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Introduction

What does the Asian modern of a ‘globalising East Asia’ — a phrase now
both clichéd and yet still resonant — look like? In the discourses that have
emerged over the past two decades, East Asia has become increasingly viewed
as industrial, capitalist and urban — and committed to frenetic development.
All the three elements mentioned contribute to what is almost a mantra to be
intoned by those who wish to represent East Asian cultural dimensions. In
1999, the Paris-based, mainland Chinese curator Hou Hanru co-curated with
Hans-Ulrich Obrist the touring arts-exhibition extravaganza that started in
London’s Hayward Gallery called “Cities on the Move: Urban Chaos and Global
Change — East Asian Art, Architecture and Films Now’. They proclaimed that:

A kind of mixture of liberal Capitalist [sic] market economy and Asian,
post-totalitarian social control is being established as a new social
order [in industrial-capitalist East Asia]. Culture, in such a context,
is by nature hybrid, impure and contradictory. Accordingly, the new
architectures and urban environment [sic] are being renovated and
transformed into a sort of ‘Theme Park’ oriented cityscape. ... [This
[urban modernity] incarnates perfectly the image of the post-colonial
and post-totalitarian modernization in the region: the impulsive and
almost fanatical pursuit of economic and monetary power becomes the
ultimate goal of development.!

This type of breathless prose, proclaiming the latest version of the new —
now available in East Asia — with a vocabulary drawn from postcolonial theory
of the 1980s and postmodern and globalisation cultural theory of the 1990s, along
with a hint of Asian one-upsmanship, though, is not always well received, or is
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received ambivalently. The revival of aspects of postwar ‘modernisation’, a term
that seemed superseded but is now updated to include the information industry
and the warm reception of the globalised free market in former Third World
regions, surprises cultural critic Fredric Jameson: ‘[Modernity] is in fact back
in business all over the world, and virtually inescapable in political discussion
from Latin America to China, not to mention the former Second World itself.”2

The ‘developmental’ city-state of Singapore® in many respects has
contributed towards the now-established image of an Asian modern urban
formation in which, it has become almost predictable to say, East meets West,
and in which centre and periphery, old and new, are conjoined. Looking at one
representative critical response to Singapore allows us to ponder why the East
Asian modern could be perceived as an inauthentic modernity, or perhaps as a
distorted form of modernity.

The year 1993 is a good place to start, for it was the year the World Bank
released its report on the Little Tigers’ economic development, The East Asian
Miracle.* It was thus a year when Asian triumphalism seemed at least implicitly
validated by that major international organisation. A Time article of that year
on Singapore captures the image of success the People’s Action Party (PAP),
which has ruled the city-state since 1959, wants for the country. The writer,
though, suggests that Singapore’s Asian modern is a trifle sterile, that it is an
inauthentic capitalist society. It begins by quoting Francis Fukuyama: ‘the “soft
authoritarianism” of countries like Singapore “is the one potential competitor to
Western liberal democracy, and its strength and legitimacy is growing daily”".°
Significant (if backhanded) praise from the 1990s high-profile champion of the
teleology of progress and liberty based on European Enlightenment thought
— an intellectual heritage, as we will see, which the first-generation PAP leaders
adapted for their own use. Singapore’s ‘legitimacy’, it is suggested, come from
its technicist, narrow and therefore distorted understanding of modernisation:
‘Singapore Inc.” is “the world’s busiest container port, the third largest oil-refining
center, the major exporter of computer disk drives’, and ‘has attracted some 3,000
foreign companies with generous tax breaks, ultramodern telecommunications,
an efficient airport, and tame labor unions’ (36-37). Despite such achievements,
full universal progress and a complete modernity have not arrived in the city-
state.®

The photograph which straddles two pages of the article is apt, embodying
as it does the writer’s physical description of Singapore as an inorganically
evolved and thus incoherent urban space: “With low pollution, lush tropical
greenery, a mix of modern skyscrapers and colonial-era buildings, the city
resembles a clean and efficient theme park ..." (36). The Padang — the city green
with its playing fields — occupies the foreground of the photo and the Singapore
Cricket Club the centre. On the right of the Padang (from back to front) are the
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well-maintained Parliament, Supreme Court and City Hall buildings,” present
reminders of a former resplendent imperial authority now passed on to local
people. Behind Parliament House and the Victoria Concert Hall (until 1979
the Victoria Memorial Hall) — in front of which stands a statue of Sir Thomas
Stamford Raffles, harbinger of colonial modernity, advocate of free trade and the
official English founder of Asian Singapore — lies the Singapore River, another
reminder of the imperial commercial past: Singapore as entrep6t.

At the back of the photo is the central business district, with its
skyscrapers — one of which is designed by the modernist, Chinese-American
architect, I. M. Pei. It has been argued that out of an older, English-inspired
commercial modernity has risen ‘the rebirth of the sort of interstitial centres
characteristic of world trade in the Middle Ages. City states like Hong Kong
and Singapore revive, extraterritorial “industrial zones” multiply inside
technically sovereign nation-states like Hanseatic Steelyards ...".*

Time’s critical transnational picture of modernity is in certain respects
actually, though naturally more positively, enshrined in official representations of
Singapore’s identity. The Ministry of Culture’s’ Singapore 1984 yearbook is a good
example of such representations. As ‘authentic’ Asianidentities (apparently) have
not dissipated (despite steady, post-independence socio-cultural engineering by
the state), there is a cosmopolitanism to Singapore national identity: ‘the people
have gradually acquired a distinct identity as Singaporeans while retaining their
traditional cultures and lifestyles’. The religious incarnations of the people are
even more complex: Chinese (either vernacular-, Mandarin- or English-speaking)
who are Buddhist, Taoist or Christian, Hindus, Sikhs, Jains and Zoroastrians,
not to mention Malay-Muslims, “exist side by side under the protection of the
Constitution of the Republic’.'® Singapore is no India; but the vertical, ethnic and
linguistic divisions are confusing enough for an island of some four millions.

The multi-ethnic citizenry are a key reason for the PAP’s deracinated and
deculturated version of modernity: this multicultural reality made it difficult
to erect a clear-cut national culture. Being unable to adopt the more common
‘assumed isomorphism of space, place, and culture’,"! which often results in
problems for those who may inhabit the borders of national boundaries, the
PAP decided to make Singapore all ‘border’, as it were. It is true, as cultural
anthropologist Akhil Gupta suggests, that: ‘The [postcolonial-nationalist]
recognition that different ethnic groups, ... communities and religions each have
their own role to play in the national project undermines their difference at the
same time that it homogenizes and incorporates them.””> However, in Singapore,
this homogenising by the state is complicated by the fact that ‘ethnicity’ is a
category which is harder to impose in a place composed of people each with
their ‘own’ country — for example, Chinese, China; various Indians, India, Sri
Lanka. The endgame of marshalling and defusing national differences is the
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creation of a globally oriented community which will be able to transcend the
purely national even while the modern nation-state category is complicatedly
sustained for the purpose of developing the island as a whole.

The technicist orientation of Singapore hails from it history; it is a smaller-
scale, Asianised version of the British Whigs’ ‘Our Island Story’, as the opening
paragraph of the section marked “History” in the yearbook infers:

The story of Singapore as a commercial centre began with its founding
in 1819. It grew increasingly important from the 1860s with the coming
of the steamship and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Singapore
became the entrepdt centre of the region, a role enhanced by the
development of the tin and rubber industries in the states of the Malay
Peninsula (19).

The imperial past is not necessarily debasing, for it has led to the present export-
oriented, industrial-capitalist developments.” As for pre-colonial history and
origins, on the whole ‘[1]ittle is known of the early history of Singapore’ (19).

The most space is devoted to Singapore’s struggle for self-rule (gained in
1959), the triumph over communism, the merger with Malaysia (1963) and the
subsequent separation (1965). Details are given of the setting up of the powerful
Economic Development Board and the first industrial estate in 1959, and of the
inter-ethnic riots between Malays and Chinese in 1964. The history concludes
with the 1970s, when ‘the thrust in economic strategy was to attract industries
needing higher skills and to develop Singapore as a financial centre and as a
regional centre for brain services’ (28). While there is validity to the claim
that colonial history is essential to understanding the present urban-modern
condition, the city-state is probably distinct among postcolonial societies in its
valorisation of the colonial past as part of the telos of progress and freedom that
results in the not-quite-democratic and sterile cultural inauthenticity ascribed to
the island. Emancipation arrived — but not quite in a full-fledged manner.!*

Development therefore has resulted in a modern Anglo-Asian city-state
that doesn’t seem quite part of Southeast Asia, though it certainly is not part
of the advanced part of the West its political leadership admires. During the
Cold War, Singapore was — and still remains — the most pro-West entity
in the region. Benedict Anderson has acerbically described the city-state’s
Southeast Asian status thus: ‘There was ... the anomaly of the municipality of
Singapore: formally multi-ethnic or multi-racial, but in effect a third Chinese
national possibility, under the interminable regime of Lee Kuan-yew [sic] and
his henchmen.” Anderson’s annoyance centres on the political regime of the
first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew: ‘Lee first became Chief Minister in 1957,
thanks to the support of the then powerful organized Left[, who were then later
suppressed].’’®
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This sort of ambivalence towards the PAP government’s not-really-
democratic and not-quite-authentic Asian modern by both the left and liberals
in the West occurs with some regularity and actually reveals the complex if
subordinate role that the city-state has played in the advancement of capitalism
in Southeast Asia. Ultimately, it is a response to the strategies undertaken to
become thoroughly modern, strategies in which socio-cultural engineering and
selected parts of the West are used to create a ‘pragmatic’ Asian modern. Using
Singapore as an indicative instance, this book concerns itself with the Asian
modern’s relation to the advanced West and the links between them that are
simultaneously affirmed, denied, sublimated and (mis-)recognised.

A ‘Revealing Distortion’

... the notion of an authentic culture as an autonomous internally coherent universe
is no longer sustainable [in either the First or the Third Worlds,] except perhaps as a
‘useful fiction or as a revealing distortion.

Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth (1989)'

The earlier economic development of Singapore had been a later part of the
beginning of the postcolonial age on midnight, 14 August 1947, during which
postcoloniality led to supposedly sovereign states under the industrial-
capitalist world order. The PAP’s early vision of the modern and commitment
to modernisation were part and parcel of a larger experience of decolonisation.
The Second World modernity of the communist bloc did not appeal to Lee Kuan
Yew and his co-leaders, but the call of First World modernity did.

