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This paper investigates the changes in China’s strategic partnership with Singapore under 
the influences of China’s rise and the escalating US-China rivalry. When China had just 
started its economic reform, it was attracted by Singapore’s capabilities of maintaining 
high economic growth with strong party leadership, laying the foundation for a special 
relationship. But Singapore soon had to learn to strategically rebalance its policies in new 
geopolitical realities with China’s rising power. Differing national interests has put China-
Singapore relations at a new low point. To deliver the above argument, this paper reviews 
the start of the China-Singapore relationship, then analyzes the changes in the development 
of China-Singapore relations in the economic and political spheres. The main findings 
are that China and Singapore’s pragmatism in the struggle for power and survival erodes 
past relations and that political deterioration overpowers economic cooperation despite its 
expansion.
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INTRODUCTION

As a small state with limited resources, Singapore adopted the strategy of utilizing 
diplomacy and has been a long supporter of major multilateral institutions. Singapore 
managed to create an impressive international footprint especially in its defense strategy, 
in which it maintains its connections with the United States along with other key US 
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allies like Great Britain, Taiwan, and India for training bases and combined exercises 
(Tan, 2011). One of Singapore’s primary objectives is to uphold regional balance of 
power, and the US plays the most crucial role in this scenario. Despite this fact, China 
and Singapore exchanged favorable sentiments by pledging their continued commitment 
to maintain positive relations in the 30th year anniversary of the establishment of 
official diplomatic relations in 2020. What is even more surprising is that the rhetoric 
is also shared by the Chinese general public, where in a survey conducted in China 
showed that the public had an amiable view of Singaporeans. Close to three quarters of 
the respondents had responded that they were either “very favorable” or “favorable” in 
their views towards the Singapore. This trend was in contrast to the other high income 
countries like the United States, Japan, and Australia which received “unfavorable” views 
of 77 percent, 58 percent, and 47 percent respectively (Kwek et al., 2021). What factors 
then, have contributed to the friendly relations between China and Singapore? And what 
makes Singapore so special?

The literature towards China-Singapore relations can be divided into three broad 
perspectives. The first view is that China-Singapore relations has broadened and will 
continue to broaden in the future. To (2001) argues that after securing official bilateral 
ties in 1990 not only economic interactions but educational and cultural exchanges also 
expanded, which can lead to a more mature relationship in the twenty-first century. 
Fook (2018) adds on to this argument by supplementing that although there have been 
some obstacles in the bilateral relationship, deeper interaction like inter-governmental 
projects and people to people exchanges has helped the two states reach a significant 
milestone. Wu (2021) analyzed the 30 years of China-Singapore relations and agreed 
that there were political frictions especially in the South China Seas issue. However, 
there are very positive prospects in the financial sector and also new opportunities to 
build a stronger relationship by fighting COVID-19 together. In short, political friction 
is inevitable, especially with China’s rising power and its rivalry with the United States, 
but China and Singapore has many other aspects in which they can continue beneficial 
relations. 

The second view is that China’s pursuit of the “Singapore Model” is only political 
rhetoric and the governance knowledge transfers are limited and partial at best. A few 
reasons for this are the sheer size difference of the two states, China’s selective lesson 
drawing from the model and the Chinese emphasis on material concerns (Lim and 
Horesh, 2016; Ortmann and Thompson, 2018; Ho, 2018). These arguments are drawn 
from the observations of the limited implementations of the government to government 
projects and Chinese cadre training in Singaporean universities that do not seem to give 
the expected results. But why China continues to praise the Singapore model were the 
two states’ continued emphasis on pragmatic economic benefits and also the political 
attractiveness to refer to an Asian developmental model rather than a Western model. 

The third and last view is that although the two states enjoyed a special relationship 
in the past, China-Singapore relations in the present are deteriorating. Tan (2017) argues 
that relations deteriorated since 2010 due to Singapore’s stance on the South China 
Seas and its support for the US’s “Pivot to Asia” strategy. Despite growing economic 
relations, it could not stop political relations from reaching its lowest points. Chen 
(2018) adds that Singapore is implementing a hedging strategy to respond to a rising 
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China and overcome the fragility of being a small state. Lam (2021) further argues that 
China’s relationship with Singapore will not be as attractive and useful even more so in 
the future due to its rising power status. Fan (2021) observed mutual distrust building 
between the two states with the South China Sea case, and factors like China’s rise and 
Singapore’s diplomatic philosophy only puts the relationship under more tests. 

Drawing from the above arguments, my observation leans with the third view 
that China-Singapore relations are deteriorating. This is not an exceptional case for 
Singapore since the rise of China is impacting the strategic realignment of forces for all 
middle and small states. However, the reason for using Singapore in this particular study 
is that although Singapore in terms of size is a tiny state, what it had to offer to China 
in the reform and opening period was of crucial importance, which had been enough 
to say the two states had a special relationship. However, China’s rise has significantly 
affected the bilateral relations, and this paper carries out the observation of middle and 
smaller states’ strategic readjustments with the case of Singapore. 

Since China has become the second largest economy in the world, Singapore bears 
less significance than before. Also, as a small state, Singapore headed towards much 
complicated strategic choices as the China-US rivalry escalated rapidly since the 2010s. 
Singapore will be more inclined to align itself closer to the United States rather than 
actively engage with China because of the Singaporean perception of the US’s role of 
balancing the power dynamic in Asia. With these recent developments we can see that 
China-Singapore relations may not be so special after all. If one could say the bilateral 
relations had been special, what were the factors? Can we still say that China and 
Singapore maintains a special relationship that can cope the major external factor of 
the US-China rivalry? My central argument here is, China’s rise has changed its foreign 
policy priorities and forced Singapore to strategically readjust from geopolitical realities 
for its survival, and as a consequence, the two countries’ relations is not so special 
anymore. 

To deliver the arguments to the questions proposed above, this paper implements 
a historical approach to analyze the key characteristics in the changing relationships of 
China-Singapore relations. The primary data used in this paper are the China’s Foreign 
Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao), annual white papers of China’s diplomacy published by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. The yearly editions cited in 
this paper are 2009, 2010, 2011, 2017 and 2018 for they capture the official perspectives 
of the Chinese government in years where there have been significant events mentioned 
in this paper that affected its bilateral relationship with Singapore. For example, the 
2017 issue captures China’s souring relationship with Singapore due to Singapore’s firm 
stance with the international maritime law in the 2016 South China Sea dispute. Other 
primary resources include ASEAN trade statistics data and an interview transcript of 
Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Secondary resources are obtained from 
English and Chinese journals as well as internet news sources to support the reasoning 
and arguments in the paper.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The first part of this article reviews the 
development process of Singapore and China-Singapore relations. Then, it explains the 
mutually beneficial economic relations that make this relationship so special at first 
glance. In the third section, the US-China rivalry is traced to be one of the main reasons 
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of a shift in Chinese foreign policy, and in turn, the downturn of China-Singapore 
relations. Lastly, in the conclusion is a final analysis of the bilateral relations in the 
current state.

AN INSIGNIFICANT COLONY TO A GLOBAL HUB

Singapore’s Development

In 1959, the tiny diamond-shaped island harbored two degrees north of the equator was 
given the right of self-governance (except for foreign affairs and defense) from Britain. 
Then in 1963, Singapore joined the Federation of Malaysia, only to leave it two years 
later to become a full independent country. However, the situation seemed bleak. Not 
only was its population small, it was also a diverse group of migrants that came from 
China, Malaysia, and India. There was almost no sense of shared cultural or historical 
intimacy among one another. Furthermore, there were no natural resources on the 
island, and the country had to depend on imports for basic necessities such as food and 
energy. Domestic poverty and unemployment levels were high. To make matters worse, 
it was geographically situated in a region entangled with communist insurgencies that 
spurred in the Cold War system. 

What turned all this around was the one and only Lee Kuan Yew. Lee has served 
as the Prime Minister under the dominant People’s Action Party (hereafter PAP) in 
Singapore since its self-governance all the way to 1990. To ensure the survival of his 
country, Lee had envisioned a strategy of strong government for a stable business 
environment. Graham Allison in his book, Lee Kuan Yew: The Grand Master’s Insights on 
China, the United States, and the World, quotes Lee saying, 

“When I started, the question was how Singapore can make a living against neighbors who 
have more natural resources, human resources, and bigger space. How did we differentiate 
ourselves from them? They are not clean systems; we run clean systems. Their rule of law 
is wonky; we stick to the law. Once we come to an agreement or make a decision, we stick 
to it. We become reliable and credible to investors. World-class infrastructure, world-class 
supporting staff, all educated in English. Good communication by air, by sea, by cable, by 
satellite, and now, over the internet. (Graham et al., 2010)”

Lee combined market-oriented capitalism with authoritarianism and 
communitarianism which Francis Fukuyama coined as “soft authoritarianism (Roy, 
1994)”. The policymaking was highly centralized with a top-down approach, strictly 
implemented into all aspects of politics and bureaucracy. In addition, an export-oriented 
development strategy was initiated to attract multinational firms to directly invest in 
Singapore and establish large government-led companies. The PAP had effectively 
implemented this strategy with aggressive steps to be involved in directing funds into the 
key domestic sectors, suppressing labor unions, promoting education, and continuing 
to develop its manufacturing base (Zarroli, 2019). As a result, Singapore had created a 
stable global business environment with efficient governance that attracts much foreign 



 A Special Relationship Not So Special Anymore  49

investment from all over the world. 
The task of maintaining economic growth and adapting to the fast changes 

of globalization was not an easy one, therefore, Singapore has thus far constantly 
reinvented itself to meet global demands. It has now a reputation of having world-class 
infrastructure, clean and stable governance, skilled workforce, and open trade routes. 
When Lee stepped in as the first Prime Minister of Singapore in 1965, the nation’s GDP 
per capita was about USD 400. According to the Trading Economics data, Singapore’s 
GDP per capita has recorded more than USD 58,000 in 2020, which is 4.6 times larger 
than the world’s average (Trading Economics, 2022). From an impoverished tiny 
third world nation, it has overcome tremendous odds to emerge as one of the most 
competitive global business hubs in the world. 

