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Myanmar military’s choices will decide 
whether transition regains momentum

F
ive years after Myanmar’s gen-
erals set of on their road to the 
ghastly-sounding “discipline-

lourishing democracy”, the country 
is preparing for elections that could ac-

three issues that need to be resolved
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in achieving this way of life during eco-
nomic downturns could cause individu-
al insecurity, at least in the short term. 

It then becomes not so much a 
concern about merely having a life in 
Singa pore that is safe from threat to 
its sovereignty, but personally achiev-
ing the Singaporean way of life and all 
that it materially entails. 

The effect of such a shift, subtle 
but still noticeable, in how security is 
understood could be twofold. Apart 
from pressure on the Government to 
channel resources away from nation-
al defence to social welfare measures 
that enhance an individual’s economic 
security, the traditional pillars of de-
fence might ironically seem to worsen 
it. For example, some who had to do 
National Service feel less economical-
ly competitive than those who did not 
have to do it. The enemy then is not 
an indeterminate national threat, but 
the more immediate threat to employ-
ment prospects.

Some Singaporeans may thus be 
more worried about threats to their 
own economic well-being and per-
sonal aspirations instead of threats 
to Singapore’s sovereignty or a ter-
ror attack here in the global struggle 
against Islamic extremism. 

Arguably, a nascent national se-
curity challenge is convincing these 
Singaporeans that the nation is in-
herently vulnerable and needs to be 
ever vigilant precisely to safeguard 
Singa pore’s achievements and posi-
tion in the world.

If protecting the Singaporean way 
of life is the key national security 
concern, what security means to the 
state and to individual citizens could 
be complicated; if the sovereignty of 
the state is unsecured, individual eco-
nomic security would be moot. Yet, if 
the average Singaporean has diiculty 
in personally achieving the expected 
Singaporean way of life, a sense of in-
dividual insecurity will trump nation-
al security. In fact, if Singapore as a 
nation begins to collectively feel this, 
it becomes a de facto national secu-
rity issue.

However, it is not a choice between 
two mutually exclusive positions.  
Those who hold the latter view need 
to be convinced that economic secu-
rity grows out of national sovereignty, 
which is most visibly guaranteed by a 
strong SAF. 

A strong defence posture cannot be 
assumed to be unnecessary in times of 
peace, even if its contributions are in-
direct and unquantiiable, for defence 
cannot be disentangled from Singa-
pore’s economic prosperity. 

On the other hand, those who give 
priority to national defence need per-
suading that long-term security con-
cerns cannot unconditionally eclipse 
immediate and real bread-and-butter 
concerns, especially when they are a 
source of insecurity. As the economist 
John Maynard Keynes once said: “In 
the long run we are all dead.” 

In commemorating 31 years of To-
tal Defence, it may be timely to revisit 
what “total” security means to the na-
tion and how each of the ive pillars of 
Total Defence is best applied to that 
conception of national security. 

tually be worth the ballot paper they 
are written on. 

To be fair, the carefully orches-
trated elections held in 2010 were far 
more signiicant than many believed 

then. Though conducted according 
to a Constitution that guaranteed the 
military a quarter of seats in Parlia-
ment and despite being boycotted by 
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