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Introduction

In the last weeks of the southwest monsoon season, before the thunderstorms and drenching rain yield to the sticky heat of October, Singapore honours its ghosts.

As dusk falls, families head outside to thrust joss sticks into the grass by the kerbside and set out trays of tangerines and rice cakes with cups of milky tea. From old to young, most are dressed casually in shorts and flip-flops, but the atmosphere is solemn as sheafs of ‘spirit money’ – sheets of scented paper printed to resemble bank notes – are set alight on the tarmac. In the seventh month of the Chinese lunar calendar, as hungry ghosts wander the earth, the living offer food and money to send them on their way back to the afterlife.

Like Halloween, the Hungry Ghost Festival is a celebration for the living too. In open fields in Singapore’s housing estates, pavilions will be set up for elaborate communal banquets under red-and-white striped awnings. On open-air stages there are getai shows, where singers perform a mix of energetic electronic dance and syrupy ballads in Chinese dialect, entertaining the living and the dead alike. Superstitious folk will avoid buying or moving into a new home. It’s a glimpse of an older Asia, just a few miles from the glass and steel towers of Singapore’s financial district. The Taoist and Buddhist custom of honouring the dead in the seventh month is fading into history in China, where communism has frayed ties with tradition. But this combination of feasting and mystical communion with the past still holds sway on a tropical island more than 1200 miles from the southernmost tip of mainland China.

I moved to Singapore from Berlin in late 2015, with my wife and two young children – a nine-year-old boy and a girl aged five. It was a radical contrast: moving from the German capital’s graffiti-clad walls and hipster beards to a city of razored cheeks and slick office towers.

The clichés about Singapore were familiar to me: the efficiency of Changi airport, the theme-park style entertainments revolving around shopping and eating, the chewing gum ban, caning for vandalism, hanging for drug traffickers; an iron-fisted wonderland infamously summed up by William Gibson as ‘Disneyland with the death penalty’.

But I knew it from the inside too. My father, who had died a few years earlier, had grown up in Singapore and as children we visited regularly. I remembered family outings to the food courts to feast on chicken satay and fried noodles with juicy prawns served in brimming melamine bowls; shopping for jewellery in the air-conditioned chill of the Indian goldsmiths off Serangoon Road; and walking through the baroque gateway of a Hindu temple just as the fierce tropical afternoon gave way to a balmy evening.

I had discovered in my twenties that I was not – as I had assumed for all of my childhood – my father’s first-born, the eldest of three children. My father had been married once before, when he lived in Singapore, and I had an elder half-sister from that marriage.

Finding out about Chitra, my half-sister in Singapore, had subtly changed my relationship with my dad. I had always had an inkling that there was more to this respectable patriarch than met the eye. Dad’s conservatism had thickened with age but there was evidently an adventurous streak in the man who had crossed the world in the hope of bettering himself. The façade crumbled when I knew that he had been married before. He was vexed when I confessed this knowledge to him. He had spent time constructing an image of himself as a married, hardworking, homeowning father-of-three. But this self-portrait was always a little fuzzy around the edges. Like Singapore itself, there was a darker and sadder history beneath the outward sheen of his material prosperity. In his case, this was a failed marriage across boundaries of caste, a daughter abandoned as a child, and a second marriage, against convention, to my mother.

When I returned to Singapore as a correspondent for the Financial Times, I had been away for years. While there were still glimpses of the narrow Chinese shophouses and neoclassical British architecture I recalled from my childhood, the waterfront was now a forest of glass and steel, neon-lit at night with bank logos. Driverless cars were being tested in a zone reserved for tech entrepreneurs. Singapore is on a global circuit of bankers, lawyers and IT contractors, drawing capital and white-collar talent from the US, Europe and Australia. Despite this, it is an exotic and mysterious location for many Westerners, bracketed with Hong Kong and Shanghai as modern centres of the Asian world.

Singapore is different from those other Asian cities. It is an inspiration in many distinct ways to people around the world, and is frequently cited as a role model; for the success of free enterprise if you are an American right-winger, or for the efficiency of authoritarianism if you are an African autocrat. From London to Los Angeles, educators around the world have adopted Singapore-style maths teaching. Singapore is not just a centre of modern Asia, as Hong Kong is, but something bigger – an Asian city state around which the modern world, seeking illumination, revolves.

In the middle of my first year in Singapore, Britain voted to leave the European Union. Brexit was greeted with peals of bemused laughter by Singaporean friends. Then came Trump. Here was further evidence of the unreliable results that an untrammelled democracy could throw up. To observers in Singapore it seemed a vindication of the need for a firm guiding hand tamping down on social divides in case they grew so wide that they ripped a country apart. Democracy, Singapore’s deputy prime minister told me in autumn of that year, ‘is not having a great run’.

