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ABSTRACT

This thesis takes sexuality as its subject matter and uses a methodology informed by postcolonial
studies to explore new possibilities for thinking about the international, its construction, and its
contemporary politics. | argue that postcolonial readings of sexuality can impel us to rethink the
meanings and politics of international theory and to challenge notions that have come to appear
fixed and unchanging. The thesis canvasses how such an intervention might occur — calling
especially for a focus on the local and the everyday — and considers both the utility and the limits of
the contributions sexuality might make to a rethinking of international theory.

My arguments are made with reference to a series of specific examples from contemporary
East and Southeast Asia: the nationalistically imbued gendered and sexed figures of the national
serviceman and the Singapore Girl in Singapore; the political and social repercussions of the trial of
former Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim on charges of sodomy; newly emerging
homosexual identities in Hong Kong; and the connections between sexuality and disease that
inform the Thai response to HIV/AIDS.

These case studies exemplify some of the ways in which sexuality can work to recast
traditional scholarly understandings of the international. They also illuminate a series of aspects that
shape the encounter between sexuality and the international, encompassing issues of nationalism,
globalization, metaphor, spatiality and knowledge politics. Through my analysis of these issues, |
argue for a broadening out of the source materials that inform knowledge about the international
and the pursuit of alternative modes of reading processes of international change and exchange. |
contend that scholarship of the international needs to pay more attention to instances where the
borders separating everyday, national and international spaces break down, and where we might
detect new forms of knowledge about the nature, politics and functioning of the international

realm.
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PREFACE

Sections of the Introduction draw upon work originally undertaken as part of a collaborative
exercise between the Department of International Relations at Jadavpur University, Kolkata and
the Institute of Postcolonial Studies and first published as Phillip Darby, Devika Goonewardene,
Edgar Ng and Simon Obendorf ‘A Postcolonial International Relations?” Institute of Postcolonial
Studies Occasional Papers No. 3 (31 May 2003).

Portions of Chapter Five were originally presented under the title “Sodomy as Metaphor:
The International Resonances of the Anwar Ibrahim Trial” as part of the Institute of Postcolonial
Studies Panel Series “Postcolonising the International — Internationalising the Postcolonial” on 2
May 2001. The chapter benefits from the thoughtful response of the respondent on that occasion,
Professor Dennis Altman, as well as from the audience comments following the paper’s
presentation.

A revised version of Chapter Five, also drawing on aspects of the introduction and
conclusion was published as: Simon Obendorf, “Sodomy as Metaphor,” in Postcolonizing the
International: Working to Change the Way We Awre, ed. Phillip Darby (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i
Press, 2006).
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[H]e wondered why, as long as the author was being so clever, he had not pushed his theory a bit
further and maintained that every instance in life is a manifestation of sexual desire. If he had
carried his doctrine this far, he probably could have used the same reasoning to demonstrate that
sexual desire permeates everything... If we observe life through the lens of sexual desire, the driving

force behind every human act is no more than sexual yearning.

Ogai Mori, Vita Sexualis



INTRODUCTION

The title of this thesis — Sexing up the International - is intentionally mischievous. On one level, it
provides a simple description of the thesis’ intellectual project: an attempt to show how materials
on sex and sexuality can usefully be brought into dialogue with the theories that describe and call
into being those spaces collectively known as “the international”. But the title’s reference to “sexing
up” also implies a more controversial series of processes. To sex something up is to alter its
presentation or language in order to subvert its meaning.! Following this definition, “sexing up the
international”, refers here to the ways in which those knowledges created by mainstream
understandings of international processes and spaces might appear differently when read in concert
with materials on sex and sexuality. Taking the pun still further, the title signals the powerful forces
of social, political and discursive transformation that are unleashed when sex enters the realms of
public affairs and theoretical debate. As such, it indicates the possibility for materials on sex and
sexuality to provide new and different ways of thinking about and theorising the international.

This is a novel undertaking. Whether as international relations, world politics or as theories
of globalisation, intellectual study of the international has thus far shown a remarkable lack of
interest in addressing matters of sex. In both academic writing and in political practice the
international has been defined as a sort of “gated community” (be it an anarchic realm, a space
regulated by liberal values, or a domain shaped by the exigencies of global capital) and open to
habitation by a strictly limited suite of actors and institutions. Ideas about sexuality, or the lived,
bodily experience of sex, are almost never raised within disciplinary forums. Strict distinctions are
maintained between those processes and institutions regarded as legitimate subjects of inquiry and
those phenomena deemed trivial, unimportant or simply too difficult - and therefore to be kept
outside the boundaries of disciplinary purview. These techniques of abstraction and simplification
render dissent from existing models and understandings difficult and help ensure that new

approaches and materials remain marginalised within existing disciplinary structures or banished

1 The phrase entered the vocabulary of mainstream political commentary in late 2003, when allegations were raised that
the British government had altered the wording and language of intelligence reports in order to justify the United
Kingdom’s involvement in the Iraq War.
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from their fold.

My task here is to think about the international from a different perspective and with
reference to different materials. At its simplest, this involves asking a question which, although it
informs and underlies almost all academic work in areas such as international relations,
international studies or globalization studies, is very often regarded as a priori and settled. How is
that imagined space that we call “the international” produced, given meaning and packaged for
consumption?2 The relevance of such a question appears self-evident. Yet the intellectual
dominance of positivist and rationalist approaches to international theory and the rejection (or at
least scepticism towards) reflective and postpositivist viewpoints on the part of mainstream
disciplinary approaches means that, for most practitioners and students of international politics, the
issues raised by such questions are regarded as being already largely resolved. Even where academic
debate occurs, it is usually presented as being “in house™: between different schools or traditions,
and based on shared assumptions. In this thesis, | set these assumptions, and the processes of
disciplinary gatekeeping that have insulated them from challenge, squarely in my sights.

At the core of my arguments, then, is a questioning of the ways in which the international
is, and should be, theorised. The intervention | set out to make takes sexuality as its subject matter
and uses a methodology informed by postcolonial studies in order to explore new possibilities for
thinking through issues about the international: its construction and its contemporary politics. In
many projects of this nature, it is the interstitial spaces and multiple points of connection between
diverse sets of materials that enables critical investigation. Yet both sexuality studies and studies of
the international have developed so independently of each other that the space between them
resembles not so much a crevice as a chasm. For international studies, a systematic engagement
with sexuality will probably appear as a new and radical starting point, unsettling of disciplinary
orthodoxies and to be quickly brought within the fold of established methodologies and
approaches.2 On the other hand, while studies of sexuality have always taken the study of
international flows as a legitimate subject of enquiry, they have not to date engaged seriously with

the way in which sexuality has been deployed as a tool through which persons, institutions, and

2 | use the term “imagined” in the way suggested by Benedict Anderson’s groundbreaking study of the emergence of
nationalism, not to indicate a fictive space, but rather one that is “imagined” into being as a product of shared beliefs,
perceptions and practises. See: Benedict R. O. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).

3 Cynthia Weber, "IR: The Resurrection or New Frontiers of Incorporation,” European Journal of International Relations 5,
no. 4 (1999).
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nations have negotiated their often complex relations with the international. Recent developments
at the margins of both sexuality studies and postcolonial studies have, however, gestured towards
the possibility for these schools of thought to contribute to a project of rethinking international
politics and processes. Exemplary of this is a recent special issue of the journal GLQ, where the
editors argued that, “[i]f sex can learn from globalization and transnationalism, these schools have
much to gain from critical studies of sex”.4 Similarly, postcolonialism has begun, if somewhat
tentatively, to contribute towards a critical rethinking of disciplines such as international relations,
globalization studies and transnational economics, with one author writing that postcolonial critique
offers the possibility of retelling the story of the international “from the ground up, emphasizing
the local, the ordinary and the discrete.”s Yet in the case of both of these nascent interventions —
sexual and postcolonial — it must be said that the intellectual returns thus far have been slim. For
postcolonialism, a proclivity for negative criticism combined with an innate scepticism regarding
dominant discursive structures has meant that although there has been much talk of the potential
for change, so far little has actually been accomplished. Sexuality studies, meanwhile, have tended
to focus on the ways in which sexualities have been shaped and reshaped by transnational processes
and global flows but have rarely sought to intervene in debates over the constitution of
international domains or the nature of global politics.

Yet postcolonialism and the study of sexuality each hold out great promise to a project of
rethinking international theory. They draw our attention to the everyday lives and grounded realities
of individual sexed bodies, embedded in discrete societies and cultures that have had to negotiate a
world shaped and reshaped by flows of European imperialism and Western cultural, financial and
military hegemony. They give us a glimpse into the ways international politics are inscribed in the
personal and the everyday; a vision that often sharply diverges from the ways such politics are
characterised in academic forums or in the corridors of global power. One of my tasks here is to
ask how this could be read as a form of everyday theorising about the international; one which
might prompt a significant rethinking about the epistemological adequacy and intellectual primacy
of established disciplinary approaches.

There is a great deal of literature which explores the ways in which everyday life can be

4 Elizabeth A. Povinelli and George Chauncey, "Thinking Sexuality Transnationally," GLQ: A Journal of Leshian and Gay
Studies 5, no. 4 (1999): 445.

