com/general-in-

fo-singapore-boating/restrict-

ed-prohibited-areas/.
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A small enclave in West Coast Park rests the last remnants of the Orang 

Laut. They congregate in a small place given by the authorities to help 

the former Southern Islanders to integrate into mainland society as most 

of them were fishermen who depended on the sea for their livelihood. 

MPA endorsed the use of the space due to a Member of Parliament’s 

letter.37 Over the last decade, the activities in this space such as making 

bubu traps and repairing their boats are made increasingly exclusive 

and hidden from the eyes of the public. 

Steel fences enforces security as it protects the seaman’s boats from 

getting stolen, but it also reduces the chances of casual interactions 

between the public and the Orang Laut. Like the sea, these increasingly 

defined boundaries and regulations nurtures a negative perception of a 

vanishing community and practice.

37Island Nation, Home Away From 

Home, 2015, https://www.you-

tube.com/watch?v=4sbgH0jyL-

2w&t=123s&ab_channel=IslandNa-

tion.

“Over the years, the number of us who returned 
to the island reduced, especially after the 
implementation of stricter laws that capped 6 
persons per sampan. But sometimes, we bent 
the law a little, with 7 or 8 of us in the sampan – 
mostly because of our younger cousins who were 
eager for a taste of island life.”
    
   - Firdaus Sani on maritime regulations
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Fig. 16 West Coast Park 2012. 2012. In Google Maps.

“While making our way to the island, we 
sometimes were spot-checked by the marine 
police. Our grandparents called them “meren”. 
They would say, “Meren nak datang. Sembunyi 
bawah kembes!” (The marine police is coming! 
Hide under the tarpaulin sheet!) The younger 
ones would scour under the sheets. When we 
hear the rumbling sounds of a motorboat moving 
away, we knew that it’s safe to pop out again.”
    
   - Firdaus Sani on maritime regulations
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Human Intervention I
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A NEW PERCEPTION OF THE SEA

Why should we preserve the sea? The many knowledges of the Orang 

Laut that were talked about are crucial in fostering a generation that 

is sensitive and aware of their ever-changing environments. By having 

knowledge of the Sea, future leaders could be more inclined to be sensitive 

of spatial decisions pertaining to climate and economic developments 

of the state. In Boomgards book, he implies that ‘sea cultures’ are more 

resilient than ‘land cultures’ as its people are always facing two sides of 

the sea – the welcoming and the defensive.38 This statement suggests 

that by understanding the culture of coastal communities, we can have 

more resilient approach of climate change as well.

By increasing the awareness of the complex nature of the sea, it shifts 

the negative perceptions of the indigenous Orang Laut. The sea would 

not be just a border that separates one land from another, but instead 

a whole body of knowledge formed through histories, traditions, and 

ideologies. By acknowledging the Orang Laut as the sea, it allows for a 

more diversified perception of the sea – one that is more engaging and 

visceral in nature. 

38Boomgard, A World of Water : 

Rain, Rivers and Seas in Southeast 

Asian Histories.

Human Intervention II 
 [Fig. 19] Phye, Law Soo. Foraging at Low Tide. 2021. In National Library Singapore. https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/vol-17/issue-3/oct-

dec-2021/theroleofforaging?fbclid=IwAR285H8iTNkY-7iFiNXrN-ZbTL6lnL0OSNy4JQXK-h3SjFTfyoglnLCse_g.

[Fig. 17] Lautan. June 8, 2021. In In-

stagram. By Firdaus Sani. https://

www.instagram.com/p/CP3L3ED-

nFOb/

[Fig. 18] Panggilan Pulau. Septem-

ber 16, 2021. In Instagram. By Fir-

daus Sani. https://www.instagram.

com/p/CT4yxoNBrsJ/

Fig. 18

Fig. 19
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