The early decades of the twenty-first century have been a troubling time for liberal democracies, buffeted from outside by confident dictators, seduced from within by strongmen. Capitalism, meanwhile, is the preferred economic model nearly everywhere on the planet. For Singapore, there is nothing new in the strange marriage of consumer choice and political control that has taken hold everywhere from Beijing to Moscow. While the tiny island nation holds regular elections – and these are free and fair – each one has returned an overwhelming majority for the same party. In Singapore, the elections are not tampered with, but stuffing ballot boxes isn’t necessary for the ruling party to keep on winning. The country’s democracy is built on a framework of tight control, with restrictions on free speech, a free press, freedom of assembly, and the independence of trade unions and human rights activists. The Singapore example has been closely studied by China, and by authoritarian states across the post-Soviet sphere. The temptation is obvious; Singapore has succeeded in narrowing the political space while achieving First World prosperity.

Singapore’s ban on the import of chewing gum, which took effect in 1992, remains the best-known example of its founder Lee Kuan Yew’s mania for order. But there are plenty more rules that highlight the intensity with which the country manages the lives of its people. The government has campaigned against spitting and littering too, with fines and public shaming – through photographs published in the media – of people caught in the act. The gum ban was introduced on the grounds that gum residue stuck between train doors could disrupt the smooth running of the mass transit service. This was a genuine problem, with two incidents in 1991 of trains stopping because the doors could not close. Yet Lee Kuan Yew could sometimes give the impression that humanity itself, with all its messy imperfection, was a gum residue that clogged up the smooth running of his system. In a speech delivered a few months after a peaceful popular uprising had ousted the dictator Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines, Lee declared: ‘We decide what is right – never mind what the people think.’

To understand modern Singapore, it is necessary to go back to the year it all began: 1965. Forget the Singapore of mirrored office towers, the city of elevators and air conditioning. Conjure a low-rise city with walls stained grey by cooking fires, bustling with street traders hawking their wares in a babble of Asian languages – a trading settlement with a cluster of colonial buildings surrounded by merchants’ shophouses and then a sprawl of shanty towns.

Elsewhere, the 1960s are in full swing. The first American combat troops arrived in Vietnam this year, The Byrds have just had a number one hit with ‘Mr Tambourine Man’, and The Sound of Music is enthralling cinema audiences around the world.

Singapore faces a crisis. Malaysia, the sprawling federation that takes in the Malay peninsula, numerous small islands and a chunk of vast, jungle-clad Borneo, is expelling the tiny island at its southern tip. The cause of the break-up is rooted in the tense racial politics of the region. But it is the consequences that preoccupy Lee Kuan Yew, the Cambridgeeducated barrister who is Singapore’s first prime minister.

Lee, a member of the island’s ethnic Chinese majority, was a brilliant man with a forceful personality. Elected Singapore’s leader in 1959, when it was still a British colony, he had taken his country into a federation with Malaysia in 1963. A televised press conference from 1965 captures his distress vividly. ‘For me it is a moment of anguish,’ Lee says, dressed in a crisp, white shirt and dark tie, hair slicked back from his broad, high forehead. ‘Because … you see, the whole of my adult life’ – and here his voice catches, he sits back in his chair and dabs his eyes with a white handkerchief, before going on. ‘I had believed in merger and the unity of these two territories.’ The union had been an unhappy experience, but its dissolution left Singapore vulnerable. The island lacked natural resources, and was reliant on the neighbouring Malay peninsula even for its water. Its ethnic mix, a Chinese majority with Malay and Indian minorities, made it unique and conspicuous in a region with a history of anti-Chinese xenophobia.

By the time Lee died at the age of ninety-one in 2015, Singapore was one of the richest countries in the world. But at the time, it had a modest industrial base, producing goods such as mosquito coils as well as processing rubber and tin. The severing of ties with Malaysia stripped the island of a substantial domestic market.

Singapore’s most powerful advantage was its location. The island lies at the mouth of the Strait of Malacca, the waterway
between the Malay peninsula and the island of Sumatra which offers the most direct shipping route between India and China. Because this strait is so narrow – just 1.5 nautical miles across at its narrowest point – and the goods passing through it are so valuable, the power that controls it can enjoy a lucrative share of the world’s trade.

Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles recognised the virtues of this location when he established the British settlement in Singapore in 1819, writing in a letter home that year of the commercial and geopolitical advantages of the new base. He described planting the British flag on Singapura, City of the Lion as it was called by the Malays, and described it as ‘a great commercial emporium and a fulcrum, whence we may extend our influence politically’. Silks from China, nutmegs, mace and cloves from the Spice Islands in present-day Indonesia, manufactured goods from Europe – all were shipped through Singapore. The city, where nowadays drug traffickers are sentenced to death, was once a linchpin of the British Empire’s opium trade, flowing from the poppy fields of Bengal and Bihar to addicts in China. For most of the nineteenth century, the poppy accounted for between 30 per cent and 55 per cent of the colonial administration’s revenues. The island had been a fishing settlement in ancient times, and then, by the fourteenth century, a flourishing regional trading centre known as Temasek. But it was Raffles and the drug trade that laid the foundations of modern Singapore.

