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Relevant considerations on foreign policy at the moment of Understanding Singa-

pore’s behaviour in the South China Sea conflict.  

Problem to solve:  

What set of factors and situations are relevant at the moment of understanding Singa-

pore’s actions on foreign policy on matters related to the ongoing conflict in the South Chi-

na Sea?  

Introduction:  

When taking a closer look to the countries that comprise the region of Southeast Asia, it is 

easy to see why it is considered to be one of the most diverse and complex regions in the 

world , that is susceptible to all kind of conflict. Generally speaking, the sovereign states 1

that we find here are familiar with inner conflict, totalitarian or authoritarian regimes, hu-

man rights violations, civil wars and several territorial disputes that often result in armed 

and bloody confrontations.  In essence, many of these countries have little in common with 2

one another, and suffer from many of the devastating effects past colonialism at the hands 

of European superpowers brought them during the 19th and 20th centuries. As a result, 

high levels of poverty, weak governmental institutions, strong executive branches, corrup-

tion and a low sense of nationalism are also a common occurrence. (Sodhi, 2004) 

Among this sea of turmoil and controversies however, there are a handful of peculiar and 

remarkable situations that are important to highlight, which apparently defy all odds. The 

Republic of Singapore, a small insular nation covering just 719.1 square kilometres located 

in the southern tip of the Strait of Malacca, is perhaps one of the world's most unique na-

tions. Enjoying one of the strongest economies on Earth based on GDP per capita, 

(87,855.6 USD in 2016 according to World Bank Data) Singapore is by all accounts con-

sidered an impressive economic miracle that could potentially teach countless of valuable 

 The majority of countries in this region are home to dozens of different ethnic groups, most of 1

which have their own unique language, customs and religious beliefs.

 Recent studies by The Asia Foundation indicate that more people have died in the region’s 26 2

subnational conflicts than in international conflicts during the past 20 years.
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lessons to  other nations. Once part of the British Empire, and later part of Malaysia , Sin3 -

gapore’s existence as a sovereign modern state extends for less than 100 years, and in 

only a small number of generations it has managed to move from a developing nation to a 

highly developed and industrialised country, deemed as Asia’s most innovative economy 

by the Global Innovation Index. Among the important things to consider for this research 

project, and I will of course elaborate further on this during the oncoming pages, is that 

Singapore’s path to prosperity is one that drastically differs from that followed by the West, 

and is also one that places great importance on its small size, cultural ties to China, its 

Confucian heritage, and a high level of understanding and respect for self governance and 

a country’s right to control its internal affairs. (Low, 2012)  And while their methods or ways 

might appear controversial to some, or strikingly different from those that we profess on 

the other side of the Pacific, there is no doubt among members of the international com-

munity that Singapore’s importance and power far exceeds it’s small size. And in a region 

as troubled as Southeast Asia, its leadership and vision becomes key at the moment of 

understanding and predicting the way in which many conflicts and solutions will unfold  

Moving on to the conflict  in the South East China Sea, it is important to first note that it is 

not at all something new. For a handful of decades now,  China has argued sovereignty 

over big portions of land and water in all of the Asian continent, claiming historical ties to 

the territories being disputed.  Going as far back to the Song Dynasty in 960 BC, when his-

torians recorded the first Chinese sailors who navigated the oceans in the lookout for re-

sources in what is now the coast of the Philippines. (Ollero, 2002) Indeed Chinese influ-

ence is palpable all over Asia, and things such as language, architecture, and costumes in 

the region,  are all in one way or another influenced by Chinese  actions in the past. In 

modern history however, control over the oceans in these water has often led to disputes 

and resentments , where  multiples parties who have issued claims over many of the is-

lands  and islets found here, can’t seem to agree on who is truly in charge.  

Despite China’s reigning authority for thousands of years, beginning in the 18th century 

with the first Opium Wars , and culminating with the Communist Revolution of Mao in 1949 

, China experienced what experts have labeled  “The Century of Humiliation”. (Scott, 2008) 

During this period of time, Imperialism at the hands of European powers and Japan, saw 

 Singapore seceded from Malaysia in the year of 1965, when uncompromisable differences be3 -
tween the State of Singapore and the Federation of Malaysia arose regarding things like the econ-
omy, finance and politics. 
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the end of the Chinese emperors as well as their hegemony over Asia, which resulted in 

series of ample difficulties and challenges for the chines people. Needless to say, China 

lost its very significant influence over South East Asia,  which of course resulted in a shift 

of power that completely stripped them from their hegemonic rule. From this moment on, 

new actors emerged that completely changed the order and hierarchy in the area, and the 

overall situation has been controversial and unclear ever since.  

At the end of the 19th century, and beginning of the 20th , Europe started heavily meddling 

in Southeast Asia with the intention of expanding their trading industry, effectively pushing 

China to the side. In 1884 France and China first clashed over who should have control 

over the maritime lines in Southeast Asia , and despite the initial assumption that China 

came out victorious  in 1887, only a couple of years later France formally declared, that 9 

island of what we now know as the Spratly Islands  were legally under their jurisdiction, 4

much to the dismay of the Chinese government. Shortly afterward Japan also laid  claim to 

these islands, and soon  after the beginning of the  World War II, they incorporated them 

into their Japanese Empire. (Ollero, 2002) 

However, this was only the beginning of what would become a long list of instances where 

different nations would proclaim sovereignty over territories in the South East China Sea, 

rejecting the claims of others who have come before them.  When Japan formally re-

nounced all of its rights to the Spratley Islands after being defeated in the Second World 

War, Vietnam quickly replaced them as the ones who opposed Chinese sovereignty over 

them, and they did this on the grounds that those islands were once  part of the same 

French colony they came from. As if this weren’t enough, the Philippines also joined in the 

controversies, by stating that one of their nationals established a micro nation on the is-

land,  Thomas Cloma , and thus that gave them the right to their jurisdiction. (Ollero, 2002) 

Things got even more complicated during the 1970s, when the Spratley Islands were dis-

covered to hold important natural resources, which triggered a military response from Chi-

na on the hopes of dissuading Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam from laying claim to 

them.  In the following years, over 300 men died during the ensuing military confrontations, 

where China’s superior military capacities became evident. (MacManus, 1994) The Peo-

 The Spratley Islands are a group of islands, islets, cays and reefs that are currently being disput4 -
ed by several nations. They are less than 2 square kilometres in size, but they spread over an area 
of 425.000 square kilometres. 
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ple’s Republic of China, issued several surprise attacks on the island between the years of 

1978 and 1984, and even though it too experienced casualties, it became clear that they 

felt they were the rightful claimants over the territory, and also that they were willing to go 

to great lengths to prove it.  By this time, the famous incident of Tiananmen Square took 

place , which, crucial to note for this investigation, wasn’t particularly criticised by the Sin5 -

gaporean Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew.  Who despite saying he was saddened by the 

events, only went as far as to state that “we had expected the Chinese government to ap-

ply the doctrine of minimum force when an army is used to quell civil disorder” (The New 

Straits Times, 1989) and relationships between both countries continued as usual.  How-

ever, this event did have an impact on the conflict in the South East China Sea, and under 

watchful eyes and tons of international pressure, China changed its strategy on the conflict 

and agreed to sign unofficial agreements with Vietnam where it established that it would 

refrain from using violent force. (Ollero, 2002).  

The issue of the Spratley Island, is only one of many that showcases the level of complexi-

ty and seriousness that the conflict on the South East China Sea poses,not only for the 

actors involved on it, but to the international community as a whole as well.  Other notable 

creators of tension in the region are: The Nine Dash Line (area claimed by the PRC that 

overlaps the exclusive economic zones of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

Vietnam, and Taiwan), the maritime boundaries between Vietnam and China, the maritime 

boundaries north of Borneo between China and Brunei, the maritime boundaries off the 

coast of Palawan and Luzon between China and the Philippines, and China’s refusal to 

follow the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea , which was signed in 1982, 6

became effective in 1994, and defined the rights and responsibilities of nations regarding 

the use of the world’s oceans and management of maritime natural resources.  

As a result, of the controversies just mentioned (and many others more), it becomes easy 

to see that China places a great deal of importance over these territories, and that it is 

adamant in the pursuit of its foreign policy objectives on the area. Upon close examination, 

 In June 1989, students took the streets of Beijing in protest and started pushing for a democratic 5

reform. They were asking for freedom of expression, higher wages, and to put a stop to the high 
levels of corruption found in the government. The Government of then leader, Deng Xioping, re-
sponded with brutal violence resulting in the deaths of hundreds of civilians. (Winer, 2004)

 In the year of 2012, Manila appealed to the international Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) 6

to determine the extent of China’s violation of the UN convention. A Tribunal in the Hague later 
recognised the Philippines’ point. 
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it becomes clear why. Scientists predict that the area is  rich in raw oil and natural gas de-

posits, and although no one know exactly how much, the Ministry of Geological Resources 

and Mining of the People’s Republic of China, has gone as far as to claim that there could 

be 17.7 billion tons of oil laying on the ocean floor . (Ministry of Environmental protection 7

of PRC, 2014) Aside from this, the area is also bountiful with fish, with some experts be-

lieving it accounts for up to 8% of the entire world’s fishing. Needless to say, all of the re-

sources in the area make it a desirable location for many countries, and in recent decades 

many Sovereign Nations have come forward with the intention of getting all of the attrac-

tive geostrategical advantages that here lie. 

As of now, the crisis is far from over, and multiple lawyers and considerations are added to 

it each year. One instrument however, that has been crucial in the directing of this conflict, 

and that could play a huge part on its resolution, is the Association of South East Asian 

Nations, ASEAN. Founded with the Bangkok Declaration in 1968, ASEAN is a regional in-

tergovernmental organisation formed by 10 sovereign nations in the Southeast Asia re-

gion. The goal of the organisation is to promote Pan-Asianism, and enhance cooperation 

between member states to achieve economic growth, as well as political, military, and cul-

tural integration on the hopes of bringing peace and stability to the region.(Koh, 2013) 

ASEAN  is currently comprised by 10 members: Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 

Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. It is important to note 

that China is not a member, though it interacts constantly with the organisation.  8

Asean is an official United Nations observer, who has a population of about 625 million 

people, and an anual GDP per nomina estimated at 2.8 Trillion USD. (World Bank, 2016) 

As any organisation striving for international integration, it believes that the challenges of 

globalisation are better faced in conjunction and that by working together greater goals 

can be accomplished. Crucial for this investigation, is the fact that the threat of commu-

nism played a huge part behind the birth of the organisation (Narine, 1997).  Thus, China, 

despite having a central position on the economical activities of the whole region, was also 

deemed as a threat that could potentially  compromise the prospects of other smaller na-

 Estimates made by the US government however, state that this number is largely exaggerated 7

and that in reality only less than 11 billion tons can be expected to be found here. (USA agency, 
2014)

 China is member of ASEAN +3, a forum that coordinates cooperation between the member 8

states and other 3 influential countries in Asia; China, Japan and South Korea. As such, Chinese 
leaders are often invited to ASEAN meetings. 
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tions in the area. It is no surprise then, that many of the fears and intentions of many na-

tions negotiating  with China about  the South East China Sea disputes have been voiced 

through ASEAN, and that the organisation hopes that by action as a block they can exer-

cise greater pressure on Beijing to cooperate with them.  

Putting the problem into context:  

In order to fully understand what is at stake here, and what are the Singaporean interests 

on this conflict, there are a number of factors crucial to take into consideration. Most no-

tably, the way in which  Singapore has participated  in ASEAN since it first joined in 1967, 

as well as the manner how it relates and interacts with its neighbours. 

Furthermore, it is necessary to try to identify the trends and characteristics  we can find in 

the countries of ASEAN. For starters, we can see that these nations are often charac-

terised by being independent yet weak states, they often have strong executive branches 

under totalitarian regimes, low levels of democracy and transparency,  and frequently ex-

perience Coups d’etat  resulting in strong military institutions that often resort to Martial 

Law in order to keep national cohesion. (Narine, 1997) The reasons behind this kind of 9

behaviour , are, like many things in South East Asia, complex and diverse, but authorities 

agree that a handful of major historical events are responsible for shaping them this way.  

Notably, the Cold War played a huge role in cementing the interests and vision of ASEAN. 

