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Openness to geopolitical flux

: remain engaged in Asia. This has
: directed policy and ongoing efforts,
: eveninto the present decade.
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s part of Singapore’s DNA

From being part of the British Empire, to
exiting it, to forming closer ties with the US,
Singapore has always had to stay attuned to
geopolitical shifts. Today is no different.

Simon Tay

For The Straits Times

Marking the 200th anniversary of
Stamford Raffles’landing in
Singapore is not only about
commemorating long-ago colonial
history. The occasion is also
opportune toreflect on Singapore’s
shifting geopolitical realities: How
itentered and thenexited the
British Empire into the turbulence
of the 20th century, and
Singapore’s move to engage more
deeplywith the United States
during the Cold War. Questions of
geopolitics, alliances, rivalry and
loyaltyare alive again amid current
Sino-American tensions. Great
Power playisbackwitha
vengeance and like it or not,
Singapore has to play this new
Great Game.

BRITISH EMPIRE

The broadest ambitions of empire
led to the “founding” of modern
Singapore by British East India
Company officials in1819. With the
end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815,
Britain could look beyond Europe
and bring new focus to ventures in
Asiaand the Americas. When
Raffleslanded, the British were yet
to consolidate their empire in India
and wage the Opium War against
China for full trade access. They did
not dominate the region.

The Dutch had come earlier and
built rich trade networks. Although
indecline, they had a strong base in
the East Indies - present-day
Indonesia - and when the Dutch
objected to the British factory
established in Singapore, it was not
clear that the initiative by Raffles
and other officials in Asia would be
retained.

The early and strong growth of
Singapore turned opinion in
London. Colonial powers sitting in
Europe agreed in the Anglo-Dutch
treaty of 1824 to carve out lines of
trade and spheres of influence in
Asia. Geopolitics was part of the
Singapore’s founding DNA.

EXITINGEMPIRE

By the 1960s, Singapore was no
longera colony asithad attaineda
rudiment of self-governance after
World War I1, but Britain’s

: fingerprint was still evident.

: Growingup in this era, you could

: feel the British presence continue,
: and notonly with their companies
i and goods. In the use of English,

¢ with the norm of “received

: pronunciation” and anideal of a

: plummy BBCaccent on television
: andradio. Scholars and those with
: means strived to get into United

¢ Kingdomuniversities, especially

¢ Oxfordand Cambridge.

After Singapore’s Independence

: in1965, Britainannounced plans in
: mid-1967to closeits military bases,
: toconsternation in the young

: Republic. The Singapore Armed

: Forces (SAF)was initsinfancy,and :
¢ relations with neighbours remained :
. tense, following Konfrontasiand !
: separation, while the Vietnam War
: wasalsoescalating.

The bases contributed over 20

! per cent to Singapore’s gross

: national productand employed

: 25,000 workers, At that juncture,

i theisland had little industry and

: depended mainly on the bases and
i theport. The pullout, finally set for  :
: 1971, would cause serious economic :
¢ impact. :

Singapore’s then Prime Minister

i Lee Kuan Yew pushed back -

: threatening togive a dockyard to

: theJapanese and disrupt British

: shipping. Mr Lee and then Minister
: for Finance Goh Keng Swee even

: went to London to take the issue to
i British political leaders, face to

: face,andrally broader support

i through televisionappearances.

: Their efforts were tolittle avail.

The Empire was exhausted from

: the war. London caughtworld

: attentionin the “Swinging 60s”

: with its fashion and music, butits
: economystruggled evenafter the
: sterling was devalued,and deep

: cutsinspending were needed,

¢ especially to military costs.

Yet steps to smooth the

: transition were offered. A softloan
. ofthe then considerable sum of

: £50 million was coughed up. Key

: British assets were transferred to

: Singapore without charge. That

¢ included naval bases that, when

: converted and commercialised,

¢ would lay the foundation for

: Singapore’s shipbuilding industry,
: from which today’s offshore and

i marine sector has evolved.

To ease security concerns, the

: United Kingdom brought into place
: the Five Power Defence

: Arrangements (FPDA), with

. Australiaand New Zealand

: together with Malaysia and

: Singapore. As the SAF geared up, a

: token contingent from these FPDA
: country forcesremained after the

i 1971deadline. The last British

: While Singapore

: consistently engaged the
: US, itneveragreedtoa

! treatyalliance. This has

i newrelevanceinthewake
: of the global financial

: crisisof 2008 and as the

: Donald Trump

i administration seemsto

: upturnrules by tweet, to

: ensure thatthe USremains
: "No.1".

