
TEA
Tea, teh, chai, cha… call it what you will, but tea is a big deal in many 
Asian cultures!
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Tea is so important to the Chinese, drinking it is considered an 
art! The traditional eight-step ceremony includes rinsing the 
pot, appreciating the appearance and smell of the tea leaves, 
pouring the water from a height, warming the cups, and then 
enjoying a perfectly brewed pot of tea at the end of it!

Tea is an important element of Arab 
culture, as Arabs are lovers of tea and 
coffee. Aside from having tea after each 
meal, Arabs also commonly serve tea to 
guests as a gesture of hospitality. Drinking 
their tea with dates is also a common 
occurence in Arab culture.

Influenced by the British, Eurasians in pre-
independence Singapore took part in many 
cultural practices that were quintessentially 
British. Afternoon tea was something that 
Eurasians in the past adopted and enjoyed 
during weekends. This was usually hosted at 
their homes, at clubs, or at hotels.

Almost all of Singapore’s ethnic communities have their own unique version of 
curry! Different Indian communities offer a variety of curries, from the Malayalee 
kadala (made from black chickpeas) to the Gujarati tindora (made from small ivy 
gourds). Over time, the Hainanese in Singapore also created their unique curry 
rice, comprising white rice smothered in curry gravy and accompanied by chicken 
or pork. Devil’s Curry is also an iconic ethnic dish in Eurasian culture. Uniquely, this 

version of curry uses soy sauce, vinegar, and lime juice. 

Sweet flavours in foods hold great significance in certain cultures. For 
example, during Chinese weddings the bride and groom eat glutinous 
rice balls served in syrup to assure sweetness and togetherness in 
marriage. Similarly, treats such as dates, rock sugar, and sugar-coated 
peanuts are given to guests during traditional Tamil weddings to signify 
their wish for sweetness in the newlyweds’ lives.

There are also certain sweet treats which are shared across all cultures. 
Pineapple tarts are a delicacy that is featured in key cultural celebrations 
like Chinese New Year, Hari Raya, and Deepavali. Similarly, there are 
Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Eurasian versions of the sugee cake, a 
dessert made primarily from semolina.

FOOD
If there is something we Singaporeans love, it is our local fare made up of 
different ethnic cuisines. In fact, many of the dishes that can be found in one 
culture are influenced by cuisines from other cultures – briyani, rendang, and 
sambal are just a few examples. 
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CURRY

SWEET TREATS

HERE ARE SOME DELIGHTS THAT WE ALL ENJOY!  

Eggs are a common symbolic ingredient in many important occasions such as 
weddings, coming-of-age ceremonies, and birthing rituals.

FOR STRENGTH

FOR LIFE

FOR 
FERTILITY

EGGS3

In Chinese culture, eggs are commonly served with rice vermicelli noodles and soup during the 
birthdays of parents and other respected elders to symbolise life. Eggs are also served to guests 
during Chinese post-natal celebrations. Dyed red for good luck, the eggs signify the renewal of 
life. Some people also perceive the shape of the eggs as associated with harmony and unity.

In Malay weddings, eggs take on both a decorative 
and symbolic role. After the solemnisation, bunga telur 
are given out to guests to symbolise fertility for the 
newlyweds. These hard-boiled eggs are usually placed 
in a cup along with sticky rice and a paper flower. When 
you attend a Malay wedding reception, look out for the 
pulut pahar that is placed on the wedding dais. This plant-
like decorative structure made of hard-boiled eggs also 
represents fertility, and is usually given to the mak andam 
(makeup artist) and bride’s family at the end of the day.

Traditionally, as part of a Tamil girl’s coming of 
age ceremony, she is fed a special week-long 
diet of raw or half-boiled eggs, sesame seed oil, 
urid dhal porridge steamed cakes and ulunthu 
vadai, molasses, and puttu. For most families 
it is important that the girl eats the raw or half-
boiled eggs over all seven days as it is believed 
to help keep up her strength.