The city-state specifically comes into its own during the ‘second epoch’
in the genealogy of postcolonial states, as the anthropologists Jean and John
Comaroff describe it, from perhaps the 1980s onwards. This epoch has a more
fluid, market-driven world coming about, one in which the state was held to be
somewhat in crisis against supranational forces, and in which ‘liberty’ came to
mean the right to assert ‘culture’ in the form of identities, subjectivities, ethnic
differences and even localities.”” The city-state moved on from a Nehruvian
commitment to industrial and technological modernity to the 1980s discourse
on a New Asianism and Asian modernity inspired by the ‘unique Japan’
hypothesis on modernisation, and thus by the enormous success of ‘Japan as
Number One’.*® Singapore’s “Asian values’ period of state formation, marked by
a culturalist orientation that was a clear departure from the technicist 1960s—70s,
was part of this second epoch of the post-Second World War ‘life’ of capital.
Singapore thus participates in the 1980s-90s story of a burgeoning East Asian
capitalism, which will then be the central period the book examines. These two



6 The Asian Modern

decades also set the stage for the re-emergence of the People’s Republic of China
onto the regional and world stages.

The island, in effect, is a national project taking place in an offshore
economy, and a particular formation integral to the free-trade regime. While
small, it displays the tensions within and the cultural (il)logic(ality) of the
present globalising modernity. Its smallness in fact offers a ‘test-tube” intensity
by which to consider the problematic of presumed non-Western or alternative
modernities.

What bothers a progressive critic like Benedict Anderson, one suspects,
is the sort of quasi-authoritarian, petit-bourgeois and sometimes smug and
priggish modernity that smoothed the path to economic success. The city-state
stands for a very ordered, capitalist society that seems to have been rewarded,
despite its repressive impulses. From this viewpoint, Singapore seems a distortion
of the models of socio-economic development that it inherited from its British
rulers, regardless of whether one prefers the social-democratic or the liberal
variety. The ‘new’ model has come to stand for a dynamic and even iconic, if
bland, multicultural utopianism adapted from and yet still dependent upon the
West, but one in which both democratic impulses and cultural difference and
historico-racialist ‘irrationalities” were suppressed, homogenised or sanitised in
the name of industrial-capitalist modernity’s pure truths.

In 1963, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz noted that ‘peoples of the
new states are simultaneously animated by two powerful, thoroughly
interdependent, yet distinct and often actually opposed motives — ... a search
for an identity ... [and] a demand for progress’."” Singapore’s statist Asian
modern by and large excluded — or suppressed — primordial sentiments
and popular culture (folklore, ethnic cultures and traditions) from the nation-
building process, and instead focused on making industrial-capitalist modernity
the metanarrative that would frame Singapore’s national identity.?

For some observers, the city-state’s modernity seems obvious: it represents
a form of capitalism that, because it has landed on Asian soil, has run amok.
Singapore is a whole society subjugated to the needs of capital. What happened
to the other aspects of modern life such as literature, music and the visual arts,
the achievements that we need to be cultured in the modern world, in fact of
what we need to be deeply modern? Why did the PAP regime not value the high
symbolic and aesthetic goods that represented one major part of the spectrum
of human autonomy? (In 1968 Lee Kuan Yew, while addressing an audience at
the then-University of Singapore, famously remarked: ‘Poetry is a luxury we
cannot afford.””) The modernisation process does not diminish or suppress the
role of the symbolic market beyond a degree (take, for instance, the romantic
revolt against a narrow socio-economic modernisation in the very homeland of
the Industrial Revolution®).
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The aesthetic home of the PAP state’s utopian impulses was not painting or
literature — which cannot feed mouths — but building, the art we live in and
do business in.?® Architecture in the form of extensive modernist public housing
and a revamped downtown that reached towards the sky was the social art form
that nobody could escape, and was needed if the new citizens of the city-state
were to live well, materially. It was the people’s ethnic and traditional cultures
that needed watching over — and the art of architecture was useful in the wish
to rationally homogenise the nation.

If, as Néstor Garcia Canclini has argued, that ‘the most-reiterated
hypothesis in the literature on Latin American modernity ... [is that they] have
had an exuberant modernism with a deficient modernization’,* then Singapore
represents the near-opposite case, an exuberant socio-economic modernisation
with a deficient cultural modernism? — with, in fact, a deficient idea of *culture’,
taken broadly.? ‘Cultural policy” in the island did not refer to aesthetic or high-
cultural policies until 1980 or so.

Despite the apparent distortions of Western modernity, some would say
the city-state still follows the simple determinations of capital. If so, would
Singapore’s modernity then be a sort of twisted or discrepant extension, or an
attempt at mimesis gone awry? Or perhaps — if one is take the claims seriously
of both detractors and supporters of this position in both East Asia and the
advanced industrial West — this distortion is the result of local / regional (that s,
inherently Asian rather than indigenised or Asianised) capitalisms being shaped
by ‘Asian’ cultures. In the process, supposedly alternative modernities — if
not completely Other to Western modernities then significantly different from
them — based on indigenous value systems, could be conceived as starting to
challenge Western capitalism and worldwide US cultural hegemony, at least
before the 1997 Asian economic crisis was triggered by the devaluation of the
Thai baht.

In general, such views as discussed above on Singapore’s Asian modern
suggesting that the city-state, along with the other Tiger and emerging Southeast
Asian economies in the 1980s-90s asserting their own supposed brand of Asian
modernities, whether claimed to be Confucian or Islamic, represent a distorted
modernity in effect are a “useful fiction’ (to use Renato Rosaldo’s words from
this section’s epigraph) that covers up or disavows the fact that capitalism is
one phenomenon. At the same time, we also must also recognise that this ‘one-
ness’ does not imply that capitalist modernity will be the same everywhere: it is
neither monolithic nor unified.

We know capitalism is not quite the same even to itself in this (impossibly
hypostasised) entity which we call the West. Given this, Singapore’s apparently
distorted reflection of the selected parts of the Anglo-American West ‘inside’
it, then can be seen as a ‘revealing distortion’, to quote Rosaldo again, that
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only iterates the fact that the hegemonic and metropolitan Euro-American
powers can always define for the non-Western ‘“Them’ what is supposed to be
incoherent. Such differences, though, between “Western” and “Asian’ capitalisms
cannot be characterised as predominantly ‘ideological’, as something more than
and different from the disagreements of stronger and weaker economic areas
insisting on the importance of their disagreements. In the post-Cold War world
of the 1980s—90s, the question that separated the established economic zones
from the emergent economies was the question of attitudes towards cultural
difference in the construction of capitalist practices: the established powers
wanted to eliminate difference, and some emerging Asian economies thought
it to their advantage to insist on it. The ‘conflict’ of those two decades, then,
was at best a conflict over whether Asian capitalist societies could rise up in the
hierarchy of capitalist societies. This is a conflict continued by China in the new
century, as its politico-economic presence grows in East Asia.

Culture and the Asian Modern

I'will argue that it is the mixed attitudes towards Singapore by those outside it, and,
even more significantly, also the attitudes of those within the city-state towards
the oftentimes hidden or unrecognised presence of the Anglo-American West,
that are more telling of the Singapore’s developmental strategies. Its modernity
contains complicated levels of assertion, recognition and misrecognition
regarding the island-state’s relation to the West and to the immediate region and
East Asia. This offshore hub of transnational cultural-capitalist flows is fashioned
by the city-state’s leaders and yet is already fashioned by the capitalist powers.

The book'’s first hypothesis is that during the 1960s, a period of political,
ethnic and economic instability within and without the city-state, the PAP regime
‘used’ parts of the British (and later the American) West — taken as a neutral or
indeed universal culture, even as culture was downplayed on the island — as
the source of its postcolonial identity and state formation.

The second hypothesis follows from the first. This version of the West
was used to deterritorialise — to further the loss of culture in relation to social
and geographical territory — the various immigrant and local cultures as the
means to create a society ready for the jump to export-oriented industrialisation.
Such deterritorialisation was facilitated by the fact that the Chinese and Indian
sections of the population, being immigrant stock, were already partially
deterritorialised. An inconsistency in the construction of Western nationalism,
connected as it was with the essentialising function of history in relation to
primordial or historical identities for national identity, was a flaw in the Western
politico-cultural legacy that the PAP thought avoidable.
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However, capitalism itself is a cultural form, and for it to be embedded in
ways amenable to multinational companies, more proletarians had to be formed
out of farmers in the kampongs (Malay: villages), consumerism encouraged, and
so forth. The enforced rationalising modernity was in keeping with the 1960s
universalist teleological thinking, and the cultural logic of capital that underlay
modernisation theory. One key policy initiative was a tremendous emphasis on
the teaching of the English language — taught as a sort of technical language to
make it culturally neutral — so as to link the new nation with the international
economy. ‘Culture’, under the PAP, was (and is) conceived of as a residual
category to be revamped instrumentally as part of the radical reconstruction of
subjectivity itself for the economy. This policy perspective, not unexpectedly,
entailed the assumption that the economy is not cultural.

As the city-state gained in confidence and came into a more market-
driven period of international capitalist development, there was an actual (if
also simultaneously cynical) attempt at referritorialising the city-state; this
was the “Asian’ and ‘Confucian’ values period of the city-state’s cultural and
state formation from the 1980s to the mid-1990s. The problem here was the
supposedly ‘natural’ relation of Singapore to a vague, pan-Asian ‘territory’,
or, just as problematically, the non-physical and symbolic relation of Southeast
Asian Singapore (even if primarily Sinic) to a Confucian identity. The idea of a
Greater or a Cultural China, shored up by the then extremely influential work
of philosopher Tu Wei-ming, floated around in the 1980s to the early 1990s.”” The
linking of city-state to this imagined and inflated cultural entity did nothing to
make non-Chinese Singaporeans feel comfortable. This phase represented an
ongoing collusion with global capital that was also a resistance: it was yet another
‘space-making’ device that allowed the city-state to function more ably within
the Euro-American hegemonic confines of global capitalism.?

Singapore in the 1980s importantly illustrates that the opportunities for
national economies to participate in the emerging global economy may lead to
the need to focus on alternative identity and political legitimacy in which the
earlier commitment to cultural homogenisation as an inevitable concomitant of
modernisation or industrialisation may be questioned. The 1980s-90s occupies
the core of the book as it is when the conceptualisation of alternative Asian
modernities becomes possible in Singapore and elsewhere in East Asia.