: soldier left Singapore in March 1976
: andNew Zealanders continued

: rightupto1989. The FPDA,

: although it does not attract much

i attention, remainsin place and

: UK-Singapore relations today

: remain deep and strong, This is not
: onlyineconomic ties. There is

¢ speculation that the UK might be

: seekinga new military base in Asia,
: with Singapore cited as a possible

: location.

: GLOBAL ASSOCIATIONS

¢ Through the Empire, Singapore

: alsoinherited relationships with

¢ the far-flung and polyglot

: Commonwealth of former colonies.
i In1971, the same year as the British
: withdrawal, Singapore proudly

: hosted the Commonwealth Heads
¢ of Government Meeting (Chogm),
i the first such meeting tobe held

: outside London. This wasa

: landmark conference at the time

: for Singapore under a young PM

¢ Lee Kuan Yew, who emergedasa

¢ leading figure in the newly

¢ independent states.

:  Jumpto2018,and PM Lee Hsien
¢ Loong commemorated the

: Commonwealth inrecalling

: Singapore’s exit from the Empire:

: “The odds were against our

. survival, but we pulled through. We
: were deeplygrateful to the friends
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: who came to our helpin times of
: need, many of whom were in the
: Commonwealth.”

From the Commonwealth

: experience, Singapore developed

¢ the habitofbeing part of

: multilateral groupsand to bridge

: very different perspectives and

¢ seek consensus. The most

: immediate and proximate grouping
: towhich thisapplies is Asean,

: within our own region.

Singapore has also been active

i across distant geographies in

i diverse groupslike the Global

: Governance Group (3G) of smaller
¢ countries at the United Nations,

¢ Forum for East Asia-Latin America
: Cooperation and Alliance of Small

: Island States. Such multilateral

: practices runin parallel with the

¢ engagement of the Great Powers.

: STEPPING UP TIES WITH AMERICA

: Intoday’s world, the UK nolonger

: provides the dominant framework

: for global order; the US does.

¢ Singapore recognised this and

i started tostep up engagements

: with the US decades ago. :
Whenayoung Lee Kuan Yew first :

: visited the US as prime ministerin

i 1967 - the same year the British

: announced their withdrawal - he

: was received by the Lyndon B.

i Johnson administration as the

Vietnam conflict escalated. In the
1970s, Mr Lee developed a rapport
with the Nixon administration as
tiesopened up with China.

For decades, Mr Lee consistently
maintained that the US should

Evenas emphasis shifted to the

i US, the strategy of remaining

¢ engaged geopolitically grew from

: Singapore’sinitial experience in

: the British Empire: ingrained in the
i national psyche isa sense of our

: place asasmallentity ina dynamic
¢ and challenging region, and

i awarenessof the need toengage

: the emerging and great powers as

: global order shifts. That need

i continues today.

While Singapore consistently

: engaged the US, it neveragreedtoa
i treaty alliance. This has new

: relevance in the wake of the global

¢ financial crisis of 2008 and as the

i Donald Trump administration

¢ seems to upturn rules by tweet, to

i ensure that the US remains “No.1”.

Some ask what Singapore will do

¢ as Sino-American tensions rise and
: geopoliticsare shifting.

My own take on thisisthatasa

: country, Singapore did not exit the

i British Empire to become

¢ subjugated toan Americanworld or
i apotential future Chinese

: hegemony.

Singapore’s interests are not to

¢ permanently ally with one major

: poweroranother. The keyissue is
¢ notonly whom we work with, but
: what we work towards.

We uphold the importance of a

rules-based, international order

: and therefore are willing to work

i withlike-minded countries. Today,
¢ thatmustinclude notonly the USin
i the hope that astable policy can be

: found. We should also encourage

i efforts toaccommodate Chinaasa

: rising power.

Beyond these two great powers,

! itisincreasingly important to work
¢ with Asean, and others farther

: awaylike Japan, France and

¢ Germanyand other like-minded

: partners in Europe,and Canada -

¢ all those who supporta rules-based
¢ andinclusive order in Asiaand

: across the world.

Inthis, there can be something of

i areturn to the former colonial

: power, Britain. There is political
! disarrayatpresent over Brexit.

: Butpost Brexit,manyexpect the
: British to bring new focus to ties
i with Asiaand the restof the

¢ world. Engaging the UK can, in

¢ this context, be important not as

amatter of nostalgiabutasa

: forwardand outward looking
: relationship.

Singapore was established by the

: Britishand then exited the Empire
: atatime when the shifting flux of
i power was evident.

Today, as similar changes

i emerge, Singapore must be newly

¢ opennotonly to ties with the great

¢ powers but to broader cooperation
: and collective leadership with

i middle-sized and smaller states.

: Perhapseven more than the

¢ Englishlanguage or other

i elements that the British imprinted
: onmodern Singapore, this

: geopolitical sensibility isa key

i legacy.
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