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Some questions:

Who was Mr Lee Choon Seng (LCS, 1886-1966)?

What did LCS do during his lifetime? Legacy?

Is LCS still important to us today?



Let’s ask chatgpt: Who is LCS？
“Lee Choon Seng (李俊承; 1888 – 5 June 1966) was a prominent 
Singaporean Chinese businessman, philanthropist, and community 
leader in the early to mid-20th century. He was born in Fujian Province, 
China and later settled in Singapore, where he built successful 
commercial interests including companies and rubber plantations. 

Lee played key roles in the local Chinese business community, serving in 
leadership positions such as president of the Singapore Chinese Chamber 
of Commerce, and he helped promote the development of Chinese 
banking by advocating the merger that formed the Oversea-Chinese 
Banking Corporation (OCBC), later becoming one of its directors. 



Who is LCS？
A devoted Buddhist, he was instrumental in establishing major Buddhist 
organisations and institutions in Singapore, including the Singapore 
Buddhist Lodge, the Singapore Buddhist Federation, and the Poh Ern Shih 
Temple—the latter built as a “Temple of Thanksgiving” to commemorate 
those who died in World War II. 

Lee also supported Sun Yat-Sen’s revolutionary movement and efforts in 
China, and he was recognised for his philanthropy and leadership within 
the Hokkien community. ”



Lee Choon Seng (1888-1966) 

Lee Choon Seng was a visionary leader in Singapore’s Chinese community, 
recognised for his contributions to banking, commerce and philanthropy. He 
supported Sun Yat Sen’s revolutionary movement and helped preserve Wan 
Qing Yuan, now Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall. 

As a key figure in establishing Oversea-Chinese Banking Corporation, he 
strengthened financial resources for Chinese businesses. He also served as 
president of Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 

A devout Buddhist, Lee founded Singapore Buddhist Federation, uniting 
Buddhist communities and promoting charitable causes. Lesser known was 
his passion for poetry, which often depicted his personal spiritual journey. 
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Outline:

• Historical setting: Early Chinese immigrate society in Singapore
• Biographical study approach: Analytical framework and various “lens”
• Lee Choon Seng: His Life and legacy
• Crossing boundaries: 
• Conclusion:



A Place of Hope: Singapore 1819 onwards

 Free port policy: 

 Entrepot trade:

 Economic development:

 regional network:

 Labor market:



Historical forces: 
The Push  — Pull factors 

Two geographical locations: Home 
country — host country





The Formation of the Chinese Communities in Singapore
19 - early 20 century

 Merchant without Empire

 Social structure: 
kinship, dialect groups, clan associations
Occupational-link

 Religion: binding force among newcomers

 From sojourners to settlers: After WWII



Four Pillars of the Chinese Communities

 Huiguan: clan and native place associations

 Chinese Schools: 

 Chinese newspapers: 

 Chinese Temple:



 Practical needs of the migrants: 

 Chinese custom, death, worship and festival
 Job
 Education

 Functions (Social welfare): 

 Ancestral worship and worship of Gods
 Observance of Seasonal Festivals
 Helping Destitute members
 Legalization of marriage and promotion of 
education

China—Nanyang Overseas Chinese Communities

Traditional 
four social 
classes
(士农工商)

• Scholar
• Farmer
• Artisan
• merchant 

hierarchy

Overseas
(商士农工)

• Scholar
• Farmer
• Artisan
• Merchant

Community 
leaders:
Economic, social 
and cultural 
capital 



Biographical study approach

1. Family Background and Early Life: Siblings and Kinship Networks
2. Education and Intellectual Formation
3. Business Career and Economic Contributions
4. Roles in Chinese Community: Business Organisation, Religious 

Leadership and Cultural Responsibilities/Contributions
5. Legacy and Historical Significance



Some reflections:

• How did family and migration shape his worldview and opportunities?
• How did kinship networks support or amplify his economic and social mobility?
• How did historical events influence his choices?
• How did he use institutions to extend personal influence?
• Why did his actions matter beyond his lifetime?

James David Barber’s active-passive theory (1972)

Character: How they view themselves (e.g., self-esteem).
Worldview: Their primary, politically relevant beliefs, including their conceptions of social causality, human nature, 
and the central moral conflicts of their time.
Style: How they act in the office—speaking, interacting with officials, and managing the workload.



The Three Forms of Capital (Bourdieu)

Economic Capital: Refers directly to command over economic 
resources, such as money, assets, and property. It is immediately 
convertible into money and crucial for acquiring other types of 
capital. 

Social Capital: Comprises the resources available through social 
networks and relationships, including memberships in groups, 
professional connections, and "connections" or "favors". These 
networks are often based on mutual recognition and can be 
converted into economic capital. 