Not a ‘Third China’

According to the 2020 population census conducted by the Singapore Department of 
Singapore, the Chinese ethnicity makes up 74 percent of the population (Department 
of Statistics Singapore, 2021). Historically, these ethnic Chinese were poor migrants 
that came with the objective of making money then going back to mainland China. 
But many stayed and made a living on the island. Much of these Chinese migrants 
in Singapore at the time were still emotionally attached to the mainland, and there 
was much support from the migrants when Imperial Japan invaded China. However, 
interaction between overseas and mainland Chinese were cut off in the Mao-era, due to 
the political and social disturbance that was caused by the Great Leap Forward (1958~69) 
and the Cultural Revolution (1966~76) campaigns (Lam, 2021). Bilateral diplomatic 
relations had not been established at that time, and Singapore set travel restrictions to 
Maoist China.

At this time the PAP effectively cultivated an exclusive national identity that would 
be loyal to Singapore, not China. Singapore and China were on opposing sides of the 
ideological spectrum, with the latter threatening Singapore’s survival with continuing 
communist insurgency support in neighboring Southeast Asian states. Lee Kuan Yew 
was a strong nationalist and anti-communist after witnessing the destruction of Japanese 
imperialism and communist radicalism in the 1940s. Therefore, he strictly maintained 
his vision to ensure an independent Singapore that would not be influenced by either. 
Lee even went to reaffirm the difference between China and Singapore in a government 
meeting with Mao Zedong in 1973 (Lim and Horesh, 2016). 

Singapore had made tremendous efforts to not be seen as a ‘third China’ since 
pro-Chinese movements could stir racial conflicts with anti-Chinese Indonesia and 
Malaysia. On top of that, Lee also had to deal with ideological conflicts when the PAP 
had to withstand the political sabotage of internal Chinese communists during the 
1963 election. Although the attempts were unsuccessful, it made Singapore’s founding 
fathers cultivate a multi-ethnic identity that would reduce the effectiveness of Chinese 
cultural and ideological influence in domestic politics (Medeiros et al., 2008). The PAP 
emphasized multiculturalism and multilingualism to be an exclusive characteristic of 
being a Singaporean. It was much promoted through primary education systems, mass 
media, newspapers, and national day parades. The education system was the most 
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important driver as it was conducted bilingually, English and other mother tongues 
such as Chinese, Malaysian and Indian, from which the state indicates that the national 
language is English in Singapore. 

Nevertheless, economic ties were maintained between China and Singapore despite 
the lack of official diplomatic relations. The balance of trade was around USD 750 
million in the early 1970s. Singapore also allowed the Bank of China branch in Singapore 
to continue operating despite pressures from the Malaysian central government to 
shut it down. This decision was seen instrumental for the future beneficial relationship 
building between China and Singapore (Fook, 2018).The deterioration of China-Soviet 
relations in the 1960s and the détente in China-US relations in the 1970s paved the way 
for formal establishment of China-Singapore relations. China lessened its support and 
ties to communist insurgencies in the region, and established diplomatic relations with 
many Southeast Asian states such as Malaysia (1974) and Thailand (1975). But Singapore 
was still very much discreet in its engagement with China so as to avoid provoking 
unnecessary political turbulence with its Malay-Muslim neighbors. Its Chinese ethnic 
constituency could easily amplify the perception that Singaporean foreign policy is 
ethnically oriented, so Singapore has to consciously defer the issue especially in ASEAN 
politics (Kuik, 2008). For example, official diplomatic relations were established in 
October 1990 only after Indonesia and China had set diplomatic relations earlier in July.

THE START OF A SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP

Special Relations of Deng Xiaoping and Lee Kuan Yew 

Singapore had a cautious approach to establishing official relations with China because 
of the Cold war environment and also its dominant Chinese population (To, 2001). Lee 
Kuan Yew had to make far reaching efforts to gain the formal agreement of Chinese 
leaders they would not intrude in Southeast Asian communist affairs. But that did not 
mean China and Singapore’s relationship was insignificant. According to Professor 
Wang Gungwu, the Director of the East Asian Institute at the National University of 
Singapore, China and Singapore already shared a special relationship that was shown 
by Mao Zedong’s direct invitation to Lee Kuan Yew in 1973. Singapore was among the 
first Southeast Asian states to cooperate with China, and one of the closest. The formal 
bilateral relations that would be set in 1990 after China and Indonesia’s would just be a 
formality. 

The most significant milestone in China-Singapore relations was set when China’s 
then-Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping made his visit to Singapore in 1978. Deng and 
Lee could develop personal ties that would become the center stone in the friendly 
relationship between the two states. The two leaders also had quite in common. Both 
were of Hakka-Chinese descents, both were anti-colonial and assumed the task of 
managing domestic revolutionary movements, and focused on maintaining political 
control (Erbaugh, 1992). Prior to Deng’s visit, his image of Singapore was a tiny 
backward island full of landless peasants who had to leave China turned into a mere 
“running dog of imperialism”. However, Deng was pleasantly shocked when he saw that 
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Singapore had made a dramatic transformation since its independence and had been left 
with a deep impression.

After Deng’s visit to Singapore, the People’s Daily, which is the official newspaper 
of the Chinese Communist Party, he had described Singapore as a “garden city worth 
studying for its greening, public housing and tourism” (Fook, 2018). Deng expressed 
his admiration for Singapore in October 1979 where he explained how Singapore had 
effectively directed foreign capital and investments to foster the growth of its domestic 
economy. Deng also referred Singapore in his 1992 Nanxun (Southern Tour) speech 
where he said that the Chinese should learn from its effective governance that maintains 
good social order and that China do better (Tan, 2017). Deng’s pragmatic approach to 
Singapore opened a new chapter of relations as it set off the “Singapore fever” in China 
that sent many party cadres to Singapore and learn from its governance and economic 
policies.

Deng realized through Singapore that it was possible to achieve a high level of 
economic development under strong government leadership. In other words, Singapore’s 
governance model was a practical reference for China’s socialist market economy. The 
frequent references to ‘social order’ and ‘Asian values’ among Chinese leaders pointed 
out the worries of social and political problems such as instability, unemployment, and 
foreign exploitation that could be caused by economic reforms. However, the PAP had 
maintained an iron grip on its monopoly on power, strict social rules, collectivism, 
government management of public affairs, and high levels of growth, all the while 
overcoming the threats that had risen with economic reform. The PAP’s continuous one-
party rule and its success in state development was a focal point of Chinese admiration.

The Singapore Fever

Enthusiasm in the Singapore model spread like a fever among the Chinese leadership. 
Li Peng, former Premier of the PRC who oversaw the establishment and promotion 
of the establishment of China-Singapore diplomatic relations, praised Singapore for 
having a good social order and economy (The Straits Times, 2019). Qiao Shi, who was 
the head of the National People’s Congress, also expressed keen interest in learning from 
the Singaporean legal system. Singaporeans like former deputy Prime Minister Goh 
Keng Swee, legislator Fong Sip Chee, and former chief planner of Singapore Liu Thai 
Ker had been directly appointed as China’s policy advisors (Bolt, 1996). Many Chinese 
officials and cadres were sent to Singapore as a part of executive training and graduate 
education by the Chinese central government. When the program was first initiated in 
1992, more than 400 officials and cadres were sent to Singapore in that year alone. By 
2015, the then-Deputy Prime Minister (currently the Senior Minister) of Singapore Teo 
Chee Hean remarked at the Fifth Singapore-China Forum on Leadership that more than 
50,000 persons from China had been sent to Singapore on study visits and programs 
(Teo, 2015). The CCP cadres still go to Singapore for the “Mayors’ Class” today to learn 
from the diverse spectrum of governance from public management, anti-corruption, 
economic development, and so on. According to a study by Hong Liu and Ting-Yan 
Wang, what appeases the CCP cadres the most are the practical governance lessons (Liu 
and Wang, 2018).
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The Chinese academia has also actively researched the Singapore governance 
system. The research was mostly focused on economic development in the reform 
and opening period. In the wake of the 1990s, there were much more diverse topics 
regarding Singapore. Research regarding the People’s Action Party, party politics, and 
political culture were conducted. In 2008 the Shenzhen University Singapore Research 
Center was established which was directed by Singapore expert Lee Luanli, and many 
Chinese academics study under the political scientist Li Pan to study the Singaporean 
party system (Lim, 2018). According to Professor Lim Kye Soon of Hanyang University, 
she states that the prime reason for Chinese research in Singapore is for political 
development. However, due to the limitations of academic freedom in China she 
evaluates the research to be relatively less objective and more tuned to the Chinese views 
and standards of Chinese realism (Ibid.).