Trade boomed after the Suez Canal was built, slashing the sailing time between Europe and Asia. In 1869, the year the Suez Canal opened, 99 steamers called at Singapore’s wharves. A decade later that figure had risen to 541. Traffic in opium and the subsequent trade in rubber and tin enriched the British rulers and their Asian middlemen, creating a powerful class of ethnic Chinese traders and financiers. Colonial Singapore, a port city with a transient and largely male population, had a seamy underside of brothels, violent criminal gangs and opium dens.

In 1965, the year of its painful break-up with Malaysia, Singapore was already one of the wealthiest cities in Asia. But it was highly unequal; the vast majority of the population were poorly paid manual labourers. It was also vulnerable – both to military conquest, as Imperial Japan demonstrated brutally in 1942 – and to internal division. Lee, who was forty-two at the time of separation from Malaysia, governed a volatile mix of races and languages; even the ethnic Chinese majority was splintered by dialect, speaking Hokkien, Teochew or Cantonese. ‘We don’t have the ingredients of a nation, the elementary factors,’ Lee told the International Herald Tribune years later. ‘A homogenous population, common language, common culture and common destiny.’ The mixture had already proved highly combustible; in 1964 two outbreaks of communal rioting had resulted in more than thirty deaths.

By 1965, unemployment was running at about 9 per cent. A few years later, the British landed a further blow, announcing the closure of their military bases, which employed around 40,000 people. Singapore faced soaring unemployment and the prospect of being left defenceless.

Singapore’s fortunes were transformed by an extraordinary burst of political energy. Lee’s government turned to export-led industrialisation and invited multinationals to base themselves in the country. Left-wing trade unions were brought to heel, to ensure good labour relations while the government invested in housing, education and world-class infrastructure. Officials acquired a reputation for honesty which reassured investors. This blend of clean and efficient rule combined with a hard-working population and economic liberalism made Singapore an outlier in the region. It was a recipe for success: the Lion City roared, with growth averaging 9 per cent a year over the subsequent decades. In fifty years, this steamy and malarial colonial entrepôt city transformed itself first into a hub for the manufacture of semiconductors, from the late 1960s, a global financial centre from the 1970s on and a centre for petrochemicals from the 1980s.

Good timing played its part too. When Singapore launched its export industries, much of the rest of Asia was closed for business, pursuing economic doctrines of self-reliance rather than export, or sealed off under Communist rule. Singapore, along with the other tiger nations, Hong Kong, South Korea and Taiwan, were trailblazers for globalisation. From the 1960s to the 1990s, the four tigers achieved spectacular economic growth year after year. In all four, this economic success brought change at dizzying speed. The grandchildren of illiterate labourers became university graduates who take foreign holidays. The relationship between the state and citizens changed, as an educated and affluent population clamoured for a much bigger say in politics. Women achieved a much greater measure of equality and, increasingly, went to work outside the home. As traditional bonds of village and clan became looser, new forces such as radical politics and religion took their place. By the time growth began to slow, the four were among the most prosperous societies on the planet. Singapore, an island of just 5.7 million people, is now home to twelve billionaires, according to the 2020 Forbes list. By comparison, there are twenty-four billionaires in the UK and fifteen in Italy.

Singapore today is a comfortable city that presents a cosmopolitan face to the world; most first-time visitors are dazzled by the city’s glitzy skyline, rooftop swimming pools and stylish cocktail bars. In 1965 its GDP per capita – a measure of its citizens’ standard of living – was on a par with Jordan. Now it has outstripped Japan. The upside of the Singapore model is not limited to the super-rich. The welfare safety net is narrow in scope but robust. There is no dole for unemployment, but the government ensures there is a state-built home for everyone. There is very little homelessness – a count in 2017 found just 180 people, mostly male, sleeping rough in Singapore. The state-funded education system is one of the best in the world, regularly topping global league tables for the teaching of maths and science.

The whole system bears the deep imprint of one man’s personality. There are no statues of Lee in the city he built, and only one institution named after him – a school of public policy – but anyone who wants to see his monument has only to look around them. Lee held power as prime minister from 1959, when Singapore was granted internal self-government under British rule, to 1990, when he stepped down. After quitting as premier, he remained in cabinet, first as senior minister then with the title of minister mentor, until 2011.

Lee had a love of the absolute ban that is often found in people who fear betrayal by their own appetites. A heavy smoker in his youth, he quit and became a fanatical anti-smoker, ordering cabinet colleagues to leave the room when they wanted a cigarette. He exercised religiously on a stationary bicycle, and was fastidious about healthy eating, favouring clear soups, tiny pieces of steak and plenty of fruit. Just once in a while, every four months or so, he would give way to temptation and send out for a murtabak, the oily, meat-stuffed pancakes that are an immensely popular snack on the island. He lived modestly, sharing a spartan bungalow with his wife and three children. His marriage to Kwa Geok Choo, another Cambridge-educated lawyer, was long, faithful and happy. In later years, when she was bedridden after a series of strokes, he would end the day by reading her favourite poems aloud.