While “culture’ had returned in an odd official way, earlier rationalising
imperatives had not disappeared. However, culture was now seen to be able to
support economic development, unlike the 1960-70s, when ethnic or traditional
cultures seemed retrograde. The re-ethnicising of the city-state and its insertion
into the region “Asia’ through the Asian values discourse in reality reinforced a
presumption of capitalism’s universal status by allowing the national state greater
individual space to manoeuvre. Singapore’s Asian modern thus was fashioned
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as much by the Anglo-American West, even as it attempted to manipulate that
West for its own survival process. The oppositional quality of the discourse
gave Singapore and all who used it an agenda to protect the more contentious
practices (e.g., a less-democratic polity; suppressed trade union activities) that
helped maintain their position within global capitalism.”” New opportunities
in China from 1978 — as Deng Xiaoping instituted economic reforms — was
another key reason for the PAP to stress the ‘Sinic’ qualities of New Asia’s
capitalist identity; this was the romance of ‘network’ (guanxi) capitalism. Even
high aesthetic culture was incorporated (admittedly slowly) as part of the
state’s development agenda formally from 1989. While an Asian modernity was
asserted, the state simultaneously supported a universal form of free-tradist and
neo-liberal economics that became dominant after the USSR’s collapse. The point
when Singapore transcended its Third World status in the 1980s was also when
cultural distinctiveness was marshalled to sustain competitiveness.

However, in re-imag(in)ing Singapore, there also was an unexpected and
significant authorisation of the arts (primarily in the theatre, but also in the
visual arts and in film). The cultural production that resulted used this very
authorisation to resist the government’s heavy-handed cultural planning. The
results represent at least partial artistic relocalisations of life in the city (through
are-envisioning of daily life in the vast socialist-style public-housing estates) and
in the older forms of culture (through the rethinking of the island’s multi-ethnic
past), along with symbolic productions that were intercultural reterritorialisation
of an ‘East Asia’, productions that countered the state’s version of East Asia.*’
The contradictions in the formation of Singapore’s Asian modern, ironically yet
fittingly, are expressed in the domains of aesthetic culture and its intersection
with politics. The burst of high-cultural development in the face of a statist,
petit-bourgeois philistinism indicates the point at which the culture of economy
has turned upon itself and started to hollow out the plural cultural ‘reality’
that once was ‘Singapore’. This is the reason why the book examines both the
culture of the state and the state of cultural production it helped foster, albeit
accidentally, in return.

The artistic responses to remember and re-imagine “Asian’ identity in the
face of the deliberate loss of cultural autochthony by the state is significant as
they offer instances of what transpires when the attempt is made to make a
small island-territory the tabula rasa upon which a ‘purer’ modernity could be
erected. Political scientist Partha Chatterjee argues that the task for postcolonial
societies is to trace in their mutually conditioned historicities the specific forms
thathave appeared in the domain defined by the hegemonic project of nationalist
modernity and in the numerous fragmented resistances to that normalising
project.’! But what if such non-nationally dominated cultural spaces are heavily
weakened?
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My final hypothesis is that Singapore is a case study of original authenticity
being given up and of various versions of both the “West’ and ‘Asia’ being
used to reterritorialise cultural space. It is clear that an authentic culture as
an autonomous and internally coherent universe is no longer sustainable
in either the advanced or the less-advanced worlds — except, perhaps, as a
simple yardstick as to what possessing a modern culture truly means, with the
implication that non-Western societies will never attain that standard.

The book is in two sections. The first looks at the deterritorialisation of local
cultures, and how some artistic production attempted the ‘relocalisation” of
daily life in the city-state in the 1990s. The second section examines the attempt
to reterritorialise Singapore in the name of ‘Asian values’, and the opportunities
this offered for the artistic counter-reterritorialising of the country within the
larger idea of East Asia. Both instances of non-statist cultural production do not
function in the void: a symbiotic relationship to the state’s national-culturalist
activity, one also in relation to the reality of the dominance of Western capital, is
always present.

The first chapter examines some of the key terms and contextual concerns
within East Asia that frame the book. The second and third chapters analyse
the immediate postcolonial creation of a state that was not-quite-a-nation.
The narrative that finally became dominant was a Whiggish felos of economic
development.

The third chapter also considers what, retrospectively, might be thought of
as the prelude to the 1980s discursive construction of ‘Asian values’. We should
not take at face value the differentiation between ‘East’ and ‘West’; it would
be better to think through the values raised in the discourse, such as freedom,
individualism and collectivism. How can a state have an idea of collectivism,
given the neo-liberal emphasis on the free market? The Asian values discourse
was a proleptic attempt to reflect upon the relationship between polity, ongoing
state formation and economic growth that would later surface in Tony Blair’s
and Anthony Giddens’s Third Way discourse, which proclaimed that the re-
fashioning of social democracy by market-driven means was possible. In
reassessing its earlier commitment to a homogenising modernity, the logic
for the PAP management of ethnicity became revamped, resulting in the ‘re-
ethnicising’ /‘re-Asianising” and thus the reterritorialising of the city-state.

The fourth chapter examines both the state’s extensive modernist housing
programme and decontextualised urbanism as a major component of its
socio-cultural engineering and the reaction it produced in the arts and, more
specifically, in 1990s independent film. Film made an embryonic re-entry as
art form after its demise as an industry in the 1960s. Eric Khoo's Twelve Storeys
(1997), for instance, depicts the social dysfunctionality of the city-state’s less-
‘globalised’ citizens living in public housing slabs. Such films examined the
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problematic and bizarre aspects of non-€élite life and deployed the use of both
Mandarin-Chinese and the officially suppressed Hokkien-Chinese. These films
are attempts to re-assert and, indeed, reinvent ‘locality” amid a state-projected,
deterritorialised and happy-clappy modernity.

The fifth chapter examines the modifications in how ethnicity was managed
from the 1980s. The earlier general, if deterritorialising, commitment to the West
as universal civilisation was replaced by an identititarian and reterritorialising
discourse on Asian values and modernity. These changes indicate that states
are capable of managing culture as an instrument to maintain economic
competitiveness; such culturalist reterritorialisation stood for an actual change
in local cultural values.

The next chapter studies how theatre has dealt with the gap between the
older utopia of autonomous creation that cultural and artistic modernism stood
for and the reality of the suppression of the symbolic realm in the city-state.
Theatre was the most dynamic contemporary art form that burgeoned in the
1980s. Against the virtual impossibility of constructing a different order, the late
playwright and public intellectual Kuo Pao Kun and intercultural director Ong
Ken Sen worked to extend cultural memory in the face of a culturally fragmenting
economic development by envisioning a fractured Singapore-Asian humanism
that countered the state’s version of “Asia’.

Finally, the epilogue thinks through how the end of the Cold War and the
1997 economic crisis has problematised the existing disciplinary modernisation
that had delivered economic success. The Singapore government has hastened
economic deregulation and now desires more autonomy and ‘creativity” from
its citizenry, manifesting a contradictory wish for what has been called in the
city-state as ‘managed change’. The actual experience of modernity in the city-
state seems to have exceeded and is starting to dislocate the policies of its earlier
modernisation. This is an ‘epilogue’ rather than a conclusion as the casting
about for new directions implies that the end of the Cold War has not resulted
in a post-historical world. Watch this space as the first decade of the twenty-first
century comes to an end.

Singapore remains a humourless morality lesson as an economic
success story, as a paternalistic-pragmatic modernity, and as a managed
and generally benign multicultural society (even if now complicated by the
events of 9 September 2001%?) that created a measure of respect for ethnic
and religious differences. It notably increased equity in socio-economic
opportunities. As a consequence of the elevation of petit-bourgeois values,
it also became a ‘cultural desert’ known abroad as a land of shopping
centres. Historical amnesia — the inevitable by-product of modernisation
— is prominent and surpasses, one suspects, the level of dehistoricisation in
developed Euro-American societies. In many ways, this radical experiment
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in modernising a small Asian locality into a sort of hyper-petit-bourgeois
modernity is unique. As with Japan, beneath the assertions of the ‘unique
Japan’ hypothesis of modernisation, parts of the West have become parts of
Singapore’s ‘Asian-ness’.

The deployment of the ‘modern” should be contextualised within the
once-commanding dream of what the modern world should undergo: endless
renovation. It is now hard to think that anyone could believe that the slate could
be wiped cleaned. While critics consider the PAP state “conservative’ or even
‘reactionary’ for its illiberal capitalism, the way the ‘modern’ was adapted might
be better described as ‘radical’. And so — contradictorily, in strict ideological
terms — there developed a city-state that strongly supported the free market
outside its borders while planning and the consistent interference in the realm
of the private became hallmarks of PAP rule. The state effectively married social
democracy’s penchant for planning with the belief in the free market.

Singapore is indicative, if not representative, of identity concerns at the
city-state level trying to function as a nation-state when placed under pressure
to survive and then flourish under the conditions of a burgeoning global
economy, and to develop a national culture able to mobilise society towards
the developmental goal of becoming a First-World society. The very lack of
representativeness — its small population and lack of territory — helped rather
than hindered this objective, and Singapore can be seen as a contained laboratory
test-case of one postcolonial Asian struggle to be modern and economically
successful as the Euro-American West is thought to be modern.
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was convicted on the former charge, and in 2000, on the latter. In 2004, the Federal Court
overturned the sodomy conviction and Anwar was released from gaol, having completed
his sentence for corruption, which had been reduced based on good behaviour.

Gavan McCormak and Yushio Sugimoto, ‘Introduction: Modernization and Beyond’, in The
Japanese Trajectory: Modernization and Beyond, ed. McCormack and Sugimoto (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 4.

Japanese reaction to the policy was mixed; see Lim Hua Sing, Japan’s Role in ASEAN: Issues
and Prospects (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1994), 1-26. Lim offers a detailed analysis
of the general economic relationship between Japan and ASEAN from the 1980s to the
book’s publication.

Thang Leng Leng and S. K. Gan, ‘The “Learn from Japan” Campaign in Singapore’, in
Japan and Singapore: A Multidisciplinary Approach, ed. Tsu Yun Hui (Singapore: McGraw-Hill
Education [Asia], 2006), 261. For an examination of the city-state’s experimentation with
Japanese management techniques, see ibid., 267-73.

Ogura Kazuo, ‘A Call for a New Concept of Asia’, Japan Echo 20, no. 3 (Autumn 1993): 39.
Saito Seiichiro, “The Pitfalls of the New Asianism’, Japan Echo 19, Special Issue (1990): 14—
19; also see Nakanishi Terumasa, ‘Japan’s Place in the World’, Japan Echo 19, Special Issue
(1990): 2-5; Ogura, ‘A Call’: 37-44; Koichi Iwabuchi, ‘Return to Asia? Japan in the Global
Audio-Visual Market’, SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 9, no. 2 (October
1994): 22645, Special Issue on ‘Mass Media: Local and Global Positions’; and Paul Blustein,
‘Japan Swings Towards Asia Away From West’, Straits Times (Singapore), 13 December
1994, 28 (reprinted from the Washington Post).

Nakanishi, ‘Japan’s Place’: 3-4.
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Quoted in Iwabuchi, ‘Return?’: 227.

Quoted by Saito, ‘Pitfalls’: 17.

Shintaro Ishihara, ‘Oppressed by the West, Japan’s Return to Asia can Change Future’,
Straits Times (Singapore), 21 January 1995, 32. In 1999, Ishihara ran on an independent
platform and was elected governor of Tokyo.