During the 1960s the communist sphere of influence was growing at a rapid pace, with the 

Vietnamese War (1955-1975) effectively turning into a battlefield of international propor-

tions that brought the interests of the USSR and the USA in direct confrontation, dividing a 

country and a people into two rival sides, and claiming the lives of hundreds of thousands 

of civilians.  (Kwan, 2004) Frightened something like this would happen to them, and be10 -

ing aware of the proximity they shared with China and the Soviet Union, countries in the 

Southeast Asia region started looking for ways to better withstand what  they perceived to 

be the communist threat. (Kwan, 2004) It is not surprising then, that the organisation was 

 The law administered by military forces that is invoked by a government in an emergency when 9

the civilian law enforcement agencies are unable to maintain public order and safety. (Merriam 
Webster, 2017)

 The exact number of civil casualties is uncertain, but estimates say it was something between 10

195.000 to 430.000 only in South Vietnam between 1965 and 1974 (Tom Valentine, 2014)
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initially founded by the least 5 communist countries of the area: Indonesia, Philippines, 

Malaysia, Thailand, and of course, Singapore.   

It is important to note however, that while there  were many positives aspects pushing for 

an integration in ASEAN,  which can be seen as dilemas coming from a common interest, 

such as the desire to increase their security during and after the Cold War, and the goal of 

strengthening their institutions to better compete in a globalised market, there are also 

Dilemas coming from a mutual aversion and fear of potential scenarios that  play a huge 

role in the way the integration processes of ASEAN are conducted. Notably, and not sur-

prisingly, China is one of their main reasons of concern, given the fact that even though it 

is central to their economic activities, (the PRC is ASEAN’s largest economic partner, 

which accounts to up to 15% of its entire anual trade, and with goods valued at more than 

345.764 million USD, according to an Asean Official Report in 2017), According to, source, 

China’s aggressive foreign policy is a reason of constant tensions for its members. Other 

factors of common aversion  include the possible intervention of the US in their inner af-

fairs (provided that they lack the necessary strength on their institutions to mend for them-

selves),  and the nuclear threat of North Korea. (Kwan, 2004) Yet it is the conflict in the 

South East China Sea the one that is most commonly discussed, and over the years it has 

become paramount in the functioning of ASEAN. 

It is through this platform that Singapore’s actions become relevant, and that it becomes 

possible to gain some insight regarding what their position is in the South East Asian Sea 

conflict. Some basic assumptions that are crucial to consider when talking about Singa-

pore in this context are the following: Singapore is the 177th smallest country by total land 

area in the world, one single political party has been in power  through all its history, the 

Central-Right Party, People’s Action Party (P.A.P) , which means that the country is not 11

considered a free democracy, and has been referred to as only “Partially Free” when it 

comes to political rights and civil liberties (Freedom House, 2017). Aside from this, the 

small nation presents broad ethnic and cultural diversity, with a large amounts of its popu-

lation being descendants of Chinese, Indian and Malay heritage. Additionally there are four 

officially recognised languages English, Malay, Mandarin, and Tamil, and it is wildly con-

sidere that the government of Singapore plays an active role on its citizens lives, constant-

 The Party was founded in 1954 by Lee Kuan Yew, and has been the country’s largest and so far 11

only ruling party. They have always had absolute majority in the Singaporean parliament through-
out all its existence, and are considered wildly responsible for the nations economic success. (En-
ciclopedia Britannica 2014)
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ly interfering in things such as housing, education, and healthcare. As the long serving 

Singaporean Prime Minister once said,  “I am often accused of interfering in the private 

lives of citizens. Yes, if I did not, had I not done that, we wouldn’t be here today,” (Lee 

Kuan Yew, 1987). This paternalistic approach the government displays, can also be at-

tributed to their Confucianist background , which endorses practices of deep respect for 12

the higher authority and an ample regard for the rules and the general good, (Yao, 2000) 

When it comes to its foreign policy, these are some of the key assumptions that can help 

understand the way in which Singapore engages with others. Evidently, given how Singa-

pore is an  economic powerhouse, it becomes significant to take the financial aspect of 

things as an important factor  that helps dictates the country’s foreign policy.  Singapore is 

the wealthiest country of ASEAN by GDP per capita, and the only one with Brunei consid-

ered a high income country. It is also considered on Stage 3 on the Stage of Development 

Economies (innovation driven economies), and is ranked 11th in the world on Foreign Di-

rect Investment. Singapore is also along with Hong Kong, Korea and Taiwan, considered 

one of the “Asian Tigers”,  which helps consolidate its image as an economic miracle, and 13

thus make it a highly attractive country to do business with (Lall, 1996). Taking all of this 

into consideration, it is clear that Singapore’s relevance in the South East China Sea con-

flict comes from its privileged financial status, and it is from here that their behaviour in 

ASEAN aimed at interfering in the China can expected to be projected.  

Moreover, another issue  that I will be looking at, that could potentially help contextualise 

the position  of Singapore  in the South  China Sea conflict, is that of their proximity with 

both, the US and China. The former is considered a great ally of the PAP, and US-Singa-

pore relations are traditionally regarded as some of the strongest in Asia-Pacific. According 

to reports made by the US Global Leadership report, over 70% of Singaporeans approved 

the leadership of former president Barack Obama during his 8 year tenure in the White 

House. (US global leadership project report, 2011)  Proof of this, is that during the 2015 

 Confucianism is defines as the system of ethics, education, and statesmanship taught by Confu12 -
cius and his disciples, stressing love for humanity, ancestor worship, reverence for parents, and 
harmony in thought and conduct. It is an entire system of morality, as oppose to a religion. (Free 
Dictionary, 2015)

 The term of “Asian Tigers” was strongly consolidated after the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, 13

where their export oriented policies and their strong development policies, in addition with their 
sustained rapid growth and high levels of equal income distribution, gain them this name. (Cam-
bridge English Dictionary, 2014)

�12



ASEAN Summit  in Kuala Lumpur, the former president, in the presence of Singaporean 14

Prime Minister,  Lee Hsien Loong, referred to the bilateral relations between both countries 

as being “Very, very strong” (Lee Hsien Loong, 2015). On top of this, the two nations 

signed a Free Trade Agreement in 2003, they have collaborated on mutual relief opera-

tions, and academic exchanges from either side are equally common. Most importantly for 

this investigation however, the Lion City  has long standing military relations with the US. 15

The USA is a major provider of weaponry to Singapore and also grants access to its bases 

to train the Singaporean armed forces abroad. Furthermore, under the US-Singapore 

Strategic Framework Agreement, some US Navy Litoral Combat Ships are rotationally de-

ployed in Singapore . (Stashwick,2017)  16

On the other hand, relations between US and China are also equally important. For 

starters a large fraction of Singaporeans are of ethnic Chinese descent, 74% in 2015 (Sta-

tistics Singapore, 2015). Furthermore, Singapore is one of China’s prime objectives in Soft 

Power  goals, and the CCP has made multiple attempts at consolidating the influence of 17

Beijing in the city-state. Such endeavours include the opening of Confucius Institutes in 

2003, and the Inauguration of the China Cultural Centre in Singapore in 2015, which aims 

at facilitating exchanges in arts and culture . Aside from shared history , both countries are 

bound by strong economic ties, and bilateral tarde between both states has developed 

rapidly in recent years, with Singapore maintaining the number one spot among ASEAN 

countries in their trade with China in terms of percentage of trade that goes into the coun-

try . In addition, Singapore is part of the Bamboo Network , and China remains the num18 -

ber one exporter and importer partner of the nation, with an anual trade that exceeds 60 

 The ASEAN Summit is a semiannual meeting held by the members of the Association of South14 -
east Asian Nations in relation to economic, and cultural development of Southeast Asian countries. 
All members of the organisation take turns hosting it. (asean.org, 2017)

 Singapore is often referred to as “The Lion City”, based on the tales of a popular legend con15 -
cerning the Prince of Palembang who founded the Kingdom of Singapore in 1299. Funnily howev-
er, records show that wild lions never lived on Singapur. (Julia Sherstyuk, 2012)

 USS Coronado (LCS-4) arrived in Singapore in October 2016, as part of a rotational deployment 16

in the Indio Asia-Pacific, it was the third LCS to be deployed to Singapore. These kind of military 
endeavours are aimed at expanding operations with regional naives and the rest of the AOR, hop-
ing to expand US military influence in the turbulent region. (Mike Yeo, 2016)

 In foreign policy studies, Soft Power is defined as a persuasive approach to international rela17 -
tions, typically involving the use of economic or cultural influence. (Oxford English Dictionary, 2011)

 The Bamboo Network is a term used to conceptualise connections between business operated 18

by the Overseas Chinese Community in South East Asia. (Pablos Patricia, 2008)
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Billion USD each year. (The World Bank, 2017). Furthermore, Singapore has manifested 

its respect for the One China Policy  and it has also reaffirmed its commitment to deepen 19

their economical and cultural affiliations by supporting China’s One Belt One Road Initia-

tive , and by helping cement China’s Place in ASEAN.  20

Nonetheless, and despite their economical and cultural closeness, China-Singapore rela-

tions are not without their tensions and controversies. Singapore’s involvement in the 

South East China Sea conflict, as well as its tendency to rely on the US for many matters 

of security and military operations often annoys China. In 2010 Prime Minister Lee Hsien 

Loong said in an interview: "China is a big story and a major trading partner for us, but 

China is not the whole story, America plays a role in Asia which China cannot replace, and 

nobody can replace”. (Lee Hsien Loong,2010). However, the year of 2016 for example 

was a particularly tense year for the bilateral relations between the two countries where 

several incidents suggested that their relationship was going through serious turmoil. 

Among the things that occurred, a series of altercations between the Singaporean ambas-

sador in Beijing and the editor of a Chinese communist newspaper over China’s role on 

ASEAN , the seize of Infantry Carrier Vehicles belonging to the Singaporean Armed 21

forces in Hong Kong, and the statement by the Chinese government arguing that it chas-

tises any form of military cooperation between any of their economic partners and Taiwan. 

(Liang Fooklye, 2016)  This in particular was regarded as a direct jab against Singapore, 

given the fact that they have been conducting military training operations in Taiwan since 

1975 , which many experts assumed came as a result of Singapore’s outspoken stand on 22

the South China Sea issue.  

 The One China Policy acknowledges Taiwan as being part of China, and hence the People’s 19

Republic of China is considered the sole legitimate government of China. (Emilio Jozuka, 2017)

 Also called the Silk Road Economic Belt, the One Belt One Road Initiative, is a development 20

strategy put forward by China’s leader, Xi Jinping in 2013, that hopes to build connectivity and co-
operation between China and many Eurasian countries by means of strategically implemented 
land based routes.  (Hong Kong Economic Journal, 2016)

 “A robust exchange occurred between the Singaporean Ambassador in Beijing and the editor of 21

the hawkish Communist Party publication, the Global Times, over what was perceived to be Sin-
gapore’s attempts to revise the Southeast Asia paragraphs in the Non-Aligned Movement Summit’s 
final documents” (Liang Fooklye, 2016)

 Since 1974 Singapore and Taiwan have been part of the “Project Starlight Defence Agreement” 22

which has resulted in Taiwanese personnel serving in the Singapore’s Armed Forces. Experts be-
lieve this kind of agreement was born because of how small and densely populated Singapore is 
which makes military training exercises difficult. (Lieke Bos, 2016)
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The way in which Singapore has managed to balance its relationship between the US and 

China, is considered a key aspect in their whole strategy of foreign policy, and also a 

strong reason behind their success. These relationships where forged back during the 

Cold War when Singapore was a staunch ally of Washington in their fight against Commu-

nism, and also when Singapore became one of China’s first economic partners during their 

efforts to modernise their economy.  ( Ben Westcott, 2017). However, Singapore is also 

fully aware of how its small size make it vulnerable and prone to be bullied by other power-

ful nations. Thus most of its efforts in foreign policy are directed at identifying the most effi-

cient methods of guaranteeing , that  both, their physical integrity, as well as their ideologi-

cal identity can survive    

This premise is explored by British International Relations scholar Michael Leifer in his 

book Singapore’s Foreign Policy copying with vulnerability, where he deems Singaporean 

foreign policy as exceptional. According to professor Leifer, Singapore is strikingly different 

from other UN member-states, given the fact that, unlike many others it does not take its 

independence for granted and many of the governments actions are directed at making 

sure they don’t lose it.  Hence, Singapore is self conscious about the fragility their insular 

condition, in addition to its small size, poses to the integrity of their sovereignty. (Leifer, 

1998) Unsurprisingly then, the PAP places great value at enforcing mechanisms that pro-

tect their country from eventual abuse at the hands of other, bigger, more powerful inde-

pendent states that could compromise their sole survival. On top of this, Leifer states that 

Singapore has traditionally never enjoyed a fully trusting relationship with two of its most 

immediate neighbours, Indonesia and Malaysia. And to add to this complexions, Singa-

pore’s racial division has lead some experts to argue that Singapore is not in fact a proper 

nation, but rather instead a fragile society.  23

Equally important to its foreign policy is its geographical location, which is largely respon-

sible for the country’s economic growth. Singapore sits in one of the world’s most impor-

tant trade routes, the Straits of Malacca, through which a large portion of all of Asia’s oil 

flows every day. According to estimates from  the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development, close to 50% of the world’s annual maritime tarde passes through the 

Straits of Malacca, and approximately 15.2 million barrels of oil pass through this route 

 In 2013, the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), conducted a large scale interview in Singapore that 23

concluded that Singaporeans do not often associate with people from a different race. Additionally  
the country applies strict laws in Sedition Acts to prevent racist behaviours. (Rachael Chang, 2013)
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each day. This is because Singapore comprises the shortest route between Persian Gulf 

suppliers and Asian consumers. (Hirst, 2014) One can easily assume then, that free navi-

gation of the seas, and organised maritime traffic is of outmost important for Singapore. 

