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Singapore and its relations with a new South-east Asia

Feeling separate from its nearest hinterland, : _ ]
: over-extending north-westof India :

and connected to a more distant entity, was
part ofthe Singapore psyche. This now
needs rethinking as Singapore has to
strengthen connections with Asean.

Wang Gungwu

For The Straits Times

The day Singapore was separated
from Malaysia in1965 was for some
the end of the idea of Malaya. To
others, it was a cause for
celebration: Singapore was
independent. On Aug9,1965,
Singapore became a sovereign

of amerged entity with Malaysia.
Separation, as the episode came
tobe called, is traceable to the early
colonial history of Singapore. In
1819, English colonial traders setup
apostinSingapore, enabling the
East India Company in Calcutta to
connect more directly to the China
coasts. At that time, the established
empire was Chinaand therising
empire was British India.
Penangat the head of the
Malacca Straithad demonstrated
howvaluable the route was for
Indian opium and the tea trade of
China. Singapore provided an
invaluable connection.
Twentyyears later, the British
established the colonyof Hong
Kong and opened the treaty ports
in China. The imperial relationship
was reversed. The rising empire
was now more powerful and the

: colonyin Hong Kong together with
. treaty portslike Shanghai were its

: merchant garrisons. Hong Kong

: was directly connected to China

: andits Chinese residents saw how

. they could benefit from having a

¢ different operating systemin their
. country.

In contrast, from the

: administrations of Stamford

. Rafflesand William Farquhar to
: John Crawfurd, Singapore was

: separated from the larger Malay
nation, after about two yearsas part :

world controlled by the Dutch.
With the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of

: 1824, the British and the Dutch

: drewalineof separationin the

: Malacca Strait. That helped British
. country tradersand the East India
: Company tostrengthen their

: connection to China.

Many others benefited from the

: convenience and also used

. Singapore to develop local markets.
. But the emphasis was on the

: maritime links between the Indian
: Ocean and the South China Sea.

This was in part because the

British global empire was

: and competing with French and

: German challenges in Africaand

: the South Pacific. It wasleftlargely
: tolocalofficials and the merchant

¢ houses of Singapore to reconnect

: with the Malay world.

Some of their initiatives were

: very profitable but the overall

¢ relationship with the Malay states
: was never comfortable. Akey

: reason was that Singapore was

: linked to the China trade from the
. startand depended on its Chinese
: population to support its plans.

Thus therapidrise of the Chinese

: population was not accidental but
¢ was todowithimproving

: Singapore’s position with China.

: The British strengthened that

: connection by bringing Baba

: Chinese from Melaka to help them
: dealwith other Chinese already

. active in the neighbourhood,

: especially those who found it

: advantageous touse the colony’s

: freeportfacilities.

Theselocal Chinese, with help

: from the Melaka families favoured
. by the British, adapted successfully
: tothe emerging system. After the

: opening of China, large numbers of
: newcomers came to supply the

: labour force needed following the

: endofslavery. Mostused Singapore
: asthetransit port to the Malay
:  Afterthe1850s,when Hong Kong :
: and Shanghai dominated the China

: trade,Singapore’srole had to

: change.Itsought closerrelations

¢ with the Malay states and

: eventually became the effective

: capital of a confusing entity based
: onamixofdirect andindirect rule
: thatcame tobe called Malaya.

states and various parts of the

: Dutch Empire but many stayed in
: the colony.

i Thus, for the British, managing the :
: Chinese population in the colony
: wasalways important. A Chinese :
: protectorate had tobe established to :
. deal with the growing community.

By the turn of the 20th century,

: the problem was made more

. difficult when many became :
politically conscious. When SunYat :
: Senand his anti-Qing rebels were

. active, Singapore provided

: supporters for their revolution.

. Thatnationalism was now anissue
. ofpolitics and security.

Supplementing the record of

. what the British had achieved in

: thefirst100 years was Song Ong

: Siang’s1923 book on 100 years of

: the Chinese,alandmark storyof

' their multivarious involvementin
: Singapore’s development. It was

: alsoatime when these Chinese

. soughtabigger role in the city’s

: governance. For the British, they

. beganto realise that managing the
: Chinese was making the task of

. connecting with the Malay States
: more complicated.

It was in the British interest to

. encourage cooperation between

: Malaysand Chinese, but the

: long-term effect of Singapore’s

. separation from its hinterland was
. clearto the Japanese.

When they renamed it Shonan in

: 1942, theonlyplacegivena :
: Japanese name, they saw Singapore :
. island as the region’s imperial base.
: They sought the trust of the

: Malay-Indonesian world and

. helped the Indians to build the

. Indian National Army to liberate :
India from British rule. Butthey did :
. not trust the Chinese who saw them :
: astheenemyand were willing to

: fight them together with the

. British. Thus, although briefly, the

different local communities were

. furtherseparated.

The connections that the British
tried to establish from thelate 19th

. century did not work. After World
: Warll, the Malayan Union
: proposed was not acceptable and

: the Malayan Communist Party,

supported mainly by the Chinese,

: turnedagainst them.

Also, the Federation of Malaya

¢ was not the British Malaya that

: people in Singapore had hoped for.
: ToMalayleaders, that was always

: Tanah Melayu, Malay land. While

¢ the Malays needed to make

: concessions to other communities
. inorder togainthe country’s

: independence, theyrejected the

¢ connections with otherraces that

: characterised British Malaya.

In that context, the separation of

The hasty efforts to connect

: British Malaya to Greater Malaysia
: (Malayan peninsula, Singapore plus :
: North Borneo and Sarawak) were

: morelike improvisations and failed
: toovercome the disparate

¢ developments thathad made

: reconnecting difficult time and

: again.

What was remarkable, however,

: was that the generations of people
: inSingapore wholived through the
. efforts toreconnect seemed to

have grasped the idea that being

: connected to the distant and

: separate from the near was

: something they simplyhad tolearn
: todealwith.

To emphasise Singapore’s
distinctiveness, the Hong Kong
experienceisilluminating. Hong

: Kong’s close connections from the
. startwithits China hinterland had
: led to different kinds of

: adaptations. Itslargely Chinese

: population never stoppedbeing

: engagedinall of China’s affairs. It

: couldbe argued that they had

: balanced two systems under the

: shadow of China. Thus when the

: British left, that balance was lost

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

. and the China connection became
: overwhelming.

For Singapore, the opposite

: happened. Separating from the

: near had given the British full

: control of the China-British India

: relationship. By 1965, the people of
. Singapore had internalised the

. earlyimperial linkages. They set

. outtobuild on that heritage to seek
: itsplaceasaglobal city and turnits

. pluralsociety into aviable and

: prosperous state. This was summed
: upintheideaof “leapfrogging” the

: : region toreach world markets.

: 1965 should not have beenasurprise. :

There are now new challenges.
Twoare obvious. China had

learnt that neglecting its south had

resulted inits near-collapse.No

. longer divided and weak, it will not
. allowits coasts to be vulnerable

. again. It expectsits relationship

: with Singapore toreflect that

: understanding.

The other concerns therelations

: withanew South-east Asia from
. which Singapore cannot be

: separate.Singapore has torebuild
: connections with its Asean

: neighbours to enable that

. organisation to deal with the

: rivalries involving new great

: powers. Both challenges require
: much rethinking, notleast about
: how connecting and separating

. could be managed under these

. conditions.
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