The scholarship debating this position became quite profuse. A few examples are:
Hung-Chao Tai, Confucianism and Economic Development (Washington, DC: Washington
Institute Press, 1989); Ronald P. Dore, Tuking Japan Seriously: A Confucian Perspective on
Leading Economic Issues (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987); Peter L. Berger and
Hsin-Huang Michael Hsiao (eds.), In Search of an East Asian Development Model (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1988); Gilbert Rozman (ed.), The East Asia Region:
Confucian Heritage and Its Modern Adaptation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1991); and Joseph P. L. Jiang (ed.), Confucianism and Modernization: A Symposium (Taipei:
Wu Nan Publishing, 1987).

Ezra F. Vogel, The Four Little Dragons: The Spread of Industrialization in East Asia (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), 92.

Vogel, Four Little Dragons, 90, 91.

Ibid., 92-101.

However, Mahathir did go on to co-author, with Ishihara Shintaro, ‘No’ to ieru Ajia, with
the title weakly translated into English as The Voice of Asia, trans. Frank Baldwin (Tokyo:
Kodansha, 1995).

‘PROTON’ stands for ‘Perusahaan Otomobil National’, or the National Automobile
Industry. The fear of obsolescent cars was then at hand. On 3 November 1995, a joint
venture agreement was signed in Paris between PROTON and Renault, the French motorcar
manufacturer, to build Malaysia’s own truck.

Mahathir Mohamad, Speech at the 5th Joint Conference of MAJECA /JAMECA, Kuala
Lumpur, 8 February 1982; reprinted in Foreign Affairs Malaysia 15, no. 1 (March 1982):
38-45. For a more detailed analysis of Mahathir’s Japanism, see Khoo Boo Teik, Paradoxes
of Mahathirism: An Intellectual Biography of Mahathir Mohamad (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 54-102. Also see the essays in Jomo K. S. (ed.), Mahathir’s Economic
Policies (Petaling Jaya: Institute of Social Analysis, 1989).

Gyan Prakash, ‘Introduction’, in After Colonialism: Imperial Histories and Postcolonial
Displacement, ed. Prakash (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995), 9. Prakash’s
specific meaning here is this: “The nationalist intellectual spoke of “unity in diversity”;
they claimed that the colonized formed a nation in spite of social, regional, and ethnic
differences. Such assertions were not merely polemical responses to the colonial rulers who
resisted the nationalist demands; instead, they underscored the necessity of the stage of
difference for the performance of the nation’s unity’ (9).

‘Need for Asia “To Stress Morality” in Development: Values, Traditions Important in
Economic Growth’, Straits Times (Singapore), 28 October 1993, 13.

The National Front subsequently gained an increased majority in the national elections of
May 1995; many people have gained from Malaysia’s spectacular growth over the past few
years, and the general feeling is that the electorate was unwilling to ‘rock the boat” even
by keeping opposition strength at the previous level. The relationship between democratic
development and economic growth is, to say the least, uneven.

Tu’s work is often caricatured such that he becomes the spokesman for a (once-)triumphant
Confucian-values-driven modernity in East Asia, though, in actuality, his work is more
careful than that. Tu adopts an ‘alternative modernity’ position at a basic level not so
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different from that of Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar’s (see the discussion at the start of this
chapter): “The rise of industrial East Asia, at a minimum, has significantly complicated the
Weberian picture of modernization as rationalization .... Once we begin to acknowledge the
compatibility of a market economy and an authoritarian [rather than liberal] state, recognize
the centrality of family virtues to social solidarity, ... and employ new conceptual apparatuses
such as network capitalism to understand a different kind of economic dynamics, we are
well on the way to an alternative vision of modernity’ (‘Introduction’, in Confucian Traditions
in East Asian Modernity: Moral Education and Economic Culture in Japan and the Four Mini-
Dragons, ed. Tu [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996], 7). This alternative
view of modernity though, is one in which he recognises that parts of the West have become
an inherent part of East Asia: “Actually, since East Asian intellectuals have been devoted
students of the modern West for several generations, the Enlightenment values, including
human rights, have become an integral part of their own cultural heritage .... East Asian
intellectuals, not to mention the English-speaking political elite, are more familiar with the
life-orientation of the modern West than with any traditional Asian way of living’ (Tu Wei-
ming, The Inaugural Wu Teh Yao Memorial Lectures 1995 [Singapore: UniPress, 1996], 27). The
focus of his lecture was ‘A Confucian Perspective on Human Rights’.

Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’, Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3 (Summer 1993):
22-49.

Anwar Ibrahim, ‘Towards Global Peace, Understanding’, New Straits Times (Kuala
Lumpur), 14 March 1995. All the following quotations from Anwar come from this speech.
Ogura Kazuo’s ‘A Call’ makes a similar if less obviously breathtaking argument: ‘It seems
to me that it has now become necessary to cultivate the traditional spirit of Asia in order to
answer some of the major history of Europe to be overcome...?” (40). But of course, Ogura
is not a major politician, and Japan does not have the particular history of ethnic tensions
that Malaysia has; Singapore obviously has a similar history, given the common colonial
and national histories until Singapore’s separation from Malaysia in 1965.

Such an assertion shows us that the ‘legacy’ of Bandung as already weak in the year of its
fortieth anniversary, 1995, the year that the ‘Islam and Confucianism” dialogue was held.
For a present assessment of Bandung's legacy, see the essays in Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 6,
no. 4 (December 2005), Special Issue on ‘Bandung/Third Worldism’.

‘S[enior] M[inister] Lee: Tide Is Rising for East Asia’, Straits Times (Singapore), 6 February
1995, 25.

‘Asian Values: The Scourge of the West’, Economist, 22 April 1995, 24. Mahbubani served
with the foreign service from 1971 to 2004. He had postings in Cambodia (where he served
during the war in 1973-74), Malaysia and Washington DC; he also served two stints as
Singapore ambassador to the UN, and was also president of the UN Security Council in
January 2001 and May 2002. Since 2004, Mahbubani has been dean of the new Lee Kuan
Yew School of Public Policy at the National University of Singapore, and is the author
of Beyond the Age of Innocence: Rebuilding Trust Between America and the World (New York:
Public Affairs, 2005).

Kishore Mahbubani, ‘Pacific Community: Fusion of East and West’, Straits Times (Singapore),
17 September 1994, 35.

See Yao Souchou, ‘The Predicament of Modernity: Mass Media and the Making of the West
in Southeast Asia’, Asian Journal of Communication 4, no. 1 (1994): 33-51.

‘Is Everyone Here?’, Asiaweek, 22 December 1993, 12.

Francis Deron, ‘Confucius, Mao and Business’, Le Monde section of Guardian Weekly, 23
October 1994.
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11.

Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine Porter (1991; Hemel Hempstead,
Herts.: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), 71.

. E.J. Hobsbawm, ‘Ethnicity and Nationalism in Europe Today’, Anthropology Today 8, no. 1

(February 1992): 3

. See Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983); E. J. Hobsbawm

and Terence O. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1983); and Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).

. Akhil Gupta, ‘The Song of the Nonaligned World: Transnational Identities and the

Reinscription of Late Capitalism’, Cultural Anthropology 7, no. 1 (February 1992): 63, 73. All
further page references will be given within brackets in the main text. Gupta is interested in
considering how the nation-state might becoming unstable as a ‘dominant organizational
form’ (73) and how imagined transnational communities, such as the European Community
or world-wide Islam, may indicate what is to come.

. ‘Communalism’ in Singapore carries the same implications that Indian nationalists ascribed

to that term: ‘Communalism was, in common with colonialism, the Other of nationalism,
its opposite, its chief adversary, and hence a necessary part of the story of nation-building
in India” (Gyanendra Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial India [Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1990], 2-3).

. For an account of the Malayan Emergency by one of the lead players in the event, see

Chin Peng, as told to Ian Ward and Norma Miraflor, My Side of History (Singapore: Media
Masters, 2003). Chin Peng was the Secretary General of the Malayan Communist Party
during the period of the Malayan Emergency.

. Malaysia and Singapore’s complex plural societies have been often commented upon; see,

for example, K. J. Ratnam, Communalism and the Political Process in Malaya (Kuala Lumpur:
University of Malaya Press, 1965); and Karl von Vorys, Democracy without Consensus:
Communalism and Political Stability in Malaysia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1975). The present Federation of Malaysia comprises peninsular or West Malaysia (formerly
Malaya), Sabah (formerly British North Borneo) and Sarawak.

. Singapore is 78 percent Chinese, 14 percent Malay and seven percent Indian; West

Malaysia — the former Malaya — is 51 percent Malay, 33 percent Chinese and 11 percent
Indian.

. Officially, Singapore has four equal state languages (English, Malay, Mandarin-Chinese

and Tamil), though English is the main language of bureaucracy and Malay is the ‘national
language’ (bahasa kebangsaan) which was taught as a compulsory third language in schools
until the late 1960s.

See Gupta, “The Song’: 70; and Nicholas B. Dirks, ‘History and a Sign of the Modern’, Public
Culture 2, no. 2 (1990): 25-32.

Cf. Etienne Balibar, “The Nation Form: History and Ideology’, in Etienne Balibar and
Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Class, Nation: Ambiguous Identities (London: Verso, 1991): “The
history of nations, beginning with our own [that is, France], is always already presented
to us in the form of a narrative which attributes to these entities the continuity of a subject.
The formation of the nation thus appears as the fulfilment of a “project” stretching across
centuries, in which there are different stages and moments of coming to self-awareness,
which the prejudices of the various historians will portray as more or less decisive ..." (86).
The postcolonial construction of Singapore ought to complicate what Balibar has to say of
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‘younger’ nations: ‘The myth of origins and national continuity, which we can easily see
being set in place in the contemporary history of the “young” nations (such as India or
Algeria) which emerged with the end of colonialism ... is therefore an effective ideological
form, in which the imaginary singularity of national formations is constructed daily, by
moving from the present into the past’ (87).

Anderson, Imagined Communities, 123.

Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought in the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse? (London:
Zed Books, 1986), 21.

See Robert Elegant, “The Singapore of Mr Lee: “Confucian” Ethics, Asian Values’, Encounter,
June 1990, 21-29.

Rajaratnam’s position as a racial minority in the country may partially account (his
serious philosophical conviction aside) for his being steadfastly liberal and modern, in the
nineteenth-century, British sense.

Cited in Alex Josey, Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Donald Moore Press), 303. Josey’s book is my
source for Lee’s speeches. All further page references to further quotations by Lee will be
given within brackets in the main text.