By contrast with this domestic tranquillity, his public demeanour was often aggressively scornful, combining a barrister’s courtroom swagger with the skilled politician’s acid turn of phrase. ‘Human rights? Are they bankable?’ he sneered in a 1984 speech. While showing no propensity for violence in his personal life, his fondness for brutal imagery spoke of a deeply pessimistic view of human nature. ‘Anyone who decides to take me on needs to put on knuckle-dusters,’ he warned opponents, adding that ‘There is no other way you can govern a Chinese society.’

Among the four Asian tigers, South Korea and Taiwan transitioned from dictatorships to democracies in the late 1980s. In both countries, parties compete for power. Hong Kong became an increasingly imperilled liberal island, with freedom of speech, independent courts and a free press, in one of the world’s most autocratic states.

Singapore took its own path. Lee’s People’s Action Party brooks no challengers. The ruling party has close ties with all the alternative centres of power, from the media to trade unions. Newspapers deemed subversive or threatening to the national interest have faced closure or the detention of senior executives. Opposition voices, from rival politicians to bloggers who criticise the government, have been silenced through defamation actions.

Outsiders quickly discover just how little freedom there is in Singapore. Draconian laws allow activists to be prosecuted for holding peaceful gatherings unless they have a police permit. A teenage blogger who would have been dismissed as a minor irritant in most other countries has been sent to prison twice for his provocations. Sex between men remains a criminal offence. The last time Singapore had a legal strike was in 1986, when workers picketed a small American oilfield equipment company called Hydril. Authorities have reacted brusquely to strikes that are not officially sanctioned. When Singapore Airlines pilots took illegal industrial action in 1980, Lee told them: ‘You play this game, there are going to be broken heads.’

The guiding value of Singapore’s ruling elite is meritocracy. There is a fierce struggle for the top positions in the country’s government. Its ministers hold degrees from some of the world’s finest universities, including Cambridge, Harvard and Yale. Their qualifications range across hard science and social science – when the finance minister collapsed during a cabinet meeting in 2016, three colleagues who had trained as doctors rushed to assist him.

Singapore has no time for nostalgia. Dishevelled colonial-era workers’ cottages, with their incense-laden shrines and shady verandahs, are swiftly ripped down to make way for air-conditioned high-rises, maximising property values on the crowded island. The hawker handcarts that once prowled the streets serving up sizzling strips of fried rice cake and sloppy bowls of prawn noodles have been corralled into hygienic open-air food courts. Even the language – in so many countries a cherished symbol of national unity – is not immune to this impatience with the past; the southern Chinese dialects that were once a mother tongue for the majority were pragmatically junked to make way for Mandarin. Singapore’s success is underpinned by a determination to take difficult decisions in the national interest.

*

My father lived in Singapore as a young man, in the early 1960s, before emigrating to Britain, but when I went in search of his old lodgings, in 2016, I found the building had been obliterated to make way for a station on the public transit network.

A few months after I arrived in Singapore as a foreign correspondent, sipping a cup of thick black coffee in one of the government’s imposing neo-classical buildings, I found myself telling my father’s story to a senior official. I had arranged the meeting hoping for some insight on matters of public policy, but instead found the official prompting me to reveal more of my personal entanglement with his country.

Dad, born in the dusty far north of Ceylon, had stowed away on a ship steaming east across the Bay of Bengal. Once ashore in Singapore, he had found work as a policeman; I found a picture of a smiling, mustachioed young man in a khaki uniform when I looked through family albums after he died. A few years before Singapore’s independence from Britain, he took another ship – buying a ticket this time – and sailed west, via Djibouti and the Suez Canal to Marseilles, and from there, a new life in London.

‘Ah, you see,’ said the official, leaning forward on the dowdy government-issue sofa. ‘Your father’s journey reminds us of the importance of the Suez Canal to Singapore.’ He raised a light brown hand, sketching maritime trade routes in the air between us. ‘Before the Suez Canal was constructed, much of the shipping passed further south.’ The building of the canal transformed a swampy island into the commercial nerve centre of Southeast Asia. Another shift in the world’s trading networks – the melting of the Arctic ice enabling polar navigation, for example – could alter Singapore’s fortunes again, and for the worse.

City states are vulnerable places. Their early history can be glorious; Athens and Sparta left an enduring imprint on our societies. Venice had a good run, holding sway over much of the Mediterranean for centuries. But ultimately they fall victim to shifts in broader global currents – Venice lost out when the spice trade shifted to the transatlantic route – or are swallowed by bigger powers. Singapore’s planners have always been conscious that their island’s fate turns on forces beyond their control, the official told me. If Singapore has seemed restless in its pursuit of advantage, ruthless in its elimination of any excess baggage – from traditional languages to free speech – that paranoia at the top might explain it.

