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More challenging now to
Singapore’s foreign policy:

Leaders must persist in explaining nation’s
interests to public amid US-China rivalry
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It has become more challenging for
Singapore leaders to articulate the
country’s foreign policy interests -
and for society to understand them
— against the backdrop of sharpen-
ing geopolitical rivalry, said inter-
national affairs scholar Joseph
Liow on Tuesday.

It is right for Singapore not to
choose sides between the United
States and China, and to choose
only its national interests, he said.
But what exactly these interests
are in relation to the major powers
is no longer as evident as before,
and Singapore policymakers can-
not let up on efforts to explain the
issues to the public, Prof Liow said.

The dean of Nanyang Technolog-
ical University’s College of Human-
ities, Arts and Social Sciences was
speaking at the Institute of Policy
Studies’ (IPS) 13th IPS-Nathan
Lecture Series, on Navigating Un-
certainty: Our Region in an Age of
Flux.

It was the first lecture in a three-
part series examining the challeng-
es and dynamics that shape South-
east Asia, and the strategies that

Singapore can take in a rapidly
changing global environment.
Prof Liow is the 13th person ap-
pointed by IPS as its S R Nathan
Fellow for the Study of Singapore.
“The US and China are locked in
intense strategic competition that
grows sharper by the day,” he said.
Navigating this great power com-
petition is the foremost foreign
policy challenge today, he added.
Five paradigms can help observ-
ers understand the dynamics be-
hind US-China relations and their
trajectory going forward, he said.
The first is China’s rise, which
challenges the status quo and the
US’ hitherto dominance - what
scholars of international relations
call the “power transition theory”.
A second factor is a cycle of
heightened insecurities, rooted in
certain perceptions or mispercep-
tions of each other’s intentions.
“China’s assertiveness has made
smaller regional states feel less se-
cure, resulting in their efforts to
strengthen ties with the US. This
has in turn made China feel less se-
cure as Beijing accuses the US of
trying to contain it. We also see so-
mething of this dynamic in the Tai-
wan Strait,” Prof Liow added.
The other three paradigms shap-

ing US-China dynamics are ideol-
ogy and nationalism, domestic pol-
itics, and personality-driven poli-
cies. President Joe Biden has cast
the US-China rivalry as “democra-
cy versus autocracy”, while China
under President Xi Jinping is try-
ing to “restore the ideological foun-
dation of the country”, he said.

Against this backdrop of great
power rivalry, Prof Liow said that
Singapore will find itself increas-
ingly squeezed between the US
and China, and will need to pre-
pare for this growing pressure.

Singapore will need to maintain
good relations with both powers,
and strengthen its value proposi-
tion. It will also need to be sensitive
to increased scrutiny by the USand
China ofits choices, and stay ahead
of the geopolitical curve by being a
pathfinder of new domains in the
future economy and security envi-
ronment, he said.

Prof Liow added that even as Sin-
gapore will not choose sides but
will choose only its national inter-
ests, “the devil is in the detail” of
“what... our national interests are
as they relate to foreign policy to-
wards these two great powers”.

He said that in Singapore’s early
years post-independence, foreign
policy interests were clearly artic-
ulated by its leaders and accepted
by the vast majority of the popula-
tion, mostly without question.
However, the situation has become
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“more complex” today, he said.

Citing Singapore’s position on
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as an
example, Prof Liow said that “the
Government has spared no effort
in making its position very clear
and has gone to great lengths to ex-
plain it”,

“Yet I know there are still a con-
siderable number of Singaporeans
who are not entirely convinced,
and who persist in - if not, insist on
- viewing our position on the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war through US-China
lenses even though our opposition
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to the invasion has nothing to do
with our relationship with Wash-
ington or Beijing.”

Against this backdrop, “our lead-
ers and policymakers (need) to ex-
plain, educate, explain, educate,
and then explain some more, why
our foreign policy imperatives and
priorities are what they are. There
can be no letting up on this effort,
because it can no longer be as-
sumed that the logic behind what
our national interests are as they
relate to foreign policy is self-evi-
dent,” said Prof Liow.

During the question-and-answer
session, moderated by Associate
Professor Simon Tay, chairman of
the Singapore Institute of Interna-
tional Affairs, Prof Liow was asked
to comment on the implications of
the conflict between Israel and Ha-
mas for the US’ foreign policy out-
look and US-China rivalry.

“This conflict initiated by Hamas
is taking place at a very critical
time. We were looking at some sort
of reconfiguration of dynamics in
the Middle East,” said Prof Liow.

He added that the conflict raised
questions about whether there
would be a reconfiguration of these
shifting dynamics, and would com-
pel to some degree a reconfigura-
tion of American engagement and
deployment of resources towards
Israel, an ally.
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