Despite all of this, Leifer still argues that in the eyes of many Singapore nevertheless re-

mains seen as an economic parasite of China, which regardless of its governments efforts 

to unilaterally become more involved with its neighbours, still heavily relies on them to 

safeguard its sovereignty. (Leifer, 1998) 

It is precisely this level of  dependance that many feel Singapore has with China, the one 

that accounts for the behaviour it has so far displayed in many international circumstances 

partaking China. But as I mentioned earlier, their relationship isn’t always smooth and 

happy, with the maritime claims  being one of the largest engines of contempt between 

both nations. On this  issue it is important to first note that Singapore is not a claimant to 

the South East China Sea dispute, but considering how they have one of the largest ports 

in the world, anything concerning freedom of navigation in the area is of their vital interest. 

As if now Singapore has advocated for ASEAN to play a role in the resolution of the ani-

mosities, instead of promoting China’s usual method of bilateral negotiations . Moreover 24

it supported the recent verdict by the Permanent Court of Arbitration, dismissing  the PRC 

claims in the South China Sea , and it also announced an Enhanced Defence Coopera25 -

tion Agreement with the US, which resulted in the deployment of the US Navy P-8A Posei-

don Craft to Singapore. This specially concerned Beijing, given how those kind of aircrafts 

are usually used in maritime surveillance patrols. (Lieke Bos, 2016). This goes to show, 

that even with such strong ties to China, the small city state enjoys an advanced economy 

and topped with multiple international security relations around the globe, it isn’t afraid of 

standing its ground to China when it feels should.  

 In 2016, Singapore’s  defence minister publicly stated that he believed that there is firm bases 24

for ASEAN to interfere in the resolution of the conflict, taking into consideration that we are talking 
about “critical waterways for international trade” (Kyodo, 2016)

 Following the ruling of the Court in the Hague that concluded that Beijing has no historical title 25

over the waters and that its actions had violated Manila’s Sovereignty Rights, the Singaporean 
government issued a statement announcing that they “urged all parties to fully respect legal and 
diplomatic processes"  (Today Singapore, 2016)
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Justification:  

The conflict of the South China Sea is perhaps one of the most relevant issues the In-

ternational community is called upon to solve today. The region of Asia-Pacific is densely 

populated and problematic, so a situation as grave as this one, could potentially have seri-

ously devastating effects on the people living there, which in turn could create an in-

ternational dilema of staggering proportions. Furthermore, the nature of the problem in it-

self, and the resources it could compromise, add special complexity to the issue. As a re-

sult,  it is now  clear that much work has to be done in order to achieve a successful out-

come that could be accepted by all parties involved. We currently live in an era where de-

spite all the many mechanisms and instruments at our disposal for a peaceful resolution of 

belligerences, the global world that surround us has also seen the surface of multiple 

threats and complexities, that carry the potential to compromise the lives of millions of 

people.   

Luckily for all of us, the excessive use of violence has not yet become a prime characteris-

tic of this conflict, but nonetheless tension remains alarmingly high. In this order of ideas, it 

is important to consider what are the possibilities that sovereign  states and other in-

ternational actors, who aren’t directly part of the confrontation, yet find themselves very 

much affected by what occurs in it, could give to the resolution of this altercation. Under 

this premise it becomes apparent that the Republic of Singapore is one of those actors, 

that while not explicitly part of it, is one that has the potencial to influence a great deal on 

the direction and future of this problem. As I have been mentioning, Singapore is one of 

the few countries on Earth that has managed to developed  a remarkably successful strat-

egy of achieving economic growth, that has enabled it to move from a third world country, 

to a highly industrialised nation in only a matter  of decades. As a result, Singapore’s small 

size vastly contrast with the influence it carries in the international field, and it comes as no 

wonder, that many of its neighbours look up to it hoping to imitate certain aspects of its in-

ner and external policies, hoping that this could lead them down a similar path of prosperi-

ty and wealth (reference). Singapore is thus a highly interesting  country to observe in this 

scenario, since it could provide us with clues regarding how it wants to: project its own im-

age abroad, and,  how it defends its own interests in the face of adversity. This assumption 

of course, results of particular importance, given that Singapore could potentially teach a 

great many deal of things to other nations in its vicinity.  
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Another reason why this type of investigation can be consider relevant for the realm of in-

ternational relations, is because, unfortunately, not much has been written in western 

countries about Singapore when it comes to things other than economical or financial con-

texts. Quite often the economical aspect is given dominance in the international agenda of 

many countries, leaving other equally important matters in the darkness. Taking this into 

account, it becomes relevant to study Singapore from a different light. Since, by trying to 

understand what the country’s strategy of engagement with other is, and what its foreign 

policy objectives and ambitions are, it becomes possible to elaborate predictions and gain 

a better insight on the way the South China Sea conflict will unfold.  

On top of that, by taking a closer look at how Singapore has acted and is expected to act 

in this situation, one could also hope to understand what really moves Singapore’s priori-

ties. And thus comprehend  and grasp just quite how a  country’s history, culture, economy, 

tradition, neighbours, method of governance, and geographical characteristics all play an 

active role in forging a nation’s identity. The current tensions in the South China Sea, be-

come then, a valuable opportunity to analyse the way in which Singapore is constructing 

and protecting its own essence and future.  

The most important reason why this investigation is relevant however, lies with the fact that 

the current political scenario in South East Asia is one of uncertainty and unpredictability. 

As of now, Singapore is caught between an ambitious China, and  an increasingly unreli-

able USA, and has so far been successful at balancing satisfactory relations with both na-

tions in way that many consider highly satisfactory . Nevertheless recent events show that 

the situation in Asia is rising in complexity. The new head of State of the United States, 

President Donald Trump, is considered by most accounts as being someone  unpre-

dictable in nature, and his protectionist and populist speech of making “America First” 

could seriously alter free trade dynamics in Asia . On his part, Chinese president Xi Jin26 -

ping is becoming more powerful  and assertive each year , which in turn makes Singa27 -

 President Trump’s vision on foreign policy is one that tends to prioritise bilateral trade deals, and 26

possible tariffs over multilateral assistance. Additionally  he has raised the possibility of applying 
economic embargoes on China, and even during his very first weeks in office, he questioned the 
One China policy.  (Ben Westcott, 2017).

 During China’s new Politburo Standing Committee Lineup in October 2017, Xi Jinping an27 -
nounced the list of names that will aid him rule the country for the next five years. During this 
Committee the absence of a younger individual in the list of names, was interpreted in the in-
ternational community (include references) as a way for the Paramount Leader to refuse to ac-
knowledge an heir, which led experts to believe that he was tightening his grip on power. 
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pore’s position more delicate. In the past Singapore’s strong security alliance with the 

United States helped temper concerns regarding China, but the climate under Trump’s 

administration is making matter less clear. As Michael Barr, associate professor of In-

ternational Relations at Adelaide’s Flinders University points out, “Trump on his own has 

the capacity to take away any good and sensible reason for Singapore and most of Asia to 

maintain relations with the US, if he seriously goes down the path of closing down free 

trade, putting up obstacles, being an unreliable ally ... I can see not just Singapore but the 

whole of Southeast Asia lining up with China.” (Barr, 2017). 

Finally, Singapore is considered to be the bridge between eastern and western civilisa-

tions . Therefore Singapore is not alone when it feels uncertainty over what will come of 28

Asia, with an increasingly dominant China, and a distant United States. Consequently so, 

more  now that in previous years, the way in which Singapore behaves in international  

disputes, could help pave the way of how the whole Asian continent will evolve and react 

under these circumstances. By understanding how and why a country like Singapore be-

haves the way it does in the South China Conflict, we will be gaining the capacity of elabo-

rating well founded predictions of what could be expected in the upcoming years, and what 

are the dilemas and options countries in South East Asia face at the moment of choosing 

their allies and opting for a route to solve their problems and chase prosperity and stability. 

Finally, this investigation could also assist in comprehending what we can expect from 

Singapore’s tenure as Chairman of ASEAN in 2018. 

General Objective:  

Gain insight on what are the set of priorities and reasons in foreign policy that Singapore is 

following and responding to when interacting in the South China Sea disputes. 

 Singapore’s facility to do business with people from many different backgrounds has lead people 28

to label it as the Bridge where east meets west. Here business is conducted in a straightforward 
and organised manner that pleases westerners, yet the country is a mix of Asian cultures. (Simone 
Buijizen, 2014)
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Specific Objectives:  

Comprehend how Singapore has managed to balance out its relations between the US 

and China, and how it has shown such capabilities in matters related to the resolution of 

the South China Sea controversies. 

Understand how, and in which degree,  do the actions of ASEAN aiming at putting an end 

to the conflict in the South China Sea, are triggered or impulsed by Singapore. 

Recognise how the peculiarities of Singapore (history, culture, diversity, size, vulnerability 

etc) play a part in the way the country shapes and pursues its foreign policy objectives re-

garding the issues in South China Sea. 

Hypothesis  

Singapore’s way of engagement on foreign policy in matters concerning the South China 

Sea disputes, is one that highlights how it is both, a very powerful but also a very vulnera-

ble State. The country’s economic status do indeed grant it many capabilities and allow its 

voice and opinion to be taken into consideration by other players, However, despite how 

strong its economy may be, Singapore will never be able to surpass entirely the limitations 

its small size and small population, entail at the moment of interacting with other, much 

bigger and larger States. We can assume then, that Singapore’s position on this conflict, is 

one that hopes to adapt to this reality, meaning that it knows when it can push and per-

suade others into doing what it wants, and when it is better to stand down and appear am-

biguous in the matter. 

In more concrete matters, Singapore tends to rely more heavily on the USA for its security, 

and more heavily on China for its economy. As if now, it has been exceptionally skilled at 

keeping both superpowers happy, and both countries are committed with working with 

Singapore in a variety of different subjects. However, this strategy doesn’t always work 

perfectly, and moments of tension when one of the superpowers disapproves of Singa-

pore’s closeness with the other, do occur. The South East China Sea dispute is s prime 

example of  this situation, when China sometimes feels displeased with Singapore’s prox-

imity to Washington.  
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Specifically  on the South  China Sea issue, Singapore has assumed mostly a neutral posi-

tion on the matter, limiting itself to mostly use ASEAN as a platform to promote the rule of 

law and rightful procedures, yet,  it has refrained from formally declaring for one side or the 

other.  This hypothesis gains credibility given how Singapore is aware that China’s power 

is great, and that it is willing to exercise it if openly defied. Nonetheless guaranteeing free 

navigation of the seas and facilitating maritime trade, is one of Singapore’s main foreign 

policy objectives, so much so, that it does indeed use many of its recourses to pressure 

China into playing multilaterally instead of unilaterally, in the talks regarding this conflict.  

One final assumption, is that Singapore’s way of applying foreign policy is not always co-

herent. The Lion City displays many sides when it interacts with others, and while  some of 

its actions come from a rationalistic, materialistic evaluation of their circumstances,  others 

come from its own identity and culture, which  responds to how the country wishes to dis-

tance itself from its original roots, and instead create a unique and strong identity of what it 

means to be Singaporean.  

Methodology:  

For starters, it is important to note that the present investigation, will be carried out  entirely 

from a qualitative approach. What this means, is essentially that by embracing this type of 

method in the elaboration of this investigation, I  recognise that I am working with a previ-

ously existing situation, and that my endeavours are directed at constructing, interpreting, 

and deepening my understanding, of this previously existing situation. In other words, I will 

not be formulating any new data, but on the contrary, I will be recollecting it by means of 

processes that work with non-standard, nor necessarily predetermined information, which 

focus on the evaluation and recognition of events, as they develop in a natural setting.  