For those who do not question the system, life in Singapore can be very good. Unemployment is low, incomes are high, crime – especially the threats to personal safety that can make daily life miserable in many developing countries – is a rarity. In 2017 violent crime hit an all-time low with just seventy-one robberies that year, according to police figures. The material benefits of Singapore’s progress are visible everywhere from the Prada and Hermès stores on Orchard Road to the families feasting on roast duck and noodles, paired with a fragrant Château d’Yquem, at restaurants on the upper floors of office towers. The consumption of the city state’s elite is extravagant enough to have earned a Hollywood homage; the 2018 Singapore-set romantic comedy Crazy Rich Asians featured a bachelor party on a container ship, with one of the party-goers firing a military rocket launcher as part of the celebrations. But daily life in Singapore can sometimes feel like a gilded cage. Unlike Westerners, Singaporeans cannot read an unmuzzled press. They cannot join a trade union that is independent of government or easily add their voice to a pressure group that challenges government policy. The few activists that exist in Singapore often find themselves hounded by the legal system.

Even those who accept the political constraints complain about the intense pressures at work and at home. Singaporean children spend long hours studying under tutors after their formal school day ends. Their mothers and – especially – their fathers spend so long in the office that an Eat With Your Family Day was launched in 2003. Employers are encouraged to let staff go home at 5 p.m. to enjoy a meal with their children. But the culture of long hours is so ingrained that Eat With Your Family Day is scheduled just four times a year.

Open to global flows of capital but largely closed to political change, Singapore is a reform-minded dictator’s dream, suggesting that a country can enjoy the prosperity that comes with being open to foreign trade and investment without giving its people democratic freedoms. Deng Xiaoping, architect of China’s market reforms, had this epiphany after the fall of the Soviet Union, when he remarked that Singapore enjoyed ‘good social order’ and said that China should learn from the tropical island state. ‘Clean and beautiful,’ was North Korean leader Kim Jong-un’s verdict after posing for a selfie with Singapore’s foreign minister in 2018. The country’s dictatorial fans tend to be selective in their learning. They concentrate on dealing ruthlessly with their political opponents, as Lee Kuan Yew did, while ignoring the way that Singapore’s rulers won legitimacy by improving their people’s lives and rooting out official corruption. Post-Soviet leaders who claim to admire Singapore are often case studies in mismanagement of their countries’ resources.

In the West, policymakers are more likely to cast an admiring glance at selected aspects of the system, such as its superb state schools. ‘Make America Singapore’ ran the headline on a New York Times piece describing Singapore’s healthcare as the ‘marvel of the wealthy world’, with excellent health outcomes despite modest spending compared to the US and Western Europe. Singapore has emerged as a puzzling exception to the rule that industrialisation inevitably brings greater political freedom. At a time when China opens up its economy while its politics takes an increasingly illiberal turn, the planet’s most successful city state offers a glimpse of another future for humanity. Authoritarianism, but with Gucci handbags.

From the 1950s onwards, Western theorists proposed that prosperity is the midwife of liberty. As a country becomes well-to-do, the growth of an urban working class and the expansion of education systems to meet new economic needs brings with it political change, they argued. That has certainly been the case elsewhere in Asia. In South Korea and Taiwan, traditional elites yielded in the face of pressure from trade unions and student movements. But while Singapore’s economic success has brought with it potentially disruptive social change, its ruling elite has largely succeeded in assimilating or quashing threats to its dominance. A case in point is the challenge of absorbing a surge in immigration in the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century.

By the 1970s, Singapore was attracting investment at a pace that outstripped the capacity of the local workforce. Migrant workers were imported to fill the gap, manning production lines and construction sites. The level of immigration soared in the 1990s. The migrant surge laid bare the flaw in Singapore’s economic miracle. Productivity is usually boosted through technological advances or improved management practices – think of Henry Ford introducing the moving assembly line, and slashing the length of time it takes to build a car. But Singapore was growing, as Lee Kuan Yew later acknowledged, largely by importing labour. There were other factors too: more of Singapore’s people were going to school and on to higher education, both to universities in Singapore and abroad, and the country was attracting higher levels of investment. But the Singapore economy’s reliance on an expanding supply of migrant labour made its growth hard to sustain.

The 2011 general elections took place against a backdrop of public displeasure over immigration, with widely voiced complaints about competition for jobs and crowded public transport. The PAP, Lee Kuan Yew’s party, still won, but it gained its lowest ever share of the vote. Singapore’s system may restrict free speech and stifle the press, but the voice of the people had broken through nonetheless. A clampdown on migration duly followed, with the government lowering the cap on the number of foreign workers companies could hire. In the next elections the PAP scored a decisive victory, increasing its vote share to nearly 70 per cent.

The result of this compromise is a toxic mix. Singapore faces a future in which its labour force will shrink rapidly, squeezed by some of the world’s lowest birth rates and reduced immigration. The likely prospect – without a significant ramping up of productivity or some technological breakthrough – is of years of feeble economic growth. As growth slows, couples become even less likely to have children, in a vicious cycle which has taken hold in Japan and is likely to become increasingly prevalent across Asia as the populations of many countries rapidly go grey, which makes them even less inclined to welcome young foreign workers. Despite family-friendly policies, there is little sign that young Singaporeans are choosing to procreate in the face of highly pressured workplaces and a demanding education system which requires heavy parental investment.