5 Phillip Darby, "Reconfiguring "The International™: Knowledge Machines, Boundaries and Exclusions,” Alternatives 28
(2003): 142.
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read as a site of political and social organisation.s Michel de Certeau, in his magisterial The Practice o
Everyday Life, presents everyday human actions, repetitive and largely subconscious, as providing
opportunities both for grassroots theorising and for the tactical navigation and resistance to various
regimes of power.” In doing so, de Certeau argues, new vantage points from which to view systems
that exercise hegemonic power can be attained. These viewpoints can in turn contribute to the
inscription of new forms of knowledge. In this thesis, | explore these processes through materials
that are very much drawn from the contemporary moment. Yet my arguments here also shed light
on the fact that the turn to sexuality to explain the international is very much conditioned by the
colonial, precolonial and even mythical/imagined pasts of the societies, individuals and polities
from which my examples are drawn.8 This is in accordance with the method suggested by de
Certeau, who sees the attempt to attain personal autonomy, “the effort to delimit one’s own place
in a world bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other”, as providing a degree of mastery over
time; the ability to selectively read the past as an archival resource for the present and to begin to
describe and imagine alternative futures.® It is perhaps difficult to imagine a more hegemonic series
of power structures than the nation-state, dominant conceptions of international order or the
seemingly inescapable reach of transnational economics. Following de Certeau, | explore the reach
of these categories. But more importantly, | also explore their incommensurabilities and the
resistances they engender — what Partha Chatterjee might term the “politics of the governed” - in
and through everyday practises of sex and sexuality.10

Postcolonial readings of sexuality can help illustrate the reach and impact of such
international processes. But they can go further and accomplish more. They can impel us to rethink
the meanings and politics of international theory; to challenge or subvert notions that have come to
appear fixed and unchanging. This thesis seeks to develop the potential of postcolonialism and
sexuality studies to transform our understandings of the international. But in doing so, it seeks to
go beyond the mere identification of possibilities for change, to explore exactly how an intervention

into international theory under these rubrics might proceed, and to identify the sorts of insights and

6 For an overview of such work, see: Ben Highmore, Everyday Life and Cultural Theory: An Introduction (London: Routledge,
2002). Other key references include: Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991), James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak : Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1985).

7 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendell (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 36-
37.

8 See: Ashis Nandy, "History's Forgotten Doubles," History and Theory 34, no. 2 (1995), Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy:
Loss and Recovery of Self under Colonialism (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983), ix-xx.

9 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 36.

10 Partha Chatterjee, Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Papular Politics in Most of the World (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2004).
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disciplinary transformations with which it might provide us. Wanting to be more than a hectoring
critique of extant disciplinary shortfallings in international theory, it rather attempts to positively
contribute to new ways of thinking about and theorising the international.

This immediately raises questions about materials and methodology. The influence of
postcolonialism will be apparent here, informing my choice of illustrative materials as well as
providing an intellectual framework for my arguments. But let us address these issues in turn. When
it comes to materials, the thesis explores a series of specific examples — all of them drawn from
contemporary East and Southeast Asia — where debates over sex and sexuality have become
entangled with international issues. These case studies, from varying cultures, societies and nations,
can be read as exemplifying some of the ways in which sexuality can recast, and even reconfigure,
traditional scholarly understandings of the international. The sheer economic and cultural vibrancy
of the Asian region, while less often held out these days as a “miraculous” success story of global
economics, still ensures that Asia is a space where global flows of people, capital, ideologies and
politics mix, and where difference has to be negotiated on a daily basis.!t Underlying and
contributing to this economic narrative are of course a plethora of stories about individual and
societal experiences of colonialism, about the struggle to attain political independence and
statehood, to craft nations and states and to negotiate modernity and postcoloniality in a world and
a region which continues to be dominated by Western capital and military power. The identities and
practises that emerge in this crucible of globalization and postcoloniality reflect broader processes
and can tell us something significant about the politics of the contemporary international. Focusing
on Asia offers the dual benefits of providing the thesis with some degree of geographical and
thematic coherence while still allowing me to demonstrate the applicability of my arguments and
approach in different circumstances, across and between cultural and national boundaries.

Each of the chapters that make up the thesis addresses specific and particular occurrences
from differing Asian societies and cultures. This emphasis on the everyday, the specific and the
particular contributes in no small part to the novelty of my approach. At the same time, though,
reading these individual case studies together can help sketch out the architecture and framework of

a new approach to international theory. Indeed, those working on gender and sexuality in East and

11 The emergence of ideas about an Asian economic miracle can be traced to this report: World Bank, The East Asian
Miracle: Economic Growth and Public Policy (New York: Oxford University Press for the World Bank, 1993). For more critical
readings of the “miracle” and its unravelling see: Gerald Tan, The End of the Asian Miracle?: Tracing Asia's Economic
Transformation (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1999), Bernard Arogyaswamy, The Asian Miracle, Myth, and Mirage: The
Economic Slowdown Is Here to Stay (Westport and London: Quorum Books, 1998).

-5-



Southeast Asia have called for precisely this form of critical focus on the region, arguing that this
can and should contribute to the task of “problematizing naive and uncritical writing on
globalization.”12 The colonial histories of sex and sexuality in Asian nations and societies and the
contemporary postcolonial consumption and deployment of those histories provides a rich
sourcebook from which a contrapuntal reading of the international — reading new materials against
the grain of established disciplinary approaches — can be attempted.'3

I have divided the thesis into two parts, each with an introductory overview that sets the
scene for the arguments | advance. In the first, | focus primarily on the postcolonial state: its
nationalisms, politics, and its external relations. | examine different aspects of the city-state of
Singapore, a comparatively young country renowned for its social controls, overt nation-building
policies and its preoccupation with notions of nationalism, security and sovereignty. To an extent,
this is familiar territory. The state is, of course, the primary unit of most traditional international
analysis, and issues of sovereignty and defence are grist to the mill of most mainstream
international theory. In this first section, though, I am concerned to see how these traditional
notions are understood, and how they are both consumed and resisted, within the Singaporean
state. | start with an example of the important roles that nationalistically defined gendered roles and
their attendant “authorised” sexualities are called upon to play, both within Singapore society and
for the project of Singaporean nation-building. | explore the ways in which these categories are
shaped and transformed by international processes and identify the tools they offer individual
gendered and sexed subjects to comprehend, intervene in or negotiate international processes and
issues. Given the wide range of theorising from within feminist international relations and
transnational gender studies, starting with gender allows me both to overview existing literature of
interest to my project as well as to delineate my own argumentative and methodological approach.

Two linked chapters form the bulk of this part. The first of these examines the
construction of a form of martial hetero-patriarchal masculinity through the phenomenon of
universal male military conscription in Singapore. It examines how ideas about appropriate

gendered and sexual behaviour, and attempts to enforce these within domestic Singaporean society,

12 Mark Johnson, Peter Jackson, and Gilbert Herdt, "Critical Regionalities and the Study of Gender and Sexual Diversity
in South East and East Asia," Culture, Health and Sexuality 2, no. 4 (2000): 372.

13 The idea of a contrapuntal reading is Said’s. He writes: “A comparative or, better, a contrapuntal, perspective is
required in order to see a connection between coronation rituals in England and the Indian durbars of the late nineteenth
century. That is, we must be able to think through and interpret together experiences that are discrepant, each with its
particular agenda and pace of development, its own internal formations, its internal coherence, and system of external
relationships, all of them coexisting and interacting with others.” Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York:
Vintage, 1993), 32.
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are in fact representative of far broader debates (by both political elites and the grassroots citizenry)
about national security and international prestige and legitimacy. The second of the linked chapters
focuses on the Singapore Girl, both the brand image created to sell seats on the state-owned flag
carrier Singapore Airlines, but also the reality of those women who deliver customer service on
Singapore Airlines’ flights according to the Orientalised and sexualised specifications derived from
the brand advertising. It explores how gender and sexuality have been commodified by the state as
a resource to attract overseas investment, promote customer loyalty for the hugely successful airline
and to contribute to national economic, diplomatic and strategic objectives. It goes on to explore
the ways in which the drawing of connections between the Singapore Girl and international flows
of money, travel and social mobility contribute to coercive attempts to achieve “brand purity” but
contrarily, also provide for the possibility of dissent and resistance to hegemonic regimes of gender
and sexuality. In doing so, | argue, they help show us how individual subjects utilise nationalistically
infused and transnationally impacted ideas about sexuality and gender in order to arrive at personal
understandings of international realms and their politics.

While the concept of the state continues to be of importance to Part Two of the thesis, my
concern here is with readings of the international beyond the state. | explore three very different case
studies, each of which allows us to see the role of the state and the functioning of a state-based
international system in a quite different light. Indeed, the studies in Part Two work in dialogue with
the earlier materials and provide signposts towards new ways of thinking about the external realm
we know as “the international”. And while materials on sexuality take centre-stage within this
section, each of the constituent chapters takes on a different thematic flavour.

Chapter Five addresses the role of metaphor in coding understandings about the
international. It focuses on the events surrounding the arrest, trial and imprisonment of former
Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim on charges of corruption and sodomy. Here |
explore the ways in which diverse (and often divergent) ideas about a sexual act - sodomy - came to
stand as a metaphor for processes as wide-ranging as the interference of the International Monetary
Fund, currency speculation, and the influence of Western values on Malaysian society. Sodomy was
asserted here as a boundary between the West and the non-West, deployed by political elites for
domestic political gain, but picked up and utilised by everyday Malaysian citizens, often in ways
quite different from those that the government had intended. | also draw upon the similiarities

between the construction of colonial Malayan subjectivities by British administrations in the Straits
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Settlements and those pursued by postcolonial leaders such as Mahathir Mohamad in his attempts
to create the “New Malay”. Sexual metaphors, | assert, provide a powerful (if not always
predictable) vocabulary that acts to shape the ways in which the international is understood and
debated.

