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Introduction
	This paper analyses the historical interaction between Muslims and Christians in Singapore that led to the Hertogh Riots. The tension originated from a court case over the custody of Maria Hertogh. Unhappiness with the case’s decision led to riots that began on 11 December 1950, which led to a tragedy that killed 18 people, injured 173 people, and damaged buildings and vehicles[footnoteRef:1]. After 73 years, the effect of the incident is still felt today. The Singapore government often rehearses this event as a warning for its citizenry, especially Muslims and Christians, to remain vigilant against religious conflicts[footnoteRef:2]. Understanding this historical event is essential to understand the dynamics of Muslim-Christian relations in Singapore. Analysing the historical event, this paper shows that the riots happened due to the perception of the trial as a battle between Islam and Christianity.   [1:  Michael Hill, 'State of Unease: Singapore’s Ambivalence Towards Religion', Australian Religion Studies Review, 24 (2011), 10-36 (p. 11). ]  [2:  Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, Colonialism, Violence and Muslims in Southeast Asia (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 1.] 


Background of the Historical Interaction
	The court case revolves around the adoption status of Maria Hertogh. Maria was born in Java to a Dutch father (Adrianus) who was serving in the Netherlands army and to a Eurasian mother (Adeline) who was brought up as a nominal Muslim[footnoteRef:3]. Both Adrianus and Adeline were Catholics, and Maria was baptized as Catholic in 1937[footnoteRef:4]. The Japanese invasion of the Dutch Indies territory separated the family. Adrianus became a prisoner of war while Adeline had to single-handedly care for six young children. Concerned that the family was too large for her, Adeline entrusted the care of Maria to her mother’s friend named Che Aminah, a Muslim of Malay ethnicity. Notably, the ethnic identity of Malay and religious identity of Muslim are highly interrelated as most Malays are Muslims[footnoteRef:5].  [3:  Ibid. p. 16. ]  [4:  Ibid. p. 16.]  [5:  Suriani Suratman, 'The Malays in Singapore', in The Singapore Ethnic Mosaic: Many Cultures, One People, ed. by Mathew Mathews (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing, 2018), pp. 107-112 (p. 108). ] 

	The contention is whether Adeline had passed Maria to Che Aminah for temporary care or for permanent adoption[footnoteRef:6]. Adeline said that her plan was for Maria to stay with Che Aminah for a short visit[footnoteRef:7]. Adeline could not get Maria back as she was arrested when she was going to take Maria back and was imprisoned until the war ended[footnoteRef:8]. After her release, Adeline could not find Maria and Che Aminah. Contradicting Adeline’s account, Che Aminah claimed that Maria was put in her custody for permanent adoption[footnoteRef:9]. Although there was no official documentation, Che Aminah insisted that Maria was not given to her for only safekeeping[footnoteRef:10]. Che Aminah went on to convert Maria into Muslim in 1942 because she saw Maria as her child. She claimed that Adeline and her mother was present during Maria’s Muslim circumcision, but this account was rejected by Adeline as she was interned during the war[footnoteRef:11]. Under the care of Che Aminah, Maria was given the name Nadra and grew up as a devout practising Muslim[footnoteRef:12]. [6:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore: From Independence to Post 9/11 (Singapore: Centre for Interfaith Understanding, 2019), p. 67.]  [7:  Ibid. p. 67.]  [8:  Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, Colonialism, Violence and Muslims, p. 16.]  [9:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore, p. 67.]  [10:  Ibid. p. 67.]  [11:  Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, Colonialism, Violence and Muslims, p. 16.]  [12:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore, p. 67.] 

	After the war ended, Adrianus and Adeline returned to Netherland not knowing the whereabout of Maria. In 1949, they found the location of Che Aminah in Malaya[footnoteRef:13]. Their desire to get Maria back started a series of court proceedings. On 22 April 1950, with the aid of Singapore’s Dutch Acting Consul-General, Maria’s biological parents obtained an order of custody for Maria to be placed with the Social Welfare Department[footnoteRef:14]. On 19 May, the Acting Consul-General gained an order that gave him the right to restore Maria to her parents in Netherland[footnoteRef:15]. Appealing against the order, on 28 July, Che Aminah succeeded in getting the court to nullify the proceedings as the court concluded that Maria and Che Aminah had not been properly served with the court orders[footnoteRef:16]. The event took a turn on 1 August when Maria married a Muslim under the Islamic law. This marriage created an uproar in the Netherland as Maria was only 13 years old and was a minor in the eye of the Dutch law[footnoteRef:17]. The parents commenced a second action in the Singapore court to obtain Maria back. On 2 December, the court gave the custody of Maria back to her biological parents and declared that the Islamic marriage of Maria was invalid[footnoteRef:18]. The court concluded that as Maria was domiciled in the Netherland, her marriage was invalid as she was only a minor and the Muslim law did not apply to her as her father who had authority over her was a Christian[footnoteRef:19]. The court decision created an uproar among the Muslim community who saw the decision as a persecution against Islam, which eventually led to the riots on 11 November 1950.  [13:  Nordin Hussin, 'Malay Press and Malay Politics: The Hertogh Riots in Singapore', Asia Europe Journal, 3 (2005), 561-575 (p. 564)]  [14:  Ibid. p. 564. ]  [15:  Ibid. p. 564. ]  [16:  Ibid. p. 565. ]  [17:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore, p. 70.]  [18:  Nordin Hussin, Malay Press and Malay Politics, p. 565. ]  [19:  Ibid. p. 565.] 