Cf. Edwin Lee’s view on the imperial reinscription of the structure of Singapore
consciousness: ‘One hundred and forty years or so of British rule have etched on the
Singapore consciousness certain principles and values which have become part of the
national ethos. Singapore today is a country ... where th e prime minister sets the tone
of public life as the colonial governor once did, where the rule of law prevails...". (‘The
Colonial Legacy’, in Management of Success: The Moulding of Modern Singapore, ed. Kernial
Singh Sandhu and Paul Wheatley [Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 1990], 42). It sounds as if
the prime minister was, say, Sir Alfred Milner of South Africa, in his ability to maintain so-
called ‘irresponsible government’ (which, of course, Milner considered very responsible),
answerable only to Whitehall, rather than the chief of a cabinet of ministers answerable to
a parliament seen to be the representative of ‘the people’. One question would be: how is
this particular structure of consciousness maintained in the postcolonial context? Another,
more fundamental question would be: what exactly is a Singapore ‘consciousness’, given
the complexity of the ethnic and culture positions in the country?

Cited by Josey, Lee Kuan Yew, 503.

The British, however, still controlled defence and foreign policy even though Lee was
called ‘prime minister’, and not “chief minister’, which was David Marshall’s equivocal
title in Singapore before 1959.

Soon to be called the University of Singapore, and then in 1980 the National University of
Singapore after it was combined with Nanyang University.

The Chinese form the majority of the English-educated groups.

This celebrates the gaining of self-rule; National Day is now celebrated on 9 August, the
day Singapore was separated from Malaysia.

Cited in Josey, Lee Kuan Yew, 498.

In December 1966, Lee tells a Tamil audience: ‘Three thousand years ago, there were no
Anglo-Saxons because the Saxons had not yet gone over to Britain. One thousand years
ago, they were still wearing animal skins. Your people in the Deccan had by then created a
literature, and so had my ancestors in China’ (634).

See Donald E. Hall (ed.), Muscular Christianity: Embodying the Victorian Age (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994); and C. J. W.-L. Wee, Culture, Empire, and the Question
of Being Modern (Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 2003), especially the final chapter
on Singapore. Cf. Lee’s 8 August 1966 National Day address on Radio and Television
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Singapore: ‘The [educational] system we inherited from the British was lop-sided. Too
much emphasis was laid on examination and the paper qualification. We were, therefore,
rearing a whole generation of softies, who were clever, who wore spectacles, who were
weak from want of enough exercise, enough sunshine, and with not enough guts in
them. That was all right for a British colony, because the officers came from England,
who had the necessary brawn and toughness. It was they who gave the orders and our
people just executed them’ (497, emphases mine). The extremely examination-oriented
educational system in Singapore, which garners an unbelievable number of ‘A’ grades in
the Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Examination ‘Advanced’ Levels, that has
since developed is extremely ironic in the light of this speech’s emphasis on a need for a
Singaporean manliness.

The other parties are: the Malayan (later Malaysian) Chinese Association (MCA) and the
Malayan (later Malaysian) Indian Congress (MIC).

All else apart, the PAP’s ability to realise this threat was slim, given the party’s poor
performance on the mainland in the one general election they participated in.

It should be noted that the English-educated Chinese were also the minority Chinese group
vis-a-vis the vernacular- and Mandarin-speaking Chinese groups.

See chapter 5. The question of Lee’s ‘Chineseness’ is a long-standing one; Alex Josey has a
section in his Lee Kuan Yew entitled “‘How Much of a Chinese is Lee Kuan Yew?’ (623-45).
Lee Kuan Yew, Towards a Malaysian Malaysia (Singapore: Government Printing Office,
1965).

Straits Times (Singapore), 25 February 1990.

For an attempt at a more general assessment of Rajaratnam’s contribution to Singapore
nation-building, see Hong Lysa, ‘Making the History of Singapore: S. Rajaratnam and
C. V. Devan Nair’, in Lee’s Lieutenants: Singapore’s Old Guard, ed. Lam Peng Er and
Kevin Y. L. Tan (St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1999).

Chan Heng Chee and Obaid ul Haq (eds.), The Prophetic and the Political: Selected Speeches
and Writings of S. Rajaratnam (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1987), 242. Chan and Obaid’s book
is my source for Rajaratnam’s speeches. All further page references to further quotations by
Rajaratnam will be given within brackets in the main text.

See Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought in the Colonial World.

See Hobsbawm, Nations.

See D. J. Enright, Memoirs of a Mendicant Professor (London: Chatto & Windus, 1969). Cf.
Raymond Williams’s not dissimilar take on this regarding non-white British identity in
British culture: ‘it is a serious misunderstanding ... to suppose that the problems of social
identity are resolved by formal (merely legal) definitions. For unevenly and at times
precariously, but always through long experience substantially, an effective awareness
of social identity depends on actual and sustained social relationships’ (Towards 2000
[Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983], 195). This prompts Paul Gilroy to ask, "how long is long
enough [for a British minority] to become a genuine Brit?’ (There Ain’t No Black in the Union
Jack: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation [1987; reissue, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991], 49).

The ‘iron framework’ of a ‘genuine era of world politics and world economics” which he
spoke of in 1966.

For more general assessments of Goh’s contribution to Singapore nation-building, see Kwok
Kian-Woon, ‘The Social Architect’, and Tilak Doshi and Peter Coclanis, ‘The Economic
Architect: Goh Keng Swee’, both in Lee’s Lieutenants, ed. Lam and Tan.
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39. Goh Keng Swee, The Economics of Modernization and Other Essays (Singapore: Asia Pacific
Press, 1972), 32. Goh’s book is my source for his speeches. All further page references to
further quotations by Goh will be given within brackets in the main text.

40. Josey, Lee Kuan Yew, 252.

41. Representative examples of such thinking can be found in Julian Steward (ed.), Contemporary
Change in Traditional Societies (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1967).

42. Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1996), 14-15.

43. ‘Raja Wants Revival of a “Singaporean Singapore
March 1990, 3.

1

, Straits Times Weekly Overseas Edition, 17

Chapter 3

1. Rostow was an American academic who believed in developing societies’ capacity for ‘self-
sustained growth’. He was an assistant to both Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B.
Johnson, and had an influence on US foreign policy in the 1960s.

2. Singapore: Facts and Figures 1967 (Singapore: Ministry of Culture, 1967), 6. The same line
appears as the opening entry in sections entitled either ‘Historical Dates’ or ‘Chronology”
virtually in every Facts and Figures (later Facts and Pictures) publication thereafter.

3. The Barisan Sosialis, or Socialist Front, was formed as a breakaway, or ejected, party in
September 1961.

4. See Dennis Bloodworth, The Tiger and the Trojan Horse (Singapore: Times Books International,
1986) and ‘The Plen: What Singapore Would Have Become’, Straits Times Interactive
(Singapore), 22 July 1997 <http:/ / www.asial.com.sg/straitstimes>.

5. Asnoted, the PAP’s representation of national emergence also subscribes to the evolutionary
developmental perspective of postwar American social-science paradigms, as manifested
in the theories of Daniel Lerner and Walt Rostow. See Julian Steward (ed.), Contemporary
Change in Traditional Societies (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1967).

6. See C. J. W-L. Wee, ‘The Vanquished: Lim Chin Siong and a Progressivist National
Narrative’ in Lee’s Lieutenants: Singapore’s Old Guard, ed. Lam Peng Er and Kevin Y. L. Tan,
(St. Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1999). See also Loh Kah Seng, “Within the Singapore Story:
The Use and Narrative of History in Singapore’, Crossroads 12, no. 2 (1998): 1-21; and T. N.
Harper, ‘Lim Chin Siong and the “Singapore Story”’, in Comet in Our Sky: Lim Chin Siong
in History, ed. Tan Jing Quee and Jomo K. S. (Kuala Lumpur: Insan, 2001). ‘The Singapore
Story’, notably, is also the title of Volume I of Lee Kuan Yew’s memoirs: The Singapore Story:
Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Times Editions, 1998).

7. In Singapore’s particularist multi-ethnic society, the PAP state as the guarantor of freedoms
gained would draw on existing institutions, such as the Emergency Regulations set out by
the British, later transformed first into the 1955 Preservation of Public Security Ordinance,
and thereafter the Internal Security Act, and restrict what it takes to be the most dangerous
aspects of autonomous human action.

8. Quentin Skinner, ‘Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas’, History and Theory
8 (1969): 3-53.

9. J. W. Burrow, A Liberal Descent: Victorian Historians and the English Past (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 4.

10. The text ‘PAP’s First Ten years’ is reprinted in The Prophetic and the Political: Selected Speeches
of S. Rajaratnam, ed. Chan Heng Chee and Obaid ul Haq (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1987),
64.
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Hong Lysa, ‘Making the History of Singapore: S. Rajaratnam and C. V. Devan Nair’, in
Lee’s Lieutenants, ed. Lam and Tan, 101. She refers to Dennis Bloodworth’s Tiger and the
Trojan Horse and John Drysdale’s Singapore: Struggle for Success (Singapore: Times Books
International, 1984).

Hong, “Making the History’, 104. She is quoting from a speech by Rajaratnam given in 1968.
This returns us to the general arguments that Lee, Rajaratnam and Dr. Goh Keng Swee
made in the 1960s and 1970s relating to the need for a homogenised national culture, as has
been examined in chapter 2.

C.J. W--L. Wee, ‘The “Clash” of Civilizations? Or an Emerging “East Asian Modernity”?’
SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 11, no. 2 (1996): 211-30.

As literary critic Philip Holden notes, “The “economic instrumental rationality” which
underlies the first-generation PAP’s leadership of pragmatism has clear, and explicitly
drawn connections with the colonial government rationality through which Raffles’ life is
narrativised. Raffles, in this narrative, founded a new order in a moment of crisis, a modern
order which paradoxically permitted the operations of the natural forces of the market, and
allowed individuals to subject themselves to the market’s discipline. Similarly, the post-
independence PAP government justified interventionist policies through the argument that
it was preparing the ground for the natural operations of the market’ (‘The Free Market's
Second Coming: Monumentalising Raffles’, in Reading Culture: Textual Practices in Singapore,
ed. Phyllis G. L. Chew and Anneliese Kramer-Dahl [Singapore: Times Academic Press,
1999], 93).

Hong reinforces this point: ‘Rajaratnam’s cosmopolitanism should be understood as a
provocation to those he saw as advocating ethnic-based nationalisms in Singapore rather
than as being the credo of a supra-national humanist, for his concern is unabashedly
centred on Singapore as a nation and the politics that would ensure its survival’ (‘Making
the History’, 106).

Raj K. Vasil, Asianising Singapore: The PAP’s Management of Ethnicity (Singapore: Heinneman,
1995).