If my materials on Malaysia are about a sexual act, in Chapter Six | am concerned with
sexual identity. |1 look to Hong Kong and the emergence there of new homosexual identities, many
of which are explicitly configured either as explicitly non-Western or in dialogue with Western
forms of sexual identity. Rejecting concepts from Western gay liberation movements such as
“coming out” as a political strategy, some Chinese activists are now speaking instead of “coming
home”: of integrating homosexual identities and sexual practices within institutions such as the
Chinese family. Here my concern is to explore the impact of spatiality on the ways in which
international meanings are created and consumed. | explore how sexuality and the body have
become sites where globalization and currents of international political change are both resisted and
embraced. My analysis asks to what extent the duration of British colonialism or Hong Kong's
perpetual status as a colony might help explain this process. Does the fact that similar identities are
also emerging in Taipei (capital of a Taiwan whose sovereignty is contested) and Shanghai
(emerging global powerhouse and located within a Special Economic Zone of the People’s
Republic of China) point to the significance of a compromised nationalism or statehood in enabling
such sexual activism? Throughout the chapter | reflect on what role the city - especially the global
city — might play in these processes. The international realm, | argue, appears very differently from
the changing spaces of the global city and from the range of personal standpoints provided by the
various sexual identities the city helps create.

In the final substantive chapter, I look to Thailand to engage directly with the nature of
knowledge about the international. I explore how a reading of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus
(HIV) epidemic can show how knowledge about the international spreads globally and how new
knowledges about the international are emerging at the interface of sexuality, disease and globalism.
The chapter further examines how HIV and Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) have
themselves been an engine of globalization, spreading ideas about sexual identity and behaviour as
well as reforming concepts of sexual morality, state responsibility and the navigations of
postcolonial modernity and globalization. What constructs are issues national HIV prevention

strategies based upon? And if HIV is characterised as the Western or the global epidemic, what
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ramifications does this have for local communities and individuals in their dealings both with the
disease and with broader currents of transnational change?

I draw these chapters together in my concluding remarks. | consider how this project
might have taken on a very different aspect had it addressed its arguments to how sexuality has
informed the language and representations of military intervention and its critiques (about which
there is an extensive literature). | sketch out one example of the connections between security
issues and sexuality in order to signal both the importance and magnitude of such analysis, and to
differentiate my own methodology. | will be arguing that the approach | have outlined — an
examination of specific, grounded instances where sexuality invokes or shapes international
meanings — should have a profound impact on the ways we think about the international and its
meanings. Under my analysis, the international emerges not just as a product of scholarly
abstraction or political, military and diplomatic manoeuvres but from the realms of everyday life
and social practise — exemplified in my reading by the domain of sexuality. Rather than possessing a
limited range of fixed meanings, the international appears more in the nature of what Ernesto
Laclau might term an “empty signifier”, a concept whose absence of specific meaning provides
great opportunities for political agency and resistance. The lack of certainty over definitions, and
the multiplicity of contingent social, cultural and even personal imaginings of the international, will
require of international theory far greater flexibility and openness than it currently exhibits. We
must take seriously the agency of individuals and the meanings derived from the cultures and
societies they inhabit. This does not necessarily mean a complete disavowal of those structures of
state behaviour or of the ways in which the international arena has been characterised in theory to
date. But it does require acknowledgement that the dominant structures and processes
communicated, created or enabled by current international theory and practise also inform certain
kinds of agency and resistance on the part of those whose lives they affect. Starting at the margins —
in the Asian postcolony and with materials such as sexuality — enables this process to be more
clearly seen than would be the case of a similar study of the developed West. | examine the ways in
which this theoretical intervention might proceed, cautioning against approaches that would rob
materials from everyday life of their social and cultural peculiarities. | also look beyond the use of
materials on sexuality, arguing that my approach here could have significant benefits for those
seeking to examine the ways in which other facets of everyday life reach out into, and attempt to

reshape, the international.



If sexualities in contemporary Asia form the subject matter of this thesis, postcolonialism is the
major intellectual tradition underpinning its methodological approach. It is important at this early
stage to identify the politically and socially normative nature of much postcolonial enquiry. Simon
During has identified two strands within contemporary postcolonial discourse: a radical tradition
that seeks to uncover specific, non-Western alternatives to modernity and a reconciliatory approach
that seeks to explain and resolve issues arising from the interaction between the West and its
others, both historically and in the contemporary world.14 While each of these strands has its
supporters and its detractors, it is easy to see that there is a shared core of postcolonialism, based
around a critical engagement with the politics of resistance and domination that characterised the
colonial encounter and with the legacies of that encounter in the contemporary world.1s
Postcolonialism takes an activist approach to issues.16 It attempts to do more than merely describe
the histories and impacts of colonialism. Postcolonial studies seek to chart new possibilities and
alternative futures for those whose lives have been transformed by, and in the aftermath of, the
colonial encounter. Further, they demand of intellectual enquiry and academic theory a rigorously
critical and self-reflexive stance, an open-hearted commitment to a dialogue with difference and the
taking of ethical responsibility for the effects of one’s own scholarship and personal practise.t?
While postcolonialism’s early disciplinary development was based around the examination
of specific, embedded accounts of individual actions, cultural processes and the ways in which these
localised accounts could reflect broader political and social patterns, recent trends have seen the
specific and the local accorded a lesser status.’® Key here has been the influence of postmodernism.
In many ways this has had a positive impact, encouraging a resistance towards thinking in terms of
easy binaries and fostering a critical awareness of the varied, conditional and often contradictory

forces which act upon and construct, politics, ideas and subjectivities.?® Yet some of the strongest

14 Simon During, "Postcolonialism and Globalization: Towards a Historicization of Their Inter-Relation," Cultural Studies
14, no. 3/4 (2000).

15 Gyan Prakash, "Postcolonial Criticism and Indian Historiography," Social Text 31/32 (1992).

16 Arif Dirlik, "The Postcolonial Aura: Third World Criticism in the Age of Global Capitalism," Critical Inquiry 20 (Winter)
(1994). See also: Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (St Leonards: Allen and Unwin, 1998), Chapter 3.

17 See, for instance, Spivak’s discussion of ethical singularity in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Echo," New Literary History
24 (1993): 32. See also her treatment of difference in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "How to Teach a Culturally Different
Book," in The Spivak Reader, ed. Donna Landry and Gerald Maclean (New York and London: Routledge, 1996).

18 Phillip Darby, "Postcolonialism," in At the Edge of International Relations: Postcolonialism, Gender and Dependency, ed. Phillip
Darby (London and New York: Pinter, 1997), 15.

19 1bid., 14.
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critics of postcolonial studies have argued that this approach has been carried too far, leaving
postcolonialism largely evacuated of politics, its theorising detached from the realities it purports to
explain and dismissive of locally embedded cultures, politics and identities.20

Such critiques of postcolonialism are important to the arguments | advance here. Arif
Dirlik argues that postcolonialism has lost its ability to promote radical change by narrowing its
focus to issues such as ethnicity and race and thus losing the ability to address, let alone influence,
debates which touch on such politically potent sites as nation, political power and class.2
Harootunian has also castigated postcolonialism for its failures to engage with disciplinary
structures of area studies and transnational relations. He argues that a predilection for textual
sources and theoretical manoeuvring has acted to limit postcolonial studies’ ability to either
intervene in the politics of intellectual theorising about international processes that impact upon the
non-West or to understand those issues (such as underdevelopment) that confront the postcolony
worldwide.22 In making my arguments here, | seek to address such criticisms by returning to an
earlier tradition of addressing concrete examples grounded within specific postcolonial societies. |
also set out to keep company with those theorists who have called for such a renewal of
postcolonial studies as might see it reinvigorating its commitments to anticolonial theory and
praxis, to the study of culture, and to dialogue with other areas of scholarly enquiry.23

When it comes to dialogue with international theory, postcolonial scholars have only
recently begun to take up such challenges.24 Indeed, there are a mere handful of references in the
literature that explicitly address the ways in which the international might traffic with the
postcolonial. Writing, as he put it “at the edge of international relations”, Phillip Darby commented
in 1997 that postcolonialism “has had practically no engagement with international relations and
very little, for that matter, with globalization...It has developed its own critical modes and
specialized language. It has tended to rely on distinctive source materials. Its politics diverge sharply
from those of mainstream international relations and globalization theory.”25 But while pointing out

postcolonialism’s historical distaste for international theory, work such as this also demonstrates a

20 Arif Dirlik, After the Revolution: Waking to Global Capitalism (Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1994), 87-89.

21 Arif Dirlik, "How the Grinch Hijacked Radicalism: Further Thoughts on the Postcolonial," Postcolonial Studies: Culture,
Politics, Economy 2, no. 2 (1999).

22 H. D. Harootunian, "Postcoloniality's Unconscious/ Area Studies' Desire," Postcolonial Studies: Culture, Politics, Economy 2,
no. 2 (1999).

23 Thinking of this kind can be found in: Ania Loomba et al., eds., Postcolonial Studies and Beyond (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2005).

2 An early example of such work is Phillip Darby and Albert J. Paolini, "Bridging International Relations and
Postcolonialism," Alternatives 19 (1994).

% Darby, "Postcolonialism," 12.
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quickening of interest (on the part of some scholars at least) in the ways in which connections
between the two might be made. Reflecting the fault lines of postcolonialism itself, these attempts
range from the reconciliatory (attempts to insert postcolonialism into disciplines such as
international relations and globalization or to delineate the contours of a new postcolonial
international relations tradition) to the radical (calls for postcolonialism to be used to challenge the
intellectual hegemony of existing theories of the international and to point to such theories’ failures
to acknowledge their own complicity in those real world crises and issues that effect postcolonial
societies). These differences in approach can be summarised as being between those that seek to
reform extant disciplinary structures and those that seek to replace them. But whether they are
pursued by the varying disciplines’ internal malcontents or by those critiquing from the outside,
what these studies share is a perception that existing ways of explaining the nature, politics and
functioning of the international are (at least in some ways) inadequate. Since so much of my current
project is about addressing these theoretical limitations, it is worth examining the sorts of issues
these studies have highlighted, and to set out the ways in which | both draw on, and depart from,
existing attempts to bring postcolonialism to bear on international theory.

