
Singapore is simply 
a neighbour too far 
Singapore has every right to pursue her own agenda as she sees fit. We only hope 
that she will grant us a similar right to follow ours without screaming foul play at 
every opportunity, and imputing improper motives, writes TUNKU ABDUL AZIZ. 

INDIVIDUALS can , w i th in l i m -
its, determine w h o the i r ne igh-
bours should be. Nat ions, un-
fortunately, do not enjoy that 
luxury . As far as we are con -
ce rned , Singapore is a case in 
point. 

We m u s t concede that S inga-
pore has every r ight to pursue 
he r o w n agenda as she sees f i t . 
We can only hope that she w i l l 
g ran t us a s im i l a r r i gh t to fol-
l ow ours wi thout s c r eaming 
foul play at every opportunity , 
and impu t ing imprope r mo-
tives. 

Nei ther of us owes the other a 
l iv ing. We have no h idden 
agenda, and do not h a r b o u r or 
asp i re to any expansionist or 
t e r r i to r ia l ambit ions. I f we had 
wanted to h a n g on to wha t 
many o f us then cons idered an 
abominat ion , we w o u l d not 
have shown Singapore the 
door. 

Be ing sma l l is not a lways 
easy, especial ly w h e n y o u are 
t ry ing to f l ex your musc les a n d 
p u n c h above your weight. To be 
constantly r eminded that you 
are nothing more than a red 
dot on the face of the e a r t h as 
President B . J . Hab ib i of In-
dones ia once d id , somewhat i n -
seasitively, mus t have touched 
some very r a w nerves, espe-
cial ly for a country that c an jus -
tif iably c l a im a s t r ing of suc-
cesses on so many fronts. 

To us , S ingapore appears to 
behave too m u c h l ike an inse-
cure lover, foreyer d emand ing 
to k n o w h o w m u c h she i s loved. 
The l ack of conf idence is diffi-
cult to unde r s t and w h e n she is 
not wi thout ample assets her-
self, for the entire w o r l d to see. 
The insat iable crav ing for 
pra ise a n d adorat ion w o u l d 
point to some f law in the nat ion-
a l character , but this we k n o w 
cannot be the case because, the 
affairs o f Singapore are in the 
hands of highly capable a n d ra-
t ional m e n and women . 

To say that Ma lays are env i -
ous o f he r good fortune is an 
absolute misrepresentat ion. As 
a Malay, I k n o w that my race 
entertains no such resentment . 
The same goes, I am sure , for 
other Ma lays ians . We ho ld S i n -
gapore up as a ro le m o d e l w o r -
thy of emula t i on in m a n y im-
por tant areas of na t i ona l life. I 
mus t admit , though, we f ind 
her app roach to our concerns a 

trif le mercenary , legal ist ic and 
c l in i ca l . We believe a l itt le hu-
m a n touch a n d love w i l l not go 
amiss , a n d c a n soften the h a r d -
est of attitudes. 

I am on r e co rd as be ing a 
great a d m i r e r o f Lee K u a n Yew, 
the M in i s t e r Mentor . He has 
been, and cont inues to be, my 
insp i ra t ion in the f ight against 
co r rup t i on , and for e th ica l p r i -
vate a n d publ i c behaviour . The 
highest point of my life as an 
ant i - cor rupt ion activist was 
w h e n I succeeded, after 
months o f exhaust ive effort, in 
honour ing Lee in S ingapore on 
his 80th b i r thday by present ing 
Transparency Internat ional 
Malays ia 's Internat ional In-
tegrity Meda l . 

I have spent the last 1.0 years 
te l l ing the w o r l d h o w one 
man ' s ab id ing avers ion for c o r -
rup t i on a n d everyth ing to do 
w i t h it has t rans fo rmed a once 
c o r r u p t co lon ia l backwa te r in-
to a m u c h a d m i r e d " Is land of 
Integrity". I men t i on this as a 
w a y of showing that m a n y peo-
ple I k n o w we l l in every s t ra ta 
o f M a l a y society honour Lee for 
his pe r sona l integr i ty a n d h i gh 
ethical s tandards. There fore , i t 
i s m o r e in s o r r o w than anger 
that I touch on this subject in 
this co lumn. 