Increased healthcare spending is not the only financial implication of this shift. The new generation of pensioners is more likely to live alone – staying on in their own housing rather than maintaining the Asian tradition of living under the same roof as their children – and that means more construction will be needed to provide homes for the young. Already, a third of the domestic workforce is aged fifty and over. This demographic time-bomb, which has been building for years, will reverberate throughout the economy and society, putting strain on public and individual finances. As the need for health and welfare spending rises, there will be fewer workers to pay for it all.

It’s a familiar story, but in Singapore this comes with a twist; its model of benevolent authoritarian capitalism is built on low taxes – the top rate of personal income tax is 22 per cent, while companies have been lured there with staggeringly advantageous corporate tax deals. If Singapore is to pay its bills in future, taxes must rise. Singapore introduced a new tax on consumption, the goods and services tax, in 1994. The rate was set at 3 per cent and has since risen to 7 per cent. Ruling party politicians have warned of the need to raise taxes further to balance the books. But in 2020, a planned increase in the rate of the consumption tax was postponed amid the Covid-19 pandemic.

Demography is not the only challenge. The rise of China is an opportunity – and a threat. China’s growing strength has bolstered the position of Singapore’s ethnic Chinese, who make up around three-quarters of the population; their grasp of Mandarin and business networks mean they are ideally placed to exploit growing commercial opportunities. The economic connection is vital but the political relationship is often prickly. Singapore’s close military ties with the US and Taiwan are a source of irritation to Beijing, while China’s assertiveness in the South China Sea has made Singapore bristle. China has added missile shelters, runways and radar domes to islands in the South China Sea, militarising a waterway that is an essential conduit for global trade, and Chinese ships have harassed other countries’ shipping in these disputed waters.

Singapore has watched these developments with anxiety. Like all small nations, it fears great powers that flout global rules, and its prosperity depends on shipping of all nations being allowed to peacefully navigate Asia’s seas. The city state faces a delicate balancing act, needing to maintain economic links with Asia’s superpower while asserting its own independence and neutrality.

The coming years are likely to be tough for Singapore. A slowing economy and stagnant wages will chip away at a prime justification for Singapore’s repressive one-party rule: its claim to have transformed the island from a ‘mud-flat swamp’, in Lee Kuan Yew’s words, to a sparkling metropolis. If Singaporeans are no longer being rewarded for their acquiescence with material gains, demands for a greater say in government are likely to grow. There are already signs that Singaporeans are chafing at the limits of personal freedom. The clampdown on migration after the 2011 elections showed Singapore’s rulers could listen to their people. It also showed that they are now willing to sacrifice economic advantage for political expediency. But this did not mean they were willing to let up on their vigorous policing of the boundaries of free speech. Activists who question Singapore’s politicians or judges continue to face harsh penalties.

The greatest challenge now facing Singapore is whether its system has the flexibility to survive an era in which technological change moves at an increasingly rapid tempo. The country has shown a remarkable ability to reinvent itself, from the creation of a hi-tech manufacturing sector in the 1960s and 1970s to the shift into financial services in recent decades.

Singapore’s rulers approach globalisation as though it were a buffet dinner. They have helped themselves to the economic benefits of world trade while shunning the idea that liberal values such as free speech or gay rights can be universal. The nation forged by Lee Kuan Yew is still thumbing its nose at the idea that economic freedom goes hand in hand with wider freedom. Whether the system endures or cracks in the years ahead, the story of Singapore holds lessons for us all.




1

Emporium of the East

Raffles and the founding of Singapore

Geography shapes history, and there are few places where the force of geography on people’s lives is clearer than in Singapore, a diamond-shaped island one degree north of the equator. From the eastern point of the diamond, where Changi airport occupies land claimed from the sea, to the industrial zone of Tuas in the west is a distance of thirty miles. From north to south it measures just fifteen and a half miles. Singapore is tiny and surrounded by giant neighbours; Malaysia lies on its northern border and the archipelago of Indonesia sprawls to its south.

The Singapore River bisects the heart of the city, flowing from the west and spilling out into the sea at Marina Bay. On the south bank of the river is Raffles Place, the commercial heart of the city, named after the imperial adventurer who founded the modern city more than two centuries ago. At Raffles Place, office workers spill from the MRT, Singapore’s subway, and head through air-conditioned underpasses to their desks at banks, insurance companies and real-estate developers. As a woman hurries up the escalator, you catch the flash of a red sole. Her heels are Louboutin.

There has been tumultuous change in Singapore. Its population has risen from as few as 1000 people two centuries ago to more than 5 million now. Mangrove swamps have been cleared for industrial estates. Jungles where tigers once roamed have made way for high-rise housing. When you understand how fast this change happened, the notion of appeasing the ancestors at the Hungry Ghost Festival makes sense. The transition has happened at such speed that it feels entirely plausible to believe that restless ghosts linger in the shadow of expressways and shopping malls.