Foremost here are those attempts on the part of established disciplinary formations to
claim exclusive rights to theorise and explain international processes. Certain intellectual traditions,
chief among them the discipline of international relations (IR), have attempted to carve out a
monopoly over the definition of the international. As R.B.J. Walker asserts, international relations
acts to “demarcate and discipline the horizons beyond which it is dangerous to pursue any political
action”.26 For Walker, this is established through the strict assertion of state sovereignty and by
defining the international realm as “outside”; that domain which lies beyond the borders of the
politically and spatially defined state and which is subsequently taken as the exclusive subject matter
of international theory. The discipline of international relations, under such a reading, acts not
merely to describe the international realm, but actively works to constitute it.

It was perhaps inevitable the disciplinary-boundary riding identified by Walker would come
under challenge from the latter-day concupiscence of globalisation studies.2” At its simplest, this can

be expressed as a tension between those who would see the specific problematic of international

26 R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 6.
27 For an astute and highly critical analysis of those theorists who have attempted to use Walker's work to bolster the
intellectual cause of globalization theory see Rosenberg’s chapter length examination of Inside/Outside in: Justin
Rosenberg, The Follies of Globalisation Theory: Polemical Essays (London and New York: Verso, 2000), 45-85.
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theory as being about the political relations between state actors and those who would downplay
the significance of the state and who would replace the very notion of the international with a
notion of the global or the transnational. The transformational zeal of the globalization theorists of
the late nineties is captured in books such as Thomas Friedman'’s The Lexus and the Olive Tree, which
in 1999 painted a picture of a largely benign globalism that rewarded societies with strong property
rights and democratic structures and rendered increasingly irrelevant power politics, presented as
being in conflict with the essential logic and requirements of global capitalism.28 It is not surprising
that, in the West at least, such triumphal accounts of globalization’s new power to explain world
politics were dealt a blow by the events of 11 September 2001. The resurgence of concerns about
sovereignty, state security and geopolitics (articulated both in theory and through military
adventure), in the aftermath of the 2001 terrorist attacks has not squared well with globalization
theory’s earlier, more expansive, accounts of one-worldism, the millennial democratic promises of
global capitalism, or the imminent demise of the nation-state as the defining basis of international
affairs. It is, of course, arguable that neither of these theoretical positions have ever had much
utility in accounting for matters impacting the global south.

In international theory, then, world politics are increasingly explained in terms drawn from
a political renaissance of disciplinary international relations (especially in its Western neorealist and
neoliberal guises). This is not to say that globalization has become irrelevant. Indeed, globalization
studies have been quick to reinvent themselves as of continuing relevance to the contemporary
world, emphasising their strengths in explaining contemporary (some would say — and more on this
later - postcolonial) issues, such as the rise of Islam, anti-Americanism and global inequality. It is
fair to say though, that, chastened and reshaped by political and intellectual tides of opinion,
globalization has conceded some of its earlier claims to omniscience and tended to concentrate
more on what is so often referred to as “soft power” (the term itself from disciplinary IR and
recasting the debates in those terms); issues of economic instrumentality, trade, culture and flows of
information and people.2® While there may have been problems with globalization studies’ attempts
to define and theorise the international, in contemporary Western politics and academia today, that
terrain has been largely conceded to the discipline of international relations.

But postcolonially informed critiques of international theory highlight far more than just

28 Thomas L. Friedman, The Lexus and the Olive Tree (London: HarperCollins, 1999).
29 The concept of soft power is from Joseph Nye: See generally, Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World
Politics, 1st ed. (New York: Public Affairs, 2004).
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the laying of exclusive claims to the theorisation of international affairs. Given the politics
informing postcolonial analysis, it is unsurprising that postcolonial studies would concern
themselves with the ideologies, knowledge systems, and intellectual methodologies that underpin
mainstream international theory. Such critical readings have revealed four major areas where
mainstream international theory is either inadequate in terms of its explanatory capacity or
compromised in its politics. In no particular order, these are: a deep-seated ethnocentrism and
cultural bias towards Western, and specifically American, goals and purposes; a tendency to project
a sense of social-scientific precision by theorising with reference only to a narrow range of
materials, and about a strictly defined suite of actors and institutions; a failure to engage with both
globally systemic and locally particular legacies of imperialism and colonialism; and a parasitic
tendency towards other theoretical traditions that sees them exploited and robbed of their
particularity and politics. As Walker puts it, the problematic characteristics of international theory
include a “presumed bankruptcy of established intellectual traditions, the untidy proliferation of
research strategies, an unseemly dependence on the interests of specific states and cultures, and the
hubris of empirical social science.”30

It will by now be obvious that my current project seeks to provide a way of thinking about
the international that, while it may not be an outright replacement for impugned disciplinary
formations, does seek to supplement them with alternative views; to work beyond their limitations
and address some of the criticisms that have been levelled against them. The approach | adopt may
well infuriate many of those working within international relations and globalization studies given
its distance from current theoretical and conceptual frameworks. While | touch on, and engage
with, work from within IR and globalization studies, | am cautious of becoming too closely
entangled in the internal debates of the disciplinary pretenders to ownership of what Jonathan
Rosenberg has entitled “the problematic of the international”, that assertion of particular defining
claims on the part of different schools of international theory.3! Here | have taken my lead from
feminist theorists of the international, who, as Christine Sylvester has argued have “been redoing
international relations by doing something that carries IR echoes but is not embedded in IR

frameworks.”32 | am also conscious of Sylvester's belief that the impetus for change, especially for

30 Walker, Inside/Outside, 6.

31 Rosenberg, The Follies of Globalisation Theory, 65-85.

% Christine Sylvester, Feminist International Relations: An Unfinished Journey (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), 12.
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disciplinary international theory, will most likely come from without, possibly from sources such as
travel writing, postcolonial studies or literary studies. Sylvester writes of the need to make the
disciplines of the international “taste the everyday dimensions of world(s) in front of us.”33 Many,
especially those accustomed to thinking of the international in the conventional terms of (say) state
behaviour, may view my choice of subject matter — non-Western sexualities — as either prurient or
self-indulgent. But using sexuality as a vantage point from which to view the international has the
potential to impart to international theory the everyday flavour that Sylvester identifies as being so
important. It also allows us to think through the implications of her call for a new international
relations tradition, one able to “take off in new directions”, intersecting and drawing from other
disciplines such as postcolonial studies, cultural studies, literature, art history and psychoanalytic
theory.34

This push for international theory to be more open to alternative source materials accords
with my own attempt here to read the international from the point of view of the cultural, personal,
historical and bodily entanglements which help constitute sexualities. Reading postcolonial Asian
sexualities can help in overcoming many of the shortfallings of international theory that have been
identified by postcolonialism. To avoid the ethnocentrism of much international theory, for
instance, most of my arguments here involve a principled turn away from Western examples and
experiences to explore perspectives on the international drawn from what might be regarded (at
least from the intellectual and academic citadels of America and the West) as lying at the margins of
global experience. Many critics have pointed to the very limited range of vantage points from which
most surveys of the international surveys are undertaken. There has been a tendency within both
studies of international relations and globalisation to assume that the views from the United States
(sole military superpower and engine room of the global economy) or, to a lesser extent, from
Britain, are the most salient ones.?> One of the most telling criticisms of both international relations
and globalization studies has been regarding the epistemological primacy that both these schools of
thought accord to Western categories of thinking. From within IR itself critical voices have been
raised, with one mainstream scholar writing of “a discursive regime of exclusion, silence and

intolerance that as “International Relations”, reduces a complex and turbulent world to a patterned

33 Christine Sylvester, "In-between and in Evasion of So Much: Third World Literatures, International Relations and
Postcolonial Analysis," Postcolonial Studies: Culture, Politics, Economy 2, no. 2 (1999): 260.

3 Sylvester, Feminist International Relations, 12.

35 Sylvester, "In-between and in Evasion of So Much," 250.
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and rigidly ordered framework of understanding, derived from a particular representation of post-
Renaissance European historical experience, articulated in orthodox Anglo-American philosophical
terms.”36 Elsewhere, scholars have written of the difficulty of theorising the international from
non-Western viewpoints, highlighting both the colonially-driven expansion of the Westphalian
nation-state outside of Europe as well as the difficulty of thinking beyond Western categories and
theorisations when approaching international theory.3” Key here is the overwhelming influence of
those forms of theory emanating from (and arguably constructed to further the interests of) the
United States of America. One critic, Steve Smith, has described mainstream disciplinary

international relations as

an American social science, both in terms of the policy agenda that US [United States] IR exports to

the world in the name of relevant theory and in terms of the dominant and often implicit

epistemological and methodological assumptions contained in that theory. This latter dominance is

far more insidious than the former, especially because it is presented in the seemingly neutral

language of being ‘the social science enterprise’.38

Smith draws our attention to the pretensions of scientific accuracy on the part of many
theories of the international, as well as to the ways in which they are intertwined with particular
politics, ideologies and worldviews. These processes act to influence the choice of materials used in
constructing international theory, and the ways in which those materials are used. On this point,
Anna Agathangelou and L.H.M. Ling have been sharply critical of disciplinary international theory’s
relationship with ethnographic studies and materials drawn from the disciplines of area studies and
comparative politics. They satirically characterise the ways in which the discipline of international
relations consumes such studies, calling into question the hierarchies of knowledge it creates in so
doing. At best, they assert, those working in area studies, comparative politics or ethnography are
regarded as being “native informant servants”, gathering materials from the realms of culture and
everyday life (labelled with designations such as “thick descriptions” and “low politics™) so that

established disciplinary approaches may claim exclusive rights to theorise the world in terms of

“high theory” and grand narratives.3® At worst, the insights they provide, and the materials with

3 Jim George, Discourses of Global Politics: A Critical (Re)lntroduction to International Relations (Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 1994), ix.