Chua Beng Huat has noted the scepticism of both S. Rajaratnam and Dr. Goh Keng
Swee to Lee Kuan Yew’s later stance on Asian values and economic success, especially
given the latter’s position that the great Victorian values were the crucial values at hand
(Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore [London: Routledge, 1995], 66). Also see
Ray Langenbach, Performing the Singapore State, 1988-1995, Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Western Sydney, 2003, 111-14.

The phrase itself is probably from Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s ‘Ode on the Death of the Duke
of Wellington’, completed in time for the funeral on 18 November 1852, and was in that
context more militaristic than Whiggish: “Not once or twice in our rough island-story / The
path of duty was the way to glory.” Cultural items can have strange lives.

Peter Osborne, ‘Modernity is a Qualitative, not a Chronological, Category’, New Left Review,
192 (March—April 1992): 76.

Singapore: Facts and Figures 1964 (Singapore: Ministry of Culture, 1964), 11-13.

Singapore: Facts and Figures 1967 (Singapore: Ministry of Culture, 1967), 6 and 3 respectively.
All page numbers hereafter will be given in brackets in the main text.

Singapore: Facts and Pictures 1976 (Singapore: Ministry of Culture, 1976), 26. All page
numbers hereafter will be given in brackets in the main text.

Singapore: Facts and Pictures 1986 (Singapore: Ministry of Communications and Information,
1986), 19.
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Singapore: Facts and Pictures 1998 (Singapore: Ministry of Information and the Arts, 1998),
10-15.

Wong Lin Ken, ‘Commercial Growth Before the Second World War’, in A History of
Singapore, ed. Ernest C. T. Chew and Edwin Lee (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991).
Page numbers of quotations hereafter will be given in brackets in the main text.

Cheng Siok Hwa, ‘Economic Change and Industrialization’, in A History of Singapore, ed.
Chew and Lee, 181. Page numbers of subsequent quotations will be given in brackets in the
main text.

Edwin Lee, ‘The Colonial Legacy’ in The Management of Success: The Moulding of Modern
Singapore, ed. Kernial Singh Sandhu and Paul Wheatley (Singapore: Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, 1989). All page numbers hereafter will be given in brackets in the main
text.

This interpretation has come under question. See Anthony Webster, Gentlemen Capitalists:
British Imperialism in South East Asia 1770-1890 (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 1998),
67.

Alfred Milner, ‘Credo’, Times (London), 27 July 1925.

F. S. Oliver, The Endless Adventure: Personalities and Practical Politics in Eighteenth-Century
England (London: Macmillan, 1930), 3. Oliver was an associate of Milner’s.

Chan Heng Chee, ‘Political Developments’, in A History of Singapore, ed. Chew and Lee,
176.

The acknowledged economic architect of Singapore, Dr. Goh Keng Swee, was conscious of
the Victorian colonial economic legacy. See Tilak Doshi and Peter Coclanis, “The Economic
Architect: Goh Keng Swee’, in Lee’s Lieutenants: Singapore’s Old Guard, ed. Lam and Tan; and
Goh Keng Swee, The Economics of Modernization (Singapore: Asia Pacific Press, 1972).
Sangeeta Ray and Bill Schwarz, ‘Postcolonial Discourse: The Raw and the Cooked’,
ARIEL 26, no. 1 (Jan. 1995): 150. Also see Karl Hack, ‘Theories and Approaches to British
Decolonization in Southeast Asia’, in The Transformation of Southeast Asia: International
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a rule. Two histories from the ‘bottom up’ have also been written by James F. Warren:
Rickshaw Coolie: A People’s History of Singapore, 1880-1940 (Singapore: Oxford University
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. While I think that Koolhaas, by and large, is correct, he is here of course making his point

both generally and polemically. The ascendance of the PAP over the body of the island
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of Singapore: ‘Eventually, we all want to look in a mirror and see ourselves’ (ibid.).
His preference is for Kuala Lumpur — Malaysia’s federal capital, and another former
British colonial city — because he thinks that the multi-ethnic cultural synthesis there
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the isolation.” The magazine writer’s response to this was: “The psychological context of the
village is earthy, rudimentary, and free of the numerous and trivial distractions normally
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Culture’, in Fukuoka Art Museum, Annual Artist Today — Fukuoka Annual V: Tang Da Wu,
exhibition catalogue [Fukuoka: Fukuoka Art Museum, 1991], 7, 8, 9).
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(Winter 2003): 84-97. In the early hours of 1994, at an independent arts event, a 21-year-
old performance artist presented a performance work in which he protested a police
entrapment exercise undertaken against homosexual men. At one point, he had his back to
the audience and cut off a bit of his pubic hair, though the audience could not see this. A
picture of this — with the young man’s buttocks partially exposed — was on the front page
of a tabloid, and the police were called in, amid a blaze of sensationalised press coverage.
The controversy thereafter was extended to a forum theatre production by The Necessary
Stage, which was said to be Marxist because of forum theatre’s connection with Augusto
Boal. ‘Marxist’ is an old coded state term for ‘communist’ — though by 1994, such charges
did not make sense anymore. Unscripted performance art and theatre work were then
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Performing the Singapore State, 1988-1995, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Western Sydney, Australia, 2003; and Lee Weng Choy, ‘Chronology of a Controversy’
and ‘A Review of Josef Ng’s Performance’, both in Looking at Culture, ed. Sanjay Krishna,
Sharaad Kuttan, Lee Weng Choy, Leon Perrera and Jimmy Yap (Singapore: Artres Design
& Communications, 1996). Looking at Culture initially was to be an issue of the National
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See Murray Hiebert, ‘Cannes Do, Lah: A Dynamic Young Director Spurs Singapore’s
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<http:/ / www.singapore-window.org /0717feer.htm>. (The article overstates the notion of
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Uhde and Ng Uhde, 127.
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In Singapore’s case, it is a strongly resurgent presence from about the mid-1990s onwards,
in form of both popular music and TV dramas. While the Japanese mass cultural presence
was reasonably visible in the 1970s and the 1980s, it had become less visible by the
early 1990s. (See Koichi Iwabuchi, Recentering Globalization: Popular Culture and Japanese
Transnationalism [Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002]; C. J. W.-L. Wee, ‘Buying
Japan: Singapore, Japan and an “East Asian” Modernity’, Journal of Pacific Asia 4 [1997]:
21-46; and Leo Ching, ‘Globalizing the Regional, Regionalizing the Global: Mass Culture
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vigour by the mid-1990s. More recently, from about 2000 onwards, Korean popular music
and, more significantly, TV dramas and films — Hallyu, or the so-called Korean Wave —
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direct inroads into South Korea since the ban was lifted by Seoul on the entry of Japanese
cultural products, despite anti-Japanese antipathy.

Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1997), 31.

This is a cultural and mythicised imaginary now a little more familiar to the West through
Lee Ang’s hit film, Crouching Tiger and Hidden Dragon (2000).

Much Japanese manga is translated into Chinese in locales such as Taipei, and then exported
to places with noticeable Chinese populations such as Kuala Lumpur and Singapore. For
an historicised study of manga, see Sharon Kinsella, Adult Manga: Culture and Power in
Contemporary Japanese Culture (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000).

Chapter 5

1.

See, for example, the articles in Cultural Anthropology 3, no. 4 (1988), Special Issue on
‘Anthropology and the Analysis of Modernity’, ed. Paul Rabinow; Arjun Appadurai,
‘Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy’, Public Culture 2, no. 2
(1990), reprinted in Appadurai’s Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization
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”r
’

and international competitiveness’ (quoted in ‘Democracy “Better for Confucian Ideals
Straits Times [Singapore], 22 March 1995, 22).
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Capitalism’, in ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’ Asian Responses, ed. Salim Rashid (Dhaka:
University Press, 1997).



11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Notes to pages 102-108 183

. Slavoj Zizek, ‘Multiculturalism, or, the Cultural Logic of Multinational Capitalism’, New

Left Review 225 (1997): 44.

. David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Conditions of Cultural

Change (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1990), 109.

. Nicholas D. Kristof, ‘Asian Style Capitalism Giving Way to the Free Market’, New York

Times, 17 January 1998.

. Appadurai, Modernity at Large, 15.
10.

Stuart Hall, ‘The Local and the Global: Globalization and Ethnicity’, in Dangerous Liaisons:
Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, ed. Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella
Shohat (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 183.

Zizek, ‘Multiculturalism’: 46, 52.

Hall, “The Local and the Global’, 180.

Arif Dirlik, ‘Globalisation and the Politics of Place’ in Globalisation and the Asia-Pacific:
Contested Territories, ed. Kris Olds, Peter Dicken, Philip F. Kelly, Lily Kong and Henry Wai-
chung Yeung (London: Routledge, 1999), 49.

James H. Mittelman, ‘Rethinking the “New Regionalism” in the Context of Globalisation’,
Global Governance 2, no. 2 (1996): 190.

See Bob Jessop, ‘Reflections on Globalisation and its (Il)Logic(s)’, in Globalisation and the
Asia-Pacific, ed. Olds, Dicken, Kelly, Kong and Yeung.

See T. N. Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya (Cambridge: Cambridge
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Rajaratnam is also one member of the founding generation of the PAP who has
steadfastly maintained his commitment to an ethnicity-blind multiracialism. One
scholar observes: ‘As the [English-language] university base expanded, and English
became more widely embraced, the fast-track passport status [of the English-speaking]
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Multiracialism and National Identity in Singapore’, in Trajectories: Inter-Asia Cultural Studies,
ed. Kuan-Hsing Chen [London: Routledge, 1998], 198).
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In January 1987, the Institute organised a major conference on ‘Confucian Ethics and the
Modernization of Industrial Asia’, and in 1990, ‘Confucian Humanism and Modernization:
The Institutional Imperatives’. As the rationale for its being ran out, it was changed into
first the Institute of East Asian Political Economy and then the present East Asian Institute,
which is a part of the National University of Singapore.

Lee Kuan Yew, ‘Preface’ to Goh Keng Swee and the Education Study Team, Report on the
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In 1971, the state had even detained some members of the Chinese daily, Nanyang Siang
Pau, because of this discontent (see Chan Heng Chee and H.-D. Evers, ‘Nation Building
and National Identity in Southeast Asia’, in Buildings States and Nations, Vol. 2, ed. S. N.
Eisenstadt and Stein Rokkan [Beverly Hills: Sage, 1973], 312-14).