The old and new worlds of Singapore have remained connected. The office worker in Louboutin heels will pick up her lunch from the hippest ramen place in town, but once home she will ignite a stick of incense and spend a moment in contemplation for her ancestors. But a great deal of its past has been obliterated too. What Singapore remembers about its past, and what it has forgotten, sometimes deliberately, is crucial to explaining its extraordinary rise.

The official version of the Singapore story is inscribed on a plinth beneath the gleaming white statue of Thomas Stamford Raffles, moulded from a glossy artificial material resembling marble, that stands on the north bank of the Singapore River. Unveiled 150 years after Raffles landed and seven years after Singapore became an independent republic, the inscription on the plinth begins with exactness about a place and time, and then unspools a narrative thread that links the British coloniser to contemporary Singapore. Written in Singapore’s four official languages, English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil, it reads: ‘On this historic site, Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles first landed in Singapore on 28th January 1819, and with genius and perception changed the destiny of Singapore from an obscure fishing village to a great seaport and modern metropolis.’

Around the globe, the impact of the West is recalled in many countries as a collective disaster. China invokes the memory of a ‘century of humiliation’ at the hands of Western powers. Across Africa, imperialists brought ruthless economic exploitation in diamond mines and rubber plantations, alongside a cruel system of racial dominance. In Singapore, the name of its European founder is a mark of prestige.

Raffles Place lies at the heart of the business district. Boys destined to rule the country attend the Raffles Institution. When Singapore Airlines first took to the skies, its business travellers were greeted in Raffles Class (this was the case until 2006, when the name was changed to Business Class). The neo-classical civic buildings at the colonial heart of the city have been carefully preserved while other historic buildings were ripped down to make way for hotels and offices. The proclamation on the plinth identified Singapore with a colonial project and declared the country open for business with the West at a time when many other Asian nations were taking a different path. When the statue of Raffles went up in 1972, the Vietnam War was in its final phase, China was staunchly communist, and India under Indira Gandhi had largely closed itself off to foreign investment and trade.

Like all histories, Singapore’s story is more tangled than the tidy narrative on the Raffles plinth suggests. Its history of human settlement and trade stretches back hundreds of years. Merchants and warriors visited its shores before Raffles. Singaporeans are fond of saying that theirs is a young country, and it is true that it only achieved independence from Britain in 1963. But it is only a little younger than modern India, which came into being in 1947, or modern Germany, founded in 1949 – both of which regard themselves as the heirs of much older traditions.

In the fourteenth century, Singapore was already a mercantile centre known as Temasek, with a thriving trade in aromatic laka wood and hornbill casques, the horny growths above the bird’s beak, which are carved like ivory. The island is said to have acquired its modern name when a seafaring prince from a neighbouring island spotted a mysterious beast which he decided was a lion. That is unlikely, as the Asiatic lion never ranged that far east, but the name stuck. He founded a settlement named Singapura: ‘Lion City’ in Sanskrit.

Since the 1980s, the archaeologist John Miksic has led excavations which have unearthed Chinese ceramics and coins, Chinese and Indian glass, and gold jewellery, evidence that even in medieval times the island lay at the confluence of an international trading network. Beneath Fort Canning Hill, where the first British colonial governors resided, is the remains of an ancient royal palace. The island’s fortunes rose and fell in the centuries that followed, but far from being the ‘young country’ of popular imagination, Singapore had a 700-year history of settlement and civilisation.

Singapore is a nation created by migration and still shaped by it today. It has 4 million citizens and ‘permanent residents’, the official phrase for foreigners allowed to stay indefinitely, perhaps because they have a Singaporean husband or wife, or because they are investing in the country. Around three-quarters of this population are of Chinese heritage, many of whom trace their descent from Fujian province in southeastern China. Another 13 per cent are ethnic Malays from Singapore’s Southeast Asian hinterland, while 9 per cent are Indians, mainly Tamil-speakers from southern India and Sri Lanka. Alongside this core population, there are another 1.7 million foreign workers and students, making up 30 per cent of the total population. The island is a stew of cultural influences. Sometimes these blend together, as in the distinctive street language of Singlish, in which English is cut through with loan-words from Hokkien, Malay and Tamil. Sometimes the cultures remain distinct; each ethnicity tends to keep to its own faith. Malays are largely Muslim, Indians mainly Hindu, while the Chinese practise Buddhism, Christianity or Taoism.

Several modern-day nations owe their existence to colonialism, but Singapore is the only non-white nation composed entirely of the descendants of settlers (except for the island nations of the Caribbean, where the native people were wiped out and replaced by enslaved Africans). Unlike the US, Canada and Australia, Singapore’s migrants were not associated with the colonial power and did not conquer or exterminate an indigenous people. But like many migrant nations, it is more socially fluid than societies where wealth and privilege has been transmitted over many generations.