(Sampieri, Fernández Callado, & Baptista Lucio, 2010) 

Furthermore, in order to better understand the reasons behind Singapore’s actions and 

statements in  matters concerning the resolution and development of the South China Sea 

conflict, this investigation will also rely on an explicative approach. The advantage of im-

plementing this kind of academic tool, relies on its accuracy and usefulness at the moment 

of identifying what are the causes responsible for the occurrence of physical and social 

phenomenons, given how they are pointed at locating the reasons why they happen, and 

in which set of conditions do they manifest. Additionally, this method also helps  to  track 

�21



down process, and analyse  how and in which way, the object of our studies  interacts with 

other variables pertinent to the research. (Yacuzzi, 2005) . 

In order to better accomplish all the previously listed objectives, and conduct this project in 

a way that satisfactory answers the main question triggering this investigation, the periodi-

sation of this work, will be performed by means of a longitudinal study. This mechanism, 

enables us with the capacity of gathering information on how the different categories, con-

cepts, and phenomenons that we will be looking at, change and evolve over time.  As a 

result, it becomes possible to better comprehend their characteristics and consequences. 

(Sampieri, Fernández Callado, & Baptista Lucio, 2010).  In this particular scenario, I will be 

mostly looking at what can we learn about Singapore’s foreign policy, based on what their 

actions and statements in the past 10 years can tell us about what they wish to accomplish 

in the South China Sea disputes. Taking a closer look at this particular period of time, can 

prove very useful, since by examining rather recent events we can more accurately elabo-

rate predictions on how this conflict might unfold. And also, determine how Singapore has 

influenced ASEAN to follow its desired path in the resolution of this conflict. This becomes 

possible, once we take into account that 10 years ago, in 2007, Singapore lead the 

ASEAN chairmanship for the third time. A role it is to reprise again in 2018. 

Additionally, it is also worth mentioning, that the sources to be used in the elaboration of 

this document, will be  both, primary and secondary in nature. The use of primary sources 

results  specially useful when they contain new and original content, being the product of 

intellectual work. Since we are dealing with an issue that’s constantly changing and that 

has so many complex variables, these sort of sources are the most desirable; books, sci-

entific papers, publications, official documents, government statements, press release, and  

informs made by international institutions, will all be used. Still, though to a lesser extent, 

secondary sources such as internet articles, and works commenting on previous findings, 

will also be used.  

Under these premiss, throughout this paper, the notion that the analysis of content can be 

used as an investigation method will be applied. What this means, is that this investigation 

will utilise a method, that does not give particular importance to the style of text, but on the 

contrary, focuses on the ideas presented on it. Furthermore, this sort of methodology en-

ables the writer to substitute subjective and bias interpretations, for more standardised 
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procedures, that can be better at explaining the basic components of a given phe-

nomenon, through  an objective interpretation of its contents.  (Noguero, 2002) 

Bearing  in mind all of the things just mentioned, it is important to mention what are the 

categories of analysis that are to be used in this investigation. The main framework to 

elaborate this document will be the Theory of Arguing and Barging by Professor Harald 

Müller, who currently works as the Director of the Peace Research Institute in Frankfurt. 

Professor Müller’s book called: Arguing, Bargain and all that: Communicative Action, ratio-

nalist theory and the logic of appropriateness in International Relations, elaborates on 

what are the reasons and motivations sovereign actors display in an international setting 

when negotiations and conflicts are  at the table. This theory works as a synthesis be-

tween rationalism and constructivism, and  it aims to explain how both account for a coun-

try’s actions when exercising foreign policy.  The purpose of this document is thus, to apply 

Müller’s theory in the context of Singapore, and comprehend how and why it argues and 

bargains with ASEAN, with China, and with other actors,  at the moment of taking deci-

sions over the  conflict in the South East China Sea.  

On top of this theory, there are other concepts that are closely related to it, which are cru-

cial to elaborate on, so as to meet the expectations of the investigation. Most notably, we 

will be looking at the peculiarities of Singapore on an international context, and at the vari-

ables that help construct its identity, from which it exercises  its foreign policy. Under this 

assumption, the concept of Confucianism becomes relevant, in the sense that it enables 

us to explore how its relationship with China has been constructed, as well as how the in-

ner functioning and policies of the PAP are executed to control its citizens. Additionally, the 

idea of the “Asean Values”, in the light of the theory of Asian Values, promoted and elabo-

rated by Lee Kuan Yew during the 1990s,  which explains how the countries in Southeast 

Asia act and chase interaction in a way that their own sovereign authority to deal with in-

ner affairs is always on preponderance, and is sometimes not up for compromise,  will be 

also be closely explored. Of course, the economic aspect of things will also be examined, 

taking a look at how Singapore achieved monetary prosperity, and how it has been capa-

ble of maintaining it. This becomes necessary, taking into consideration that  even though 

this investigation is not about economics, undoubtedly money and financial status are im-

portant factors when talking about Singapore’s foreign policy .  To do this, I will be relying 

on the basics of the  theory of comparative advantages, which most experts agree, ac-

counts for  the birth of Singapore’s economic growth model, and why it has lasted.  
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Finally, I will be interacting with some of the theories in geopolitics that could help  explain 

why the region where the conflict in the South China Sea is raging, is so important and 

sought after. To accomplish this, I will be using core assumptions on the theory of geopoli-

tics by Alfred T. Mahan, who believed that world power is strongly linked to power over the 

seas. In particular I will be looking at what the presence of  military powers in this area 

might signify for the whole international dynamics  in Asia Pacific.  

Theoretical Framework:  

1. About Singapore’s identity  

1.1 Asian Values and “Asean Way” 

When talking about how the integration process have played out in the  Asia Pacific region 

there are a couple of core assumptions that are necessary to grasp, if one needs to com-

prehend how international relations work in this part of the world.  The first thing is that in-

tegration in Asia is not De Jure, as it is with the European Union, but it is De Facto, mean-

ing that while countries wish to cooperate and work with one another, the existing institu-

tions and mechanisms to do so aren’t legally binding. The second thing, is that even 

though Asean has been around since the 60s, Asian integration only really became prom-

inent in the 90s, consequence of the Asian economic crisis in 1997, when  the  Thai Baht 

collapsed which later lead to other currencies collapsing. The crisis was later solved, but it 

was so severe, countries worried that if they didn’t strengthen their institutions and started 

working with one another, they would soon experience major repercussions. And the third 

and final thing, is that integration among Asians has been notarially different from that ex-

perienced in other nations, because Asians profess a set of  values and believes that sim-

ply leads them to act in a peculiar and unique way .This idea is referred to as the “Asian 

Values” by scholars and was heavily advocated by former prime minister of Malaysia  Ma-

hathir Mohamad, and by the father of Singapore Lee Kuan Yew.  (Loh Koh, 2002) 

The Asian Values ideology is considered as an alternative to Western political values such 

as human rights, democracy and capitalism. This theory is regarded as a way to under-

stand how the shared culture of Asia, bearing the legacy of confucianism, makes western 
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political values unsuitable to Asian societies. (Susan J Hendres, 2017).  In essence, this 

theory defends the idea that the western way of thinking is too individualistic, and doesn't 

quite fit in a culture that favours the general good over personal satisfaction. Under this 

presumption, values such as: discipline, hard work, obedience, respect for the authority, 

harmony, and hierarchy are professed and endorsed. Defenders of this theory argue that it 

is responsible of cultivating a mindset among Asian nationals, that lead them to achieve 

economic prosperity by prioritising economic needs over political or individual needs. De-

tractors of this theory state that  it was used to harbour authoritarian regimes in Asia, and 

that it permits human rights violations. (Barr, 2000) 

It is from these ideas, that the notion of “Asean Values”, also known as the ‘Asean Way” 

takes relevance. This is of course a very informal name, and by no means is it an academ-

ic term, yet it has been constantly explored by observers because it dwells with important 

considerations that are crucial to understand the modus operandi of ASEAN, and therefore 

can also provide clues as to how Singapore’s foreign policy works.  What this term de-

scribes, is the high levels of informality, flexibility and minimalism that we can find within 

ASEAN. Put in a different way, the internal structure of the organisation is one that protects 

the internal sovereignty of each State and opposes almost any kind of intervention by for-

eign parties.  As a result, negotiations within ASEAN are known for being carried out with 

plenty of consultation and talks, but very little action, and almost any  reform that questions 

a government’s autonomy is met with harsh opposition. On top of this, the organisation al-

ways strives for complete consensus amongst all its members before reaching any deci-

sion,  and there are little legal instruments to dictate  a proper course of action when deal-

ing with controversies. Such typical behaviour has posed difficulties with the resolution of 

the South China Sea conflict. “Moreover, the consensus-seeking, shallowly institution-

alised ASEAN Way approach has seemed poorly equipped to handle Chinese assertive 

divide-and-rule diplomacy that has accompanied its power projection in the South China 

Sea. As China mounts its maritime claims and seeks to expand its regional influence rela-

tive to the United States, ASEAN is challenged to maintain intra-ASEAN unity, deepen in-

tra-ASEAN integration and effectively engage the United States, China and other powers 

in safeguarding peace and stability in the region” (Pek Koon Heng, 2014 page 12) 
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1.2 Confucianism  

The most important thing to understand from Confucianism, is that unlike what some may 

think, more than a religion it is a political ideology. The cardinal principle of Confucianism 

is  humanism, which is understood as a warm human feeling between people and strongly 

emphasises reciprocity. (June Ock Yum, 2009) It is considered a philosophy born out of 

the  teachings from ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius who lived between 551-479 

BC. Confucianism preaches 5 important areas of interpersonal relationships:   particular-

ism, reciprocity, the in‐group/out‐group distinction, the role of intermediaries, and the over-

lap of personal and public relationships, all of which condition and shape foreign relations 

and policies of many Asian countries. (June Ock Yum, 2009). 

Confucianist doctrines revolve around the idea of harmony and family. It comprises a se-

ries of teachings that wish to establish rules of conduct by promoting obedience, fidelity 

and honourability. Key to this investigation is the Confucianist idea of filial piety, which is 

based on respect and total obedience from sons to their fathers and elders. Equally impor-

tant is the belief that men are called to live in balance and order with the universe, which 

means that they must accept the “heavenly mandate” and  accept their place in the world. 

(source) Confucianism despises chaos and uncertainty, and has played a huge part on in-

fluencing government mentalities and schools in Asia for hundreds of years. “Confucius 

taught of how one is to govern themselves, and how the state is to govern society. The 

ways of governing can be seen in the traditions of forefathers. By returning to these, soci-

ety can be virtuous and harmonious. Government is seen as a tool to help bring out the 

best of its people. Confucius saw it as responsible for the well being of its citizens but in-

sists that they not forget their individual roles themselves. In order to properly carry out its 

role, government must be looked upon by its people for leadership and be respected. It 

must not lose the faith of its people”. ( Jason Parker, 2011, page 31) 
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2. About Singapore’s Power - Geopolitics 

The word “Geopolitics” was originally used by Swedish political scientist, Rudolf Kjellén, at 

the end of the 19th century. On its primordial sense, it refers to the effect geographical 

variables such as: topography, climate, arable land and access to the sea, have on the  

political sphere of a nation. Geopolitics is thus a method that enables to study foreign poli-

cy by the way in which it hopes to explain, understand, and predict, international political 

behaviour based on the these variables. Geopolitics focuses on  comprehending the  rela-

tion between the use of power, and  geographical space, and has been used by acade-

mics to determine how history along with natural resources can help or deter a country in 

achieving development.  

Taking  into account Singapore’s geographical location, and the fact that it is a small island 

that relies heavily on maritime trade to sustain its economy, the best theory to understand 

how their geography might affect their foreign policy interests, is one of the classical theo-

ries of geopolitics. The Sea Power theory, presented by American naval officer, Alfred 

Thayer Mahan at the end of the 19th century. Mahan’s ideas are pieced together in three 

documents: The influence of Sea Power upon history, The Influence of Sea Power upon 

the French Revolution and Empire, and, The Life of Nelson. With these three  documents, 

Mahan affirms that the essential conditions for world power status, for any State, was an 

effective control of the seas. He elaborates on this though, by arguing that by mastering 

the seas, countries could gain huge benefits from trade, and turn the oceans into a great 

highway with a common over bridge. (Mahan, 1890)  

Moreover, this theory points out, that there are six fundamental elements of seapower.  

-Geographical Location 

-Physical Conformation 

-Extent of Territory  

-Size of Population  

-Natural Character 

-Political Leadership and its policies 
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The relevant thing  for Singapore about these considerations, is that he asserted that Land 

Power, as opposed to Sea Power, has multiple limitations, and it is easy for it to be shut off 

by other powers. In other words, a small home base with large Sea Power is less vulnera-

ble, that a country with Large Land Power and extension, but with limited access to the 

sea. He mentions  the British Empire, as the best example that illustrates this condition.  