The current General Secretary Xi Jinping has also been found to be fond of 
Singapore. He visited in 1993 when he was the Fujian province governor and also 
discussed about the governance model with Lee Kuan Yew after being promoted to the 
Politburo Standing Committee in 2007 (Thompson and Ortman, 2018). The New York 
Times also reported that Xi and Lee had a low-profile meeting at Beidaihe resort in 2010 
after Xi had learned he would be the successor of the next Chinese presidency (Wong 
and Ansfield, 2012). His interest in Singapore raised much hopes of major economic 
and political reforms, and it was widely reported that Xi’s anti-corruption campaign 
was an emulation of Singapore’s merit-based civil service system (Li, 2020). A political 
rationale for Xi’s interest in the Singapore model is also that it is much more attractive 
to derive lessons from an Asian model rather than a Western model at the current 
state of developments. Acknowledging the Western development model led by the US 
is not desirable at the current state of US-China relations. Singapore and China have 
fundamentally different historical institutional legacies, but what matters is that China 
is on a pathway to change and modeled after the best of global practices, which at the 
current situation is provided by an Asian state (Lim and Horesh, 2016).

THE CONTINUING SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP

From this perspective, Singapore is in a unique position for the Chinese. Singapore is 
culturally and politically close enough, and at the same time geographically far away 
enough that China can comfortably reference its governance as a good model (Bolt, 
1996). Singapore also shifted its foreign policy along with changing perceptions of 
China. There was less concerns with the political identification of its own ethnic-
Chinese citizens with the mainland anymore by successfully managing the “Third 
China” image. More importantly, China was no longer interested in exporting its 
ideological revolutions and focus on economic development under Deng’s open and 
reform program, which would be important to Singapore’s economic standing in the 
future as well (To, 2001). 
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Government-to-Government Projects

Singapore was hit by a recession in the mid-1980s which signaled a shift to an industrial 
export-oriented economic policy that attracted multinational firms to invest in Singapore 
to a path of “internationalization” (Rigg 1988). China was one of its destination for its 
economic potential and regional power status. In the process, Lee Kuan Yew believed 
that China and Singapore should have direct official joint projects. Deng Xiaoping 
was also anxious to develop the idea of implementing a modern industrial complex 
in China under the Singaporean blueprint to more effectively transfer the knowledge 
and technology. The official projects could then also overcome the shortcomings of the 
“Mayors’ Class” theoretical focus, in which the students could practically utilize what 
they have learned. Singapore’s economic and public administration experience would be 
transferred and replicated in various localities in China. 

High-level councils in charge of the joint projects led by the deputy Prime Ministers 
of each countries, had also become platforms of regular meetings that facilitate mutual 
support between the two states (Fook, 2018). The government projects were mentioned 
in the 2009 issue of China’s Foreign Affairs in which the 10th meeting for the Suzhou 
Industrial Park and the 1st meeting for the Tianjin Eco-city were highlighted. The overall 
China-Singapore relations was evaluated to be friendly with remarkable achievements 
(Editorial Board, 2009). The positive notion carried over to the following year in which 
it mentioned the frequent exchanges of high level visits that led to greater mutual 
trust (Editorial Board, 2010). In the 2011 issue, it mentioned the 20th anniversary 
of its relations with Singapore and emphasized the rapidly developing economic and 
investment cooperation (Editorial Board 2011).

Three government to government projects are mentionable in regards to experience 
transfers. The first is the China-Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park (hereafter SIP) that 
was initiated in February 1994. It is also known as “Singapore II” because of its sheer 
size of 288km squared which houses more than 10,000 enterprises (Curien, 2017). In the 
joint collaboration, Singaporean authorities made sure that the urban operation plans 
were strictly adhered to so that progress could be stable and efficient, and the Chinese 
authorities could learn the strict legal framework of the Singapore Model (Chia, 2011). 
The second official project was the Tianjin Eco-city initiated in September 2008, which 
aimed to develop an eco-friendly district with sustainable environmental practices. This 
project is overseen by the China-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city Administrative Committee 
with the plan to build a city that is 34.2km squared that can inhabit 350,000 people and 
hold 210,000 jobs (Curien, 2017). The third and most recent project was the Chongqing 
Connectivity Initiative (hereafter CCI) launched in November 2015. Its objective is to 
develop the lagging Western region of China and connect Chongqing and Singapore 
as key point hubs that stretch into the nine Chinese provinces and also outwards to 
Southeast Asia (Ping, 2018). In the Fourth China-Singapore (Chongqing) Connectivity 
Financial Summit it was revealed that the CCI, according to the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore, has helped generate USD 3 billion in multi-currency financing arrangements 
in the year 2021 despite the pandemic (MAS, 2021). In addition, the financial initiatives 
between the two states had become an active agent for the facilitation of the Belt and 
Road Initiative. 
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Singapore’s Role in the Belt and Road Initiative

The Belt and Road Initiative (hereafter BRI) launched in 2013 is the paramount foreign 
policy of Xi Jinping, which carries the ambition of connecting infrastructural networks 
from Asia to Europe and Africa that stems from China. The initiative has two main 
pillars in its grand master plan; first the inland economic connection and second the 
maritime routes. The inland is to be connected with a webbed network of highways, 
railways, energy pipelines, with factories and internet connection laid out. China also 
plans to build fifty special economic zones (Chatzky and Mcbride, 2020) along the 
connection that would expand its economic and political influence in the Eurasian 
sphere. In the maritime connectivity plans, China aims to integrate Southeast Asia, 
India, the Arabian Peninsula, Europe, and parts of Africa through channels like the 
South China Sea, the Strait of Malacca, and the Indian Ocean. 

Of the 146 countries that signed up to the BRI, Singapore was among the first to 
jump in the project (Wang, 2022). Also, Singapore was the largest foreign investment 
destination for China among BRI countries (Zhao, 2019). Singapore contributed 85 
percent of total inbound investments from BRI countries in China (Shanmugam, 2017). 
The BRI is more focused on connecting the emerging economies in Asia, Eastern 
Africa, Eastern Europe and the Middle East. But since Singapore is already a developed 
economy with good infrastructure and a stable economy, it provides crucial services 
other developing nations cannot like financing solutions, legal and consulting services, 
and human resource training to help other countries manage the BRI projects (Fook, 
2018). It is also an active supporter of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
which is a key financial platform for funding the infrastructure investments in the BRI. 
In other words, it is an active agent that helps China integrate other regions into the 
BRI rather than being a major recipient. To commemorate the good relations between 
the two nations, the Singapore Business Federation and China Enterprises Association 
commenced the BRI Connect Platform in August 2017 as a platform to share the 
latest developments of the BRI and promote active cooperation. The China-Singapore 
cooperation in the BRI is expected to undergo deeper relations with new dispute 
mediation frameworks as the bilateral relationship of the two states evolved from an 
“All-Round Cooperative Partnership Progressing with the Times” to an “All-Round 
High-Quality Future-Oriented Partnership” with Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s 
state visit to Beijing this March (Li and Tu, 2023).

The intimate China-Singapore economic relations implies a very friendly bilateral 
relationship on the surface. Viewed in this perspective, we can say that China and 
Singapore has a very special relationship. With these positive developments, China had 
become Singapore’s largest trading partner in 2015, and Singapore had become China’s 
top foreign investor in 2013. According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity, 
China was Singapore’s number one destination for exports at USD 42.9 billion in 
2020. For China, Singapore ranks thirteenth at USD 54 billion in exports (Simoes and 
Hidaglo, 2020). 
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POLITICAL CHALLENGES IN CHINA-SINGAPORE RELATIONS

Small State Politics and China’s Rise

Putting economic relations to the side, does China and Singapore have a special 
relationship in terms of the political aspect? In this regard, one must not overlook the 
fact that Singapore’s policy decisions arise out of simple geopolitical realities. Small 
states like Singapore are positioned with less room to maneuver relative to giants like 
China or the United States. To protect itself Singapore uses the strategy of hedging and 
other measures to reduce its vulnerability. Traditionally, Singapore’s foreign policy is 
focused on expanding pragmatic diplomatic and economic ties, utilizing the support 
of international institutions and international law, and maintaining a neutral stance to 
ensure its own survival (Maninuzzaman, 1982). In line with this narrative, Singapore 
aims to integrate China into the ASEAN network and make it a stakeholder of the 
institution so as to keep China’s rise in check (Medeiros et al., 2008). Singapore’s 
hardline positioning against Russia with sanctions in the Ukraine War also gives insight 
to its foreign policy perspectives. At prima facie it seems the decision is motivated by its 
hedging strategy of expanding security ties with the United States, especially after the 
US-China conflict surged with the alleged Chinese spy balloon incident (Epstein and 
Woody, 2023). However, a stronger catalyst of this decision was that the Russian invasion 
threatened the very idea of sovereignty and territorial integrity, which potentially raises 
existential stakes for small states like Singapore that rely on international rules to survive 
(Tong, 2022). 

