Singapore from no natural resources to first world country

Singapore is one of the smallest countries in the world but one of the richest and most successful. Singapore's location is strategic for trade with Indonesia and Malaysia, aiding in its emergence as an economic powerhouse. The country, however, had a challenging and somewhat controversial beginning. Its independence from Malaysia was one of the most exciting and unique cases of state creation in modern international politics. Singapore is the only state created by being forced out of another country. It is a custom that governments resist the loss of territory at any cost, e.g., as seen with China and Taiwan and are not willing to accept the independence of a breakaway region. While some countries may reluctantly accept that a territory wants to become independent, there are surprisingly only a few instances where a country has actively pushed out a territory. To this day, there is only one example of this form of a nation gaining its independence in modern international politics; Singapore being expelled from Malaysia in 1965. This essay aims to examine Singapore's development from a colony to a first-world economy.
The island of Singapore is located just south of the Malay Peninsula in Southeast Asia. Singapore is about two hundred and eighty square miles in size, and it ranks twelfth out of one hundred and ninety-one members of the United Nations regarding the human development index report for 2022 (United Nations, 2022). Currently, Singapore's population stands at 5.64 million (Department of Statistics Singapore, 2022). This population is made up of a diverse fusion of many Asian groups, the largest being ethnic Chinese, with the other groups being Malays, ethnic Indians, Europeans and Eurasians and other ethnic communities. 
While Singapore had a long settlement history, it became well known around 1819 when Sir Stamford Raffles established a trading post on the island. Singapore sits on the border between the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean; this led the country to become the administrative centre for other British settlements established on the Malay Peninsula along the strategically significant strait of Malacca. As Britain extended its influence over the rest of the Peninsula, various territories came under its protection. On July 1st, 1896, a group of these territories formally became amalgamated to form the Federated Malay States through the Treaty of Federation (Sultan Nazrin Shah, 2019). 
During this time, the population of Singapore exploded from just a couple of hundred people when the trading post was just established to over ten thousand within five years. The 1842 Treaty of Nanjing also aided this growth; this treaty opened Chinese ports to foreign merchants making Singapore's position and trading post even more strategic. The industrial revolution, led by the British, also saw exponential growth in commercial activity. Therefore, when the Suez Canal opened in 1869, it brought more cargo faster to Asia. By 1931 the population had grown to half a million (Yeoh and Lin, 2012). Malay and Indian immigration mainly drove this growth. 
During the Second World War, Singapore and the Malay Peninsula became occupied by Japanese forces. However, upon the surrender of the Japanese in 1945, Singapore reverted to being a British colony while the other strait settlements, along with the federated and unfederated Malay states, became the Federation of Malaya. 
When British decolonisation picked up steam in the 1960s, and the Federation of Malaya became independent, it raised questions about Singapore's future. The general overview was that the tiny island of Singapore would be unable to stand independently. The federation was guarded regarding any union because Singapore's population was larger than that of the federation. However, they ultimately went for unification out of political concerns regarding communist insurgency in the region; it was feared that without the Federations' protection, Singapore would be taken control of. 
This union was, however, destined to fail as political disputes between Singapore's People's Action Party (PAP) and Malaysia's Alliance Party arose. Malaysia's perspective was one of scepticism regarding the merger due to Singapore's racial makeup. While Singapore had a diverse population, including a significant Malay population, the Chinese made up the majority. As a result, on August 9th, 1965, Singapore became an independent and Sovereign state via a law passed in by the Malaysian parliament. In his address to the nation, Singapore's Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew told the nation to be calm and promised: "there was nothing to be worried about" (National Archives of Singapore, 1965). On September 21st, 1965, just six weeks after gaining its independence, Singapore became the 117th member of the United Nations (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Singapore, 2018). 
The separation was particularly interesting because, at that time, it was regarded as a temporary measure due to the differences between the Malaysian and Singaporean political forces. Malaysian president Rahman noted at the time that Singapore would be welcomed back at some point. He would, however, in later years, express his regret at having to let Singapore go. 