37 Navnita Dehera, "Reimagining IR in India: A Tentative Beginning" (paper presented at the Workshop: Why is there No
Non-Western International Relations Theory?, Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, Nanyang Technological
University, Singapore, 11-12 July 2005).

38 Steve Smith, "The Discipline of International Relations: Still an American Social Science?," British Journal of Politics and
International Relations 2, no. 3 (2000): 399.

39 Anna M. Agathangelou and L. H. M. Ling, "The House of IR: From Family Power Politics to the Poisies of Worldism,"
International Studies Review 6 (2004): 30-31.
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which they engage, are dismissed as irrelevant to the task of creating international theory. Following
this critique, one of my goals here is to demonstrate that the distinctions between what is occurring
at the grassroots of cultures and societies (on the one hand) and the ways in which the international
is theorised, consumed and debated (on the other), is at best illusory and at worst restrictive and
damaging. If we follow Donald Horowitz's assertion that “a bloody phenomenon cannot be
explained by a bloodless theory”,40 then similarly the deep and irrefutable impacts of international
politics and transnational flows on individual lives and bodies cannot be explained by theories that
only concern themselves with disembodied abstractions and depopulated landscapes.

Sankaran Krishna explores this in his insightful study of the negative consequences that
flow from international theory’s tendency to describe the world only in terms of the categories it
itself constructs and with reference only to those limited materials it regards as pertinent. While
recognising that some level of abstraction and model-building is necessary for intellectual debate to
proceed, Krishna argues for a more critical and ethical approach to the abstractions utilised in
academic work on the international. Conventional approaches, he points out, are wont to excise
entire narratives of violence, dispossession, victimhood and resistance that do not fall into the neat
categories of inter-state relations or realpolitik.4* Krishna's critical readings of international theory
also highlight the fact that those working from within postcolonial studies are definitely not of one
mind when it comes to the appropriateness of a postcolonial intervention into international theory.
Scholars such as Cynthia Weber and Roland Bleiker have warned those working in the new
humanities to keep at arms length from disciplinary international relations if they wish to preserve
the distinctive approaches and politics of postcolonial studies. They argue that IR has a long
tradition of domesticating dissent by drawing in critical paradigms - Weber points to feminism and
postmodernism - and rendering them politically impotent.42 Those more sceptical have argued that
postcolonialism should reject IR completely. The risk of losing any potential for radical change,
they argue, is simply too great. Krishna, for instance, points what he regards as the impossibility of
overcoming the dominance of Eurocentrism within existing schools of IR, arguing that
“postcolonial IR is an oxymoron — a contradiction in terms. To decolonise IR is to deschool

oneself from the discipline in its current dominant manifestations: to remember international

40 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 140.

41 Sankaran Krishna, "Race, Amnesia and the Education of International Relations," Alternatives 26, no. 4 (2001).

42 Weber, "IR: Resurrection or New Frontiers." See also: Roland Bleiker, "Forget IR Theory," Alternatives 22, no. 2 (1997),
Roland Bleiker, Popular Dissent, Human Agency and Global Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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relations, one needs to forget IR”.43

On this point, Sylvester has been more generous in her characterisation of the potential
impact of postcolonial studies on international theory as well as postcolonialism’s ability both to
overcome its own limitations and avoid the dangers of disciplinary incorporation. She argues that it
is possible for postcolonialism to overcome its preference for arid intellectual debate and contribute
to more practical and politically progressive theories of the international, even if this means
engaging with its intellectual and disciplinary others, such as development studies, international
relations or global neoliberal economics. She argues that “[i]n the spirit of hybridity, postcolonial
studies can read itself into the in-betweens of established and new disciplinary thinking and places
hyphenating itself and its knowledges, on its own many terms, with those it ostensibly despises, like
neoliberalism and developmentalism.”44

The promises and pitfalls of a postcolonial engagement with international theory shape my
own arguments here. | am very conscious that a thesis which works with materials on sexuality —
and especially one which draws upon non-Western sexualities to flesh out its arguments - has an
ethical obligation both to ensure that such materials are not fitted into existing Western parameters
of thinking and researching about sexuality and to remain aware that sexualities rarely share a
sameness when viewed in cross-cultural and transnational perspective.4 There is a critical need to
remain aware of differences: to tell those stories that have been marginalised by the characterisation
of globalization as homogenisation and which have remained on the outside of theorising about the
international. While the political sensitivity of postcolonialism to issues such as subjectivity,
hybridity or orientalism may appear of obvious relevance in exploring issues of sexuality,
approaches such as transnational and globalization studies have more often been called upon to
describe the connections between issues such as identity politics and globalizing flows.46 Yet, while
it may be a relative newcomer, postcolonial scholarship has much to offer the student of sexuality
studies.

Most obviously, this has to do with overcoming the ethnocentrism that has marked the

study of sexuality. For non-Western cultures, the story told in the mainstream of sexuality studies

43 Krishna, "Race, Amnesia and the Education of International Relations," 407.

44 Christine Sylvester, "Development Studies and Postcolonial Studies: Disparate Tales of the "Third World'," Third World
Quarterly 20, no. 4 (1999): 718. Original emphasis.

45 | have explored such issues in relation to international human rights law in Simon Obendorf, "Homosexual Rights and
the Non-Western World: A Postcolonial Reading of Homosexual Rights in International Human Rights Law," Third
World Legal Studies (1998-99).

46 Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, "Postcolonial Studies and Transnational Feminist Practices," Jouvert: A Journal of
Postcolonial Studies, http://social.chass.ncsu.edu/jouvert/v5il/grewal.htm.
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has been about the flow of ideas, sexual identities and sexual practices emanating from the West
and spread throughout the world by the devices of transnational capitalism, sexual tourism and
Western media forms. Non-Western sexual cultures, inasmuch as they have been topics of such
analytical work, have largely been provincialised through their positioning as subject to global
capitalism and Western models of sexual identity and behaviour.4” To give an example, in 1996, The
Economist magazine editorialised that gay and leshian culture was “radiating from North America
and Europe, homogenising sexual culture as it goes”.48 Since that time, a significant academic
literature has emerged, examining the creation of Western-styled sexual subjectivities in spaces
formed through the relationship of national and ethnic cultures and the social, cultural and
economic forces of transnational globalisation.49

Postcolonial studies of sexuality have begun to censure such approaches either for their
ethnocentrism or for the fact they downplay the possibility of dissent from dominant Western
models of sexual identity or behaviour on the part of members of non-Western societies and
cultures.5® As Yukiko Hanawa has argued, postcolonial approaches can go beyond the simple
identification of “indigenous or local sexuality” and point to the fact that “the terms by which the
sexual-political economy gets defined are both local and global at the same time.”5! Going still
further, the editors of a recent collection on new media forms and sexualities in Asia have drawn
upon postcolonialism’s normative politics to challenge practitioners of sexuality studies to
“contribute to the postcolonial project of ‘decentering the West' by challenging narrowly

Eurocentric forms of knowledge.” 52 They go on to assert that “[t]o take up this approach is not

47 | use the term “provincialising” in the manner suggested by Dipesh Chakrabarty when he writes of the subordination
of non-Western histories and societies to Western master narratives. Chakrabarty writes that “[flor generations now,
philosophers and thinkers shaping the nature of social science have produced theories embracing the entirety of
humanity. As we well know, these statements have been produced in relative, and sometimes absolute, ignorance of the
majority of humankind — i.e., those living in non-Western cultures”: Dipesh Chakrabarty, "Postcoloniality and the Artifice
of History: Who Speaks For "Indian" Pasts?," Representations 37 (1992): 2-3.. For a fuller, though arguably less assertive,
articulation of this thesis, see: Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).

48 "Moreover: It's Normal to Be Queer," The Economist, 6 January 1996, 84.

49 Indicative here are: Barry D. Adam, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and André Krouwel, eds., The Global Emergence of Gay and
Leshian Politics: National Imprints of a Worldwide Movement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999), Dennis Altman,
Global Sex (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2001), Dennis Altman, "The New World of 'Gay Asia'," in Asian and Pacific
Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities, Nationalities, ed. Suvendrini Perera (Bundoora: Meridian, 1995).

50 A good example of such critique is Anjali Arondeker, "Border/Line Sex: Queer Postcolonialities, or How Race Matters
Outside the United States," Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial Studies 7, no. 2 (2005): 246-49. See also: Michael
Connors, "Prefacing Research on the Global Gay," Melbourne Journal of Politics 24 (1997), Jon Binnie, The Globalization of
Sexuality (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage, 2004), 69-71.

51 Yukiko Hanawa, "Introduction," positions: east asia cultures critique 4, no. 1 (1996): viii. See also Jigna Desai, "Homo on the
Range: Mobile and Global Sexualities," Social Text 20, no. 4 (2002).

