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English Commentary

The Quest for and Learning from Singapore’s Longue Durée
Associate Professor of Law Eugene Tan
SMU

The yearlong series of events to mark the 200" anniversary of the arrival of Stamford Raffles
kicked off earlier this week. Yet, the bicentennial commemoration promises to provide a
convenient segue to a more distant past. This is the concerted effort to trace Singapore’s history
back 700 years, half a millennia before the arrival of British colonialism in 1819. At another level,
what are the lessons to be learned from Singapore’s fortunes over the longer course of the past
700 years?

Raffles’ acquisition of Singapore from the Johor sultanate for his employer, the East India
Company, was a turning point in Singapore’s history. The arrival of the British marked the
economic, physical, and social transformation of the island, which continues today. Until recently,
the dominant narrative was that Singapore’s history began in 1819.

Nation-states often seek to project their history back to a glorious past or demonstrate that
they are of a longer vintage. Singapore is no different. The bicentennial commemoration highlights
that Singapore is not just a socio-political and economic entity with a 53-year independent history
but one that goes back 700 years.

For historians like Fernand Braudel (1902-1985), the longue durée (or, the long term) is
the writing of history that emphasises events that occurred imperceptibly over an extended period
of time. It stresses evolving relationships between people and the world, including geography,
climate, and demography. This form of historiography can be contrasted with event-based history
writing that stresses short-term distinct events.

This desire for the longue durée is a manifestation of Singapore’s restless search for a
longer past given her relatively youthfulness as a sovereign nation-state. The quest for the longue
durée may explain why Singapore had in the early 2000s also unilaterally sought a tangible
connection with and contribution to the Chinese revolutionary nationalism of the early 20" century.

The Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall is an example of this effort. An old villa off
Balestier Road, the Memorial Hall occupies an unusual place in Singapore’s historiography. The
Memorial Hall showcases the modernisation of the Singaporean Chinese community as inspired

by the spirit and values of the 1911 Chinese Revolution.



It is well known that between 1900 and 1911, Sun Yat Sen had used the villa as his
temporary headquarters in Southeast Asia for his revolutionary cause. He also stayed there when
he visited Singapore. Prior to 1994, the government had refused to gazette the villa as a national
monument.

But, in November 2001, then Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew opened the Memorial Hall in
conjunction with Sun’s birth anniversary and the ninetieth anniversary of the Chinese revolution.
Since then, Sun and the Chinese Revolution of 1911 have apparently being appropriated into
Singapore’s independence story. Singapore’s nationalism was identified as having its inspirations
from the 1911 Chinese revolution.

In this narrative, the ethnic Chinese then living in Singapore are portrayed as having
shaped and contributed to the nationalism of the diasporic Chinese, and Singapore’s. In his 1912
inauguration as the provisional President of the Republic of China, Sun had described the
overseas Chinese as the “Mother of the Revolution”, paying tribute to their contributions in the
overthrow of the monarchy in China.

In 2000, then Trade and Industry Minister George Yeo noted that, “The 1911 revolution
contributed to Singapore’s anti-colonial movement and, later, independence.... the Chinese
nationalism awakened by Dr Sun provided a lot of energy for Singapore’s nationalism. The
[Memoarial Hall] is a testament to the historical contributions our forefathers made to that important
revolution, not only with money but also with their blood and their lives”.

In 2001, Yeo added that, “Singaporeans played a significant role in the Chinese Revolution
of 1911 which was not only a political revolution but also a cultural revolution which changed the
way Chinese all over the world saw themselves”.

In the past few years, a revitalised history of Singapore has come to the fore. This narrative
pivots on the recent archaeological evidence substantiating the short-lived existence of a thriving
entrepdt in Singapore in the 14th century, which rose and declined abruptly all within 100 years.

The longue durée seeks to highlight simultaneously that the Singapore’s 700-year past
melds the documented change in Singapore as part of the British Empire with that of the
submerged, almost silent history of the five hundred years prior to Raffles’ arrival.

One poignant lesson that can be teased out from this juxtaposition of Singapore’s history
post-1819 and pre-1819 is that port cities wax and wane. Singapore (as Temasek) did experience
the rise and decline.

The reality is that in the course of human history, without the benefit of a hinterland and

good responsive governance, the fortunes of port cities have ebbed and flowed.



Venice is an oft-cited example. Venice was among the first Italian cities to engage in
international commerce. A maritime empire by 1300, it also became a territorial empire from the
early 1400s. Its location and the entrepreneurial verve of her people contributed to Venice’'s
success. Its system of government--largely inclusive and won the broad support of the citizenry--
also played a big part too.

For most of its thousand-year existence, Venice was not only one of the most successful
European states; it was also free and independent until Napoleon conquered it in 1797.

Briefly put, Venice declined as it failed to adapt to the displacements of trade routes owing
to technological advances. This was compounded by its inability to formulate and implement a
foreign policy that reflected the underlying geopolitical reality. This inflexibility in responding to the
geopolitical changes meant that Venice became embroiled in the politics of the Italian mainland.

Learning how and why Singapore of the 14" to 18" centuries declined bears important
lessons for Singapore. Singapore is blessed with a strategic location but climate change (which
may affect trade routes) and geopolitics in Asia will have to be handled adroitly. In other words,
success is never pre-ordained.

Singapore’s decline at the end of the 14™ century meant that Singapore was but a
spectator in Southeast Asia’'s “Age of Commerce” between the 15" and mid-17th centuries.
Southeast Asia was then integrated into a global trade system, with trade-based cities playing a
pivotal role. Malacca, for one, stepped up to take the place of Singapore.

Amid the many activities and events to mark Singapore’s 700 years of history, there is one
poignant truth that is a reality check. In its 700-year history, Singapore developed as a port and
city and abruptly declined at least three times.

The bicentennial commemoration will mean different things to different Singaporeans. Yet
this look back to a long-gone era should remind Singaporeans of the waxing and waning of
Singapore in the passage of 700 years. The success of the past 50 years is a boon for
Singaporeans but success is never guaranteed. A young hation-state, like Singapore, must learn

the correct lessons of its extended past.