The Singaporeans are relatively less alert about the ‘China threat’, but it still eyes 
its future course and behavior. Some perceive a gap between China’s words and actions 
in its behavior which warns patterns of aggressive strong state politics. For example, 
many ASEAN states still clearly remember former Chinese foreign minister Yang 
Jiechi’s ‘China is a big country and you [ASEAN] are small countries’ remark in the 
2010 Hanoi ASEAN Regional Forum (Wang, 2018). China’s aggressive foreign policy 
behavior impedes Singapore’s national interests. It seemed like Singapore could benefit 
from both worlds, but with US-China tensions aggravating Chinese foreign policy 
behavior, it is making the China-Singapore relationship more awkward as Singapore 
adheres to its neutral balancing strategies. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong observes the 
precarious situation of the rising US-China rivalry in the Asia-Pacific. The US cannot 
replace China and vice versa, as they are highly integrated and interdependent in the 
international system, so “the world cannot afford the conflict.” (Lee, 2020; Lee, 2023). 
Meanwhile, China perceives Singapore to be implementing an unbalanced strategy that 
builds mistrust, and Singapore’s positioning with the US violates the neutral position 
it has emphasized (Chang, 2021). The relations the two states have cultivated with the 
Deng-Lee relations have started to fade away. And the three main flashpoints in China-
Singapore tensions are being fanned by the escalating US-China rivalry.
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Singapore’s Indisputable US Security Ties

The escalating US-China rivalry challenges China-Singapore relations because of 
Singapore’s close security ties with the US. Singapore’s diplomacy is driven by it national 
interests, even more so than other states due to its self-recognition that it is a tiny 
trading state. Its active diplomatic strategies are in part of not having to go through the 
intrusions of bigger states. However, in reality the analogy “when elephants fight, the 
grass suffers” has been used by Lee Kuan Yew himself to describe Singapore’s situation.

Singapore was a strong supporter of the Obama administration’s Asia rebalancing 
strategy and the Trans-Pacific Partnership. Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
made a speech regarding the Obama administration’s critical role in Asian leadership 
and power balancing in a White House State Banquet in 2016 (Jiang, 2020). From 
Chinese perspectives, the usage of the word ‘balancing’ was a sword that was pointed 
towards their neck, a clear signal that Singapore was swinging over to the US. However, 
this was not the only time Singapore had gotten on China’s nerves by using the word 
‘balancing’. In 2009, Lee Kuan Yew had spoken out loud in the US-ASEAN Business 
Council in Washington that America needs to fulfill its role as a balancer in the Asian 
region (Hon, 2009). The Chinese media highly criticized Lee’s use of the word ‘balancing’, 
which was perceived by the Chinese as ‘containment’. The hawkish attitudes emerged 
since 2008 after Chinese analysts and politicians sensed the shift of balance to their 
favor, and foreign analysts felt an aggressive tone that matched China’s heightened 
economic capabilities, deepening its conflicts with other states including Singapore.

The nature of competition between the two giants became even more notorious 
with the emergence of the Donald Trump administration in 2017 up to the 2020 US 
presidential elections. The US-China rivalry had definitely impacted and contoured 
how the smaller states must act in a new international landscape, especially for states 
like Singapore that rely on the US for security and on China for economic benefits. The 
US enables Singapore to maintain its cutting edge military technology and an armed 
forces regarded to be the best in Southeast Asia (Tan, 2011). Singapore-US military ties 
stem from when Singapore seized the opportunity when the Philippines asked the US 
military to leave in the 1990s. Singapore had provided the Changi Naval Base for the 
US so that it could maintain a strategic military presence in Southeast Asia. The US 
military access to Singaporean facilities had been authorized by the 1990 Memorandum 
of Understanding. Frameworks for strategic cooperation were established with the 2005 
Strategic Framework Agreement for a Closer Cooperation Partnership in Defense and 
Security and the 2015 Defense Cooperation Agreement. 

In July 2017, there was the domestic controversy in Singapore between two 
former secretaries of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding Singapore’s policy 
towards China in the midst of rising US-China tensions. Singaporean diplomat Kishore 
Mahbubani who sparked the debate argued that Singapore should act like a middle 
power, and change its behavior significantly by conforming to China and becoming 
much more restrained when talking about other great powers (Mahbubani, 2017). 
Another Singaporean diplomat Bilahari Kausikan immediately criticized Mahbubani 
for suggesting such dangerous thoughts, and that Singapore had not survived by being 
anyone’s “tame poodle” (Nur, 2017). Indeed, in 2016 Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
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had also commenced in a speech on the National Day rally that Singapore had been able 
to defend itself as it could pack a punch above its weight by having its own consistent, 
independent position that gives it its reliable reputation. Lee also emphasized that this 
reputation should be held up so that it can keep its high-end position on the global stage 
(Lee, 2016). He went on to publicly speak positively of the US engagement in the Asian 
region at the 2023 Boao Forum for Asia in Hainan (Ruehl, 2023), a daring move that 
demonstrates Singapore’s strict independent positioning.

As this debate demonstrates, in the geopolitical reality of having to maneuver itself 
for its national interest and survival, Singapore has relatively chosen to stick with its 
own pragmatic route in foreign affairs and had not attached much importance on the 
role of cultural affinity in diplomacy. The US plays a key role in maintaining a capable 
Singaporean Armed Forces to strengthen its own resilience, so Singapore will not be 
abandoning its US security ties any time soon. Even during the Trump administration, 
US-Singapore ties continued strong as the two states also conducted their first naval 
exercise outside of Singapore waters in 2017 (Kang and Choi) and Lee Hsien Loong 
agreed to extend its support to the US-led operation against the ISIS in 2018. In 2019, 
the two states signed the Protocol of Amendment to the 1990 MOU which extended the 
US presence in Singapore for another fifteen years (Lam, 2021). 

However, with China’s rising expectations of conformity for continued economic 
benefits and the US’s formal security alliance Singapore currently enjoys, it is having 
less room to maneuver with its hedging strategy. In 2019, a few weeks after Singapore’s 
renewed military facilities agreement with the United States, Singapore also signed 
an enhanced defense agreement known as the Agreement on Defense Exchanges and 
Security Cooperation (ADESC) with China. It broadened its initial basic aspects of 
exchanges and exercises to a visiting forces agreement, a bilateral hotline, and a regular 
defense ministers’ dialogue from the first agreement in 2008 (Parameswaran, 2019). 
In the August of 2022, Singapore participated in an expanded US-led naval military 
drill Super Garuda Shield with Indonesia, Australia and Japan. Then, in a response of 
sorts, China and Singapore conducted a naval drill in May 2023, expanding the scope 
by deploying missile-bearing and mine-hunting vessels since their first joint exercise 
in the South China Sea in 2021 (Strangio, 2023). China has made a firm stance that it 
will enhance its security stance with its Asian neighbors, and Singapore is consistently 
optimizing its approaches and taking diplomatic steps to adjust to the new international 
circumstances. In this situation, Singapore as the smaller state has to continuously 
recalibrate its foreign policy options where unforeseen obstacles will continue to emerge, 
and it is making strenuous effort between the US and China to maintain its rights to 
navigate regional waters. For this reason, the relationship between China and Singapore 
does not have a stable relationship anymore.

The South China Sea and Singapore’s Position

Singapore’s firm support for the South China Seas arbitration has put China Singapore 
relations to a low point. Singapore is not a claimant state in the maritime disputes in the 
South China Seas. However, it is an active supporter of upholding international law and 
code of conduct in diplomatic relations and dispute settlements. Singapore is a small 
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state, and it has to rely on international rules to protect itself since it lacks sufficient 
strength (Huang, 2019). Therefore, Singapore has long opposed Chinese intervention in 
the South China Seas. Another reason this case is especially important for Singapore is 
that for its global hubs to flourish, it needs open access to sea lanes and air space in the 
region. If China solidifies its control over the South China Sea, Singapore’s economic 
fate would be put under China’s pressures (Chong, 2017). On the other hand, China 
sees issues with Singapore since it was also the coordinator of ASEAN’s relations with 
China at the time, and that impedes Singapore’s ability to be “fair and honest” as the 
coordinating country. Singapore has gone against China’s claimed territorial rights with 
the clause of a “rules based international order” proclaimed by the US, which has deeply 
disappointed China (Zhang, 2017). No longer was China-Singapore relations evaluated 
as ‘friendly’ but only as making ‘steady progress’ in 2016 according to the 2017 edition of 
China’s Foreign Affairs, with robust clarification on its position on the South China Sea 
issue (Editorial Board, 2017).