52 Chris Berry, Fran Martin, and Audrey Yue, "Introduction: Beep-Click-Link," in Mobile Cultures: New Media in Queer Asia,
ed. Chris Berry, Fran Martin, and Audrey Yue (Durham and London: Duke University of Press, 2003), 4-5. Original
emphasis.
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the same as simplistically privileging the local and the particular over the global and the universal
while leaving that dichotomy squarely in place.”53

Comments like these demonstrate postcolonialism’s ability to move into intellectual arenas
now occupied by theories of globalisation. Indeed, some critics have maintained that
postcolonialism is just a descriptor for the latest phase of globalisation:; the emergence of a world
order structured around the logic of global capitalism and transnational flows, where the encounter
with cultural or racial difference is an everyday occurrence.54 Consequently, it is important to speak
not of a grand body of postcolonial theory, but rather of a range of plural and contingent theories
about the postcolonial condition.5s The editors of the journal Postcolonial Studies have supported such

an approach, writing:

Postcolonialism...must aim to be something more than a chronological marker (after colonialism)

and something less than a global or grand theory. It is perhaps best thought of as a toolkit, a mere set

of provisional strategies, protocols and concepts, which arise out of a certain recognition of, and

approach to, difference. Needless to say, these tools get amended and reshaped according to the

disciplinary contexts and the purposes for which they are used.56

If we view postcolonialism in this way — as a toolbox of ideas, strategies and approaches —
then its utility for my current purposes become clearer. One is thus able to use a postcolonial method
in terms of a critical reading of the pasts of nations, sexual cultures and cultural relations as well as
a postcolonial politics to shape an intervention into the politics and theorising of the contemporary
international. Writing on contemporary international processes, Phillip Darby has argued that the
political dynamic of the contemporary international environment has been so configured as to
block attempts at engendering systemic change. Utilising materials on sexuality — intrinsically
embedded in everyday lives as well as in national and ethnic cultures — if approached with a
postcolonial sensibility may well represent a chance to reveal what Darby terms “politics in the
making”, a new way of thinking about the patterning of international life itself.5” Such an approach

was hinted at in a 1992 compilation entitled Nationalisms and Sexualities in which the editors wrote

that both nationalisms and sexualities

53 Ibid. Original emphasis.

5 Dirlik, "The Postcolonial Aura: Third World Criticism in the Age of Global Capitalism." See also During,
"Postcolonialism and Globalization: Towards a Historicization of Their Inter-Relation," 386-89.

5% My comments here are influenced by Rosenberg’s discussion of globalization theory in: Rosenberg, The Follies of
Globalisation Theory, 1-15.

5 Michael Dutton, Leela Gandhi, and Sanjay Seth, "The Toolbox of Postcolonialism," Postcolonial Studies: Culture, Politics,
Economy 2, no. 2 (1999): 124.

57 Phillip Darby, "Pursuing the Political: A Postcolonial Rethinking of Relations International,” Millennium: Journal of
International Studies 33, no. 1 (2004).
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remain volatile sites for condensing and displacing the ecstasies and terrors of political life. For it is

the lived crises endured by national and sexed bodies that form our most urgent priorities. These

crises are not simply opportunities for the state to activate its strategies of containment and to

reimpose its normativities. They also offer dissenting subjects the possibility of producing

contestatory practices, narratives of resistance that may reconfigure the horizons of what counts

globally today as “the politicals8

It is here that both the method and politics underpinning the thesis become more
apparent. In a recent piece, John and Jean Comaroff have argued that sexuality is becoming a
defining aspect of how both groups and individuals react to a world characterised by the dual
influences of late capitalism and a globalism that has become increasingly difficult to comprehend
or influence. “It is in these privatized terms”, they argue “that action is organized, that the
experience of inequity and antagonism takes meaningful shape.”5® Echoing this, Mark Chiang has
asserted that, “[s]exuality is obviously one important semiotic field in which social relations are
negotiated”.60 Recent scholarship has pointed to the imbrication of sexuality studies with the varied
debates, theories and approaches to the study of the international within the academe.t! Queer
sexualities even make an appearance as a potential rallying point for systemic international change
in Hardt and Negri's apocalyptic manifesto for global social and political revolution under the

banner of the multitude.62 Summarising many of the issues that these varied commentators have

grappled with, Mary John has asked,

How can we render sexuality, or the social frameworks of “sex”, intelligible, and make visible the
connections between what appear on the surface to be disparate levels of analysis?...[H]ow can we
demonstrate that considerations of sex, of men and women'’s relationships to one another and to
themselves are articulated through structures of caste, class, national culture and globalisation?63

Questions such as these connect directly with the arguments | advance here: that sexuality

can be used to hold up a mirror to the processes by which the personal connects with the

% Andrew Parker et al., "Introduction,” in Nationalisms and Sexualities, ed. Andrew Parker, et al. (New York and London:
Routledge, 1992), 14.

59 Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, "Millennial Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming," Public Culture 12,
no. 2 (2000): 305.

60 Mark Chiang, "Coming Out in the Global System: Postmodern Patriarchies and Transnational Sexualities in The
Wedding Banquet," in Q & A: Queer in Asian America, ed. David L. Eng and Alice Y. Hom, Asian American History and
Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 378.

61 Povinelli and Chauncey, "Thinking Sexuality Transnationally.", Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, "Global Identities:
Theorizing Transnational Studies of Sexuality," GLQ: A Journal of Leshian and Gay Studies 7, no. 4 (2001), Jasbir Kaur Puar,
"Circuits of Queer Mobility: Tourism, Travel and Globalization," GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 8, no. 1-2
(2002), Martin F. Manalansan, 1V., "In the Shadows of Stonewall: Examining Gay Transnational Politics and the
Diasporic Dilemma," in The Politics of Culture in the Shadow of Capital, ed. Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd (Durham and
London: Duke University Press, 1997).

62 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2004),
200.

63 Mary E. John, "Globalisation, Sexuality and the Visual Field: Issues and Non-Issues for Cultural Critique," in A Question
of Silence? The Sexual Economies of Modern India, ed. Mary E. John and Janaki Nair (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1998), 369.
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international. My task is to explore how academic approaches to the international can be
encouraged to take seriously materials on the everyday and look more deeply at what is occurring at
the grassroots of societies and communities. As Darby has argued, what is needed is the ability to
utilize methodologies gained from disciplines such ethnography, anthropology or sociology to
excavate the politics and practices of everyday life. This can assist in achieving more sensitive and
politically committed readings of contemporary processes of cultural and social change.64 Veena

Das and Arthur Kleinman, in their introduction to the volume Violence and Subjectivity, write that the

traditional appeal of ethnography has been the ability to see the social world in terms of a scale that

is commensurable with face-to-face enquiry. Yet these ethnographies reveal that larger social actors

such as the state, international organizations, and the global media, as well as transnational flows in

finance and people, are all implicated in the actualization of violence that transforms the everyday life

of local communities.65

To bring such an approach to bear upon international theory is to explore the extent to
which the politics of the international can be seen to flow from the realms of the private and the
personal. For international studies broadly constituted — and most especially for disciplinary
international relations — this is dangerous and unsettling territory. Most obviously it raises issues
about bringing alternative source materials into dialogue with the discipline. Here I am very much
influenced by the work of Gyanendra Pandey on Partition violence in India where he argues that,
while the reality of violence, war and suffering can never be adequately represented in theory or in
scholarly accounts, there is an ethical obligation to cast as wide a net as possible in garnering source
materials about such events. For Pandey, pamphlets, poems, oral narratives (and their silences) and
folk songs can say just as much about international change as can (say) the official accounts of
generals, police forces and government enquiries with which scholars and theorists are more
comfortable dealing.66 While | am, to some extent, a prisoner of language, translation and training, |
seek to bring the spirit of Pandey’s work into the studies that make up the substantive portion of
the thesis. Each of the chapters draws upon a range of materials outside of traditional scholarly
sources: fictional accounts, poetry, websites, magazines, tourist brochures, advertising ephemera,

internet discussion boards and so on. Read togther, these materials give a very different, and often

suprising, picture of contemporary world politics. Self-consciously political — and locally or

64 Darby, "Pursuing the Political," 31-32.

85 VVeena Das and Arthur Kleinman, "Introduction," in Violence and Subjectivity:, ed. Veena Das, et al. (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 2.

66 Gyanendra Pandey, "In Defense of the Fragment: Writing About Hindu-Muslim Riots in India Today," Representations
37 (1992).
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personally grounded - narratives have the potential to lead us away from the universalising,
rationalist and scientific models that have tended to pervade disciplinary international relations.6”
Feminism was perhaps the first knowledge grouping to attempt an exercise along these lines,
explicitly setting out to tell a different story of international relations: one that sought to
demonstrate the gendered nature of many of the underlying concepts within the canon.
Disciplinary international relations, with its tendency to deal in abstract and depopulated landscapes
of power and sovereignty, has arguably ignored many of the realities of a world made up of people,
places and the politics of everyday life.6¢ Bringing the core feminist assertion that “the personal is
political” into engagement with disciplinary international relations has enabled feminist scholars to
demonstrate how gendered constructs operate alongside, and often in support of, other axes of
dominance, such as class, race and ethnicity and a state-based system of international politics.