The Key Issues in the Historical Interaction
	On the surface, the court case appeared to be over the status of a child between two individuals, a Catholic woman and a Muslim woman. The issue evolved beyond custody matter into national level conflict because the matter was perceived to be a tension between Muslims and Christians. My analysis reveals few interactions between the subjects that led to this perception. 
	The action to send Maria to a Catholic convent after the 2 December court decision caused a resentment among Muslims that Maria was forcibly converted to Christianity. This action “was interpreted by Muslims as an insult to the Islamic religion”[footnoteRef:20]. The resentment was further aggravated by media reports. The Sunday times reproduced photographs of Maria sitting and weeping beside a nun in the convent[footnoteRef:21]. In another publication, Maria was pictured to be kneeling besides the statue of Virgin Mary[footnoteRef:22]. An article in Utusan Melayu reported that Maria felt alone and miserable living in the convent[footnoteRef:23]. The media portrayal of Maria surrounded by symbols of Christianity and being miserable were resented by Muslims and caused Muslims to feel that Maria was being forced into Christianity. Despite suggestion for Maria to be removed from the convent, the British government ignored it[footnoteRef:24].    [20:  Ibid. p. 565. ]  [21:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore, p. 72.]  [22:  Ibid. p. 72. ]  [23:  Ibid. p. 72. ]  [24:  Nordin Hussin, Malay Press and Malay Politics, p. 569.] 

	The court’s decision to declare the Islamic marriage of Maria to be illegal was perceived by Muslims as a direct attack against the Islamic law. The point of contention was the eligible age of marriage. While the Dutch law specifies that the minimum age of marriage at 16, the Islamic law states that “the attainment of puberty terminates the child’s minority status and thus granting the child the right to be married”[footnoteRef:25]. The decision to void the marriage caused Muslims to feel that their religion have been humiliated by the British and the Christians. The Muslims were humiliated as this decision portrayed the superiority of the Western institution and ignored the legitimacy of Islamic law over the institution of marriage.  [25:  Ibid, p. 565.] 

	The tension was exploited by the Malay nationalists to evoke anger among the Muslim population in order to propagate their political agenda against the British. The event occurred several years after the end of world war two where there was an increasing anti-colonialist sentiment in the region[footnoteRef:26]. The unfavourable court decision for Cek Aminah was wittingly used by the nationalists to gain political capital out of the perceived religious conflicts[footnoteRef:27]. The nationalists employed two approaches to mobilise the Malays against the British government. First, they formed the Nadra Action Committee that intended to use the episode “to create a revolutionary situation to destabilise the British administration”[footnoteRef:28], such as inciting Muslims to engage a holy struggle against Islam’s enemies[footnoteRef:29]. Second, through the newspaper Melayu Raya, the nationalists used every opportunity to cause disaffection among its Muslim readers, such as framing the decision of the court as a battle between Islam and Christianity[footnoteRef:30]. By manipulating the Hertogh case, the nationalists wanted to show that they could challenge the British rule and they could become champion for Malay causes.  	 [26:  Ibid. p. 562.]  [27:  Ibid. p. 563. ]  [28:  Kwee See Guat, Christian-Muslim Relations in Singapore, p. 74.]  [29:  Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, Colonialism, Violence and Muslims, p. 20. ]  [30:  Nordin Hussin, Malay Press and Malay Politics, p. 570.] 


Implications
	The Hertogh riots reveal the complexity of Muslim-Christian interaction. This episode reveals that Muslim-Christian relations is not only about theology but involves multiple issues and stakeholders. On one level, the case is about a legal battle by two individuals of different religions for the custody of a child. On another level, the issue manifests at the religion level where there is a perception that Christians were trying to forcibly convert a Muslim into Christianity. The issue also confounds with political identity as the tension between the nationalists and colonialists was entangled with the Islam and Christianity religious identity. The episode also demonstrates that understanding interactions between Muslim and Christians do not only involve the believers but require consideration of other vested parties. The media plays a critical role in shaping the sentiment and perception of the population towards the case. The state and the nationalist also have vested interest as the British government tries to protect the right of its citizenry while the nationalists manipulated the religious conflict to advance its agenda. Hence, a comprehensive understanding of Muslim-Christian requires not only theological understanding, but consideration of multiple issues and perspectives. 
	This historical interaction has important implications for Muslim-Christian relations in Singapore. Cognisant of the potential destabilising effect of Islamic and Christian fundamentalism, the Singapore state pays close attention to Muslim-Christian relation[footnoteRef:31]. The Hertogh incident is frequently rehearsed to remind people about the potential danger of “ethnic-religious hostility involving Muslims and Christians”[footnoteRef:32]. For instance, when the government introduced the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill, the Hertogh riots was referenced during the parliamentary discussion[footnoteRef:33]. Further, knowing the tension that can arise from public court proceedings over issues of religious affairs, the state prefers to use cautions instead of public court to handle such cases[footnoteRef:34]. This shows that understanding contemporary Muslim-Christian relation requires consideration of the history of the interactions that shape the discourse.   [31:  Michael Hill, State of Unease, p. 10. ]  [32:  Ibid. p. 12.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 18. ]  [34:  Ibid. p. 18.] 
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