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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. … [T]his 
[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.1

 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that seemed superseded but is now updated to include the information industry 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 Singapore3 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.4 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 trifl e 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”’.5 
Signifi cant (if backhanded) praise from the 1990s high-profi le champion of the 
teleology of progress and liberty based on European Enlightenment thought 
— an intellectual heritage, as we will see, which the fi rst-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-refi ning 
center, the major exporter of computer disk drives’, and ‘has attracted some 3,000 
foreign companies with generous tax breaks, ultramodern telecommunications, 
an effi cient airport, and tame labor unions’ (36–37). Despite such achievements, 
full universal progress and a complete modernity have not arrived in the city-
state.6 
 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 effi cient theme park ...’ (36). The Padang — the city green 
with its playing fi elds — 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,7 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 Raffl es, harbinger of colonial modernity, advocate of free trade and the 
offi cial English founder of Asian Singapore — lies the Singapore River, another 
reminder of the imperial commercial past: Singapore as entrepôt.
 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 ...’.8

 Time’s critical transnational picture of modernity is in certain respects 
actually, though naturally more positively, enshrined in offi cial representations of 
Singapore’s identity. The Ministry of Culture’s9 Singapore 1984 yearbook is a good 
example of such representations. As ‘authentic’ Asian identities (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’.10 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 diffi cult 
to erect a clear-cut national culture. Being unable to adopt the more common 
‘assumed isomorphism of space, place, and culture’,11 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.’12 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 entrepôt 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.13 As for pre-colonial history and 
origins, on the whole ‘[l]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 fi rst 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 fi nancial 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-fl edged manner.14

 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 
fi rst prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew: ‘Lee fi rst became Chief Minister in 1957, 
thanks to the support of the then powerful organized Left[, who were then later 
suppressed].’15
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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 affi rmed, 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 fi ction’ or as a revealing distortion.

Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth (1989)16

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 specifi cally 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 
fl uid, 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.17 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’.18 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 
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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’.19 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.20

 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.’21) 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 Revolution22).
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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.23 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 García 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 defi cient modernization’,24 then Singapore 
represents the near-opposite case, an exuberant socio-economic modernisation 
with a defi cient cultural modernism25 — with, in fact, a defi cient idea of ‘culture’, 
taken broadly.26 ‘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 is, 
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 signifi cantly 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 fi ction’ (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 unifi ed.
 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 refl ection 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 defi ne 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 ‘confl ict’ of those two decades, then, 
was at best a confl ict over whether Asian capitalist societies could rise up in the 
hierarchy of capitalist societies. This is a confl ict 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 signifi cantly, 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 fl ows is fashioned 
by the city-state’s leaders and yet is already fashioned by the capitalist powers.
 The book’s fi rst 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 fi rst. 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 fl aw 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 confi dence and came into a more market-
driven period of international capitalist development, there was an actual (if 
also simultaneously cynical) attempt at reterritorialising 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 infl uential work 
of philosopher Tu Wei-ming, fl oated around in the 1980s to the early 1990s.27 The 
linking of city-state to this imagined and infl ated 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 confi nes of global capitalism.28

 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 offi cial 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.29 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 
signifi cant authorisation of the arts (primarily in the theatre, but also in the 
visual arts and in fi lm). 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 
a re-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.30 
The contradictions in the formation of Singapore’s Asian modern, ironically yet 
fi ttingly, 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 signifi cant 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 specifi c forms 
that have appeared in the domain defi ned by the hegemonic project of nationalist 
modernity and in the numerous fragmented resistances to that normalising 
project.31 But what if such non-nationally dominated cultural spaces are heavily 
weakened?
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 My fi nal 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 fi rst 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 fi rst 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 fi nally became dominant was a Whiggish telos 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 refl ect 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 
specifi cally, in 1990s independent fi lm. 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 fi lms examined the 
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problematic and bizarre aspects of non-élite life and deployed the use of both 
Mandarin-Chinese and the offi cially suppressed Hokkien-Chinese. These fi lms 
are attempts to re-assert and, indeed, reinvent ‘locality’ amid a state-projected, 
deterritorialised and happy-clappy modernity.
 The fi fth chapter examines the modifi cations 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 fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst 
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 200132) 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 fl ourish 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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Chapter 2

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

12. Anderson, Imagined Communities, 123.
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June 1990, 21–29.
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serious philosophical conviction aside) for his being steadfastly liberal and modern, in the 
nineteenth-century, British sense.

16. 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.

17. 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-
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18. Cited by Josey, Lee Kuan Yew, 503.
19. 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.

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

21. The Chinese form the majority of the English-educated groups.
22. This celebrates the gaining of self-rule; National Day is now celebrated on 9 August, the 

day Singapore was separated from Malaysia.
23. Cited in Josey, Lee Kuan Yew, 498.
24. 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 
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literature, and so had my ancestors in China’ (634).

25. 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 fi nal 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 qualifi cation. 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 offi cers 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 Certifi cate 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.
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28. It should be noted that the English-educated Chinese were also the minority Chinese group 
vis-à-vis the vernacular- and Mandarin-speaking Chinese groups.

29. 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).

30. Lee Kuan Yew, Towards a Malaysian Malaysia (Singapore: Government Printing Offi ce, 
1965).

31. Straits Times (Singapore), 25 February 1990.
32. 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).

33. 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.

34. See Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought in the Colonial World.
35. See Hobsbawm, Nations.
36. 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) defi nitions. 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).

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

38. 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.

Notes to pages 39–46 173



39. Goh Keng Swee, The Economics of Modernization and Other Essays (Singapore: Asia Pacifi c 
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Princeton University Press, 1996), 14–15.
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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 infl uence 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.asia1.com.sg/straitstimes>.

 5. As noted, 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 
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the British, later transformed fi rst into the 1955 Preservation of Public Security Ordinance, 
and thereafter the Internal Security Act, and restrict what it takes to be the most dangerous 
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8 (1969): 3–53.
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of S. Rajaratnam, ed. Chan Heng Chee and Obaid ul Haq (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1987), 
64.
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