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The Malayan campaign
The Japanese attack on Malaya began on 8 December 1941, when the 25th Army
landed on the coast of the peninsula. In the early hours of the same day, long-range
Japanese aircraft bombed Singapore for the first time. Two days later, Japanese land-
based aircraft sank the battleship Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser Repulse, the
two capital ships on which the defence of the colony at sea depended.1 The loss of
the ships exposed the strategic premise of the base at Singapore, which had assumed
that a British fleet would arrive in time to defend it.

The campaign on the peninsula lasted less than two months. The British, Indian,
Australian and Malayan forces retreated southwards through Malaya and finally
withdrew across the causeway to the island. Shortly before 20:30 on 8 February
1942, Japanese troops began crossing the Johor Strait. Lieutenant-General Arthur
Percival commanded about 85,000 Allied troops on the island, while his opponent,
Lieutenant-General Tomoyuki Yamashita, had advanced down the peninsula with
about 30,000 men.2 The Japanese nonetheless controlled the air and held the
initiative throughout the week of fighting that followed on the island.
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Surrender at the Ford Factory
By 15 February about a million civilians were crowded into the area still held by the
Allied forces, which amounted to about one per cent of the island. Shortly before the
fall, the Japanese had seized the Ford Factory on Upper Bukit Timah Road and made
it their military headquarters. There Percival met Yamashita to discuss the terms of
surrender and signed the document in the factory’s boardroom on 15 February 1942.
Singapore is conventionally held to have fallen at 6.20 in the evening. About 80,000
British, Indian, Australian and local troops became prisoners of war, in addition to
the 50,000 taken in Malaya. Churchill called it the worst disaster in British military
history.3

For the merchants and bankers of the colony, the surrender was the collapse of the
order on which their business had rested since 1819. The free port had relied on
British sea power, British courts and a currency backed by sterling reserves in
London. By the evening of the surrender each of these guarantees had disappeared.
Chapter B.I described the legal infrastructure of the Crown colony, whose
Legislative Council, Supreme Court and ordinances had given merchants the
predictability they valued. In February 1942 that infrastructure ceased to operate at a
stroke. When the courts stopped functioning, the Japanese established a Military
Court of Justice to administer military law.4

Syonan-to: a new name and a new order
The Japanese renamed the island Syonan-to, officially Shonan Island, meaning
“Light of the South”.5 The name expressed the place of Singapore in the Greater East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, in which Japan presented itself as the liberator of Asia
from Western colonialism. In practice, Syonan became the military and logistical
centre of Japan’s southern empire. Its harbour, naval base and airfields served the
war effort, while its population was expected to support the occupying power with
labour, food and money.
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The new order also reached into the administration of justice. After a Proclamation
dated 27 May 1942 had reopened the courts, the Syonan Supreme Court, or Syonan
Koto-Hoin, opened two days later. A court of appeal was created on paper but never
sat. A contemporary study of the legal problems of the occupation observed that the
Japanese generally respected pre-existing municipal law, but that the administration
of criminal justice went far beyond permissible limits. The same study regarded the
declaration of Japanese currency as the sole currency as the most revolutionary
change that the occupying power made.6

Notes

Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore” (accessed November 2026): the Japanese 25th
Army invaded Malaya by amphibious assault on 8 December 1941; “Singapore
was bombed for the first time by long-range Japanese aircraft” in the early
hours of 8 December 1941. Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore” (accessed
November 2026): Prince of Wales and Repulse were sunk by Japanese land-
based aircraft on 10 December 1941. ↩

Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore” (accessed November 2026): Japanese troops
began crossing the Johor Strait shortly before 20:30 on 8 February 1942.
Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore” (accessed November 2026): Percival
“commanded 85,000 Allied troops at Singapore”; Yamashita “had advanced
with approximately 30,000 men down the Malayan Peninsula”. ↩

Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore” (accessed November 2026): by 15 February
about a million civilians were crowded into the remaining Allied-controlled
area, which was 1 per cent of the island. Roots.gov.sg (National Heritage
Board), “Former Ford Factory” (accessed November 2026): the Japanese
“seized Ford Factory and made it the Japanese military’s headquarters”;
“Singapore’s fate was sealed on 15 February 1942”; Percival met Yamashita at
the factory and “signed the document in the factory’s boardroom”. Wikipedia,
“Japanese occupation of Singapore” (accessed November 2026): Singapore fell
on 15 February 1942 at 6.20 pm local time. Wikipedia, “Fall of Singapore”
(accessed November 2026): about 80,000 British, Indian, Australian and local
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troops became prisoners of war, joining the 50,000 taken in Malaya;
Churchill called it “the worst disaster in British military history”. ↩

Supreme Court of Singapore, “History of the Courts”, judiciary.gov.sg
(accessed November 2026): “The courts ceased to function when the Japanese
invaded Singapore in 1942. The Japanese established a Military Court of
Justice to administer military law.” ↩

Wikipedia, “Japanese occupation of Singapore” (accessed November 2026):
the Japanese renamed Singapore Shonan, officially Shonan Island (Shōnan-
tō); Roots.gov.sg, “Japanese magazine, Syonan Gaho Vol. 1 No. 4” (accessed
November 2026): “Syonan, meaning ‘Light of the South’, was given to
Singapore during the Japanese Occupation.” ↩

Supreme Court of Singapore, “History of the Courts”, judiciary.gov.sg
(accessed November 2026): “In a Proclamation dated 27 May 1942, the courts
were re-opened. The Syonan Supreme Court or ‘Syonan Koto-Hoin’ opened
on 29 May 1942. A court of appeal was also created, but it never sat.” Hla
Aung, review of S. K. Das, Japanese Occupation and Ex Post Facto Legislation in
Malaya (Singapore, Malayan Law Journal, 1960), University of Malaya Law
Review, vol. 2, no. 2, December 1960, 352–355, at 352: in Malaya “no
revolutionary changes were made in the pre-existing municipal law”, but in
criminal justice “the occupation authorities went far beyond the permissible
limit”; “Perhaps the most revolutionary change … was the declaration of the
Japanese currency as the sole currency”. ↩

Disclaimer

This article is provided for general information only. It is based on publicly available sources as at its
date of publication. These sources have not been independently verified against licences, regulatory
registers or the records of the entities concerned. It is not legal, tax, financial or investment advice.
Nor is it a recommendation to invest in, transact with or use the services of any entity mentioned.
Law and regulation change frequently, so the content may be incomplete or outdated. To the fullest
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extent permitted by law, Dr Alexander Ressos and the publisher of SingaporeIQ exclude all liability
for loss or damage arising from the use of or reliance on this article. Readers should obtain advice on
their specific circumstances before acting or refraining from action.

Names and trademarks of the entities discussed belong to their owners and are used for identification
only. Their mention implies no endorsement, affiliation or allegation of wrongdoing. All Singapore
law advice is provided by a duly licensed and regulated firm of Singapore advocates and solicitors
only  on  the  basis  of  an  express  written  letter  of  engagement.  Corrections  and  updates:
contact@ressos.com.

©  2026  Dr  Alexander  Ressos.  This  article  may  be  quoted  with  attribution  to  SingaporeIQ
(SingaporeIQ.com). Reproduction in full and any commercial use require prior written consent. The
Legal Terms at https://singaporeiq.com/legal-terms apply.
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