In April 2016, Singapore raised its voice when Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi 
declared that China had secured a four-point consensus on the South China Sea disputes 
with Brunei, Cambodia, and Laos. Two senior Singapore diplomats accused China for 
intruding in internal ASEAN affairs, and even attempting to divide ASEAN. Although 
China responded that it was a misunderstanding, the friction led to a no-show of the 
Singaporean Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan in a press conference with Wang that 
was to follow the Yunnan ASEAN-China Foreign Ministers Meeting (Zhang, 2017). Lee 
Hsien Loong emphasized on the 2016 National Day Rally that Singapore must stand 
by its principles of upholding international law, maintaining freedom of navigation, 
and promoting a united ASEAN when dealing with the South China Seas issue (Liang, 
2016). In response, the Chinese foreign ministry stated that China hopes Singapore will 
maintain a fair position for a stable China-Singapore and China-ASEAN ties. Chinese 
Vice-Foreign Minister Liu Zhenmin went further and warned that since Singapore is 
not a claimant in the South China Sea, the Singaporean government should not interfere 
and focus on promoting China-ASEAN ties (Tan, 2016). 

While Singapore’s rhetoric strictly adheres to its own principles in appropriate 
times, its actions normally show that it does not want to provoke China unnecessarily. 
Singapore carefully approaches the US freedom of navigations operations (FONOPs) 
in the South China Sea. Singapore Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen commented that 
although the US has rights to protect its interests, it would not be good for the region if 
incidents at the South China Sea occurs (Chong, 2015). Furthermore in 2020, Lee Hsien 
Loong called for a “stable and predictable” US approach to Asia, stressing that Singapore 
wants to maintain good relations with China and deep relations with the US (Long, 
2020). Singapore heavily depends on the relationship of the two giants for its trade and 
security, and to maintain the benefits Singapore must embark on many difficult tasks of 
actively facilitating dialogue while sacrificing its actions. As a result, with its weakening 
commitment towards FONOPs, Singapore may seem to give up on its rhetoric as well. 
This does not signify Singapore’s bandwagoning towards China, but it does create new 
space for complications with the US, and anticipations for major headaches among the 
Singaporean leadership.
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Singapore’s Connection with Taiwan

Lee Kuan Yew had personal ties with every President of the Republic of China (ROC) 
since Chiang Kai-shek to Ma Ying-jeou and also made many visits to the ROC. The 
visits of the two state leaders have been covered to be personal trips, but much political 
matters were discussed that would be the start of many cooperative programs. Lee 
demonstrated his role as a middleman between Beijing and Taipei. In one instance, 
he facilitated the meeting of Chinese and Taiwanese representatives in Singapore 
in 1992 that led to consecutive rounds of negotiations regarding the cross-strait 
issues (Lin, 1993). Even after Lee stepped down from the Prime Minister position, 
top leaders of Singapore and the ROC continued to visit each other (Chang and Tai, 
1996). Representative offices were also established between the two states. In 1969, the 
“Republic of China Trade Mission in Singapore” was established, and in 1979 the “Trade 
Representative Office in Taipei” was established in Taiwan. But because of Singapore’s 
adherence to the PRC’s “One China Principle” in 1990, the names of these offices were 
changed to “Taipei Trade Representative Office in Singapore” and “Singapore Trade 
Office in Taipei”, respectively. 

Singapore had also sought military cooperation from the ROC, which stemmed 
from its small size and the necessity of reaching out to external forces to enhance its 
defense capabilities. The ROC supported Singapore in training Singaporean soldiers 
on Taiwan’s military bases, conducting joint exercises, and also supplying military 
equipment (Chong, 2022). Generalissimo Chiang Ching-kuo and Lee Kuan Yew elevated 
the military relations by signing the ‘Project Starlight’, in which Singapore sent its troops 
to train in Taiwan on a yearly basis (Chen, 2021). With much mutual understanding, 
the two states continued to develop active economic cooperation beginning in the 
1980s, and by the 1990s trade and investment was also a dominant factor in the bilateral 
relations. 

However, China surprised the Singaporeans when it suddenly objected strongly 
to then Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s visit to Taiwan in 2004 with a one-
year freeze of official engagement. Furthermore, the Chinese Foreign Ministry escalated 
the rhetoric by saying that the trip had damaged China-Singaporean relations and also 
canceling bilateral meetings. Only after Lee had assumed the role of Prime Minister 
and payed a high profile visit to China had the situation been diffused. China had now 
made it clear that they would no longer tolerate impingements regarding China’s core 
interest, especially if it concerns Taiwan. With the addition of the Singaporean business 
community lobbying the government to not provoke the PRC, high-level Singaporean 
officials have not traveled to Taiwan since the 2004 incident (Medeiros, 2008). 

But Singapore had once again got on China’s nerves with the Taiwan issue in 2016. 
In November of that year, China seized nine armored infantry transport vehicles that 
was on its way back to Singapore via the Hong Kong Kwai Yong Container Terminal 
from an exercise that was held in Taiwan. Singaporean Secretary of Defense Ng Eng 
Hen contested that the seized vehicles were the property of the Singapore Armed Forces 
under the protection of International Law. However, on the same day the Chinese 
Foreign Ministry retorted that Singapore’s military exchanges with Taiwan violates 
the “One China Principle” it should adhere to and the seizure is under Hong Kong 
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government laws. After all those years of allowing Singapore’s military ties with Taiwan, 
the unexpected actions of China reveals its displeasure with Singapore’s actions that go 
against its core national interests (Jaipragas and Wong, 2017). 

Especially since in 2016 with the South China Seas issue, the succeeding Taiwan 
issue added fuel to the Chinese anger. To solidify the evidence of the downturn of 
China-Singapore relations, Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong was left out 
of the May 2017 Belt and Road Summit despite its explicit support for the project 
since its inception (Han, 2017). However, that did not halt Singapore and Taiwan from 
conducting Project Starlight later that same year (Jennings, 2017). Singapore continues 
to attempt to balance China with its relationship with Taiwan. In 2019, Singapore 
signed the “National Defense Exchange and Security Cooperation Agreement” and was 
implemented in 2021 after a pause during the pandemic (Wang, 2021). Singapore favors 
a Taiwan that is not under PRC control, but still cautions the pro-independence DPP to 
not make any moves or declaration toward independence for it would create political 
instability (Scott, 2022). When US House Speaker Nancy Peolsi made her ground-
breaking visit to Taiwan as the highest ranking US official in twenty-five years, former 
Singaporean diplomat Bilahari Kausikan condemned the act as agitating the region, 
and that there are “more intelligent ways” to support Taiwan (Tan, 2022). Singapore 
favors a status-quo relationship with Taiwan, in which it can balance the mainland with 
a relatively autonomous ROC government. However, Singapore had much to lose when 
the US stimulated Taiwanese independence and angered China at the same time.

CONCLUSION

After the unfortunate downturn of China-Singapore relations after a series of events, 
there resumed efforts to recover the relationship. In February 2017, the high-level Joint 
Council for Bilateral Cooperation that oversees the three inter-governmental projects 
were resumed after being postponed in 2016. In that year September, Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong paid a visit to China to meet President Xi Jinping which led to a rapid 
recovery of the bilateral relations just before the important CCP 19th Party Congress 
was held (Fook, 2018). China and Singapore signed the MOU on Jointly Building the 
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road in the first Belt and 
Road Forum for International Cooperation. Despite the efforts from the Singaporean 
side, however, the ‘friendly’ relationship tag was not recovered in 2017 according to the 
2018 issue of China’s Foreign Affairs (Editorial Board, 2018). Holistically viewing, China-
Singapore relations is motivated more by pragmatic economic benefits and the side that 
has more to lose takes action. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong paid an official visit to 
meet President Xi Jinping in Beijing on 31 March, 2023, which was his first since the 
COVID19 pandemic. The occasion is also important because the event held place after 
the unprecedented third term inauguration of Xi as the General Secretary of the CCP. 
Lee expressed confidence in the Chinese economy and the future of the BRI in an effort 
to deepen Singapore’s cooperation with China (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 
2023; Prime Minister’s Office, 2023). 

As this relationship’s honeymoon phase faded, it became clearer that the Singapore 
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Model was not a viable model for the Chinese in the first place. The sheer difference of 
the economy of scale between the two states limits China’s ability to implement what the 
city-state of 5 million people can effectively do. For example, the Singapore corruption 
deterrence strategy is to compensate politicians with a high salary. The state of Singapore 
has almost the same governance size as a major city in China. So, a Chinese city has the 
problem of having to take into account the other areas before implementing its own 
rules. The Singapore Model may also be overtly exaggerated by Chinese leadership to 
make an argument for reforms (Ortmann and Thompson, 2018). And there is the blatant 
assumption that Singapore demonstrates a good model just because it is influenced 
by Confucian culture while there is not enough evidence that culture or education 
affects overall governance or economic development. For the post socialist conservative 
reformers the Singapore model was a safe pathway for the economic management under 
“one-party rule” and the confirmation that liberal democracy is not fundamentally 
compatible with Asian cultures. Therefore, the current rhetoric of China’s praise of the 
Singapore model can be interpreted as a justification method for China’s developmental 
path at best. This gives less incentive to China to keep a favorable relationship with 
Singapore at the expense of their hospitality.