The story of modern Singapore begins in the early nineteenth century, when the Dutch were the dominant European power in Southeast Asia, controlling the trade routes between China and India. Nutmeg and cloves came from the Spice Islands, now known as the Moluccas and a province of present-day Indonesia. Porcelain was shipped from Japan and China, and chintz from India. Silk, silver, copper, coffee and tea were all traded between Europe and Asia. The Netherlands’ maritime might allowed them to seize ports and govern tracts of land, and their most treasured possession was Java, a vast and fertile island in the Indonesian archipelago, where the peasantry were forced to grow export crops such as coffee, pepper, rice and indigo, bought by their European overlords at a set price. Raffles was driven by rivalry with the Dutch, and inspired by an idealistic vision of empire as a force for good. While the core of all imperial projects remained violent and exploitative, liberal imperialists like Raffles believed that benevolent British rule could bring benefits to its subjects. He was opposed to slavery and opium trafficking, a supporter of free trade, and took an interest in the language and history of the Malay people who lived across the Southeast Asian archipelago. His personal ambition and desire to expand British trade were fuelled, according to the historian Mary Turnbull, by a sense of ‘messianic mission’, a belief that Britain would revive the ancient cultures of Southeast Asia under the influence of the European enlightenment.

Thomas Raffles was fourteen when he entered the service of the East India Company. His father was a captain of merchant ships, plying between England and the West Indies. The family struggled for money, forcing him to cut short his education and find work to support his mother and sisters. He was industrious, hiding determination behind a diffident nature. In his own words, he was ‘insatiable in ambition though meek as a maiden’. His life was one of spectacular success which never proved durable, followed by dramatic reversals which never quite crushed him.

Aged twenty-three, he earned an appointment to Penang, an island at the north of the Strait of Malacca which was Britain’s toehold in the region. A crucial test of Raffles’ views came in 1811, when Java was seized by the British and, at the age of thirty, Raffles was made its lieutenant governor. On the positive side of the balance sheet, Raffles attempted to reform Java’s agricultural system, and ended the practice of using forced labour for public works. But British rule was nonetheless backed up by violence. In June 1812 British troops sacked the royal palace at Yogyakarta, an act still remembered as a calamity in Indonesia.

The financial performance of the colony was poor and Raffles was removed from his post. In 1816, Java was returned to the Dutch, part of the European settlement that followed the Napoleonic wars. He returned to England, where he defended his reputation so successfully that the Prince Regent awarded him a knighthood in 1817. Around this time, Raffles sat for the portrait painter George Francis Joseph, and the image of him now in the collection of Britain’s National Portrait Gallery is every inch the confident imperial administrator. He wears the black coat and white cravat that he is likely to have worn to court for the ceremony. The sheet of paper he clutches is the official confirmation of his knighthood. Behind his right shoulder is a glimpse of Asia, a stone carving of an eastern deity.

In 1818, Sir Stamford returned to Southeast Asia, this time to a posting as lieutenant governor of Bencoolen, now the Indonesian city of Bengkulu, on the island of Sumatra. Then as now, there are two main passageways for ships sailing between India and China, and both of them pass by Sumatra. One route is the Sunda Strait, between Sumatra and Java. The other is the Strait of Malacca, which lies further north, between the east coast of Sumatra and the Malay peninsula. When Raffles arrived in Bencoolen, he found both under the control of the Dutch. ‘The British have now not an inch of ground to stand upon between the Cape of Good Hope and China, nor a single friendly port at which they can water and obtain refreshment,’ he wrote to London. Raffles was authorised by the British governor-general of India to establish a base at the southern end of the Strait of Malacca. His task was to find a suitable spot that was free of Dutch control.

After scouting the Carimon Islands, Raffles arrived at Singapore at the head of a flotilla of sailing ships, the red and white ensign of the East India Company fluttering from their masts and 120 soldiers from the Company’s Bengal Army on board. His ships dropped anchor off Singapore in January 1819. He knew of it already, referring in a letter home to ‘the ancient city of Singapura’.

When Raffles arrived, two half-brothers, Hussein and Abdul Rahman, were struggling for control of the Malay sultanate, which claimed Singapore along with a swath of surrounding territory. Raffles exploited the feud, siding with the elder half-brother and signing a treaty which allowed the British East India Company to establish an outpost in Singapore. Under the terms of the treaty, Hussein, the sultan, and one of his senior officials were paid annual stipends by the British, and retained their title to the land. Singapore had about 1000 inhabitants at the time, mostly members of the seafaring people known as the Orang Laut. On 6 February 1819, the union flag was raised over Singapore. Raffles left the next day, placing William Farquhar in charge.

Farquhar’s fate has been the opposite of Raffles’. A Scottish soldier in the service of the East India Company, Colonel Farquhar was instrumental in the creation of modern Singapore, but his name has largely disappeared. Singapore used to have a Farquhar Street, which ceased to exist during redevelopment works in 1994, although a Farquhar Garden, opened in 2019 for the bicentennial of Singapore’s founding, offered modest
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