Mahan argued that British control of the seas, combined with a corresponding decline in 

the naval strength of its major European rivals, paved the way for Great Britain’s emer-

gence as the world’s dominant military, political, and economic power. 

Moreover, despite the fact that this theory is over a century old, the basics assumption of it 

continue carrying significant importance when understanding a countries approach to the 

sea and maritime capacities. And arguably, one of the most relevant issues that accentu-

ates this reality, is of course that of China’s claims in the South China Sea.  

To further explain this idea, there a few assumption that one needs to bear in mind. Firstly, 

there is a difference between what experts call “Sea Right”, and “Sea Power”. The former 

refers to a national right, a sovereign State is entitled to exercise according to international 

law. And the latter, is in fact a neutral concept, with not a universal meaning, that is often 

used to refer to a country's capacity to manoeuvre in sea, which can enable it to compel 

other by force. (Zhang Wenmu, 2006). In the International community, only the United Na-

tions, and bodies authorised by the United Nations, are legally entitled to use such force.  

Finally, another geopolitical consideration that is crucial to understand Singapore, is that of 

its small size and vulnerability to be prayed upon by other larger States.  David Skiiling, 

explains this situation on his book, The Economics of Geopolitics for Small States, where 

he elaborates on the idea that the economy of the world is going through a tough phase, 

that world trade is stuck, and that  global trade no longer exceeding the world’s GDP.  

Which has serious repercussion for Singapore. He also goes on to say that in actuality, bi-

lateral and regional agreements are increasingly replacing multilateral deals, which thus 

places a bigger impact on geopolitical considerations for small nations. Skiing explains this 

by arguing that the absence of large trade  markets means that the attractiveness of a 

small State to get investors,  is increasingly relying more and more  on their geographical 

position.  
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Furthermore, history is riddled with examples, that back up the idea that small countries 

are economically exposed to geographical conditions. As a result, it is easy to find small  

countries that are squeezed or absorbed by larger countries during periods of diplomatic 

tension.  Singapore’s relationship with China, amidst the controversies in the South China 

Sea,  is a  clear exemplification of this kind of situation. However there are special consid-

erations about Singapore’s geopolitical properties, as well as its  economic conditions, that 

partially shield it from being completely stomped by China.  

This is further explained by Skilling (2016) “Singapore already has a relatively diversified 

set of export markets and investment destinations: ASEAN takes about 20% of Singa-

pore’s goods exports, China 15%, and the US and the EU together take over 20%, with a 

long list of other important markets. Singapore’s physical position at the cross-roads of 

Asia, and its role as a regional and global hub, gives it options that many other countries in 

Asia do not have. Even so, this more challenging geopolitical environment will likely chal-

lenge Singapore’s external growth model”. (P. 36) 

As for the geopolitical aspect of things, Skiing (2016), also says that,  “Along with other 

small economies, post-independence Singapore has benefited substantially from a rela-

tively benign geopolitical environment, which supported intense globalisation in an open, 

liberal, rules-based system. The return of big power politics, and the increased contin-

gency of cross-border trade and investment flows on the state of the political relationship, 

could impose substantial economic and political costs on small advanced economies”. (p. 

33) 

3. About the construction of Singapore’s Foreign Policy based on Constructivist and Ratio-

nalists interpretations 

 Arguing, Bargaining and All That: Communicative Action, Rationalist Theory and the Logic 

of Appropriateness in International Relations.  

As I mentioned earlier, the chore theoretical framework for this whole investigation will be 

the Theory or Arguing and Bargain by professor Müller, and it is from the assumptions ex-

plained in that text, that I hope to understand Singapore’s position in the conflict of the 

South China Sea.  In order to achieve this goal, I will be explaining what this theory signi-
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fies, and in the following chapter I will be taking Professor Muller’s ideas, and placing them 

in the specific context of Singapore.  

For Starters, it is important to note that Muller begins his work by highlighting the necessity 

to elaborate a synthesis between Rationalists and Constructivists, in order to approach in-

ternational affairs in a  successfully way that truly helps explain how a country works. 

However, he understands that this is difficult since elaborating a social explanation of 

things, necessary dwells with an individualistic ontology of rationalism, which at the same 

time, reflects conflicts in the ways we can determine what  is truly appropriate in a negotia-

tion. (source) 

According to Muller,  Arguing in the traditional sense, can be understood from a rationalist 

point of view, related to consequentialism. And Bargain, represents communicative action, 

and the idea of the better argument.  Furthermore, Arguing refers to the truth of factual 

knowledge and normative validity, aiming at convincing. And Bargain comprises promises 

and threats aimed at changing behaviour. In order to better explain this, Muller states that 

there are two different kinds of action States can follow when interacting with one another. 

On one hand, sovereign entities can opt for Communicative Action, when they are looking 

for consensus and wish to show they have the better Argument. Or on the other hand, they 

can opt for Strategic Action,  when they wish for their own preferences to prevail and prefer 

to exert Rational Choice. In other words, Communicative Action is better for Barging, and 

Strategic Action is a combination of both, Arguing and Barging. (source) 

Moreover, Muller determines that actors tend to act in a rational manner when they per-

ceived their actions as being costly. This entails, that their credibility often is not consid-

ered, and that their real interests at the moment of negotiation remain private. The problem 

is, that under rationalists thinking, uncertainty and anarchy can become present when ex-

ercising rational choice, which goes to show and individualistic construction of the actors. 

Similarly, rationalists tend to pay little or no attention to moral discourse, that is to the idea 

of inducing trust, and they do this cause morality is considered a social construct. There-

fore, taking this into account , the dilemma for rationalist is, if the notion of fairness can 

grant legitimacy in International Relations. (source)  

Müller also explains, that there are a set of conditions that help determine the way in which 

a State will exercise the Logic of Action. These are the following: 
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Strategic Action: Becomes present when there are stable norms and low institutionalism   

Rhetorical Action: Becomes present when there are contested norms and weak institu-

tions. 

Communicative Action: Contested norms and strong institutions.  

Norm-Regulated Action: Stable norms and strong institutions. Naturally, these type of con-

ditions are the ones that work best, and allow a country to fully function in an “Appropriate 

Manner”  

Muller also says that Actors reproduce and reconstruct the logics of their interactions 

bases on tow assumptions: 

Actors follow a logic of consequences: This means that a by driving a hard bargain, States 

can produce harder utilities. Which results intelligent, if dealing with a normative environ-

ment that is weak, and preferences that are clear. 

Actors follow a superior rule: This means that States are likely to follow the rules when 

they are clear. But they will tend to apply a more consequential calculation when rules are 

vague and preferences are ambiguous.  

Both of this assumptions showcase that States are always thinking about maximising their 

utilities, and follow principles of consequentialism. 

Claim of Rational Domination: 

Defenders of this theory argue that, rationalists actors are constantly trying to persuade 

the other party into accepting the better argument that they want. Essentially, their use of 

reason is aimed at coordinating their actions in a way that lets them achieve certain goals 

measured on how to get the maximum benefit at the lower cost.  

Critical to understand how a State can behave rationally, Müller concludes the following: 
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Bargain is needed to deal with conflicts of interest, while Arguing helps overcome obsta-

cles emerging from divergences on matters of fact or moral issues.  

Claim of Constructivist Domination:  

Given that Constructivism believes that human behaviour evolves in a realm of social 

norms, and actions reproduce and change this norms through practice. Defenders of this 

theory explain how, even though actors can behave in a rational mode, excreting the as-

sumption previously explained, they always do it in a socially constructed world. (Source) 

Furthermore,they also argue that language is a social construction, given how it is human 

made. And so, it can be considered a ruled governed institution like the family or the State.  

Empirical Norms:  

Muller also expresses his belief that there are a series of norms, that can help dictate a 

country’s performance in a negotiations, which are based on experience and history. 

These are:  

-Norms of Fairness, which become relevant since actors are at least expected to have 

some forms of moral standards. 

-Norms on prohibition on retracting concessions, meaning rejection and shaming 

-Norms of reciprocity  

-Norms to regulate situations, the ones that are helpful at the moment of distinguishing be-

tween threats. 

Coupled with these presumption, Müller also states that Bargain is a norm-governed activi-

ty itself, and as such the pursuit of self interest can be considered legitimated if it is guided 

by 2 sets of norms: 

The first one, is a set of Substantial  norms:  They are aimed at establishing what interests 

are appropriate in a negotiation, and what interests are better to be excluded. 

The second one, is a set of Procedures and Concerns:  Its purpose is to build the bound-

aries of the pursuit of self interest, when it threatens to violate established norms. It en-
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shrines self interest in a normative framework, so the requirement for the ideal speech in a  

given situation can be relaxed, thus making the modus operandi of Arguing and Barging 

understandable. 

Based on all of this, the theory of arguing and barging concludes that in order to compre-

hend how States compete with each other by bargain or arguing,  we must understand 

that   their actions  corresponds to a norm governed activity itself, that can come from the 

logic of appropriateness. The theory also states that norms applied in an international ex-

change can be understood as obeying normative limits in the pursuit of self interest, and 

as such can come from different objectives, such as: Identifying what counts as appropri-

ate in a given context, the need to switch from arguing to bargain or viceversa, and the 

wish to seek the better response when submitting to the better argument. 

The author also states that norms employed in negotiations must be valid and recognised, 

however, identifying them must not lead to a reification of theory (Kowert and Legro, 

1996). 

He also emphasises  on the necessity to start applying norms of negotiation behaviour 

across policy fields. And he defends this idea with the belief that, if each policy field shows 

its own idiosyncratic process, then the idea of general norms will be refuted, thus allowing 

for a better diagnosis of behavioural patterns. He finishes his argument, stating that the 

logic of appropriateness, is certainly a methodological tool helpful when studying foreign 

policy. 

ANALYSIS  

For this part of the document, I will be elaborating an analysis of Singapore’s position in 

the conflict in the South China Sea, based on four points. This with the intention of  accu-

rately accomplishing  all of the specific objectives previously listed, and therefore answer-

ing the proposed question of the investigation with satisfaction  

1. Understanding Singapore’s foreign policy from its identity  

1.1 Factors that play at the moment of forging Singapore’s Identity  
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The first thing that is important to understand when talking about Singapore’s identity, is 

that is heavily influenced by a variety of very different factors. On one hand, Singapore’s 

domestic policies , in addition with its Confucianist background, has helped carved a life-

style and mindset on its citizens that greatly influences its inner and outer behaviour as a 

nation. Similarly, Singapore’s proximity with China, both geographically and culturally, has 

marked many aspects of its foreign policy and the way in which it views its  own position in 

the world stage. And finally, Singapore’s economic success, along with its diversity, expose 

it to a wide rage of situation and circumstances, which aside from evidencing  the coalition 

between east and west, also play an important role in creating the country’s identity.  

 1.2 The Government’s role and method of dictating the country’s identity  

The government of Singapore, which, as I mentioned earlier has been under the control of 

the People’s Action Party throughout all of its existence, has displayed a very Confucianist 

approach in the way they take care of its citizens and of its institutions. In Singapore, its 

unique historical context, has led to a different understanding of what human rights are, 

and thus, its inhabitants experience life in a different way from its western counterparts.  

In the Lion City, rights are seen as evolving thanks to the economical and political envi-

ronment they are immerse in. And therefore, instead of being respondent to absolute enti-

tlement to certain conditions of life, as they are in the West, they are measured and under-

stood as the methods to safeguard good governance, as well as integral principles in do-

mestic legitimacy, and the international stature of governments. (Source)  

Within the Singaporean society, there are a large number of examples that help accentu-

ate this reality.  

-The Act of Internal Security of Singapore (ISA) : This statute grants the executive power 

the authority to enforce prevention detention, prevent subversion, and suppress organised 

violence against people and property. It deals with issues regarding terrorism, internal 

threat management, as well as racial and religious harmony. The application of this statue 

drastically differs from European or North American organisms, since, under some circum-

stances,  it allows for the prosecution and sentence of an individual without a trial .  
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-Capital Punishment: Singapore applies the death penalty to a number of offences, most 

notably those related to corruption, murderer, and drug dealing, Singapore had the second 

highest per capita execution rate in the world between 1994 and 1998, estimated by the 

United Nations at 14 people executed annually for every one million citizens. Most of the 

executions are carried out by long drop hanging in prisons. Relevant to this investigation is 

the fact that, the majority of Singaporeans seem to support this practice, and in the year of 

2005, a survey carried out by the Newspaper The Strait Times, reported that 95 % of Sin-

gaporeans believe their country should retain this practice.  