CHA
Cha (Indian milk tea), sometimes known as masala tea, is well-
loved by the Indian community. It typically consists of black tea 
brewed with spices such as cloves, cardamom and cinnamon, 
but may also include fennel or black peppercorns; masala adds 
a particularly well-loved kick. Milk and sugar are then added. It 
is particularly enjoyed by the Punjabi Sikh community as well as
the broader Indian community. Often consumed during breakfast, it is also a very common drink 
at any Langaar (free community kitchen) in a Gurdwara (Sikh place of worship). One can also 
find this specially brewed tea in Indian food joints, especially Little India. 



Colours play an important role across many cultures and many cultural 
practices. Here are some ways they are significant in different communities.

Greenery galore! Plants are very much part of the many cultural 
occasions held in Singapore.

COLOURS

PLANTS & 
FLOWERS
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IN CHINESE CULTURE

For the Chinese, the colour red is a symbol of luck, life, and happiness. This is why red 
packets are given during Chinese New Year, as they symbolise a token of good wishes for 
the recipient. Colours are also significant in funerals, and are usually used to denote one’s 
relationship with the deceased by pinning small pieces of cloth to one’s clothing. 

IN INDIAN CULTURE

For Tamils, the colour black is generally avoided during festivities, auspicious occasions, 
and anything with religious significance, as it is believed to symbolise unhappiness. In 
Hinduism, the colour red can signify purity, for example, and saffron represents sacred and 
holy things. In Sikh culture, colours also play a role - the bride is traditionally dressed in red, 
while during the mehendi (henna) night, the dark colour is meant to symbolise the love of 
the couple and the love of the bride’s mother-in-law.

INDIAN 
CEREMONIES

Jasmine, known as mallipoo in 
Tamil, is used during festivals 
and auspicious occasions. It is 
also used when crafting flower 
garlands for important occasions 
such as weddings. For example,  
in the exchange of garlands 
between the bride and groom. 
Other garlands are used to 
honour important guests and also  
the deceased during funerals. 

During Chinese New Year, 
families decorate their homes 
with festive plants and flowers 
long associated with good 
fortune, growth, and prosperity, 
such as the kumquat plant 
that resembles a tree with an 
abundance of gold coins. 

Bunga rampai (a traditional 
fresh flower potpourri) is 
usually given out to guests 
after the solemnisation 
ceremony. Similarly, sireh dara 
and bunga mayang are floral 
arrangements that symbolise 
the chastity of the bride and are 
usually gifted to the bride by 
the groom’s family.

Weaving its way into different cultures, the use of string plays an important role in 
both Chinese and Indian occasions.
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If you have ever attended a Chinese 
funeral wake, you would likely have 
received a short piece of red string.  
This practice is generally believed 
to prevent wandering spirits from 
following you back, ensuring a 
“safe” journey home.

RED 
STRING

THALI
A thali is a necklace made of a simple 
yellow thread with beads. It is worn by 
a Tamil bride as a symbol of marriage. 
Women take great pride in their thali 
because it also symbolises a long and 
blissful life for their husband. Removing 
one’s thali is considered a bad omen.

MALAYALEE 
MUNDU
The Malayalee mundum neriyathum is  a 
traditional garment made up of two pieces 
of cloth. The piece draped around the hips 
- the mundu - serves a particularly unique  
purpose for Moplahs and other Malayalee  
Muslims. Their white mundus (dhotis) 
are held in place by a waist string. Small 
cylinders of metal containing texts from 
the Qur’an are attached to the waist string.

SHARED CULTURAL 
SYMBOLS

Within our respective communities, there is meaning and background 
to most things we do, eat and use. While many of our ethnic practices 

differ, there are still many aspects that are shared among different 
cultures. We are much more alike than we think!
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IN MALAY CULTURE

Green is a significant colour for the Malays as it is considered 
the Islamic colour. During Hari Raya, green packets are given 
out to children and teenagers who are still schooling, and 
green is also the colour of the leaves that wrap the ketupat 
and lontong (rice cakes), Also during Hari Raya, it is typical for 
families to dress in the same colour for the festive occasion.
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