At this time, Prime Minister Lee understood the concept of 'sink or swim'. If Singapore was to move forward, significant steps had to be taken. At the time of independence, the national GDP per Capita was US$517 (macrotrends, 2021), and racial tensions among the population were rising. The country faced unemployment, a crumbling infrastructure, and no natural resources. It seemed unlikely that Singapore would endure. However, it can be said that this fight-or-flight mentality is what made Singapore what it is today. Faced with this awkward position of leading Singapore through this challenging situation, the PAP placed the country's economy as their top priority. The government made direct investments through government-linked companies (Companies wholly or partially owned by the government but functioning as private companies) (IGL Global, n.d.). However, government investment went only so far, and foreign investment was essential to the PAP's plans to boost Singapore's economy. This was achieved through investor-friendly policies and favourable tax treatment, which increased foreign capital. The government also took major measures to keep that foreign capital. To do so, the government took extreme measures to practically eliminate crime and corruption, making it easier for foreign companies to invest. 
In the early years of independence, the country's GDP grew by nearly thirteen percent per year (macrotrends, 2021) and was able to achieve zero percent unemployment. The banking and shipping agencies played a key role in driving the city to become one of the most important financial hubs in the world. As a result, the government could reinvest in the economy's development and their ties with the population. This reinvestment went directly towards the development of the people in the form of education, healthcare, and affordable public housing. The poorest parts of the city were demolished to construct public housing, and twenty-three new towns were established (Yuen, 2007). The government also took another step in unifying the ethnic groups and easing racial tensions by placing them in different cities, thus having them live side-by-side to promote the Singaporean identity. 
In 2015 the country celebrated its fiftieth anniversary of independence; that same year, Lee Kuan Yew passed away at the age of ninety-one (The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019). The development of Singapore during his tenure as Prime Minister is often referred to as the "Singapore miracle" (Hussain, 2015), as the country was turned into one of the most prosperous nations in a matter of decades.
After independence in 1965, to curtail population and environmental and economic derailment, the government embarked on policies which meant imposing stringent measures on immigration and allocating temporary residency only to individuals regarded as vital to the economy. Effectively the state had initiated a zero policy on illegal immigration, and persons involved in this practice - Singaporeans or otherwise, were subjected to fines or incarceration. Moreover, due to the comparatively small size and vast immigrant workforce, the government made naturalised citizenship a complicated process.
The country's birth rate surged to its highest in 1957 at 42.7 per thousand (Salaff and Wong, 1983). Measures instituted by the government to tackle the population crisis included a series of coercion programs, mainly through motivational & dissuasion tactics and even blatant exhortation aimed at the child-bearing population. As early as 1949, a private entity, the Singapore Family Planning Association, offered family planning services. However, the average birth rate for the year 1965, though reduced to 29.5 per thousand (Salaff and Wong, 1983), remained relatively high. The government deemed the situation harmful to the country's economic sustainability and growth, which endangered the provision of adequate social services. 
After Singapore's independence in 1965, the Family Planning and Population Board came into being one year later, with its primary functions including clinical and public education services. The resultant effects saw a decline in birth rates from 1957 to 1970, but the rates began to rise again when the post-World War 11 baby boomers attained child-bearing age. The government's answers for managing the increasing population included legalising abortions and voluntary sterilisation in 1970; additionally, fertility incentives/disincentives policies, for example, made it increasingly difficult for parents who exceeded the national small family limit. This manifested through consecutively higher hospital delivery fees after the second child and limitations in accessing schools of the highest quality for children of parents who exceeded the recommended births (Salaff and Wong, 1983). 
Contrastingly, children of couples in compliance with the family limit or who opted for sterilisation before age forty were offered the best that the educational and housing systems afforded. In most instances, these policies were aimed at the poor. The population control policies were so successful by the 1980's it was forecasted that within approximately fifty years, the population would have to be supplemented by immigrants; this trend continued well into the eighties. An overly aggressive family planning policy caused Singapore's dilemma. The country found itself in a situation where previous policies were reversed to highlight the seriousness of its low birth rate. The much-publicised catchphrase, "stop at two", was substituted by "Have Three or More, if You Can Afford It" (U.S. Library of Congress, 1977).
Singapore is now an internationally recognised hub for conducting legitimate trade. The country is regarded as one of the world's most business-friendly regulatory atmospheres and is ranked among the most globally competitive economies. "In 2017, Singapore was ranked as the world's second most open economy by the Heritage Foundation's Index of Economic Freedom, as well as the world's second most pro-business regime by the World Bank's Doing Business report" (Hawksford, 2017). 
