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INTRODUCTION

Takashi Shiraishi

This book considers Malaysia-Singapore relations from a range of disciplinary
perspectives. The chapters on history, politics, regional security, law, and
economics collectively aim at a multidimensional study that seeks to convey
the density and complexity of connections “across the Causeway”.

But this book also demonstrates the fact that the challenges of undertaking
such a project are not confined to soliciting and assembling contributions
from scholars in the field. The fraught legacy of historical entanglement,
political union, and subsequent separation not only continues to cast a shadow
over ongoing transactions and negotiations between the two countries, it
also imposes burdens on scholars of Malaysia-Singapore relations. Politics
is in part a matter of language, or to be more precise, loaded language.
The Singaporean leadership’s call for “meritocracy” was taken by the Malay
leadership as an attack on the political entitlements of Malays. Lee Kuan
Yew is often described as “assertive” and “temperamental”; economic success
is said to have made Singaporeans “condescending” towards Malaysians,
Accounts of what happened (or is happening) between Malaysia and Singapore
— whether advanced by the political actors themselves or by witnesses or
by those whose lives are affected by events and their consequences — thus
encode standpoints and carry emotional overtones that may provoke positive
or negative responses far in excess of their literal meanings. While scholarship
strives to maintain critical distance from these accounts, it can only do so
by working within, rather than outside of, language. If to write at all is to
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the soil) policy anchored in a communally-organized alliance/national front
system. Singapore’s multi-ethnic and multi-religious People’s Action Party
draws heavily on the discourse of meritocracy and citizenship. The success
of these two competing models of politics is at once the point of divergence
and the principal sore point of contention between the two. Because both
formulas worked, competition between these two models cannot be resolved
in favour of moral judgments or the simple assertion of the superiority of
one system over the other.

Third, the mirror in which Malaysians and Singaporeans have viewed
themselves and each other was not only created out of the tumultuous history
of contact, union, and separation between Singapore and Malaysia, but out
of the personal, remembered experiences of their leaders, in part because in
no other country has the decisions and actions of so few leaders shaped their
countries’ politics so powerfully. The careers of Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun
Abdul Razak and Mahathir Mohamad of Malaysia, and Lee Kuan Yew of
Singapore span the periods covering the political creation of their countries
and their current histories. Moreover, the loaded language with which the
Malaysian and Singaporean leaders uphold their own systems or models of
nation building vis-2-vés the other has contributed in no small end to the
contentiousness of Malaysia-Singapore relations.

And yet, despite the fraught nature of Malaysia-Singapore relations, and
this is the fourth point, both countries have been economically dependent
on each other, and will continue to be beneficial for each other even though
their economies are becoming more competitive rather than complementary
in recent years. Cooperation rather than rivalry is increasingly becoming more
important in such areas as security, especially in the anti-terrorism campaign,
even though Singapore and Malaysia differ in their attitudes toward the
issues of alignment with the United States, multilateralism, ASEAN region
making, and the presence of foreign troops for enforcing maritime security
in the region.

Finally, both Malaysia and Singapore are now becoming more embedded
in the market-created East Asian region. As is commonly understood, Malaysia
and Singapore have succeeded in their economic development and national
building by relying on their export-oriented developmental strategies and
on foreign direct investments. This happened, at least in part because the
post-Plaza Accord currency realignment forced Japanese, South Korean and
Taiwanese firms to relocate their production facilities abroad, resulting in the
expansion and deepening of production and finance networks and spurring
regional economic development. Regional economic development highlighted
the role of “developmental states” in the East Asian Economic Miracle (as the
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optimism that pragmatism will prevail as clashes of personalities and political
style become things of the past.

In Chapter 6, Albert Lau identifies the fundamental issues which worked
against the merger of Malaysia and Singapore. Key among these “strong
centrifugal forces” was the fact that under British rule, Singapore experienced
dramatic growth which greatly elevated its status not just within the Straits
Settlements, but also within British Malaya itself. Lau traces the struggle
during the 1920s and 1930s among successive governors to decentralize and
recentralize Singapore’s control over Peninsular Malaya. The challenges of
creating a postwar regional security system had initially favoured the idea of
common citizenship, which was construed by Malays as an abandonment
of the pro-Malay policy. The replacement of the Malay Union with the
Federation of Malaya in 1948, however, signalled British affirmation of Malay
pelitical supremacy. While the British had no problems with transferring
power to Malaya, they were apprehensive about Singapore’s ability to resist
Communist takeover, and therefore advocated merger. Singaporean advocacy
of merger was not only dictated by the fear of Communist takeover, but by
Singapore’s need to industrialize and gain access to the common market of
Malaya. Disagreement over what kind of Malaysian nation — a Malayan
Malaysia or a Malaysian Malaysia? — was compounded, or more accurately
refracted, by the rivalry between the PAP and the Alliance Party. The trauma
of separation, argues Lau, became the founding myth of Singapore, and was
kept alive because both Malaysia and Singapore proved successful in pursuing
divergent approaches and solutions for their nations.

