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of Singapore

China’s perception of
Singapore: 4 areas
of misunderstanding

What China misunderstands about
Singapore is that: Singapore is not a Chinese
country despite having a majority-Chinese
population; Singapore values a united Asean;
Singapore is not a US ally but wants to be
friends with all major powers; and

Singapore has the world view ofa

small country.

Singapore believes that
disputes between states
should be settled
peacefully, without resort
toforce orintimidation.
Webelieve in the primacy
of negotiations. However,
when negotiations fail, we
believe that disputes
should bereferred to
conciliation, arbitrationor
adjudicationand notbe
allowed to fester.
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For The Straits Times

: Relations between Singapore and

: China areunique. There isno other
: countryin theworldwitha

: population in which the majority

¢ areethnic Chinese. Taiwan is not

: comparable becauseitisnota

: sovereign and independent

¢ country. Hong Kongis legally part

¢ of the People’s Republic of China,

: ASSET AND LIABILITY

¢ The fact that the majority of

: Singaporeansare ethnic Chinese is
: bothan assetand a liability in the

: bilateral relations between

¢ Singapore and China.Itisan asset

: because we speak the same

¢ language and use the same script,

: eatsimilar food and share some

: common values on education,

: family, theindividual and the state,
: rightsand responsibility, etc.

Itis, however, also aliability

: because it hasgivenrise to

: unreasonable expectations on the
: partof Chinatowards Singapore.
: Many friends in Chinamistakenly
: perceive Singapore asa Chinese

: nation, describingusas “kith and

: kin”. They feel thatsince

: Singaporeans are fellow Chinese, we
i should have abetter understanding
: of China’s policies than the other

: Asean countries. They also expect
: Singapore tosupport China’s

: policies. I believe thatthisis one

¢ source of misunderstanding

: betweenus. Chinahasto

: understand that Singaporeisa

¢ multiracialand nota Chinese

¢ nation. Further,asasovereignand
: independent country, Singapore’s
* interestsare not alwayssimilar to
: those of China.

: SINGAPORE'S COMMITMENT
: TOASEAN
¢ Another possible source of

: misunderstanding between

: Singapore and China is Singapore’s
: commitmentto Asean. :
:  Singaporeislocatedin South-east :
i Asia.Singapore’sdestinyistiedto
: the destiny of our region. We want
: ourregion to be peaceful, stable

i and prosperous. We want the

i countries of theregion to integrate
: their economiesand to gradually

: become one community. Asean

: hasplayedan indispensablerole

. inthisjourney. Singapore is

: therefore deeply committed to

. Asean, toits effectiveness, unity

: and centrality. :
:  Anyattempt toundermine Asean :
: unity would be regarded by :
. Singapore asathreat toitsnational
: interest. This pointisnot

: hypothetical butreal. Singapore

: wouldlike Asean to be united and

¢ tobe able to speak with one voice

. onanyimportant question,

i including the South ChinaSea.

RELATIONS WITH MAJOR POWERS

: Athirdsource of misunderstanding :
: between Singapore and Chinais :
. over Singapore’s foreign policy.

: Singapore’s foreign policy is to

: pursuean independent course and
: nottobeallied to any major power.
: ItisSingapore’sambition to be

. close to each of the major powers,

i including the United States, China,
. India,Japan and Europe.

Astensions haverisen between

: Chinaand the United States, itis

. increasingly difficult fora country
. like Singapore, whichis on good :
: termswith both, tostay neutraland :
: notbe forced to choosesides. Some :
: of myfriendsin Chinaare not :
¢ happy with the warmrelations
: whichSingapore enjoys with :
: Washington. They have mistakenly :
: accused Singapore of beingaUS :
: allyand of siding with the US

: against China. :
:  Thetruthis that Singapore enjoys :
: warmrelationswith both :
: Washingtonand Beijing.

Singaporeisnota US ally. If

¢ Singapore were aUS ally, we could
: nothave broken ranks with the US
i and beamong the first tojoin the

: Asian Infrastructure Investment

i Bank.Nor would Singapore be so

: proactive in supporting China’s

i One Belt One Road Initiative.

: Singapore and China have just

i embarked on the third iconic

: government-to-government

: project, centred on Chongging.

These are not theactions ofa

i USallybutagood friend and

: partner of China. Ever since Deng

: Xiaoping’s paradigm shift to open

¢ the Chinese economy to the world,
. Singapore hasactively supported

: China’s efforts to build its economy
: and tomodernise. Singapore is

. today China’slargest foreign

! investor.

. DIFFERENT WORLD VIEWS

: Thereisafourth possible source of
i misunderstanding between

: Singapore and China. We have

i different world views. Chinaisabig !
: countryand has the world view of a
i big country. Singapore is a small

: countryand has the world view of a
i small country. The two are quite

: different. Let me explain.

Singapore, like other small

: countries, wantstoliveinaworld

i whichisgoverned bylaws, rules and
¢ principlesand not by might or by

i force. We therefore supporta

: rules-based world order and the

: multilateral institutions which

: upholdit, such asthe United

i Nations, World Trade Organisation,
¢ International Civil Aviation

¢ Organisation, International

¢ Maritime Organisation, United

i Nations Environment Programme

i and International Court of Justice.

Singapore supports the rule of law

¢ inthe world. To small countries,

¢ international law is botha shield and
i asword. We wouldlike disputes

: between states tobe settledin

i accordance withinternational law.
: Inthe case of the South ChinaSea,

: wewouldlikeall states to actin

¢ accordance with the UN Convention
: onthe Lawofthe Sea.

Singapore believes that disputes

. betweenstatesshould be settled

: peacefully, without resort to force
i orintimidation. We believe in the

: primacy of negotiations. However,
: whennegotiations fail, we believe
. thatdisputes should be referred to
¢ conciliation, arbitration or

¢ adjudication and not be allowed to
: fester.

I'suspect that, as a major power,

: China’sworld view would be quite
¢ different from that of Singapore. It
: isimportant for each side to

: understand the worldviewof the ~ :
: other. Otherwise, Chinawould not :
: understand why Singapore

. attaches so much importance to
! international law and to binding

: third-party dispute settlement.

: 26 YEARS OF DIPLOMATIC TIES
¢ In1990,1led the Singapore
i delegation which negotiated an

: agreement with China for the

i establishment of diplomatic

: relations between Singapore and

¢ ChinaonOct3 thatyear. Minister
¢ Xu Dunxin was the leader of the

¢ Chinese delegation. Looking back
. over thepast26years, lamvery

¢ happy that our bilateral relations

¢ have expanded so muchin every

i field. Ibelieve that the friendship

¢ between our two countries will

i continue to strengthenin the

: comingyears.

We should, however, try to avoid

i misunderstanding each other. It is
i inthis spirit that Ihave discussed

: the four possible sources of

: misunderstanding between us.
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® Thewriteris the chairman of the

i Board of Governors, Centre for
i International Law, National University
: of Singapore.
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