The country was responsible for creating "Asia's Infrastructure Exchange" (The World Bank, 2017) regional financial hub, where service providers and potential clients get together to discuss infrastructural knowledge and financing needs which are integrated along the entire service value chain. According to the recently updated World Bank Human Capital Index, Singapore is number one in human capital development. Government policies which provide strong financial support continuously reinforce the adaptability of its labour force through continuing educational programs. 
When we think about Singapore, we envision rich Asians, advanced technology, skyscrapers, and a prosperous, developed, and efficient society. While Singapore is all those things, its society has many issues. The People's Action Party (PAP) gained power in 1959 before Singapore's independence and has won every election since then with significant majorities. In the 2015 general election, the PAP won 69.9% of the country's votes (TAN, 2016). With the PAP in power dominating parliament for fifty-three years, it has put them in a position to have enormous influence over the education system, town councils, mainstream media, and the police. This political influence has caused problems in civil society. In 1987 twenty-two volunteers, activists, and social workers were rounded up and accused of being in a Marxist conspiracy and detained without a trial under the Internal Security Act. About two weeks after the May commemoration, the book entitled 1987, published on the thirtieth anniversary, was used by eight persons on a train to silently protest the events that transpired in 1987 (Reuters Staff, 2017). In other instances, human rights activist Jolovan Wham has been charged and convicted for breaching the Public Order Act. 
This is the harsh reality of civil society and civil liberties in Singapore. Unfortunately, many more cases of constraints on civil rights have existed in Singapore throughout history. Many laws govern what is printed in newspapers, broadcasted in media, and others that control the public, giving the police special powers during "serious incidents".
On the contrary, because of strict rules and harsh penalties for crimes, Singapore has one of the lowest crime rates globally and, as such, ranks ninth on the Global peace index for 2022, the Safest countries in the world (World Population Review, 2022). Crime in Singapore is also controlled because the government and police enforce strict controls over firearms. In an experiment, a young man left his laptop and backpack in a local Starbucks to test his theory that it would stay where he left it until he returned. Hours later, when the young man returned, his device was precisely where he had left it. 
In a speech at the opening session of the 1965 Asian Socialist Conference in Bombay on May 6th, 1965, Lee Kuan Yew declared himself an "unrepentant Socialist" (Yew, 1965). However, in his following sentence, he called Singapore a democratic socialist. Prime Minister Lee also liked doing this his way, thus gaining the nickname "Shifty Lee" from the CIA. Lee believed one had to adapt to change, so when capitalist methods suited Singapore, he delved in headfirst and openly embraced international investors with low tax rates and uncomplicated business policies. However, he was also not afraid to be ruthless when the time called for it, especially to the triads and gangsters within Singapore.
Prime minister Lee also knew how to manipulate people and used other groups, such as the communists, to his advantage. Lee Kuan Yew needed the communists to gain the support of the labour movement's mostly Chinese-speaking, blue-collar sections (Lee, 2022). In the end, the PAP outsmarted the communist party and emerged victorious in the 1959 general elections. When it came time to negotiate with the workers' unions, he was harsh and inflexible but fair. He ensured that workers, employers, and government agreements were considerate to all parties involved, ensuring everyone benefited from the country's development. In addition, he provided all citizens with the chance to a good education regardless of race, background, or social status. As a result, most Singaporeans can speak fluent English and Chinese. 
Singapore's political system is considered authoritarian, pragmatic, rational and legalistic (Lepoer, 1989) as it does not fit into any simple category. As the country has no natural resources, it had to maximise the use of its human resources while inviting international trade. In this, Singapore could adapt its form of socialism; it also limited some personal freedoms to tailor a society around its development.
Its economy, however, is solidly capitalist. Singapore's Ministry of Trade and Industry says, "Singapore adopts the free market system so that our industries can respond quickly to market signals and adjust their strategies accordingly. This also ensures that our economy's scarce resources are allocated efficiently" (Ministry of Trade and Industry Singapore, 2015). As a result, Singapore is considered to have one of the freest and most competitive in the world.
In conclusion, Singapore's economy is founded on the direction of private property and property rights, easy business-doing, free markets, and limits on the level of government interference. Nevertheless, the government plays an influential role in the economy (through state-affiliated companies). This is interconnected to a pro-business framework that shields private property, so it is noted that Singapore's privately owned entities and government-controlled enterprises dominate Singapore's economy. Therefore, the Singaporean economy contains elements of an excessively free market and practises free-market capitalism.
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