Furthermore, amidst controversy with the United Nations General Assembly on this issue, 

in the year of 2001, Singapore’s Permanent Representative to the UN wrote a letter stating 

that:  “…the death penalty is primarily a criminal justice issue, and therefore is a question 

for the sovereign jurisdiction of each country […] the right to life is not the only right, and 

[…] it is the duty of societies and governments to decide how to balance competing rights 

against each other.” (Amnesty International, 2004) 

Similarly, Singapore’s current Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong is also a defender of this 

practice, and in the aftermath of the execution of Van Tuong Nguyen, a Vietnamese-Aus-

tralian drug dealer in 2005, he is quoted as saying:  “The evil inflicted on thousands of 

people with drug trafficking demands that we must tackle the source by punishing the traf-

fickers rather than trying to pick up the pieces afterwards... It's a law which is approved of 

by Singapore's inhabitants and which allows us to reduce the drug problem.” (ABC News, 

2005) 

-Restrictions on public assemblies, public processions, and protests: Public assemblies 

and public processions are activities regulated by the Public Order Act, a law enforced by 

the Singaporean Police Force. Generally, special permits need to be issue by the govern-

ment in order to allow individuals to participate in this sort of activities. A public assembly is 

defined in the section 2 of the Public Order Act as, as assembly held or to be held in a 

public place or to which members of the public are invited, induced, or permit to attend. 

The same section defines a procession as a, march, parade, or other form of procession, 

in to, or from a public place.  

Public assemblies and processions, that fail to have special permission by the govern-

ment, will be shut down by law enforcement agents, and those responsible for their organ-
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isation will be charged and fined. Police Permits are never granted to events that the gov-

ernment perceives as posing a “significant risk for public disorder”, or to those that “incite 

feelings of hostility between different racial and religious groups” .  

-Restriction of Freedom of Speech, and Freedom of the Press: The right of freedom of 

speech and association is heavily restricted under The Sedition Act of the Statutes of Sin-

gapore. This organism dictates that any comment or action that can be seen as critical of 

the Singaporean government is punishable, as well as any other activity that is perceived 

as threatening for the political stability, or racial and ethnic harmony of the country.  There-

fore, the Singaporean Parliament is entitled to restrict these rights in order to Protect the 

privileges of Parliament, and to Provide against any contempt of court, defamation or in-

citement to any offence. The parliament defends these restrictions, arguing that they are 

necessary to safeguard Singapore’s security, as well as to maintain friendly relations with 

other countries.  

Censorship of sensitive political, racial, or religious content is also extensive, and it is en-

forced by hard media regulations and criminal laws. Over the years, press freedom has 

been reduced by means of the application of national security laws, such as The Internal 

Security Act, and   The Sedition Act. Government pressure to block certain material, has 

resulted in self censorship by journalist.  Singapore is rated at 154 out of 178 on The Press 

Freedom Index, and is considered “not free” on the Freedom of the Press Report. This is 

largely because a large State Owned Media corporation, called Media Corp, has 7 televi-

sion channels, 14 radio channels, and is by far the most important media provider of the 

country, as well as the only television broadcaster.  

-National Service: National Service in Singapore is a compulsory requirement for all male 

citizens. They are called to serve for a two year period as National Servicemen in a full 

time position. According to their physical fitness and other attributions, they are conscript-

ed in either the  Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), Singapore Police Forces (SPF), or the 

Singapore Civil Defence Forces (SCDF). Those individuals who are deemed fit to serve, 

but who refuse are charged under the Enlistment Act. If found guilty, they face up to a 

three year sentence in jail, or are fine of 10.000 Singaporean dollars.  

-Corporal Punishment: Singapore also employs corporal punishment in the form of can-

ning to penalise several criminal offences, the  use of which is mandatory to penalise 3 
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Judicial caning is reserved for male convicts under the age of 50, for a wide rage of of-

fences under the Criminal Procedure Code which include; vandalism, public disturbances, 

shoplifting, robbery, rioting, and unlawful possession of weapons. Corporal punishment is 

also used as a disciplinary measure in jails, as well as in the Armed Forces. Milder forms 

of physical punishment are also used in secondary and primary school for misbehaviour. 

Canning is largely attributed as part of the legacy of British colonialism, and it has been 

strongly associated with the P.A.P’s policies on domestic security. 

When Canning was made a mandatory form of punishment for vandalism in 1966, then 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, defended the measure in front of Parliament by arguing 

that:  "[...] if (the offender) knows he is going to get three of the best, I think he will lose a 

great deal of enthusiasm, because there is little glory attached to the rather humiliating ex-

perience of having to be caned.” (Singapore Parliamentary Database, 1966)  

1.3  Impact of these considerations on Singapore’s foreign policy 

The main thing that  is possible to identify bearing in mind the way Singapore behaves 

domestically , is that the P.A.P believes that good governance is better achieved by a gov-

ernment dedicated to social order and rapid economic growth. Under such premises, the 

Singaporean identity is one that is willing to sacrifice aspects of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, in order to place the interests and the well being of the majority, over 

those of the individual.  

This of course, relates to the Confucianist values present in the nation, which underline the 

interests and worries of the Singaporean society. Singaporeans aren’t afraid of Soft Au-

thoritarianism, as they consider that too much freedom can create problems. On the con-

trary they fear chaos and anarchy, and thus law and order have priority over human rights. 

Following this set of ideas, many experts have voiced their opinion, that not only Singa-

poreans, but asians in general, have little awareness of Human Rights, as they are preoc-

cupied with immediate challenges. On this topic, Singaporean scholars and observers 

have noted that their identity is founded on the notion that non western states must have 

the autonomy to establish their own codes of conduct suitable to their unique circum-

stances, and therefore, rights of the individual are subordinate to the rights of the majority. 

(source) 
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Evidently, the inner composition of Singapore, does play a great role in the way the coun-

try chases its  foreign policy objectives, and in the way it prioritises its agenda. The  Con-

fucianist mindset behind all this, can influence Singapore’s stand in the South China Sea 

conflict when we take into account two things. Number one, China is also  a strong pro-

moter and defender of many of these ideas. Just like in Singapore, the Chinese Commu-

nist Party heavily influences the lives of its citizens, and also takes harsh measures to rep-

rimand those who seek to disturb social order. Meaning that bilateral negotiations between 

the two countries, might find common ground. And number 2, based on these assump-

tions, it is clear that maintaining social order and harmony is a key principle of the Singa-

porean government. Therefore, this can help explain why in some circumstances of in-

ternational turmoil, the country has preferred to project a neutral position instead of openly 

clashing with another State. Singapore is aware of how easy it is for a country its size to 

fall into chaos, and thus its foreign policy objectives are aimed at not letting anyone chal-

lenge the order and cohesion they have built. Let us remember, that Singapore is one of 

the countries who has not pressed charges in the South China Sea controversies.  

2. Singapore’s participation in ASEAN, a platform to pursue Foreign Policy Objectives. 

2.1  ASEAN’s usefulness at the moment of dissecting and interpreting Singapore’s foreign 

policy 

Given the limitations that Singapore’s small size, both in population and in territory, pose to  

its capacities to engage with other countries, a useful way to understand how it does for-

eign policy is to observe the way it behaves within various international organisations. Giv-

en the close proximity of the area, and the fact that three member States of the institution 

are presenting challenging claims against China over the sovereignty of the area being 

disputed, ASEAN is clearly the most relevant institution to observe for the purpose of com-

prehending what Singapore’s take in the whole conflict is.  

In order to accomplish this, taking a closer look at what Singapore’s trajectory in ASEAN 

has been like during the past ten years, focusing on what they accomplish during their last 

tenure of the ASEAN chairmanship in 2007, can provide clues as to what are their inter-

ests and objectives in foreign policy. By dwelling on Singapore’s actions in ASEAN, we can 
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thus gain insight on why they have acted in the way they have in the South China Sea 

confrontations.  

Firstly, it is important to highlight the statements made by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, 

at the ASEAN Day Lecture in Singapore in 2007, right before his country assumed the 

chairmanship of the organisation. Mr Lee, mentioned the accomplishments and the short-

cuts of ASEAN, and also presented his vision for the institution in the years to come.  Tak-

ing into consideration that Lee Hsein Loong is the secretary  of the People’s Action Party, 

and also the immense power yielded by the executive branch in Singapore, it becomes 

possible to assume that Lee’s position on foreign policy dilemmas reflects, to a significant 

degree at least  , those of the country itself.  

2.2 Singapore’s pre existing conceptions about ASEAN and its challenges  

The Prime Minister recognised the accomplishments of the organisation  during its 40 

years of existence, but was also quick to point out that there is still much to be done. As I 

noted during the theoretical framework explaining the Asean Values, this organism is noted 

for engaging in lots of talk, but little action. Lee explained that it is crucial to build a strong 

and cohesive sense of ASEAN community, mentioning how Intra ASEAN trade is stagnate 

and how there are other international integration organisations like the EU who have ad-

vanced a lot further, and thus have accomplished better results.  

Important to this investigation, is the fact that the Prime Minister mentioned that deepening 

integration was a matter of survival. He argued that the rise of China and India had com-

pletely transformed the landscape and the international dynamics within Asia. Moreover, 

other areas of the world such as The Gulf States, and countries in Eastern Europe, have 

also undertaken important steps toward a competent and strong integration, which in turn 

risks the countries in ASEAN to be overlooked and dismissed by investors. Furthermore, 

he also acknowledged how the tendency of South East Asian nations to avoid mending on 

each other affairs (The Asean Way), posed problems at the moment of directing a common 
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strategy for ASEAN to engage in foreign policy, since States had different ideas of what 

should the priorities be, and it was hard reaching consensus or compromising.  

Similarly, and very meaningful when it comes to showing Singapore’s foreign policy, its 

head of State was adamant on the notion that the more developed countries of ASEAN are 

the ones called to lead and direct the organisation, while the slowest members should let 

themselves be guided and follow accordingly. Mr Lee expressed this belief in a clear man-

ner when he said: 

 “ To keep our efforts on track, the pace of ASEAN integration should not be set by its 

slowest members. The more developed ASEAN members can and should take the lead in 

setting the pace of integration for the rest to follow. We should look for creative and flexible 

approaches to accelerate integration, despite the diversity of the region. One way is for 

ASEAN countries which are ready to move ahead first, either bilaterally or as a smaller 

sub-group. Others can join in later when they are ready. This will give regional integration 

a much needed boost” ( Lee Hsien Loong, 7 of August 2007)  

Bearing in mind that Singapore is the wealthiest country in ASEAN by GDP per capita, It is 

easy to see, that Singapore has clear intentions of exercising influence within ASEAN, and 

has the desire to act as powerful state in the organisation. Consequently, Singapore also 

expressed the need to challenge the ASEAN way even more, by emphasising the need to 

have a long term vision of the integration process. The Prime Minister also called for a bet-

ter understanding among citizens of what the purpose of ASEA is, as well as the things 

that are at stake, and the gains to be obtained by enhancing international cooperation.  

During Singapore’s chairmanship, Singapore’s leader endorsed the idea, that while eco-

nomic growth is of crucial interest, it must be underpin by regional stability. Meaning that in 

order to enjoy economic success, peaceful and harmonious relations must be maintained. 

This of course, showcases Singapore’s own strategy of maintaining property, within its 

own borders, as I explained in the previous section by showing how it is prone to disregard 

the western conception of human rights, so as to safeguard social order. We can assume 

then, that Singapore’s fear of chaos and efforts to keep stability, transcend its domestic 

policy, and merge with the county’s foreign policy too.  
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Furthermore, Singapore’s endeavours in ASEAN, also express the need for the organisa-

tion to become more competent internationally, as well as the fear of failing to fail to look 

beyond narrow short term interests. Lee Hsein Loong repeatedly promoted the urge to 

pursue broader strategic goals during Singapore’s chairmanship, and also enforced the 

idea that ASEAN needed to appear more reliable and credible in the international stage. 

Singapore's role in the organisation in 2007 was marked by the slogan, “One ASEAN at 

the heart of dynamic Asia”, which accurately represented these ideas to the public.  

2.3 Singapore’s agenda during their chairmanship 

During its  tenure, Singapore’s efforts in ASEAN were guided towards strengthening the 

organisation internally. To accomplish this, Singapore was responsible for the promulgation 

of the ASEAN charter, which serves as a founding framework used to expand the legal sta-

tus of the institution. The charter codifies norms, rules, and values, sets clear targets, and 

promulgates rules regarding a country's accountability and compliance. This organism is 

also legally binding, and is intended to get registered  with the Secretariat of the United 

Nations, pursuant to Article 102, Paragraph 1 of the Charter of the United Nations.  In ad-

dition, Singapore is also responsible for signing the blueprint that would push for the cre-

ation of the ASEAN Economic Community, which initially had been proposed for 2015. The 

fact that Singapore used its chairmanship to push for this initiative, showcases its desire to 

play a very active role in the integration of the organisation, as well as its leadership skills 

to help the region become more competent. This idea is also strengthen but the fact that in 

2007 Singapore also used its position to try to bridge the development gap between mem-

ber States through programs like, the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI). Again, this 

shows that The Lion City is aware of the economic capacities it has, and hopes to use 

them to gain confidence from its neighbours. 