Singapore i s not an u n k n o w n 
quant i ty to us in Ma lays i a . She 
is in a sense of us , but not pa r t 
o f us. The h is to r i ca l ties that 
are supposed to u n d e r p i n our 

re lat ions amount to no th ing 
a n d to v i ew t h e m th rough 
rose-t inted spectacles wou ld 
distort even f u r t h e r a re la t ion-
ship that has never been 
k n o w n for its convergence o f 
v iews even on the most pedes-
t r i an o f issues. Rather , i t has a l l 
the mak ings a n d attr ibutes of a 
potent ia l ly pro t rac ted a n d ac-
r imon ious future. 

We cannot be cont inual ly dis-
tracted by hav ing to put out one 
d ip lomat ic , a n d not so d ip lo-
mat ic , f i re after another. There 
are far better things to do in our 
country for the benefit of o u r 
people. 

T h e late T u n k u A b d u l R a h -
m a n , w i t h impeccable in tu -
i t ion, read the situation we l l 
w h e n he dec ided that M a l a y s i a 
h a d h a d enough o f S ingapore , 
incessant ly a n d nois i ly ba rk ing 
a n d snapp ing at the heel . 

I n o u r deal ings w i t h S inga -
pore , we cannot take h e r at 
face value. Let us disabuse our-
selves qu ick ly of the no t i on that 
sent iments a n d goodwi l l w i l l 
cut any ice w i t h her . We have to 
adopt an equal ly co ld , c l in i ca l 
a n d legal ist ic approach , as they 
do. How often have we ended 
up d r a w i n g the short s t raw in 
our negotiations w i t h S inga-
pore? The most unforgettable 
was undoubted ly the M S A 
(Malaysia-Singapore A i r l ine ) 
divorce f r om w h i c h we came 
away w i t h no th ing t o w r i t e 
home about. 

S ingapore has always made 
i t c lear that she has no t ime for 
sent imenta l nonsense, a n d op-
erates s imply on the basis of ex-
act ing the m a x i m u m advan -
tage she can wang le put o f any 
dea l , no mat ter what . 

Based on our past e xpe r i -
ence w i t h her , a n d in o rde r to 
avo id unnecessary unpleasant -
ness, s u c h as be ing accused o f 
bu l l y ing a s m a l l ne ighbour a n d 
o f o ther un fa i r a n d malevolent 
behav iour , we shou ld , as far as 
possible, leave S ingapore c o m -
pletely alone. 

She is a ne i ghbour too far , 
w i t h apologies to A Bridge Too 
Far. It has become apparent 
that i t i s s imp ly not w o r t h the 
effort to cult ivate this uncu l -
tivable ne ighbour . You cannot 
ever be r i gh t w i t h he r because 
she i s n e v e r w r o n g . W i n n i n g 
some a n d los ing some is not 
someth ing that sits we l l w i t h 
her. W i n n e r s take a l l is a strat-
egy that appears to be we l l en-
t renched in Singapore 's na -
t ional psyche. 

Our relations w i th a ne igh-
bour , such as S ingapore , w i th 
her propensi ty for, a n d un-
seemly preoccupat ion w i th , 
s co r ing a debat ing point or two 
a t every t u r n must be c i r c u m -
scr ibed by the most f o rma l and 
correct behaviour. It is c lear 
that wh i l e we cannot avoid l iv-
ing next doo r to each other, we 
shou ld lead separate lives, tak-
ing noth ing f r om Singapore 
that is not r ightful ly ours , and , 
in t u r n , give he r no th ing that i s 
not due to her. 

Th is pol icy o f m i n i m u m en-
gagement is the secret of 
peaceful accommodat ion . We 
shou ld m a k e our pos i t ion en-
t ire ly c l ear so that there is no 
m i sunde rs tand ing o f whe r e we 
stand as a ne ighbour. We k n o w 
where they stand, a n d we as a 
peaceful people mus t never be 
lu l l ed into a false sense of s ecu-
r i ty because Singapore has 
never t r i ed to concea l its ab id -
i n g fa i th in the doctr ine o f 
pre -empt ion in a l l h e r business. 
deal ings. 

• The writer is a former 
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now special adviser to the 
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