While | have deep respect for the work on the international being done under feminist
rubrics, it is important to note that many of these studies - by scholars such as LHM Ling, Geeta
Chowdhry, Sheila Nair and Christine Sylvester — address the double-barrelled category of “gender
and sexuality”.6® In all of these authors’ work, the tendency has been to concentrate on the former
part of the duo - gender - and downplay issues of sexuality. While I acknowledge that sexuality
cannot be studied in isolation from debates on gender, this thesis explicitly sets out to redress the
imbalance by concentrating primarily on sexual cultures rather than on gender systems. | am also
committed to presenting materials on gender and sexuality in such a way that does not erase or
deny their differences or incommensurabilities. There has been a tendency within studies of gender,
sexuality and the international to present materials on gender and sexuality in such a way as to
attempt to imbue them with a sense of scientific precision or disciplinary legitimacy. In Ling’s work,
for instance, some of her most interesting and provocative materials on genders and sexualities are

presented in tabular, diagrammatic or point form, seemingly devoid of cultural or personal

67 While not specifically addressing sexuality, a fine example of such a style of inquiry can be seen in: Warren Magnusson
and Karena Shaw, eds., A Political Space: Reading the Global through Clayoquot Sound (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2003). From ethnography, a sense of the possibilities inherent in such analyses can be gleaned from: Jean Comaroff
and John L. Comaroff, "Ethnography on an Awkward Scale: Postcolonial Anthropology and the Violence of
Abstraction," Ethnography 4, no. 2 (2003), Veena Das, "Trauma and Testimony: Implications for Political Community,"
Anthropological Theory 3, no. 3 (2003).

& Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics, (University of California Press,
Berkeley, 1990); Christine Sylvester, Feminist International Relations: An Unfinished Journey (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge and New York, 2002).

69 Geeta Chowdhry and Sheila Nair, eds., Power, Postcolonialism and International Relations: Reading Race, Gender and Class
(London and New York: Routledge, 2002), L. H. M. Ling, Postcolonial International Relations: Conquest and Desire between Asia
and the West (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), Sylvester, Feminist International Relations.
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context.” | remain resistant to the idea that either gender or sexuality can be merely inserted back
into the international as a broad-brush category or subject of analysis.’* They are useful areas of
enquiry, precisely because they resist such categorisation: they are messy, personally experienced
and tied up in far broader ideas of how peoples, societies and cultures experience and relate to the
international. Postcolonial readings of the international should celebrate and reflect such lack of
certainty, rather than seeking to harden categories and bring them into established modes of
thinking and doing.

Michael Dutton has explored the processes of incorporation and translation of non-
Western knowledges into artefacts deemed suitable objects for Western social “scientific” study.
While his comments are directed predominantly to the academic discipline of Asian Studies, they
have far broader significance when brought into engagement with the academic social sciences
dealing with the international. Dutton points to instances where non-Western knowledges are
either dismissed as irrational or else translated into a Western scientific idiom that strips them of
their cultural, social or religious significance and specificity. Dutton presents critique of such
processes as integral to a process of both postcolonising the domain of Asian area studies but more
significantly, to unsettling mainstream disciplinary social science disciplines’ claims to universal
explanatory power. Dutton’s choice of Asian area studies as well as his criticism of disciplinary
social science constructs — most obviously those to do with transnationalism and the international —

speaks directly to my own analysis here. He writes that,

[a]s globalization spreads, it cuts its way through different cultural and lived forms and leads to
claims not only about shared desires but also about a shared universal logic of desire. It is in
critiquing this logic, a logic now transformed into a more general “style of thought” and sometimes
spoken in the “objective” language of the contemporary social sciences, that | want to begin to speak
of a dialect of potential dissent offered from within a new type of Asian area studies. It is my
contention that, if reconfigured into a domain that speaks to, and of, the occluded heterogeneous
world of otherness, Asian area studies has the potential to send ripples of doubt through the
dominant positivist social science “stories.”72

The various studies that make up the substantive part of my dissertation explore how

sexuality might provide us with new insights into how international issues and spaces are defined,

70 An example is at Ling, Postcolonial International Relations, 151.

' Interesting parallels exist here between IR’s incorporation of feminism and its use of culture, especially following
Huntington’s famous “Clash of Civilizations” thesis: Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of
World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996).

72 Michael Dutton, "Lead Us Not into Translation: Notes toward a Theoretical Foundation for Asian Studies," Nepantla:
Views from South 3, no. 3 (2002).
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inhabited and negotiated. If we can avoid the epistemic violence associated with the entry of non-
Western and non-traditional source materials into the disciplinary fold of international studies, then
we can explore the extent to which sexuality operates as a locus of meanings to which individuals
and elites turn in order to make sense of, or communicate, issues of international resonance. This
will involve working with materials drawn from both the occluded domains of everyday cultural
otherness identified by Dutton and from the various negotiations of postcolonial modernity in a
globalizing world. And to borrow Dutton’s phraseology, if such a project can send some ripples of

doubt through dominant discursive models of the international, it will have achieved its purpose.
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PART ONE

ENGENDERING THE INTERNATIONAL
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ONE

THE NATION ON DISPLAY

At first glance the Singapore History Museum is an anomaly: its colonial architecture
appears out of place amongst the high-tech buildings of the Singapore Management University’s
new city campus and in its location at the beginning of Singapore’s world-famous retail shopping
strip, Orchard Road. Modern Singapore seems to have grown up around - and grown beyond - an
institution that began its life at the geographic and intellectual centre of British colonial life. Today,
the nearest surviving colonial buildings have been reoccupied and resignified — just down the road,
Government House is now the Istana, the official residence of Singapore’s President, and the
nearby Fort Canning, once the symbol of British military might, is now occupied by a theatrical
troupe and an up-market country club. Yet the endurance of the Singapore History Museum as a
museum can, on closer examination, be read not so much as anomalous but indicative, even
constitutive, of Singapore’s ongoing search for national identity. The Museum is a rare point of
fixity within Singapore’s ever changing urban geography. Both due to its physical location and
because of its social, political and museological functions, it is positioned between the colonial and
the postcolonial, a participant-observer of Singapore’s quest for modernity and its often-ambivalent
search for a sense of national and international legitimacy.

Thus, the Singapore History Museum provides a window onto the connections between
domestic culture and what might broadly be termed the international. The Museum began its life as
a profoundly colonial enterprise, a participant in creating and maintaining what Richards has
identified as the imperial archive: “a fantasy of knowledge collected and united in the service of
state and Empire.”t The connections between museums and the imperial project have been
explored by Nandy who argues that in the colonial museum, “one journeyed through time to view
the unfolding phases of history and culture, usually through the eyes of one’s society, nation or

state.”2 Museums, colonial and post-colonial, have always done much of the work of nationalism;

1 Thomas Richards, The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire (London and New York: Verso, 1993), 6.
2 Ashis Nandy, An Ambiguous Journey to the City: The Village and Other Odd Ruins of the Self in the Indian Imagination (New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 3.

-29 -



they encourage individual and collective identification with empire or nation-state, retelling
foundation myths, entrenching national values and helping to establish political legitimacy.3

The Singapore museum dates from 1887 when, in Queen Victoria’s Jubilee year, the British
Governor of the Straits Settlements, Sir Frederick Weld, declared open the imposing domed
building, purpose-built to house the newly created Raffles Museum and Library.4 Guidebooks of
the time describe it as “well worth a visit, for...the Museum, which is daily being enriched by
zoological, mineralogical, ethnological and archaeological collections from the Peninsula and the
Archipelago, promises to be, in time, one of the finest exhibitions of its kind in Asia.”> The
building and collections survived the World War Il Japanese occupation of Singapore and the
trauma of Singapore’s expulsion from the Malaysian federation in 1965. Upon Singapore’s
independence, the institution, still housed in the original, though now much-expanded colonial
building, was renamed the National Museum “to reflect the Museum's pivotal role in nation
building.”s In 1993, the Museum was brought under the auspices of the Singaporean government’s
National Heritage Board and again renamed, this time as the Singapore History Museum. The
institution continues to see itself as charged with a “mission to enhance the nation's identity by
presenting and interpreting Singapore's history and material culture.”?

Thus, the colonial history, both of the Singaporean nation and the Singapore museum, is of
central importance in understanding the links between external processes and the ways in which
these impact, and are consumed, within contemporary Singapore. Wee asserts that “Singapore is
probably distinct among post-colonial societies in its valorisation of the imperial past, a past of
progress it might be said.”® Ang and Stratton argue that this celebration of the imperial past
combined with Singapore’s need to distinguish itself from that past is “structurally constitutive of

Singapore as a modern national cultural entity.”® They go on to suggest that

3 Chris Healy, "Histories and Collecting: Museums, Objects and Memories," in Memory and History in Twentieth Century
Australia, ed. Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), 38.

4 G. M. Reith, Handbook to Singapore with Map, ed. William Makepeace, 2nd ed. (Singapore: Fraser and Neave Ltd, 1907),
63.

5 1bid., 41.

6 Singapore History Museum, "About the Museum," http://www.nhb.gov.sg/SHM/About_Us. See also: Gretchen Liu,
In Granite and Chunam: The National Monuments of Singapore (Singapore: Landmark Books and The Preservation of
Monuments Board, 1996).

7 Singapore History Museum, "Our Collections," http://www.nhb.gov.sqg/SHM/Collection/collection.htm.

8 C.J. W.-L. Wee, "Contending with Primordialism: The 'Modern' Construction of Postcolonial Singapore," in Asian and
Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities, Nationalities, ed. Suvendrini Perera (Bundoora: Meridian, 1995), 143. Original
emphasis.

