Source: The Straits Times, pB4
Date: 2 October 2019

ANUS

National University
of Singapore

Singapore and HK - two
different tales of separation

Both ex-British colonies, but HK still trying to
find own identity, unlike Republic: Historian

Melody Zaccheus
Heritage and Community
Correspondent

Singapore and Hong Kong were
once British colonies. But unlike
Singapore, Hong Kong continues to
struggle to find its own identity,
said historian Wang Gungwu.

Part of the reason lies in Hong
Kong's deep historical connections
and reliance on China as a hinter-
land, even when it was a British
colony, said Professor Wang,
adding that the connectionissoen-
trenched that Hong Kongers find it
difficult to carve their own course.

Singapore’s history of separa-
tions, on the other hand, setiton a

very different path.

Prof Wang pointed out two such
separations. Singapore’s first sepa-
ration took place after the British ar-
rival in 1819, when they worked to
separate the island from the Malay
hinterland and the Dutch-con-
trolled archipelago.

The second took place in 1965
when Singapore left Malaysia and
became independent.

Prof Wang, 88, a renowned histo-
rian known, among other things, for
his scholarship on the history and
civilisation of China and South-east
Asia, was speaking at the Separa-
tions and Connections session yes-
terday, on the last day of the two-day
Singapore Bicentennial Conference.

He said the 1819 separation had

laid the foundations for 1965 and
Singapore’s eventual transforma-
tion into a global city.

The people of 1960s Singapore,
he noted, had unconsciously or sub-
consciously understood the bene-
fits of separation, and built on it.

“The people who managed Singa-
pore somehow managed to grasp
the idea that connecting with the
distant and separating from the
near was quite a good formula,”
ProfWangsaid.

Incontrast, Hong Kong had never
been truly separated from China,
even when it was administered by
the British.

“All the people in China were ac-
tively involved in Chinese affairs,
and China was actively involved in
Hong Kong affairs from 1840 right
down to the present.

“That connection was so close
that it is so difficult for Hong
Kongers today to try and seek and

find their own identity,” he said.

Hong Kong has been roiled in 17
straight weekends of protests over
what started out as anger at an ex-
tradition Bill, now withdrawn. It
would have allowed individuals, in-
cluding foreigners, to be sent to
mainland China to face trial.

When the British left Hong Kong
in 1997, the connection became
overwhelming, added Prof Wang.
“In the past, it was a connection be-
tween two worlds — a balance be-
tween connecting with China and
connecting with Britain.”

Meanwhile, in Singapore, the
British empire, in an effort to pay
for some of its adventures else-
where, tried toreconnect the island
with some of its neighbours in the
1860s, Prof Wang said.

But the development of “British
Malaya” was not entirely successful
as the British were preoccupied
withissues elsewhere.

Ultimately, British attempts tore-
connect Singapore with the Malay
world failed, said Prof Wang.

There are, however, downsides to
this history of separations for Singa-
pore, he added.

“Two centuries of separation
have developed a habit of mind
which makes it much easier for Sin-
gapore to connect with distant
places - the farther away, the bet-
ter - whereas connecting nearby is
somewhat less comfortable.”

Singapore, therefore, needs to
work on establishing stronger ties
with the region without losing its
distant connections and this, he be-
lieves, requires tremendous re-
thinking about connections and
separations.

“Reconnection is not impossible,
but it is a challenge being part of
South-east Asia, as a new nation in
the middle of 10 other nations, right
in the middle of something much
more complicated as the world
shrinks and the superpowers focus
on this part of the world.

“This challenge requires Singa-
pore to do both - to connect with
places far away to survive economi-
cally, politically and security-wise,
and unless it reconnects with the
neighbourhood, with the nearby
states, it will find it extremely diffi-
cult to face the next few decades.”
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S-E Asia must remain diverse
and multicultural, say academics

TeeZhuo

A future in which the South-east
Asian region is split in two, be-
tween rich elites and millions of the
poor, is the biggest fear of academic
Farish Ahmad-Noor.

The frightening picture he paints
isof a small cluster of cosmopolitan
“cafe latte-drinking, sushi-eating”
elites “swimming on a sea of 600
million poor South-east Asians”
who have no access to mobility.

Associate Professor Farish of the
S. Rajaratnam School of Interna-

tional Studies made the point during
a panel discussion on diversity and
identity on the final day of the Singa-
pore Bicentennial Conference.

Fellow panellist Brenda Yeoh, of
the National University of Singa-
pore, said families in the region are
now more diverse, with many Singa-
poreans marrying people from
nearby countries.

“We talk about South-east Asia as
though it's out there. Aren’t we in
South-east Asia, and isn’t South-
east Asia here, in us, with us?”

Agreeing, Prof Farish said he is a
Malaysian married to a Singa-

porean of Indonesian origin. But he
warned against seeing cross-bor-
der marriages as a panacea and re-
minded everyone that such mar-
riages are not just between elites.
“We do not celebrate these mar-
riages when they are among the
working classes,” he said. “That is
the kind of slippage, the silencing
that we need to be cautious about.”
Prof Farish said in his presenta-
tion that multiculturalism in the re-
gion was far richer before colonial-
ism, and pointed to the need to
adopt a regional, Asean identity
andembrace its complexity.

ial Conf

Professor Yeoh traced a history
of diversity in Singapore, even as
she noted possible reflections of
colonial attitudes in how Singapore
treats migrant workers.

The issues animated the audi-
ence, who raised points ranging
from “new colonialism” in the treat-
ment of marginalised groups to ten-
sions between a regional identity
andanational one,

The founder of the Brahm Centre
charity, Ms Angie Chew, pin-
pointed Singapore’s “new colonial”
attitude towards foreign maids and
LGBTQ, or lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and queer people.