Goh Keng Swee and the Education Study Team, Report on the Ministry of Education 1978
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Quoted in Chia Poteik, ‘Lee Explains Need to Use Mandarin’, Straits Times (Singapore), 13
March 1978. All quotations from Lee in this paragraph are from Chia.
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are from Sharp.
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Heng and Janadas Devan, ‘State Fatherhood: The Politics of Sexuality, Nationalism and
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Routledge, 1992).
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district. During the design process, it was determined that a large parking space would be
required. ... In the end, the car park was located in a newly constructed basement, which
required that the shophouses built on ground level be demolished. To retain the character
of the original streets, these shophouses were subsequently reconstructed. Although all
the facades of the shophouses were exhaustively documented and rebuilt, the buildings’
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structure and interior arrangements were altered in order to accommodate new commercial
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57. Goh Chok Tong, ‘Prepare Our Children Well for the New Century’, Contact, September
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Singapore in his pre-detention career. Just to read the titles of Kuo’s early plays indicate
his then-political direction: Hey, Wake Up (1968); The Struggle (1969); The Sparks of Youth
(1970); Sister Lou’s New Year Eve (1972); The Growth (1973). The plays can be found — in
the original Chinese versions — in Quah Sy Ren (ed.), The Complete Works of Kuo Pao Kun:
Plays in Chinese, the 1960s and the 1970s, Volume 1 (Singapore: World Scientific, 2005).

. Yu Yun, ‘The Soil of Life and the Tree of Art: A Study of Kuo Pao Kun’s Individuality

Cultural Through His Playwriting’, trans. Kuo Jian Heng, in Kuo Pao Kun, Images at the
Margins: A Collection of Kuo Pao Kun's Plays (Singapore: Times Books, 2000).
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Descendants of the Eunuch Admiral and The Spirits Play, ed. C. J. W.-L. Wee and Lee Chee
Keng (Singapore: SNP Editions, 2003).

See Kuo Pao Kun, The Coffin Is Too Big for the Hole — And Other Plays (Singapore: Times
Books, 1990) and Kuo, Images at the Margins.

The musical was written by a Singaporean playwright, Michael Chiang, with music and
lyrics by the pop musician Dick Lee. The text of Beauty World can be found as part of
Chiang's collection, Private Parts and Other Play Things: A Collection of Popular Singapore
Comedies (Singapore: Landmark Books, 1994).

Cited in Mathieu O'Neil, ‘The End of the Exotic’, http://happening.com.sg/
performance/ 1998/ features / november/ kengsen.
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47, no. 4 (T180) (Winter 2003): 84-97.

Kuo Pao Kun, “Uprooted and Searching’, in Drama, Culture and Empowerment: The IDEA
Dialogues, ed. John O’'Toole and Kate Donelan (Brisbane: IDEA Publications, 1999), 167.
Hereafter cited as UP. Further page references to this article will be given within brackets in
the main text.

Kuo Pao Kun, ‘Contemplating an Open Culture: Transcending Multiculturalism’, in
Singapore: Re-Engineering Success, ed. Arun Mahizhnan and Lee Tsao Yuen (Singapore:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 61. Hereafter cited as OC. Further page references to this
article will be given in brackets in the main text.

Intercultural critic Rustom Bharucha is critical of Kuo’s ‘Open Culture’, the ideal
implicitly advanced in Descendants: ‘Instead of concentrating on the dynamics of creation,
which is the area of his expertise, Kuo feels obliged to envisage a new genealogy for
Singapore itself. ... [T]he illusion of this task, which is more a conceptual burden, rests on
assumptions of organicity, so that it is assumed that ‘other cultures are naturally rewarding
for the body, mind, and spirit’; and more problematically, that it is the “natural trait of
creative humankind’ to draw energy from new resources’ (Consumed in Singapore: The
Intercultural Spectacle of Lear, Research Paper No. 21 [Singapore: Centre for Advanced
Studies, National University of Singapore, 2000], 13). Kuo’s position on cultural-identity
formation is also in striking contrast to political scientist Partha Chatterjee’s response to
the same difficulty: ‘Now the task [for postcolonial societies] is to trace in their mutually
conditioned historicities the specific forms that have appeared, on the one hand, in the
domain defined by the hegemonic project of nationalist modernity, and on the other, in the
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numerous fragmented resistance to that normalizing project’ (The Nation and Its Fragments:
Colonial and Postcolonial Histories [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993], 13). The
difference that arises between Bharucha and Kuo is the result of the different locations
the two artist-critics inhabit; it indicates that there should be no single or definite article
to the following entity: ‘the postcolonial nation-state’. Instead, what we have are what
anthropologists Jean and John L. Comaroff have called ‘a labile historical formation, a
polythetic class of polities-in-motion’ (‘Naturing the Nation: Aliens, Apocalypse, and the
Postcolonial State’”, HAGAR: International Social Science Review 1, no. 1 [2000]: 12). In this
regard, differing historical and local specificities are important.

Fredric Jameson famously writes, ‘Postmodernism is what you have when the
modernization process is complete and nature is gone for good. It is a more fully human
world than the older one, but one in which “culture” has become a veritable “second nature”’
(Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism [Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1991], ix). But how does one describe a society such as Singapore, then, when “culture’ is
not commodified with the same characteristics as the USA’s culture industry? Cf. Koichi
Iwabuchi: ‘Unlike the postmodernity of the West, non-Western postmodernity cannot
be conceived of as the subsequent stage of modernity rather, [sic] as [Frederick] Buell
remarks, it “thrives on incomplete modernization, the result of modernization from the
top down. Peripheral sites thus produce cultural situations in which distinct time frames
(artificially) constructed by colonialism and Orientalism, and powerfully separated by
developmentalism’s evolutionary narrative, circulate together”. Buell is apt to see the
demise of a grand evolutionary narrative in a peripheral postmodernity which articulates
“the clash of unevenly coded temporalities”, as well as the juxtaposition of many cultures.
However this kind of view tends to underestimate the deeply uneven nature of global
capitalist modernity. The “always already postmodern” situation of the non-Western
periphery should not be celebrated uncritically, as it has been brought about and is still
deeply affected by the legacies of colonialism and unequal power relations’ (Recentering
Globalization: Popular Culture and Japanese Transnationalism [Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2002], 172).

Elizabeth A. Kalden, “All the World’s a Stage Now’, Straits Times (Singapore), ‘Life!” section,
21 April 1998.

Cited in Kalden, ibid.

Mok Wai Yin, ‘A Talk with Director Ong Keng Sen’, 14 May 1995, in TheatreWorks
(Singapore) Programme for Descendants of the Eunuch Admiral — A Meditation, Victoria
Theatre, Singapore, 3-5 June 1995.

There are signs that Ong is broadening his scope. He finished, in June 2002, an intercultural
workshop and festival experiment called ‘In Transit: Transforming the Arts” at the Haus
der Kulturen der Welt. He thus is trying to expand beyond the intercultural staging of the
New Asia; Ong says co-curator Johannes Odenthal and he want ‘Germans to engage with
The Other, The Outsider, and the different biographical, ethnic and political backgrounds
of their art production” (‘Johannes Odenthal and Ong Keng Sen’, http:/ /www.in-transit.
de/content/eng/sites/ pop_icurators.htm). This statement also carries the implication that
the final destination of the New Asia is the journey into the old colonial heartland itself.
Bruce Robbins, ‘Introduction Part 1: Actually Existing Cosmopolitanism’, in Cosmopolitics:
Thinking and Feeling Beyond the Nation State, ed. Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 3. For a critique of ‘cosmopolitanism’
as it appears in recent cultural theorising, see Brennan, ‘Cosmo-Theory’.
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The English-language version of Descendants has been published in Two Plays by Kuo Pao
Kun, ed. Wee and Lee. The quotations that follow in the main text are taken from this
edition. The Chinese version of the play will be available in Quah Sy Ren (ed.), The Collected
Works of Kuo Pao Kun: Plays in Chinese, the 1990s, Volume 3 (Singapore: World Scientific,
forthcoming).

The Zheng He character functions in critical contrast to the (apparently happy) hybrid,
diasporic subject of some postcolonial theorising; this subject is unrooted and seemingly
unbound by the limitations of locality. See Pheng Cheah, ‘Given Culture: Rethinking
Cosmopolitical Freedom in Transnationalism’, in Cosmopolitics, ed. Cheah and Robbins, for
a critique of how metropolitan migrancy is treated within postcolonial cultural criticism.
Kuo Pao Kun, The Evening Climb, in Kuo, Images at the Margins, 334.

Recalling pre-Euro-colonial trading systems, and the possibilities of pre-colonial cross-
border identities and cosmopolitan transactions, has been a thematic in what might loosely
be called Asian fiction in English for some years. See Amitav Ghosh, In an Antique Land
(London: Granta Books, 1992); and Salman Rushdie, The Moor’s Last Sigh (London: Jonathan
Cape, 1995).

Kuo Pao Kun, ‘Playwright's Message’, in TheatreWorks (Singapore) Programme for
Descendants of the Eunuch Admiral — A Meditation, Victoria Theatre, Singapore, 3-5 June
1995.

What follows is an analysis based on Ong’s 1995 production.

There are similarities to Robert Wilson’s dreamscapes.

This clearly is an ironic reference to and comment on Lee Kuan Yew, prime minister from
1959 to 89, and his family — Lee’s older son, Lee Hsien Loong, was a deputy prime minister
when the play was written. The younger Lee became the premier in 2004, after Goh Chok
Tong retired and became ‘senior minister’.

These represent the four official languages of Singapore, and recall the ending of the day’s
transmission on the old Radio Television Singapore and later the Singapore Broadcasting
Corporation, when four women would say ‘good-night’ in the four languages.

The potential bathos of the last line is offset by the accreted layers of meaning Kuo has
built up in the text, and also by Ong’s visceral and dramatically visual staging of the last
scene.

“First, and most important of all, Asia is not one, but many Asias. ... Some may argue that
Europe is also made up of many different countries, but looking at religion for instance, we
see immediately that Asia is much more heterogeneous’ (Ong Keng Sen, “Worlds Apart:
Europe Still Not Ready for New Asia’, Sunday Times [Singapore], 3 May 1998).

The following discussion is drawn from the notes that I made during the conference. For
Ong'’s earlier position on the need for cultural memory practice in the theatre, see Ong
Keng Sen, ‘A Theatre of Memory: Reconnection, Regeneration, Rediscovery through
Experimentation with Traditional Arts’, paper presented at the Singapore Heritage
Society’s Conference on ‘Our Place in Time: Heritage in Singapore’, Substation arts centre,
Singapore, 17-18 September 1994.

Cf. TheatreWorks’ informational write-up on the 1998 Programme: ‘The Flying Circus
Project with its unique, multi-cultural Asian identity, is an expression of Asian dynamism.
It is progressive, sophisticated — a space where tradition and modernity, East and West
meet and intermingle comfortably. It aims to negotiate the many Asian communities
and ultimately, the international community in order to better appreciate this New Asia’.
For a recent analysis of the Flying Circus Project, see Helena Grehan, ‘Questioning the
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Relationship between Consumption and Exchange: TheatreWorks’ Flying Circus Project,
December 2000, positions: east asia cultures critique 12, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 565-86.

