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Several things must 
happen if Myanmar’s 

transition were to regain 
momentum. Crucially, the military 
needs to be conident enough  
to step back further from power.
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Seeing that Singapore has 
become an important 
global trading hub and 

a respected member of the 
international community, younger 
Singaporeans could be led to 
believe that the country’s defence 
is inherent in its importance to  
the world, especially the West, 
which would not allow it to fall.  

“P
rotecting the Singaporean 
Way of Life” is the objective 
of Total Defence, a day that 

was commemorated last Sunday. Im-
plicit is the understanding that total 
defence or national security is about 
protecting national sovereignty.  

But can it be assumed that this 
is what all Singaporeans invariably 
understand national security to be 
about? Could it also depend on what 
security might mean to the individual 
at a given point in time? 

A concern often voiced is whether 
younger Singaporeans, who did not 
live through political turbulence in 
the nation’s early years, would con-
tinue to believe the “vulnerability” 
narrative — that there are intractable 
security concerns endemic to Singa-
pore’s small size and the geopolitics of 
the region, which require a long-term 

commitment to a strong defence. 
The peace and prosperity they 

were born into could lull them into 
believing that this vulnerability is a 
myth. In fact, some even wonder if the 
Singapore Armed Forces’ (SAF) capa-
bilities are viewed as a threat to the 
region, rather than a deterrent. 

Seeing that Singapore has become 
an important global trading hub and 
a respected member of the interna-
tional community, younger Singapo-
reans could be led to believe that the 
country’s defence is inherent in its im-
portance to the world, especially the 
West, which would not allow it to fall.  
Hence, some might argue that Singa-
pore need not allocate as much as it 
does to defence. 

Such a view, however, rests on 
complacent assumptions that aford 
Singa pore little agency and leave too 
much to chance and the goodwill of al-
lies. It is also short-sighted, premised 
on current favourable circumstances. 
Rather, a long-term view measured in 
generations has to be adopted. 

This entails a policy of sustained 
investment in a strong SAF that gives 
the island-state a range of autono-
mous options for any national securi-
ty crisis, including even so-called non-
traditional ones such as a pandemic. 

DOES ECONOMIC SECURITY 

TRUMP DEFENCE?  

The cost of protecting the Singapo-
rean way of life is indeed steep. The 
Defence Ministry’s allocation of the 
annual budget has consistently been 

the largest. The value of the Singapo-
rean way of life and what it represents 
to the individual — a high standard 
of living, law and order, peace, stabil-
ity and so on — ought to suiciently 
justify this. 

Surveys suggest that Singapore-
ans still generally appreciate the need 
for a strong defence in the long term. 
But this may carry less weight in the 
short term, especially during periods 
of economic uncertainty. Credit Sui-
sse’s Youth Barometer 2014, which 
covered a wide range of topics from 
politics to economics, showed that i-
nancial worries dominate Singapore-
an youth concerns. 

In the absence of any obvious vul-
nerabilities or threat, the long-term 
need to actively maintain a strong 
defence posture can be displaced by 
immediate concerns of self-actualisa-
tion and individual economic achieve-
ment. Here, security may no longer be 
understood within the context of pro-
tecting national sovereignty. 

While the Singaporean way of life 
has always been a fundamental reason 
for defending Singapore, the daily dif-
iculties experienced by Singaporeans 
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