Cultural Capital: Includes non-financial social assets that promote 
social mobility, such as education, cultural knowledge, and skills. 
It exists in three forms:
Embodied: Personal dispositions, knowledge, and skills acquired 
through socialization (e.g., accent, mannerisms). 
Objectified: Physical cultural goods (e.g., books, art, tools). 
Institutionalized: Formal recognition of cultural capital, such as 
educational qualifications or academic credentials.



Available sources?
• Archival records: UK, NAS, Arkib Negara Malaysia, KMT, Japan etc
• NewspaperSG: local English and Chinese newspapers
• Academic research papers:
• Commemorative magazine articles on LCS:
• Publications: 
• Oral histories and memoirs:
• Photographs: Reference: HO 334/270/7271

Description: Naturalisation Certificate: 
Choon Seng Lee. From China. 
Resident in Singapore. 
Certificate O7271 issued 17 
June 1952.

Date: 1952 June 17

Held by: The National Archives, Kew

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/a/A13530124


Lee Choon Seng: Family background

Mr. Lee Choon Seng (李俊承, 1888-1966), was a prominent 
businessman, philanthropist and Hokkien community leader in 
Singapore. 

Lee Choon Seng was born in Yong Chun County, Fuji Province, China (中
国福建省永春县五里街仰贤村) 

At the age of 7, he received a good education since childhood (私塾)。

Diligent and studious, good at observation, serious in doing things, 
paying attention to integrity.



Journey to Nanyang

At the age of 17, he came to Negeri Sembilan, Malaya and got involved as a 
wholesaler in provisions following in his father's (Mr. Lee Lip Chai) footsteps. 

He then went to Singapore to expand the family business, founding several 
companies such as Thye Hin 太兴 Pte. Co. Ltd, Eng Hin 永兴 Company, Thye
Hong 泰丰 Biscuit Co. Ltd, Thye Ann Investment Co. Ltd., Popular Aerated 
Water and also got involved as a rubber planter.

Over the time, he became a successful businessman and community leader in 
Singapore.



Roles in Chinese Community
Lee also held leadership roles in various Chinese community organisations:

• United Chinese Library Vice Chairman (1926-1927)
• President of Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce (1931-1932)
• President of Ee Hoe Hean Club (1935)
• President of Singapore Buddhist Federation (1949-1952)
• Managing Director of Ho Hong Bank (1931)
• Vice-Chairman (1938-1964) of OCBC
• Managing Director of OCBC during the Japanese Occupation (1943-1945)
• Chairman of Oversea-Chinese Banking Corporation Limited (1965-1966). 
• Member of the Nanyang University Council but resigned in 1964 due to old age.



A banker
Chinese banking landscape in Singapore:

• 1903-1914: Kwong Yik Banking Company Limited
• 1906: Sze Hai Tong Banking & Insurance Company Limited
• 1912: Chinese Commercial Bank
• 1917: Ho Hong Bank 
• 1919:Oversea-Chinese Bank
• (1932 to form the Oversea-Chinese Banking Corporation)
• 1920: Lee Wah Bank 
• 1935: UOB

杨妍 YANG YAN, CRISES AND CHANGES: THE DEVELOPMENT OF OVERSEAS CHINESE BANKS IN SINGAPORE 
DURING 1903-1945, NUS CHINESE DEPARTMENT MA THESIS, 2013.



LCS and SCCCI (1931-1933)
• The President of the Chamber is the leader of the organisation. 
• He represents the Chamber and is responsible for consolidating the 

various opinions of the Council Members, for making decisions, and for 
supervising and implementing the decisions made by the Council, and 
must be accountable to all members at the Annual General Meetings.

Who can be elected as the Chamber’s President? 
• He has to possess the characteristics of a leader of the community, 

namely talent, wisdom, acumen and eminence. 
• In other words, the President should be morally upright, have business 

acumen, give back to society, and have good economic and social 
standing.



LCS and SCCCI (1933-1933)



LCS and SCCCI (1931-1933)



Economic aspect: jobs (The Great Depression of 1929)



Humanity support to China



On Education & Culture: Hua Chong High 

• 21 March 1919

• 1928-1929

• 1932

The significance of HCH



LCS and  Wan Qing Yuan:1937



LCS and  Wan Qing Yuan:



LCS and his poetry collection
• The foreword strongly reflects 

Lee Choon Seng’s Buddhist 
worldview, especially the unity 
of poetry, meditation, and 
moral self-cultivation.

• As for myself, though my life 
has been filled with 
responsibilities and external 
affairs, I have still tried to 
preserve a measure of inward 
calm. Even amid danger and 
hardship, I have been able to 
steady myself, and this, I 
believe, is no small debt owed 
to meditation and poetry.