The readjustments of Singapore’s attitude stems from the geopolitical reality that it 
just cannot dismiss China. From Chinese perspectives, the goal of its initial relationship 
with Singapore was to take advantage of Singaporean capital and also expand its 
companies into Southeast Asia. At the same time, the similar political practices was 
a perk that the Chinese could exploit for its modernization programs. Furthermore, 
the inter-governmental projects were established on the basis of knowledge transfer in 
effective governance and economic benefits for both ends. But now, China has the upper 
hand since it has economic instruments to coerce Singapore to conform to its own tastes. 
Especially as Singapore hopes to speed up the establishment of the “Southward Trade 
Corridor” in the BRI that will boost the maritime trade competency of Singapore. China 
has already demonstrated its capabilities to Singapore by threatening to leave Singapore 
out of the BRI and instead heavily invest in Malaysia for the Southern port access. Most 
importantly, the changing international landscape amidst the US-China rivalry has 
changed the circumstances for small states like Singapore. As the Singaporeans are given 
less room to maneuver in the changing landscape, it will make pragmatic decisions that 
could hurt its relationship with China. In general, the opinion of the Singaporean high 
officials are skeptical and lacking in trust of the Chinese (Lam, 2021), which may set a 
gloomy forecast for the China-Singapore relationship.

The continuation of China-Singapore relations then can be summed up to a 
strategic economic cooperation that is susceptible to political tension like all other 
bilateral relationships China has with other states. The familiarity in politics is not a 
significant binder of China-Singapore relations, and the economic pragmatism is what 
holds the two together. But one must not overstate the role of economic ties as a binder 
of state relations. Political friction erodes however cordial economic relations as it can be 
seen in Figure 1 when trade plummeted in 2016 with the Hong Kong infantry transport 
vehicle confiscation incident. The economic downturn is also reflected in the portfolio 
of the Singaporean state-owned investment company Temasek. Figure 2 roughly shows 
that the share of investment in China has gradually decreased while it increased in the 
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Americas, and the investment portfolios show Singapore is more geared towards US and 
European companies. 

Although China and Singapore continues its ties with the emphasis on pragmatism, 

Table 1. Time Table of China-Singapore Bilateral Relationship

Period China’s Foreign Policy Singapore’s Foreign Policy China-Singapore Relations

1965 Ideological affinity, 
shared anti-imperialist 
sentiments, potential 
economic cooperation

Gained full independence, 
threats of regional 
communist insurgencies

Limited engagement and 
economic cooperation

1970s- 
1980s

Deterioration of 
relations with USSR 
and détente with 
US opens China to 
international system

Efforts to not be seen as a 
“third China” in ASEAN 
politics, limited but 
pragmatic engagement 
with China

Increasing trade relations 
despite lack of official 
diplomatic relations

1980s- 
1990s

Shift towards 
economic 
development and 
opening up to the 
world

Pragmatic approach to 
economic development, 
seeking foreign 
investments and markets

Singapore’s economic success 
and efficient governance model 
attract Chinese leaders, start 
of government-to-government 
projects and “Mayor’s Class”
Official diplomatic relations in 
1990

2000s Rise as an economic 
power, increasing 
assertiveness

Strengthening economic 
ties, serving as investor 
and financial hub for 
Chinese companies

Strengthening economic 
ties with initiation of second 
and third government-to-
government projects

2010s Belt and Road 
Initiative provides 
opportunities for 
economic cooperation

South China Sea disputes 
strain relations, advocacy 
for peaceful resolution and 
upholding international 
law

Singapore among the first to 
sign up to BRI. Downturn in 
relations with temporary strain, 
efforts to recover relationship, 
signing of MOU on Silk 
Road Economic Belt and 21st 
Century Maritime Silk Road

Late 2010s- 
2020s

China’s rise and 
growing power 
asymmetry escalates 
US-China rivalry 
that affects bilateral 
relationship

Singapore adopts 
pragmatic approach 
detached from cultural 
affinity or historical ties 
between US and China

Strategic economic cooperation 
susceptible to political tensions, 
limitations in maximizing 
national interests, Chinese 
interception of military vehicle 
used in Singapore-Taiwan 
joint exercise brings bilateral 
relationship to a new low point

2023 and 
future 
prospects

Pursuit of political 
capital, rational 
pragmatic moves

Continued balancing 
between US security 
and Chinese economic 
benefits

Strategic economic 
cooperation, potential 
differences and challenges 
that further limits Singapore’s 
strategies
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the definition is different. As Ho (2018) analyzes, the Singaporean approach to 
pragmatism is solving problems while the Chinese approach to pragmatism is a means 
of acquiring political capital. So when China’s foreign policy is being conducted at a 
position of strength and power, it may assert the differences between the two countries 
more clearly in the coming future. In other words, the pragmatism that bound the two 
states together may be pragmatically abandoned for the acquirement of capital and a 
higher global standing by China. And this is a reality as China flexed its political muscles 
on Singapore in recent years when it went against China’s national interests.

Already China’s rise and growing asymmetry of power has put Singapore at a 
disadvantage in regards to economic relations and partnerships. But China will only 
become more aggressive towards Singapore to conform to its national interests with the 
escalating US-China rivalry (Choong, 2021). China’s rise has withered the Singapore 

Figure 1. Singapore-China Trade Annual Growth (source: ASEAN Stats Data Portal)

Figure 2. Investment Distribution of Temasek by Geography in percentage (source: 
Temasek)
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Model, and the US-China rivalry changed the international landscape which gives 
Singapore much less viable options to maximize its own national interests. And as 
Singapore firmly makes rational pragmatic moves unattached to cultural affinity or 
historical ties, China has become the model for pragmatic development. Ironically, it 
was pragmatism that brought these two states close together, it is now what is pushing 
these two away from each other. No matter how much China has been in a ‘fever’ with 
a Singaporean fantasy, it does not mean it still lives in that dream. Both China and 
Singapore has had their wake up call, no dreamy relationship lasts forever.

REFERENCES

Allison, Graham, Robert D. Blackwill, Ali Wyne, and Henry A. Kissinger. 2012. Lee Kuan Yew: 
The Grand Master’s Insights on China, the United States, and the World. Cambridge: The MIT 
Press. 

Bolt, Paul J. 1996. The New Economic Partnership between China and Singapore. Asian Affairs, 
232, 93-110. https://doi.org/10.1080/03068379608729996.

Chang, David W., and Hung-chao Tai. 1996. The Informal Diplomacy of the Republic of China, 
with a Case Study of ROC’s Relations with Singapore. American Journal of Chinese Studies, 
32, 170-185. https://doi.org/10.2307/44288519.

Chang, Hui. 2021. “Analysis on the Features and Formation Cause of Singaporean Diplomatic 
Policy under the Strategy of Balancing Diplomacy. (pinghengwaijiao zhanluexia Xinjiapodui 
Zhongguo he Yindude waijiao zhengce tezheng yu chengyyin tanxi).” Journal of the Party School 
of Jinan Municipal Committee of CPC (02), 78-83. Doi:CNKI:SUN:JINA.0.2021-02-013. 

Chatzky, Andrew and James Mcbride. 2020. “China’s Massive Belt and Road Initiative.” Council 
on Foreign Relations. Council on Foreign Relations. Accessed June 11, 2022. https://www.cfr.
org/backgrounder/chinas-massive-belt-and-road-initiative.

Chen, Kelvin. 2021. “Taiwan Resumes Military Cooperation with Singapore.” Taiwan News. 
December 17, 2021. Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/
news/4379714.

Chen, Shifeng. 2018. “Response to a Rising Power: Singapore Hedging Against China (yindui 
daguojueqi: Xinjiapo duihua duichong zhanlue pingxi).” Foreign Affairs Review (03),63-101. 
doi:10.13569/j.cnki.far.2018.03.063.

Chia, Beng Huat. 2011. “Singapore as Model: Planning Innovations, Knowledge Experts.” In 
Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global, edited by Ananya Roy and 
Aihwa Ong, 29–54. Malden: Blackwell Publishing.

Chong, Ja Ian. 2015. “Freedom of Navigation Operations: Better Quiet Resolve.” RSIS 
Commentary, November 6. Accessed June 11, 2022. https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/
uploads/2015/11/CO15236.pdf.

Chong, Ja Ian. 2017. “Diverging Paths? Singapore-China Relations and the East Asian Maritime 
Domain.” Maritime Awareness Project. April 26, 2017. Accessed June 13, 2022. http://
maritimeawarenessproject.org/2017/04/26/diverging-paths-singapore-china-relations-and-
the-east-asian-maritime-domain/.

Chong, Ja Ian. 2022. “Singapore and Taiwan’s Multifaceted, Unofficial Ties.” The News Lens 
International Edition, November 22. Accessed February 25, 2023. https://international.
thenewslens.com/article/176948.