She said: “If we are going to be in-
clusive... it is time we accepted
these people as they are, without
making them feel they are not good
enough for our society.”

Prof Yeoh, who in her presenta-
tion spoke of the “pride and preju-
dice” mentality of the colonialists
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that left little room for mixing,
asked if Singapore today may be ap-
proximating these attitudes.
Professor Kishore Mahbubani,
former dean of the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, noted an
“underlying optimism” in the
points made by the two panellists.
“In a world where multicultural-
ism is being challenged, how can
South-east Asia still remain opti-
mistic that it will be positive and
successful in this dimension?”
Replying, Prof Farish said he was
a pessimist who is also a realist:
“Stop harping on states and expect-
ing states to perform miracles.”
States, however powerful, cannot
compel their citizens tolove one an-
other, he said. “The state has to cre-
ateavenues forunderstanding, gen-
uine communication, ethical com-
munication,” he added.
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RIGHT STRATEGY

The people who
managed Singapore
somehow managed
tograsptheidea
thatconnecting
with thedistantand
separating from the
nearwasquitea
good formula.

HISTORIAN WANG GUNGWU, on
Singapore’s history of separations and
itsimpacton 1965,

BALANCING ACT

Two centuries of
separation have
developed a habit of
mind which makes it
much easier for
Singapore to
connectwithdistant
places-thefarther
away, the better -
whereasconnecting
nearbyis somewhat
less comfortable.
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PROFWANG, on the need for Singapore
toestablish stronger ties with the
region withoutlosing its distant
connections.

SENSEOF DETACHMENT

Wetalkabout
South-east Asiaas
thoughit's out
there. Aren'twein
South-east Asia,and
isn't South-east Asia
here, inus, withus?

NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF
SINGAPORE PROFESSOR BRENDA
YEOH, on how families in the region
were becoming more diverse.

REVISING HISTORY RESPONSIBLY

Some people have
asked meiflagree
with revisionist
history. All
historiansare
revisionists. That's
whatwe dowith new
interpretationsand
new materials. We
revise, butdoit
responsibly and
with intellectual
honesty.

b

HISTORIAN TAN TAIYONG, onhistory
and history writing changing with time.

Leftist leaders’ arrests key to S’pore’s 1963

Rei Kurohi

Without the arrests of left-wing
leaders in 1963 in Singapore, the Re-
public’'s merger with Malaya, Sabah
and Sarawak to form the Federa-
tion of Malaysia would not have hap-
pened, said historian Tan Tai Yong
yesterday.

The first prime minister of
Malaya and later Malaysia, Tunku
Abdul Rahman, was worried about
Singapore becoming a communist
“Cuba in his backyard” and so made
the arrests a “non-negotiable” con-
dition of Singapore’s entry into the
federation, said Professor Tan.

Prof Tan added that the People’s

Action Party (PAP) might have lost
power and not exist today if the
merger had not taken place.

He said: “It’s very easy now with
hindsight to say that this should not
have been done, but when people
were making decisions in 1963, or
1962, or 1961, they were faced with
stark options and had to decide
which was the best option to take.”

“This was a very fundamental de-
cision on what the future of Singa-
pore should look like: a left-leaning
communist or socialist kind of
model, or one that is open to con-
necting with the rest of the world,
one that is prepared to be part of a
larger federation embracing
Malaysian identity.”

Prof Tan, who is also the presi-
dent of Yale-NUS College, was on a
panel on the lasting impact of de-
colonisation on Singapore, on the
final day of the two-day Singapore
Bicentennial Conference.

He said Singapore’s merger with
Malaysia and subsequent separa-
tion was one major example of con-
testing visions and ideas in Singa-
pore’s history on what decolonisa-
tion should entail.

Ultimately, the decision to go
ahead with the merger was a com-
ing together of different interests
thatoverlapped.

This included the political inter-
ests of the PAP led by Singapore’s
first prime minister Lee Kuan Yew,

which was facing a “formidable foe”
in the form of the left-wing Barisan
Sosialis, and the interests of the
Tunku and the British leaders, who
wanted to contain the spread of
communism, Prof Tan said.

The panel discussion, on the
topic of contestations and choices,
was moderated by Mr Ho Kwon
Ping, executive chairman of
Banyan Tree Holdings, who said
the “great contest of ideas” contin-
ues today, and that understanding
the past can help one to better un-
derstand how to discuss the future.

The story that most Singaporeans
know of the Republic’s separation
from Malaysia - that it came as a
shock, suddenly and unexpectedly
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merger: Historian

~ is probably not historically accu-
rate, said Prof Tan. “The truth,
which has surfaced because we
now have access to new materials,
is that, from early 1964, there were
members of the Singapore Cabinet
who had already decided that it was
not working,” he added.

In response to a question on
whether Singapore can do more to
acknowledge the legacy of left-
wing politics, Prof Tan said history
and history writing both change
with time.

“The national narrative that
many of us grew up understanding
is not sufficient anymore. History is
more complex than that and, as
more research happens, we will see

amore nuanced approach.

“Some people have asked me if I
agree with revisionist history. All
historians are revisionists. That’s
what we do with new interpreta-
tions and new materials. We revise,
but do it responsibly and with intel-
lectual honesty,” he added.

Also on the panel was Princeton
University history professor Gyan
Prakash, who spoke more broadly
about the lasting global effects of
decolonisation, which produced a
“fundamental restructuring of the
world”, including the rise of the na-
tion state as the dominant basis for
understanding identity and rights.
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