Modern – Traditional culture



The Singapore Buddhist Lodge 新加坡佛教居士林

17-19 Kim Yam Road

It was founded in 1934, funded by 100 
philanthropists (including LCS)

It is one of the oldest charities in 
Singapore, to promote Buddhist 
education, charitable work (free meals, 
TCM, professional counselling and 
advisory services)



Singapore Buddhist Federation 新加坡佛教总会

On 31 July 1949, LCS invited leaders from Buddhist temples in 
Singapore to discuss the formation of a federation to unite the 
Buddhist community.

At the inaugural meeting of the SBF on 12 February 1950 at the 
Singapore Buddhist Lodge, Lee highlighted five guiding 
objectives of the SBF —

to promote world peace, propagate the Dharma, expand 
Buddhist education (Maha Bodhi School/ Manjusri Secondary 
School), carry out welfare activities, and improve the quality of 
the Sangha.

Jack Chia, https://culturepaedia.singaporeccc.org.sg/social-practices/religions-faith/singapore-buddhist-
federation/

59 Lor 24A Geylang



佛教總會昨舉行複選會李俊承蟬聯主席將廣播佛學與世界和平

星洲日报 (Sin Chew Jit Poh), 5 March 1952, Page 6



Poh Ern Shih  Singapore 新加坡九华山报恩寺
Established in 1954 by LCS, Poh Ern Shih started off as a modest, 
single storey temple, and was one of the few Chinese Mahayana 
temples in Singapore dedicated to the Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva.

The Buddhist temple was built as a memorial to those who lost 
their lives during the Battle of Pasir Panjang in 1942, villagers as 
well as Allied and Japanese soldiers. The temple's first abbot, 
Sumangalo, an American Theravadin monk, was the first 
Westerner to be appointed abbot of a Buddhist temple in 
Singapore.

https://www.pohernshih.sg/
9 Chwee Chian Road



Crossing boundaries:

• Geographically: China – British Malay 
• Different businesses: 
• East and West: 
• Good relationship with the British government, China and local Chinese 

community.
• In 1938, Lee Choon Seng made donation to restore a Chinese Temple in Sarnath, 

India (built in Tang Dynasty): China and India diplomatic ties
• Lived through various eras: Political identity shifting

Qing – Republican – British colonial – Japanese occupation –
self governance – Merger – SG independence

MALAYAN CHINESE GIVES INDIAN 
TEMPLE
The Straits Times  19 February 1939  



Conclusion: Prosperity with purpose

1. A businessman who saw wealth as responsibility, and gave 
back to society

2. Beyond a banker: Architect behind OCBC
3. Trusted across dialect and political lines
4. The Confucian merchant-scholar ideal
5. A bridge between commerce, culture (文商关系), humanity 

and compassion



• A model of values-driven success: making money with a moral compass. 
He treated wealth as a responsibility, not an entitlement—an idea that resonates strongly with younger 
Singaporeans who care about purpose, ethics, and social impact.

• Early example of social entrepreneurship
Long before the term existed, Lee practised what we now call social entrepreneurship. 
He reinvested business success into education, religious institutions, welfare, and community building. 
For young people interested in sustainability, NGOs, or mission-driven work, his life shows that business 
and social good don’t have to be opposites.

• A bridge-builder in a divided world
Lee moved comfortably across commerce, culture, religion, and politics, and earned trust across dialect 
groups and institutions. 
In today’s diverse society, his ability to build consensus and cooperation offers a powerful lesson in leadership.

• A humane response to trauma and conflict
His founding of Poh Ern Shih after the Japanese Occupation
focused on gratitude, remembrance, and reconciliation rather than anger
speaks directly to modern conversations about healing, mental resilience, and post-conflict memory. 
This approach feels especially relevant to younger generations navigating global uncertainty.

• A reminder of Singapore’s early pioneers
A community leader who shaped civil society from the ground up. 
His story helps younger Singaporeans see that nation-building also came from merchants, volunteers, and cultural 

leaders

Conclusion: LCS’ legacy



$32,000 FOR RAID RELIEF
The Straits Budget, 9 January 1941, Page 18



Appeal To Make Vesak Day Holiday
Malaya Tribune, 2 May 1950, Page 8



$10,000 GIFT TO VARSITY FUND
The Straits Times, 16 July 1949, Page 1

星李俊承慨捐泛馬永春聯會獎學金五千元
南洋商报 (Nanyang Siang Pau), 21 October 1960, Page 11



Leading S'ore banker Lee dies at 82
The Straits Times, 6 June 1966, Page 5



• Academia
• Commerce
• Literary Arts
• Media
• Performing Arts
• Visual Arts



Thank you!

Q & A
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Thank You!
For more enquiries, reach out to us.

Help us improve. Your feedback means a lot!

Programme: LCS
Date: 11 Feb 2026
Time: 2pm

askalib@nus.edu.sgFAQ / E-formhttps://nus.edu/NUSL-RU

mailto:askalib@nus.edu.sg
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