In Chapter 7, Kamarulnizam Abdullah looks at cross-border sub-national
dynamics and their impact on bilateral relations between Malaysia and
Singapore. Johor's regional ties with Singapore extend back to history, but its
current connections with Singapore cover important areas and issues such as
the provision of labour and water, land reclamation, infrastructure building,
and airspace. This close connection to Singapore has not only shaped Johor's
relationship with Singapore, but crucially defined Johor’s relationship with
the Malaysian federal government. Johor's negotiations with both Malaysian
and Singaporean authorities have enabled Johor to benefit from the economic
spillover of Singapore’s rapid growth while allowing it to make its voice heard
in bilateral negotiations between Malaysia and Singapore.

In Chapter 8, N. Ganesan identifies geographical and historical
considerations, ethno-religious issues, developmental plans and designs,
and political leadership as the four major factors that have deeply informed
the Malaysia-Singapore bilateral relationship or its perceptions. Malaysia’s
geographical size and position in maritime Southeast Asia have heightened
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economic policy actions and responses. He argues that export-oriented
policies and foreign direct investments laid the groundwork for the economic
development of Malaysia and Singapore. While the two countries compete
for export markets and foreign direct investments, they also complement each
other in trade, investment, and factor endowments. They differ in their policy
actions and responses to inflationary pressures and the 1997-98 crisis and in
their post-crisis policy directions, largely because of differences in openness.
He notes the challenges posed by the rise of China and India and concludes
that cooperation between Malaysia and Singapore ultimately deepens their
trade and investment ties with other parts of the world and strengthens their
position in global economy.

Mahani Zainal Abidin in Chapter 14 traces the colonial basis of the
economic interdependence of the various Malay States and Straits Settlements
and argues that this legacy formed the bedrock of post-independent Malaysia-
Singapore economic relations. Analysing the relationship from the perspectives
of trade, investment, and the macro- and micro-level relationship between two
sovereign states, and berween firms and peoples, Mahani states that during the
first phase, this relationship was basically complementary, a form of partnership
in which Malaysia served as the main hinterland for Singapore, while the latter
provided trade logistics and services for the former. But as the two economies
expanded over the decades, they became more competitive. This challenge is
further complicated by the fact that economic issues tend to be braided with
political and security issues. The Asian financial crisis of 1997-98 marked a
turning point in Malaysian and Singaporean symbiosis. Singapore initiated
bilateral trade talks with countries like Japan and the United States outside
the framework of ASEAN, while Malaysia expressed fears that Singapore’s
moves would put less emphasis on the ASEAN integration process. However,
close, stable, and complementary business links between the private sectors
of the two countries remain in place, even as both countries need to meet
head-on the challenges of globalization and the emerging new economies of
China, India, and Vietnam. Rather than competition, Mahani advances the
idea that the relationship now is more a case of “co-petition.”

Finally, in Chapter 15, Linda Low and Lee Poh Onn argue that “Malaysia
and Singapore function better as part of a wider grouping or when faced with
a common external threat than economic twinning, complementation and
cooperation would suggest.” The authors point to politics as the main source
of division between two economies, noting that, in fact, Malaysian strategies
and policies “consciously or unconsciously mimic” those of Singapore. The
bilateralism of Malaysia-Singapore relations is viewed as “non-exemplary and
distract more than gel the region to be internationally competitive”. Now that
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the regional dimension carries weight, even Malaysia is negotiating bilateral
free trade agreements with countries like Japan. Rather than seeing politics
as the solution to the contentiousness of Malaysia-Singapore relations, the
authors hold up the market as “the only true honest broker in helping the
two parties to see a way through”. Fhnsnddy

NotE

I would like to thank Caroline Sy Hau, associate professor at the Center for South-
cast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, and my partner, for her careful reading of, and
commenting on, this introduction,
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