In1997, Lear also appeared in Osaka and Fukuoka.In 1999, apart from Singapore, it proceeded
to Hong Kong, Indonesia, and Australia, and thence to Germany and Denmark.

Ong Keng Sen, “‘When Bali Mask Gurus Go Ga-Ga Over L[aser]| Dlisc]s’, Sunday Times
(Singapore), 3 May 1998.

See Koh Tai Ann, ‘Culture and the Arts’, in The Management of Success: The Moulding of
Modern Singapore, ed. K. S. Sandhu and Paul Wheatley (Boulder, Co.: Westview Press,
1990).

Bharucha, Consumed in Singapore, 34—42. Kishida unfortunately passed away in Japan in
2003.

The analysis pertains to the 1999 Singapore production, though that was broadly similar to
the 1997 Japanese production.

Bharucha, Consumed in Singapore, 21.

“Shenhou zhi ren shi shei?” (Rio Kishida, ‘Lear: A Production of The Japan Foundation Asia
Center. January and February, 1999. Hong Kong, Singapore, Jakarta and Perth’). The script
uses five languages, with Japanese and English appearing all the time, mediating in this
version of Asia.

Bharucha, Consumed in Singapore, 42.

Lee Weng Choy’s position, as discussed by Bharucha in Consumed in Singapore, 24. Lee is
an art critic and presently an artistic co-director of the independent Substation arts centre,
Singapore.

Ong Keng Sen, cited in Suzanne Lim, Suzanne, ‘Director’s Cut: Not for Him the Bright
Lights of New York. TheatreWorks’ Artistic Director Ong Keng Sen Chooses to Play It Close
to Home’, East, May 2000, 65.

Coronil, “Towards a Critique of Globalcentrism’: 368.

Chua Beng Huat, Culture, Multiculturalism and National Identity in Singapore, Working Paper
No. 125 (Singapore: Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore, 1995), 22.
Stefan Tanaka, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993); and Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the
Present (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 94-114.

Gavan McCormack and Yoshio Sugimoto (eds.), The Japanese Trajectory: Modernization and
Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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Culture (London: Routledge, 1991).

Walter Hatch and Kozo Yamamura, Asia in Japan’s Embrace: Building a Regional Production
Alliance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

David Arase, ‘Japan in East Asia’, in Japan in the Posthegemonic World, ed. Tsuneo Akaha and
Frank Langdon (Boulder, Co.: Lynne Rienner, 1993).

Yoichi Funabushi, ‘The Asianization of Asia’, Foreign Affairs 72 (November/December
1993).

Victor Koschmann, ‘Asianism’s Ambivalent Legacy’, in Network Power: Japan and Asia, ed.
Peter J. Katzenstein and Takashi Shiraishi (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997).

Takashi Shiraishi, ‘Japan and Southeast Asia’, in Network Power, ed. Katzenstein and
Shiraishi, 185.

For one example of the exhibitions JFAC has undertaken, see Furuichi Yasuko and
Nakamoto Kazumi (eds.), Asian Modernism: Diverse Developments in Indonesia, the Philippines
and Thailand (Tokyo: Japan Foundation Asia Center, [1995]); for one example of the fora
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on Asian art JFAC has undertaken, see Furuichi Yasuko (ed.) and Hoashi Aki (assistant
ed.), Symposium: Asian Contemporary Art Reconsidered (Tokyo: Japan Foundation Asia
Center, 1998). The Asia Center, unfortunately, was closed by the Japan Foundation in 2004,
following a revamp of the Foundation’s development priorities.

Japan Foundation Asia Center, The Japan Foundation Asia Center: Towards Mutual Understanding
in Asia in the Twenty-First Century (Tokyo: Japan Foundation Asia Center, n.d.), 1.

Ibid., 2.

Dagong bao (Hong Kong), 28 July 1998; cited in Lee Chee Keng, ‘Intra-Asia Inter-Cultural
Theatrical Productions: Looking at Japan Foundation’s New Cultural Exchange Efforts’,
paper presented at the Ninth Annual Graduate Student Conference on East Asia, Columbia
University, New York, February 2000, 3.

See, for one example, Jenny de Reuck: ‘LEAR remains — for all its multicultural diversity,
its celebration of inter-cultural difference — a fugue on the theme of Shakespeare’s work.
Here, 1 fear, cultural co-option is cross-dressed as cultural convergence’ (““The Mirror
Shattered into Tiny Pieces”: Gender and Culture in the Japan Foundation Asia Centre’s
LEAR’, Intersections: Gender History and Culture in the Asian Context 3 [January 2000] http:/ /
www.sshe.murdoch.edu.au/intersections/issue3/jenny3.html).

Yuki Hata, ‘Children Who Kill Their Fathers: The Creation of Lear’ (Producer’s Message),
in the JFAC Programme for Lear. For an illuminating comparison of a slightly earlier
consumption of the modern Asian Other in Japan in the late 1980s to the mid-1990s —
here of yet another Singaporean, the pop musician Dick Lee — see chapter 5, ‘Popular
Asianism in Japan: Nostalgia for (Different) Asian Modernity’, of Iwabuchi’s Recentering
Globalization.

Hata, ‘Children Who Kill Their Fathers’.

Ong Keng Sen, ‘LEAR: Linking Night and Day’ (Director’s Message), in JEAC Programme
for Lear, Kallang Theatre, Singapore, 28-31 January 1999.

It is worthwhile citing Rey Chow at this juncture, though the quotation is taken out of
its original context: ‘In an era in which the critique of the West has not only possible but
mandatory, where does this critique leave those ethnic peoples whose entry into culture is,
precisely because of the history of Western imperialism, already “Westernized”?” (Woman
and Chinese Modernity [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991], xi).

Epilogue
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Anwar Ibrahim, The Asian Renaissance (Singapore: Times Books International, 1996).

Lisa Rofel, Other Modernities: Gendered Yearnings in China after Socialism (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1999), 12.

Stuart Hall, “‘When was “the Post-Colonial”? Thinking at the Limit’, in The Post-Colonial
Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons, ed. lain Chambers and Lidia Curti (London:
Routledge, 1996), 247.

. Aithwa Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (Durham,

NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 178. For Ong, Singapore is a representative if ‘emerging
site of globality’ in Southeast Asia; in the region, she adds, ‘we find an innovative use
of neoliberal logic at three registers: the transformation of links between internal and
external spaces, the orchestration of knowledge flows, and the linking of knowledge and
entitlements. First, a site like Singapore redefines itself not within an established urban
system but in relation to an emerging network of symbiotic flows. Second, by pulling
together elements from disparate sites, the hub intertwines its future with that of global
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organizations. Third, network participants — technologies, firms, and experts — set new
norms of innovation and flexibility for citizens. At stake is the fabrication of a niche of
technoethical diversity is the reorganization of society and of citizens’ (178, 179).

. Geraldine Heng and Janadas Devan, ‘State Fatherhood: The Politics of Nationalism,

Sexuality, and Race in Singapore’, in Nationalisms and Sexualities, ed. Andrew Parker, Mary
Russo, Doris Sommer and Patricia Yaegar (New York: Routledge, 1992), 343.

. Talks collapsed at the Seattle meeting in December 1999. As one journalist succinctly puts

it, “The basic gripes of the developing world is that, when it comes to trade, the West says
one thing and does another. While protecting its own vulnerable sectors from competition,
it demands that southern countries open up theirs’ (Charlotte Denny, ‘Qatar Could See a
First-Class Beef’, Guardian Weekly, 19-25 April 2001, 10).

. Arnold I. Davidson, ‘Ethics as Ascetics: Foucault, the History of Ethics, and Ancient

Thought’, in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, ed. Gary Gitting (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 118-19.

. Michel Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, in Ideology and Consciousness 6 (Autumn 1979): 10.
. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley (New

York: Pantheon, 1978), 88.

Michel Foucault has animated a fair amount of significant critical cultural analyses
since the late 1980s, especially (but not only) in the emerging area of an anthropology
of modernity. As anthropologist of China Lisa Rofel observes: ‘For Foucault, modernity
ushers in a novel regime of disciplinarity. Far from offering a mode of greater individual
freedom and progress, this regime signals an ever more thorough form of domination’
(Other Modernities, 11). She contends that work such as Paul Rabinow’s French Modern:
Norms and Forms of the Social Environment (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989), which
‘scrupulously follows Foucault’, also ‘assumes the universality of Foucault’s vision of
modernity and the heterogeneity of its effects, while ignoring the larger (neo)colonial
world and relations of marginalization that might indicate dissident interpretations’
(Other Modernities, note 11, 287). Rofel’s own critical stance — one that still incorporates
a Foucauldian dimension — is that: ‘Modernity is ... fissured with paradox and
incompleteness, not simply because all categories implode on their own unstable
differences but because of distinctive social histories within a global imperialism’
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imperialism’.

In August2004, Lee Hsien Loong, Lee Kuan Yew’s oldest son, became the third prime minister
in post-independence history. Retiring Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong was appointed the
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Lee Kuan Yew, ‘Democracy and Human Rights for the World.” Speech at the ‘Create 21’
Asahi forum, Tokyo, 20 November 1992; cited in Linda Low, The Political Economy of a City-
State: Government-Made Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1998), 31-32.

Low, Political Economy of a City-State.
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at the Institute of Policy Studies conference on ‘Civil Society: Harnessing State-Society
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disciplinary system has become obsolete and must be left behind. Capital must accomplish
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industrial and political forces that have relied most heavily and with the most intelligence
on the extreme modernization of the disciplinary model (such as the major elements of
Japanese and East Asian capital) are the ones that will suffer most severely in this passage’
(276). I will return to this question in the next section.

‘Q. If You Were Starting to Build Up a Nation, What Would be the Challenge?” [edited
transcript of interview], Straits Times Interactive, 1 July 1999, <http://straitstimes.asial.
com.sg/sin/sin24_0701.html>.
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local universities, the National University of Singapore and the Nanyang Technological
University.
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Nippon Telegraph & Telephone. Communications and Information Technology Minister
Yeo Cheow Tong said that they would be compensated (Tammy Tan, ‘Telecoms Market to
Be Freed Up Fully from April’, Straits Times Interactive, 22 January 2000 <http:/ / straitstimes.
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Cited in ‘Singaporeans Come First, But...’, Straits Times Interactive, 27 March 1999, <http:/ /
web3.asial.com.sg/archive/st/1/onel/onel.html>. In 2001, two out of the four major
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Bank in April 2001 for over US$5 billion, making DBS Hong Kong's fourth biggest lender
and thrusting it into competition with global heavyweights such as the Hongkong and
Shanghai Banking Corporation. In March of the same year, SingTel announced that it had
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Companies Pay High Entry Fees’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 April 2001: ‘Singapore’s blue
chips tend to draw their guiding executives from the same pool that feeds the bureaucracy.
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