Choong, William. 2021. “Chinese-U.S. Split Is Forcing Singapore to Choose Sides.” Foreign Policy. 
July 14, 2021. Accessed June 13, 2022. https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/07/14/singapore-china-



 A Special Relationship Not So Special Anymore  65

us-southeast-asia-asean-geopolitics/.
Curien, Rémi. 2017. Singapore, a Model for Sustainable? Urban Development in China. China 

Perspectives, 1, 27-30. https://doi.org/10.4000/chinaperspectives.7183.
Department of Statistics Singapore. 2021. “Census of Population 2020 Statistical Release 1: 

Demographic Characteristics, Education, Language and Religion.” https://www.singstat.gov.
sg/-/media/files/publications/cop2020/sr1/cop2020sr1.ashx.

Editorial Board of China’s Foreign Affairs. 2009. China’s Foreign Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao). 
Beijing: World Affairs Press.

Editorial Board of China’s Foreign Affairs. 2010. China’s Foreign Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao). 
Beijing: World Affairs Press.

Editorial Board of China’s Foreign Affairs. 2011. China’s Foreign Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao). 
Beijing: World Affairs Press.

Editorial Board of China’s Foreign Affairs. 2017. China’s Foreign Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao). 
Beijing: World Affairs Press.

Editorial Board of China’s Foreign Affairs. 2018. China’s Foreign Affairs (Zhongguo waijiao). 
Beijing: World Affairs Press.

english.gov.cn. 2015. “Action plan on the Belt and Road Initiative.” The State Council The People’s 
Republic of China, March 30. Accessed June 11, 2022. http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/
publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm.

Epstein, Jake and Christopher Woody. 2023. “PHOTO: A U-2 Pilot Took a Selfie with the Chinese 
Spy Balloon the Day before the Air Force Shot It Down.” Business Insider. Accessed May 24, 
2023. https://www.businessinsider.com/pilot-took-selfie-with-chinese-spy-balloon-before-
shot-down-2023-2.

Erbaugh, Mary S. 1992. The Secret History of the Hakkas: The Chinese Revolution as a Hakka 
Enterprise. The China Quarterly, 132, 937–968. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0305741000045495.

Fan, Lei. 2021. “The Rational Logic and Dual Orientation of China and Singapore Ties (Xinjiapo 
fazhanyu Zhongguo guanxide lixingluojihe shuangcong mianxiang).” Issues of Contemporary 
World Socialism (01), 158-167. doi:10.16012/j.cnki.88375471.2021.01.016.

Fook, Lye Liang. 2018. SINGAPORE–CHINA RELATIONS: Building Substantive Ties amidst 
Challenges. Southeast Asian Affairs, 2018, 323-337. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26492784.

Han, Angela. 2017. “How China Snubbed Singapore at the Belt and Road Summit.” Lowy Institute. 
Accessed June 11, 2022. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-china-snubbed-
singapore-belt-and-road-summit.

Ho, Benjamin T. E. 2018. Power and Populism: What the Singapore Model Means for the Chinese 
Dream. The China Quarterly, 236, 968–987. https://doi.org/10.1017/s030574101800053x.

Hon, Chua C. and Tracy Queck. 2009. “MM Calls on US to Retain Key Role in East 
Asia.” The Straits Times, October 29. Accessed June 15, 2022. http://www.pmo.
gov.sg/content/pmosite/mediacentre/inthenews/ministermentor/2009/October/
mmcallsonustoretainkeyroleineastasia.html.

Huang, Fengzhi and Xie Bin. 2019. ““Singapore Test”in China’s South China Sea Strategy: 
Roots,Limitations and Enlightenments (Zhongguozai Nanhaiwentishang mianlinde 
Xinjiapo kaoyan: genyuan, xianduji qishi).” Pacific Journal (06),91-101. doi:10.14015/
j.cnki.1004-8049.2019.06.008.

Jaipragas, Bhavan and Catherine Wong. 2017. “Beijing Warns Singapore about ‘Remarks’ over 
Army Vehicles Row.” South China Morning Post, January 9. Accessed June, 13 2022. https://
www.scmp.com/week-asia/geopolitics/article/2060557/military-vehicles-seizure-be-sorted-
under-hong-kong-law.

Jennings, Ralph. 2017. “Taiwan’s Beleaguered Foreign Relations Find Stable Support in Singapore.” 
VOA. October 6, 2017. Accessed May 26, 2023. https://www.voanews.com/a/taiwan-foreign-



66  Daniel S. Kang and Young Nam Cho

relations-stable-with-singapore/4059078.html.
Jiang, Angyu. 2020. Analysis of Singapore’s China Policy: New Trends and Motivation. Korea and 

the World, 22, 67-96.
Kang, Yoonhee and Choi Ina. 2018. “Singapore 2017: Challenges and Prospects in the Post-Lee 

Kuan Yew era (Singgaporeu 2017: poseteu-Rikwanyu sidaeui dojeongwa gwaje)” Southeast 
Asian Studies, 28, no.1 (2018) : 83-120.doi: 10.21652/kaseas.28.1.201802.83.

Kuik, Cheng-Chwee. 2008. “The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a 
Rising China.” Contemporary Southeast Asia 30 (2) (08): 159-185. https://www.proquest.com/
scholarly-journals/essence-hedging-malaysia-singapores-response/docview/205223701/se-2.

Kwek, Jian Qiang, Xiaojun Li, and Adam Y. Liu. 2021. “Singapore in the Eyes of the Chinese: 
Amity and Likability.” ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute. January 29, 2021. Accessed June 10, 2022. 
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/media/commentaries/singapore-in-the-eyes-of-the-chinese-amity-
and-likability/.

Lam, Peng Er. 2021. “Singapore-China Relations in Geopolitics, Economics, Domestic Politics 
and Public Opinion: An Awkward ‘Special Relationship’?” Journal of Contemporary East Asia 
Studies 10(2):211-212. https://doi.org/10.1080/24761028.2021.1951480.

Lee, Hsien Loong. 2016. “National Day Rally 2016.” Prime Minister’s office Singapore, August 21. 
Accessed June 10, 2022. https://www.pmo.gov.sg/national-day-rally-2016.

Lee, Hsien Loong. 2020. “The Endangered Asian Century.” Www.foreignaffairs.com. June 11, 2020. 
Accessed May 25, 2023. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2020-06-04/lee-hsien-
loong-endangered-asian-century.

Lee, Hsien Loong. 2023. “PMO | PM Lee Hsien Loong at the Interview with CCTV-13 for Leaders’ 
Talk (Mar 2023).” Prime Minister’s Office Singapore. March 31, 2023. Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/PM-Lee-Hsien-Loong-at-the-Interview-with-CCTV-
13-for-Leaders-Talk-Mar-2023.

Li, He. 2020. The Chinese Discourse on Good Governance: Content and Implications. Journal of 
Contemporary China, 29126, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2020.1744376.

‌Li, Xuanmin and Tu Lei. 2023. “China, Singapore Expected to Expand Depth, Scope of BRI 
Cooperation on PM Lee’s Visit - Global Times.” Www.globaltimes.cn. Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202303/1288300.shtml.

Liang, Chong Z. 2016. “National Day Rally 2016: Singapore must stand by its own principles 
on South China Sea.” The Straits Times, August 21. Accessed June, 13 2022. https://www.
straitstimes.com/politics/national-day-rally-2016-singapore-must-stand-by-its-own-
principles-on-south-china-sea.

Lim, Kean Fan and Niv Horesh. 2016. The “Singapore Fever” in China: Policy Mobility and 
Mutation. The China Quarterly, 228, 992–1017. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0305741016001120.

Lim, Kyesoon. 2018. “China and the ‘Singapore Model’ (Junggukgwa Singgaporeu model).” In 
China’s Future, the Singapore Model (Junggukeui mirae, Singgaporeu model). 28-93. Paju: 
Gimmyoungsa.

Lin, Chong Pin. 1993. Beijing and Taipei: Dialectics in Post-Tiananmen Interactions. The China 
Quarterly, 136, 770–804. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0305741000030771.

Liu, Hong, and Ting-Yan Wang. 2018. China and the ‘Singapore Model’: Perspectives from Mid-
Level Cadres and Implications for Transnational Knowledge Transfer. The China Quarterly, 
236, 988–1011. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741018000462.

Long, Drake. 2020. “As US, Australia Hang Tough on China, Singapore Seeks Stability.” Radio 
Free Asia, July 28. Accessed June 13, 2022. https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/
singapore-07282020183454.html.

Mahbubani, Kishore. 2017. “Qatar: Big Lessons from a Small Country.” The Straits Times, July 1. 
Accessed June 14, 2022. https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/qatar-big-lessons-from-a-



 A Special Relationship Not So Special Anymore  67

small-country.
Maniruzzaman, Talukder. 1982. “Balance of Power: Key to Small State Security?” In The Security 

of Small States in the Third World, edited by Mohammed Ayoob, 37-50. Canberra: The 
Australian National University.

MAS. 2021. “Singapore-Chongqing Financial Connectivity Strengthens amid the Pandemic.” 
Monetary Authority of Singapore, November 23. Accessed June 12, 2022. https://www.mas.
gov.sg/news/media-releases/2021/singapore-chongqing-financial-connectivity-strengthens-
amid-the-pandemic.