During its tenure, Singapore also appeared to challenge the notion of the Asean Values, at 

least to a small degree,  by accentuating the importance for the organisation to promote 

bottom up participation. In other words, the necessity to celebrate and parade the signifi-

cance and value of ASEAN’s huge cultural diversity, while at the same time look for ways 

to guarantee that this diversity won’t cause any problems or tensions. Essentially, Singa-

pore recognises that despite the tendency to leave others to do its business, it is para-

mount to deepen the integration and intervene when necessary, so as to make sure that 

order and stability will endure. We know this, because in the year of Singapore’s chair-
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manship, ASEAN mentioned repeatedly the urge to help deal the situation in Myanmar. In 

2007, ASEAN proposed to have the United Nations Special Advisor brief the 13th ASEAN 

Summit on this specific topic, much to the dissatisfaction of the military junta in Naypyidaw.  

This is interesting, because it clearly shows how Singapore’s approach to foreign policy is 

translated to an international context. As I have explained, Singapore is characterised by  

huge ethnical diversity, and thus the government has taken a very hands on approach on 

the well being and the lives off all its citizens, to ensure that this diversity won’t bring prob-

lems to  the functioning of the State. On the contrary, Myanmar has assumed a very differ-

ent strategy to deal with its diversity, which has resulted in a very different outcome. By 

mentioning  diversity in the ASEAN day lecture, “ In this endeavour, we must balance be-

tween celebrating the diversity of ASEAN and preventing this diversity from causing weak-

ness and discord”,  Lee underlines  his intention to have other countries mimic Singapore 

on this regard, as well as further manifesting Singapore’s desire to be a leader and a pro-

tagonist on ASEAN’s integration.  

On top of all of that, Singapore’s turn in leading ASEAN was also characterised by a close 

engagement with external powers. In this same year, ASEAN intensified the ASEAN+1 dia-

logue relationships, it strived to complete Free Trade Agreement (FTA) negotiations, and it 

worked on expanding the ASEAN-EU FTA. In order to accomplish this, Singapore was re-

sponsible for the inauguration of ASSEAN-EU comparative summit, and also for the com-

memoration of the ASEAN+3 anniversary. What’s more, during its chairmanship, Singa-

pore pursued global issues like,  energy, environment, climate change and sustainable de-

velopment, which were all topics widely discussed in this year's summit.  

There are many considerations to be drawn from Singapore’s last tenure of ASEAN’s 

chairmanship, which help  provide important clues as to why the country has acted like it 

has in the South China Sea conflict. The first one, is the necessity and urgency the country 

feels to survive. By reflecting the need for ASEAN to better integrate, pondering on how 

other superpowers, like China and India,  might toy with it if they fail to do this,  Singapore 

manifests its understanding of its own internal circumstances, as well as the preoccupation 

they perceive weak institutions in ASEAN could pose to the their future. The Second thing, 

is that the country equally worries about internal order and harmony, as it does for in-

ternational cohesion. By looking at Singapore’s desire to let ASEAN intervene more heavi-

ly in matters that cause social disturbance, like the Myanmar crisis, we can tell that the 
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city-State, despite how it is often calling for respect of its own sovereignty, is also willing to 

compromise if this means more order and security. The third thing, is that just like it shows 

domestically, Singapore understand the limitations of ASEAN and calls it to engage and 

interact with other nations and institutions. Again, despite of the Confucianist teachings, 

Singapore projects a foreign policy that is not protectionist or reclusive, and is more than 

willing to cooperate with others. And finally, the last big input we can take from Singapore’s 

relation with Asean, is that despite its small size, the country feels an obligation and a wish 

to lead and star in the integration process of its neighbours, and we know this by how it 

hopes to set issues of global importance, like the environment and sustainable develop-

ment, in the agenda of the organisation.  

3. Singapore’s peculiarities in the promulgation of its foreign policy  

3.1 The Small Size of Singapore  

As I have been repeatedly mentioning  throughout this whole investigation, Singapore’s 

physical  small size poses important considerations at the moment of exercising foreign 

policy. The country is comprised by a diamond shaped island, which acts as the main land, 

and by other smaller islands in the surroundings.  Singapore has a total land area of  

719.9 square kilometres (278.0 sq mi), and measures 50 kilometres from east to west 

(31mi), and 27 kilometres (17mi) from north to south, with 193 kilometres (120 mi) of 

coastline. (Yearbook of Statistics Singapore, 2012) 

When it comes to small states, experts consider that there are both risks and benefits, in 

the practice of pursuing active foreign policy. Macklin Scheldrup argues that the benefits lie 

with the idea that foreign policy might bring political security and power, as well as eco-

nomic development and prestige while providing policymakers with a higher level of ap-

proval. Nonetheless, an active foreign policy on their part also entails negative side effects 

on political, military and economic dimensions.  As British author, David Vital warns, “mis-

takes by leaders of great powers can be disguised, but small state’s mistakes are, often 

beyond repair”  (Vital, 1971, p.12). 
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Another important assumption about the way small states execute and pursue foreign pol-

icy, is they need to heavily rely on diplomacy. This occurs because they lack strong military 

capacities, and also because  their small stature means that international threats become 

a major source of concern that affects them more directly. Moreover, small states inherit 

the rules of the game they are immersed in, and work under hierarchical systems with 

fewer options than larger states. (Keohane, 1969) 

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to think that small states are merely pawns of the in-

ternational system. Small states can exemplify how to organise societies and  how to ex-

ercise influence in world politics, and they can accomplish this by providing a moral bal-

ance of power in the international system. (Keohane, 1969) 

In the specific situation of Singapore, its small size influences its foreign policy  in the 

sense of how vulnerable it makes it amidst a complex and unstable region, full of powerful 

neighbours and turmoil. Singapore is surrounded by countries that are much larger than 

itself, both in size and in population. The country’s most immediate neighbours are 

Malaysia and Indonesia, both of which far exceeded its size in all physical dimensions. 

Malaysia has a surface of 330.803 square kilometres and a population of over 31 million 

citizens (World Bank, 2016), and Indonesia on the other hand, is the largest muslim nation  

in the world with a surface of 1,905 million square kilometres, and a population of over 261 

million inhabitants  (World Bank, 2016)  

Furthermore, Singapore is the smallest country in ASEAN, trailing behind even the small 

sultanate of Brunei, which with 5.765 square kilometres (World Bank, 2016) is about eight 

times bigger than Singapore. This situation also extends to the size of Singapore’s citi-

zens, however it is important to note that with a population of about 5.6 million citizens 

(World Bank, 2016)  it is one of the globe’s most densely populated countries. The USCB’s 

World Population Clonk, ranks Singapore as the third most densely populated nation in 

existence, with about 7,804 occupants per square kilometre. (Statistics Singapore, 2016)  

Ultimately, the impact of Singapore’s size in foreign policy lies with the limitations  it cre-

ates to  access   resources, most notably to natural resources, and military capacities. Be-

ing a city State which is largely urbanised, and with no much area, Singapore has a con-

siderable shortage of natural resources. Most notably, the use and management of water 

poses a huge challenge for Singapore, given how since there is little land to conserve wa-

ter, areas designated for this purpose have to merge with areas designated  for socio eco-
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nomic growth.  Similarly, Singapore also experiences a lack of non renewable resources 

such as coal, oil, and natural gas, and  therefore the country’s economy is dependant on 

oil and natural gas imports. (World Fact Book, 2016) 

When it comes to the military, Singapore has far less man power that other nations in its 

vicinity. In actuality, The Singaporean Armed Forces (SAF), with all of its three branches, 

the Army, the Air Force, and the Navy has a total of 71,600 active members, and it spends 

SGD $14.2 billion (US$10.42bn) annually on its Armed Forces, which accounts to 3.2% of 

the country’s GDP (World Bank, 2016). According to the Global Fire Power Index, which 

releases an annual report ranking the world’s most powerful countries based on military 

strength, taking into account a nation’s: army, tanks, helicopters, aircrafts, aircraft carriers, 

and submarines, Singapore ranks 65 out of 133 countries listed, and with a Power Index of  

1.017.1. It is the seventh most powerful country in Southeast Asia, ahead of the poorest 

economies of the region, Cambodia and Laos, but behind Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, 

Myanmar, Malaysia, and the Philippines. (GFP Strength in Numbers, 2017)  

From this factors, we can see that Singapore’s small size compromises the nation’s abili-

ties to get natural resources, and to guarantee its own national security. As a result, the 

nation is called upon to rely on diplomacy and international cooperation to solve this in-

conveniences, and therefore finds itself in the need to direct its foreign policy to  building 

harmonious relations with other countries in order to get the assistance it needs.  

3.2 The repercussion of Singapore’s geopolitics on its foreign policy  

The geographical composition of Singapore impacts on the way it exercises foreign policy, 

given how it privileges it at the moment of developing and promoting certain practices. For 

starters, Singapore’s fortunate location in the middle of the Ecuadorian Belt grants it 

tremendous potential to venture on the field of Renewable Resources. Since the beginning 

of the 21st century, Singapore has been constantly relying more and more on the use of 

biomass as a source or renewable energy, which is a type of energy stored on organic 

matters, that can be used to generate electricity or fuel (Trade Chakra, 2017). We can see 

then, that Singapore’s location aids it at the moment of pursuing foreign policy objectives, 

given how it allows it to lead initiatives on renewable energy and global issues like climate 

change and sustainable development, which, as I mentioned, were some of the topics 

Singapore focused on during its last chairmanship of ASEAN.  
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Nevertheless, the greatest advantage Singapore enjoys from its geography, which repre-

sents  a very important consideration for its foreign policy, is that of its strategic position in 

the oceans, and the sea power and economic opportunities this brings.  Experts have 

pointed out that Singapore compensates its lack or resources by  enjoying a prime location 

in the world’s trade routes, being centred in a very busy intersection of roads where in-

ternational commerce takes place. As I talked about before, Singapore is located in the 

southern tip of the Strait of Malacca, meaning that any ship traveling between the Indian 

Ocean and East or Southeast Asia has to navigate pass the Singaporean coastline. (Ral-

lis, 2017) 

Clearly, geopolitics played a starring role in Singapore’s development during the 20th cen-

tury, as it allowed it to engage with other nations in matters of transportation, shipping, and 

communications. Consequence of its key location, the Singaporean port quickly became 

one of the world’s most efficient and effective in transshipment, and in getting goods in and 

out quickly and cheaply. As of 2015, the Singapore port is estimated to handle an average 

of 364 vessels per day, or more than 15 ships per hour. (Rallis, 2017)  

This geographical advantage has also allowed Singapore to become an important hub for 

business and international exchange, which has enabled it to build an export oriented 

economy, which toppled with the country’s social system,  makes Singapore a big player 

on the global arena. Furthermore, the nations geopolitical capacities, also grant it a lot of 

importance among bigger States, since, given the sheer amount of economic goods that 

are transported daily through its shores, Singapore has the potential of disrupting world 

order (Fan Lei, 2017). This very principle was explained by Lee Kuan Yew in 1966 when 

he remarked that,  if Finland was invaded major powers could ignore it because such an 

invasion would do little to affect the balance of power among them; however, it would be a 

problem for great powers if there was no Singapore. (Fan Lei, 2017) 

We can see then, that Singapore’s geopolitics influences greatly its foreign policy, simply 

because it shaped the country’s path to development and prosperity. Unlike many of its 

neighbours, Singapore had little resources to fall back on, it didn’t have Malaysia’s pe-

troleum, or Thailand’s agricultural lands, nor does it has Indonesia’s forests, or Vietnam’s 

cheap labour, but it had a privileged location, that in the world of globalisation and neolib-

eralism, make it highly attractive to foreign markets.  (Fan Lei, 2017), 
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We can thus affirm, that Singapore’s geopolitics impact on its foreign policy, given how it 

makes it a target for all of the world’s superpowers, which in turn has lead it to develop a 

very balanced strategy of engagement, that relies on flexible diplomatic strategies.  Follow-

ing this set of ideas, it is possible to affirm that the geography of Singapore, aside from 

making it vulnerable on certain areas,  has also directed its  government to underline dif-

ferent cooperation relations with multiple states. 

4. Singapore’s rational and constructivist interests when engaging and negotiating with 

world’s superpowers. 

4.1 Singapore’s view of its relation with the United States.  

For Starters, it is important to note that since it’s very birth, Singapore has placed a great 

deal of importance in maintaining good diplomatic relations with the US. We can observe, 

that there are both rationalist and constructivist reasons to account for this fact. Firstly, 

from a rational point of view, Singapore understands that openly clashing with the world’s 

largest economy would be costly to its government and that it would also be unproductive 

from a rational perspective. As I have mentioned, Singapore’s vulnerability on security and 

military matters is considerable, and so, it follows the logic of Norm Regulated Action that 

the Lion City would take advantage of its strong norms and institutions, to negotiate a win-

win situation with the US.  

For example, in present time, Singapore has a bilateral aviation safety agreement with the 

US (BASA), which  strengthens safety regulatory cooperation between the two countries 

and provides easier access to their aerospace markets. Under this agreement, which was 

signed in 2004, the U.S. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and the Civil Aviation Au-

thority of Singapore (CAAS) recognise each country's safety certification of aircraft equip-

ment (Ministry of Transport Singapore, 2004).  
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This is only one of the multiple safety agreements both countries have, that show the ra-

tional intention of Singapore to make the United States  its most important strategic partner 

in security.  In the last couples of decades, starting primary during the  high levels of ten-

sion in the  Cold War, henceforth Singapore and America have been deepening a large 

web of defence relations which are focused on shared interests. International watchers 

agree that Singapore has been constructing a  foreign policy of non-alignment and en-

gages with its partners on the  rational wish of experiencing  mutual interests. Hence, the 

alignment of interests between the US and Singapore in the Asia-Pacific forms the basis 

for an enduring defence relationship, since on one hand, the US helps secure the needs 

and operations of Singapore in a harsh setting, and on the other, Singapore assists the US 

in maintaining its global sphere of influence, deterring the notion that American allies 

should reconsider their position amidst nationalistic movements and voices of uncertainty. 

(Daniel Chua, 2015)  

Consequently, but from a more constructivist approach, healthy and active US-Singapore 

relations are just as important. Under this scoop, we can identify that the relation between 

both countries has been constructed under core ideas of the P.A.,  which are based on 

considerations that determined that an evolving and dynamic partnership could prove 

beneficial. This position of closeness between them, is only getting stronger through the 

years, which shows a logic of consequentialism on behalf of both of them.  

In terms of social identity and interactions, we can see that aside from security concerns, 

there are also a handful of examples that underline the social construction of this relation-

ship. Most notably, the fact that english is one of the official languages of Singapore, de-

spite not being prominent in any of the places of origin where the main ethnicities that 

make up the country come from, showcases how the nation’s decision makers opted for 

constructing  a social life among their citizens  that was well suited to share a strong bond 

with the American culture and American interests.  

Similarly, the relationship between the US and Singapore is founded on empirical norms 

that follows sets of procedures and concerns. The empirical norms, have been constructed 

for many decades now, given how it has been a constant foreign policy objective which 

has endured the test of time and the passing of government and leaders, meaning that it is 

indeed a true national interest on behalf of both countries. Washington has maintained 

formal diplomatic relations with Singapore from the very first moment the nation got its in-
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dependence in 1965, and over the years their relationship has blossomed with only minor 

circumstances of real tension. As if now, both nations  cooperate in free trade agreements, 

military relations, relief operations, and academic exchanges. In addition, on top of the 

embassy of Singapore in Washington, Singapore also has a consulate general in San 

Francisco, a consulate in New York, and honorary consulates in Chicago, Miami, and 

Houston.  (Tomkings, 2011) 

Regarding the procedures and concerns that play in the relationship between them. Sin-

gapore is aware that it has a different perception from the US in areas such as human right 

and individual liberties, and therefore admits and recognises the boundaries this poses in 

their relation. For the most part, both nations avoid discussing Human Rights during their 

negotiations. With Singapore respecting the US’s endeavours to preach and promote their 

morals to others, like with former president Bush’s so called War On Terror, and with Amer-

ica’s disposition to keep  quiet about Singapore’s harsh treatment of its citizens, respecting 

their much advocated request to not have third parties interfere  on their inner affairs 

(Daniel Chua, 2014). We can thus see that Singapore’s closeness to the US is founded on 

experience, rational thinking, tradition, and mutual interest. Therefore, we can say that 

their relationship is constructed on principles that respond to both, rationalism and con-

structivism.  

4.2 Singapore’s view of its relation with China.  

When talking about Asia, China is just impossible to overlook. It’s huge economy, and its 

massive size, on top of its rich history, make it just a key State at the moment of under-

standing all of the international dynamics found on  this part of the World. In the case of 

Singapore, China has had diplomatic relations with the City State, ever since the reforms 

of Deng Xioping started to truly give results during the decade of the 90s. Over the years, 

its relationship has grown and develop, resulting in a complex set of variables that are in-

tertwined and that can help explain greatly the vision both countries have regarding their 

foreign policy ambitions. 

 From a rational point of view, it is easy to identify the reasons why Singapore has opted to 

closely work with China. For Starters, and as I have been elaborating, Singapore’s places 

a lot of importance on its survival, as it fears how its small size makes it vulnerable to the 

imperialistic ambitions of others.  China’s aggressive behaviour when interacting bilaterally 
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with others, has put a strain on ASEAN and is constant source of worry and distraught for 

Singapore. From a rationalistic point of view, it is intelligent on Singapore’s behalf  to re-

spect China’s desire to reclaim its former glory and establish themselves as global powers 

in the region, simply because of the potential damage they could cause them if they were 

to truly challenge them.  Furthermore, China’s economic importance is also of great inter-

est to Singapore, and upon close inspection, it makes sense why the Lion City engages so 

enthusiastically with Beijing in matter concerning money. Let us remember, that China is 

now Singapore's largest trade partner, with two-way trade reaching over  $121.5 billion in 

2013. And in the following year, Singapore became China's largest foreign investor for the 

first time with US$7.3 billion worth of investments. (Chew Hui Min, 2013). To further en-

hance this idea, it is important to note that economic ties between the two countries have 

always been governed by pragmatism, and as such trade between both of them has not 

been affected by moral misunderstandings or other considerations, which complementary, 

shows a powerful empirical norm of reciprocity between them. (Chew Hui Min, 2013) 

On the other hand, relations between China and Singapore based on constructivist values 

appear less consolidated. At first glance this might be surprising, since a bast majority of 

Singaporeans are of ethnic Chinese descend and the Confucianist teachings they inherit 

from China are ever so present. This might lead people to infer that shared social values 

have been constructed over time.  Recent surveys in Singapore, like the one carried out by 

Quora in 2016, appear to show that, modern Singaporeans are unlikely to find any strong 

ties with mainland Chinese culture. As professor Chia Yeng Yang from the National Uni-

versity of Singapore points out, “ A commonality between Singaporean generations is a 

growing apprehension for Chinese foreign policy, particularly in the South-China sea, par-

ticularly given Singapore's reliance on trade. The general attitude therefore ranges from 

passive apathy to annoyance, and even xenophobia with respect to Chinese immigrants, 

particularly given the difference in cultural practices” (Chiang Yenag Yang, Quora, 2016).  

This reality is further accentuated by moments of tension that have taken place in the 

South China Sea disputes, when on a significant amount of occasion, Singapore has tak-

en a stand, based on rationalistic assumptions, that has displeased China. Such was the 

situation in 2016 when the Singaporean head of State attended a meeting in the White 

House, where he stated that the US needed to adopt a strategy of engagement that could 

rebalance Asia Pacific (Desmond Ng, 2016). Similarly, China’s contempt with Singapore 

over the South China Sea conflict also become evident when Beijing accused Singapore 
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of raising the issue at the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) Summit held in Venezuela, where 

Chinese officials were quick to voice that Singapore had insisted on including an in-

ternational tribunal’s ruling on the waterway, which was in favor of the Philippines, in the 

summit’s final document.  (Desmond Ng, 2016) 

What we can see here then, is that Singapore does not feel a deep sense of responsibility 

towards China based on Constructivist principles alone. Indeed on the majority of occa-

sions,  their interests are aligned and they can work together. This mostly stems from the 

fact that Singapore is very pragmatic and rationalist when it comes to interacting with Chi-

na on financial matters.  But given the strong network of support it has build, it  sometimes 

find itself in  situations where it is capable of defying China, in a way that  showcases that 

despite its small size and recent independence, Singapore is adamant on the pursuit of its 

foreign policy, and it is willing to sometimes take risks in order to achieve them.  

Conclusions:  

The first thing that we can conclude, is that at the moment of understanding how Singa-

pore builds its own foreign policy strategies, there are a wide range of circumstances and 

considerations that come into play. Thus, it is possible to affirm that there is not a unique 

variable that dominates the country’s interest in foreign affairs.  Furthermore, the conflict in 

the South China Sea does show  how Singapore exercises  foreign policy, since it provides 

the  perfect stage for the city state to interact and engage with different actors,  and in mul-

tiple ways, which at the same time, helps highlight the country’s identity, capacities, ide-

ologies, and concerns.  

To summarise the Foreign Policy of Singapore, one can say that it is remarkably versatile 

and flexible. And it functions this way, in order to compensate its failures and surpass its 

challenges, by means of cooperating and balancing its relation with the two most powerful 

countries in the world in the current age, China and the United States. Moreover, taking 

the peculiarities of Singapore into consideration, as well as its  historical context, it is pos-

sible to confirm the notion that most people have about Singapore’s main interests with the 

two superpowers. In essence, Singapore feels closer to China in terms of economy, but 

prefers to rely on the US for security matters. And although situations of tension and dis-

agreements are not entirely unheard of, overall it enjoys good relationship with both.  
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The most important thing however, that Singapore’s foreign policy can provide when hop-

ing to understand its involvement in the South China Sea confrontations, is that it is usual-

ly very coherent with its internal policies and with its foreign policies. In other words, in or-

der to properly understand  what really matters for Singapore at the moment of behaving in 

an international dispute, one needs to take a look at the issues that matter for the country 

in an  internal level, as these  often translate in the international panorama. Speaking in 

more concrete terms, Singapore has constructed its sovereignty placing great importance 

in keeping harmonious and stable relations among its citizens. This comes, partially, from 

its confucians values that resonate well with the modus operandi of other countries in 

ASEAN, but also, from its self consciousness of how small and vulnerable it is to be bullied  

by other nations. As a result, Singapore prefers to keep a position of neutrality in most in-

ternational conflicts and controversies. It wants to be left alone to deal with its own busi-

ness, and in exchange it is willing to let other’s do the same.  

However, due to constructivist and rationalists reasons, Singapore is not always coherent 

with this policy, and there are circumstances, among those some related to the South Chi-

na Sea, where the small country behaves differently. Singapore tends to be more ambi-

tious on its foreign policy objectives, when it acts within an important network of support. 

Most notably, we can see that Singapore’s neutrality in the South China Sea conflict is less 

notable when it works with ASEAN. And this is because, Singapore is aware of the power 

its strong economy, product of its privileged geopolitical position and successful hands on 

approach at the hands of the government, brings at the moment of interacting with the 

other countries of the organisation. On top of this, it is through this organism, specially dur-

ing the occasions when Singapore has been called upon to lead it, that  we can witness, 

Singapore’s  desire to play a more active role on foreign policy than it is normally thought.  

Regarding the current situation in the South China Sea, the most significant assumption to 

take from this investigation, is that the outcome of this disputes will have a great impact on 

Singapore. This is quite  obvious , since the free navigation of the seas, and safeguarding 

active international trade,  is an issue of utmost important for the nation. We can thus as-

sume that the country will continue using its foreign policy to try to guarantee the stability 

in the area.  
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To finish,  I would like to conclude by issuing some predictions about what we can possibly  

expect from Singapore in this conflict in the years to come, as well as how it is going to 

use it’s upcoming chairmanship of ASEAN in 2018.  

Regarding the conflict itself, things are unlikely to take a very drastic change in the years 

to come. And the reason why we can say this, is because China knows the backlash it 

would receive if it were to act more determinedly to get the islands by the use of force, yet 

its interest in the area is absolutely clear and won’t dwindle. Similarly, the countries press-

ing challenging claims will continue to use international law to try to gain an advantage, but 

none of this mechanisms will be significant or daring enough to truly deter China. As for 

Singapore, it will continue to try to use ASEAN as a platform to advocate for a peaceful so-

lution of the controversies, and It will never press claims against China. Lastly, regarding 

its upcoming chairmanship, the issue will surely be mentioned at some point during its 

tenure, yet, given the preponderance of other pejoratives, it will probably not be at the very 

top of the agenda. In my opinion, the threat of North Korea, and the uncertainty Trump’s 

presidency is bringing to countries in Asia Pacific,  are way more likely to occupy central 

stage during the 2018 chairmanship.  
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