Medeiros, Evan S., Keith Crane, Eric Heginbotham, Norman D. Levin, Julia F. Lowell, Angel 
Rabasa, and Somi Seong. 2008. “Singapore.” In Pacific Currents: The Responses of U.S. Allies 
and Security Partners in East Asia to China’s Rise, edited by Evan S. Medeiros, Keith Crane, 
Eric Heginbotham, and Norman D. Levin, 159-188. Santa Monica: RAND Corporation.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. 2023. “Xi Jinping Meets with 
Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.” Www.fmprc.gov.cn. Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/202304/t20230402_11053176.html.

Nedopil, Christoph. 2022. “Countries of the Belt and Road Initiative” Green Finance & 
Development Center. Accessed June 11, 2022. https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-belt-and-
road-initiative-bri/

Ortmann, Sebastian and Mark R. Thompson. 2018. “Introduction: The ‘Singapore model’ 
and China’s Neo-Authoritarian Dream.” The China Quarterly 236:930-945. https://doi.
org/10.1017/s0305741018000474.

Parameswaran, Prashanth. 2019. “Why the New China-Singapore Defense Agreement Matters.” 
The Diplomat. October 26, 2019. Accessed June 14, 2022. https://thediplomat.com/2019/10/
why-the-new-china-singapore-defense-agreement-matters/.

Ping, Koh Chong. 2018. “Chongqing Connectivity Initiative and Southern Transport Corridor Are 
Complementary: Chan Chun Sing.” The Straits Times, November 2. Accessed June 11, 2022. 
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/chongqing-connectivity-initiative-and-southern-
transport-corridor-are-complementary.

Prime Minister’s Office. 2023. “PMO | Joint Announcement between the People’s Republic of 
China and the Republic of Singapore on the Establishment of an All-Round High-Quality 
Future-Oriented Partnership.” Prime Minister’s Office Singapore. April 1, 2023. https://www.
pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/Joint-Announcement-China-and-Singapore-all-round-high-quality-
future-oriented-partnership-Apr-2023.

Rigg, Jonathan. 1988. “Singapore and the Recession of 1985.” Asian Survey 28(3):340-352. https://
doi.org/10.2307/2644491.

Roy, Denny. 1994. “Singapore, China, and the ‘Soft Authoritarian’ Challenge.” Asian Survey 
34(3):231-242. https://doi.org/10.2307/2644982.

Ruehl, Mercedes. 2023. “Singapore Deepens US Defence Ties despite Chinese Financial 
Inflows.” Financial Times, April 30, 2023. Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.ft.com/
content/0c20823d-2d5f-435e-aec4-269dbe5dafb4.

Salleh, Nur Asyiqin Mohamad and Chew Hui Min. 2017. “Minister Shanmugam, Diplomats 
Bilahari and Ong Keng Yong Say Prof Mahbubani’s View on Singapore’s Foreign Policy 
‘Flawed.’” The Straits Times, July 3. Accessed June 12, 2022. https://www.straitstimes.com/
singapore/prof-kishore-mahbubanis-view-on-singapores-foreign-policy-deeply-flawed-
ambassador-at.

Scott, David. 2022. “Indo-Pacific Strategies for Singapore and Taiwan Dealing with Major Powers.” 
Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs. November-December 2022, 84-99. https://media.defense.
gov/2022/Dec/06/2003126855/-1/-1/1/JIPA%20-%20SCOTT.PDF.

Shanmugam, Kasiviswanathan. 2017. “Asia Economic Forum on “The One-Belt One-Road 



68  Daniel S. Kang and Young Nam Cho

Initiative: Impact and Implications” – Speech by Mr K Shanmugam, Minister for Home 
Affairs and Minister for Law.” Singapore Ministry of Home Affairs, August 28. Accessed June 
11, 2022. https://www.mha.gov.sg/newsroom/speeches/Pages/Asia-Economi-Forum-on-The-
One-Belt-One-Road-Initiative-Impact-and-Implications.aspx.

Simoes, Alexander J. G., and Cesar A. Hidalgo. 2020. “Singapore (SGP) and China (CHN) 
Trade | OEC.” OEC - The Observatory of Economic Complexity. Accessed June 17, 2022. 
https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/sgp/partner/chn#:~:text=Historical%20
Data&text=(%241.86B).-.

Strangio, Sebastian. 2023. “Singapore, China to Kick off Joint Military Exercises.” The Diplomat. 
April 27, 2023. Accessed May 24, 2023. https://thediplomat.com/2023/04/singapore-china-
to-kick-off-joint-military-exercises/.

Tan, Andrew T. H. 2011. “Punching Above Its Weight: Singapore’s Armed Forces and Its 
Contribution to Foreign Policy.” Defense Studies 11(4):672-697. https://doi.org/10.1080/1470
2436.2011.642196.

Tan, Andrew T. H. 2017. “Singapore’s Survival and Its China Challenge.” Security Challenges 
13(2):18. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26457716.

Tan, Shu-Yi. 2016. “Facilitating the US Rebalance: Challenges and Prospects for Singapore 
as America’s Security Partner.” Security Challenges 12(3):20-33. https://www.jstor.org/
stable/26465596.

Tan, Su-Lin. 2022. “Ex-Diplomat Says There Are ‘More Intelligent Ways’ for the U.S. To Support 
Taiwan than to Visit.” CNBC. August 6, 2022. https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/06/speaker-
pelosis-taiwan-visit-made-things-worse-ex-singapore-diplomat.html.

Teo, Chee Han. 2015. “Review of Opening Address by Mr Teo Chee Hean, Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister in Charge of the Civil Service.” Presented at the Fifth China-Singapore Forum 
on Leadership, April 10. Accessed June 10, 2022. https://www.psd.gov.sg/press-room/
speeches/opening-address-by-deputy-prime-minister-teo-chee-hean-at-the-fifth-singapore-
china-forum-on-leadership.

The Straits Times. 2019. “PM Lee Hsien Loong sends condolences to China on passing of ex-
premier Li Peng.” The Straits Times, July 24. Accessed February 25, 2023. https://www.
straitstimes.com/singapore/pm-lee-sends-condolences-to-china-on-passing-of-ex-premier-
li-peng.

Thompson, Mark R. and Sebastian Ortmann. 2018. “Mis-modelling Singapore: China’s Challenges 
in Learning from the City-state.” The China Quarterly 236:1014-1032. https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0305741018000498.

To, L. Ling. 2001. “The Lion and the Dragon: A View on Singapore-China Relations.” Journal of 
Contemporary China 10(28):415-425. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670560120067117.

Tong, Goh Chiew. 2022. “Singapore’s Stance on Russia Shows Support for Sanctions Isn’t 
Limited to the West, Says Think Tank.” CNBC. Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.cnbc.
com/2022/03/31/russia-ukraine-war-poses-existential-stakes-for-singapore.html.

Trading Economics. 2022. “Singapore GDP per Capita.” Trading Economics. Accessed June 17, 
2022. https://tradingeconomics.com/singapore/gdp-per-capita.

‌Wang, Ann. 2021. “Taiwan, Singapore Resume Military Cooperation after Long Hiatus: Report.” 
Www.business-Standard.com. December 18, 2021. Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.
business-standard.com/article/international/taiwan-singapore-resume-military-cooperation-
after-long-hiatus-report-121121800093_1.html.

Wang, Christoph N. 2022. “Countries of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – Green Finance & 
Development Center.” 2022. Accessed June 11, 2022. https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-
belt-and-road-initiative-bri/.

Wang, Jianwei. 2018. “Xi Jinping’s ‘Major Country Diplomacy’: A Paradigm Shift?” Journal of 



 A Special Relationship Not So Special Anymore  69

Contemporary China 28(115):15-30. https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2018.1497907.
Wong, Edward and Jonathan Ansfield. 2012. “Many urge next leader of China to liberalize.” The 

New York Times, October 21. Accessed June 15, 2022. https://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/22/
world/asia/many-urge-chinas-next-leader-to-enact-reform.html?searchResultPosition=1.

Wu, Wangshiqi. 2021. “The Retrospect and Prospect for 30 Years’ Diplomatic Relations between 
China and Singapore (ZhongXinjianjiao sanlingniande huigu yu zhanwang). South and 
Southeast Asian Studies (02),64-76+155. doi:10.13848/j.cnki.dnynybjb.2021.02.005.

Zarroli, Jim. 2019. “How Singapore Became one of the Richest Places on Earth.” NPR. March 29, 
2015. Accessed June 09, 2022. https://www.npr.org/2015/03/29/395811510/how-singapore-
became-one-of-the-richest-places-on-earth.

Zhang, Mingling. 2017. “Singapore and the South China Sea Issue 2015-2018 (woxuanzhong 
beishu dongmeng duihua guanxi xietiaoguo Xinjiapoyu Nanhaiwenti).” Southeast Asian Studies 
(04),19-37+153. doi:10.19561/j.cnki.sas.2017.04.019.

Zhao, Suisheng. 2019. China’s Belt-Road Initiative as the Signature of President Xi Jinping 
Diplomacy: Easier Said than Done. Journal of Contemporary China, 29123, 1-17. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1645483.