9 len Ang and Jon Stratton, "Straddling East and West: Singapore's Paradoxical Search for National Identity," in Asian and
Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities, Nationalities, ed. Suvendrini Perera (Bundoora: Meridian, 1995), 179.
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Many aspects of Singapore’s contemporary social and political reality have been shaped precisely by

the ambivalent cultural status of the Singaporean nation-state within the modern world-system of

nation-states — an ambivalence emanating from its positioning as a country which, in a fundamental

way, is both non-Western and always-already Westernised, neither truly Western nor authentically

‘Asian’.10

Navigating this cultural ambivalence and contributing to the search for national identity
and legitimacy within an international world-system is thus a key challenge for the Singapore
History Museum. A national museum is never a mere repository of a nation’s history; it also reflects
and packages profoundly contemporary understandings of national identity and culture.l! Patrick
Boylan has suggested that, in formerly colonised states, post-independence leaders have regarded a
national defence force, a national broadcasting service, a national museum and a national university
as the four most significant institutions to communicate, maintain and reinforce conceptions of
national unity and national character.1? lvan Karp echoes this, arguing that museums are “crucibles
for forging citizens...because they are spaces for the play of identities.”23 Applying these lessons to
Singapore, Adams has asserted that “the urban museum can be construed as an instrument for
constructing urban, provincial, national, regional and even global identities...museums are not only
markers of a metropolitan landscape, they are also sites for disseminating authoritative scripts for
viewing the world.”14

These connections between postcolonial national identity and the national museum call out
for deeper scrutiny. In 1999, the National Heritage Board called for members of the public to
suggest products and artefacts representative of Singapore at the turn of the millennium. Of the
229 suggestions received, 50 items were chosen by the curators of the Singapore History Museum
to be first exhibited at the Museum and then sealed into a “Millennium Time Capsule” to be buried

in the grounds of the Museum for the first 50 years of the 21st century.15 Writing on time capsules,

Oravec has suggested that they

celebrate the present as well as the future; they create a kind of “instant history” as their creation and
internment is celebrated. This may serve to explain the popularity of time capsules in a society such

10 1bid., 179-80.

11 See generally James Michael Gore, "Representations of History and Nation in Museums in Australia and Aotearoa New
Zealand: The National Museum of Australia and the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa" (PhD Thesis, The
University of Melbourne, 2002).

12 Patrick Boylan, "Museums and Cultural Identity," Museums Journal 90, no. 10 (1990): 30.

13 lvan Karp, "On Civil Society and Social Identity," in Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture, ed. Ivan Karp,
Christine Mullen Kreamer, and Steven D. Lavine (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), 25.

14 Kathleen M. Adams, "Museum/City/Nation: Negotiating ldentities in Urban Museums in Indonesia and Singapore,” in
Theorizing the Southeast Asian City as Text: Urban Landscapes, Cultural Documents, and Interpretative Experiences, ed. Robbie B.H.
Goh and Brenda S.A. Yeoh (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd., 2003), 153-54.

15 "Encapsulating the Present," Straits Times, 25 November 1999.
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as the United States that recognizes relatively few cultural landmarks in comparison with Europe and

the Middle East. Time capsules are a “technological fix” that can serve to engineer a form of

historical legacy.16

Oravec's comments regarding the United States resonate with the comparatively brief
history of independent Singapore and the ongoing ambivalence regarding the constitution of
Singaporean national identity. The Singapore Millennium Time Capsule project, which explicitly
references officially sanctioned visions of Singaporean nationalism and identity, within the
controlled space of the Singapore History Museum is both a participant in, and a reflection of, the
debates over national identity. An example of this can be seen in the comments of the Singapore
Minister for Information and the Arts, Lee Yock Suan, who, when launching the Time Capsule
project, explicitly drew linkages between the constructions of national history and identity

encompassed by the project and external threats to the Singaporean nation.

As a small country, we will always be concerned with our water supply and our national security. The

bottom line is that no one owes us a living. Building a sense and appreciation of our own history and

origins is important as one line of defence. We need to find interesting ways of getting Singaporeans

to be aware of our past. Knowing our history is part and parcel of being a Singaporean. Our history

is our national memory through which we make sense of our present.1”

Such references to national defence and matters such as water supply and national
economic viability seem incongruous amidst the pomp of launching a major national cultural
project of self-definition and celebration such as the Time Capsule. But |1 am convinced that a
reading of the Time Capsule project offers significant insights to the ways in which Singapore
national identity continues to be constructed with reference to outside events and tropes of national
vulnerability. More significantly, however, these understandings of territorial insecurity, ambiguous
cultural and national self-identification and the tenebrous relationship between colonial histories
and an ongoing quest for modernity, are fundamentally reflected in the constitution of gendered
subjectivities in postcolonial Singapore. Beyond the policies and pronouncements of a national

government, | will be suggesting that the international politics of a postcolonial polity such as

Singapore can, in some key respects, be read off the ways in which gendered identities are

16 Jo Ann Oravec, "Time Capsules: A Cultural History," Journal of Popular Culture 37, no. 4 (2004): 736.

17 Lee Yock Suan, "Speech by Mr Lee Yock Suan, Minister for Information and the Arts and Minister for the
Environment, at the Launch Of "Singapore: A Pictorial History 1819-2000" And the Millennium Time Capsule at City
Hall Chambers," Singapore Government Press Release, Media Division, Ministry of Information and The Arts,
Government of Singapore, http.//stars.nhb.gov.sg/data//pdfdoc/1999111207.htm.
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constituted, disciplined and regulated — and the ways in which individuals themselves utilize tropes
of gender to resist and reform such authoritative, state-sanctioned identities.

For an initial example of such a connection between gendered subjectivities and the
international politics of Singapore one need look no further than the contents of the Millennium
Time Capsule. Among the exhibits (many of which were ephemera: train and bus tickets, parking
coupons, bank cards and lottery tickets) two stood out. Side by side in the exhibition catalogue
were the Singapore Airlines sarong kebaya female flight attendant’s uniform and the Singapore
Armed Forces camouflage military uniform (See Figure One).18 These uniforms immediately invoke
two profoundly gendered identities: the Singapore Girl, that iconic stewardess of the government-
owned Singapore Airlines, and the national serviceman/full-time national serviceman, the citizen-
soldier supposedly the result of two to two and a half years of compulsory fulltime military service
and ongoing part time service in the military reserves by all Singapore males. In the pages that
follow, I shall have more to say about each of these gendered identities and their imbrication with
conceptions of Singapore’s international position. What is important to note at this stage is that the
subjectivities invoked by the inclusion of these two uniforms in the Millennium Time Capsule are
not merely of domestic significance to a Singapore audience. The tag-line description of each of
these uniforms in the exhibition catalogue clearly demonstrates the broader international
connotations of each of these gendered identities, with the military uniform presented as “[c]lothing
our faithful defenders” and the female flight attendant’s uniform described as “[t]he familiar look
of our ambassadors in the sky”.1 The meanings attached to these idealised identities are thus
fundamentally international, referencing broader themes such as Singaporean national defence,
external representations of the nation and the perceived territorial vulnerability of a tiny state.
Significantly, too, these meanings are instantly recognisable locally, in Singapore, as international in
nature. The ambassadorial function of the Singapore Girl, for instance, was recognised when the
brand identity was awarded the 2003 “Outstanding Contribution to Tourism” prize in Singapore’s

18th annual Tourism Awards. The Singapore Girl was praised

for placing Singapore on the world map, and [for] her consistent contribution towards making
Singapore a world-renowned destination over the past 30 years. Singapore’s most recognisable

18 Singapore History Museum, Singapore at the Turn of the Millennium Catalogue (Singapore: Singapore History Museum,
National Heritage Board, Government of Singapore, 1999), 3-4.
19 1bid.
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ambassador, the ‘Singapore Girl' has helped to enhance the image of Singapore as a people, and

tourist destination with her warmth, hospitality and grace.20

It is these connections between domestic gendered subjectivities and the international that
| seek to tease out. | have shaped my discussion of this material around the two instances of
Singaporean gendered identity referenced in the Millennium Time Capsule — the national
serviceman and the Singapore Girl. Each of these is a productive exemplar of the ways in which
individuals, and their genders, become enmeshed both with national policies and aspirations and
with international processes. Significantly too they illustrate the ways in which these national and
international phenomena are understood, consumed and processed within contemporary Singapore
society. | have also taken this gendered, arguably heteropatriarchal, division between the two
nationalist personae as a guide in partitioning my analyses between the two chapters that make up
this section. While this is essentially a matter of organisational convenience, it does require some
explanation. Like the paired images in the Time Capsule catalogue, these two chapters form a
diptych. Following on from these introductory comments, many of the materials I introduce in the
first chapter form a bridge to the counterpart discussion of Singaporean femininity 1 compass in
the second. Similarly, much of what | have to say in that later chapter resonates and takes on added
meaning when read in conjunction with my earlier work. Like the societal division of the sexes
itself, a focus on one aspect, masculinity or femininity, is incomplete without an understanding of
how it is formed in imbrication and dialogue with its other.

The first chapter, then, situates such a broader discussion by focussing on Singapore’s
National Day parade, a patriotic ceremony in which idealised gendered subjectivities, including both
the Singapore Girl, and, more obviously, the national serviceman, are deployed, consumed and
celebrated. My discussion of the parades seeks to shed light on the ways in which concepts of
masculinity and femininity link out to broader international concerns of the Singapore state — and
how these gendered international meanings also circulate within everyday Singaporean life. It also
introduces a theme that runs through the sections that follow: the importance of addressing issues
of everyday life in the theorising and study of the contemporary international. The second part of
the chapter more closely examines the phenomenon of national service in Singapore, and the figure
of the national serviceman, as an illustration of the ways in which masculinities are profoundly

interlinked with both the international concerns of the Singapore state and with the cultural and

20 Singapore Tourism Board, "Singapore's 18th Tourism Awards Promote Unique Experiential Factors," Singapore
Tourism Board, http://app.stb.com.sg/asp/new/new03a.asp?id=943.
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ethnic politics that arise from Singapore’s position as postcolonial society, a city of the Chinese
diaspora and a multiethnic community within a predominantly Muslim Malay region.

The second of these paired chapters examines conceptions of appropriate feminine
behaviour in Singapore, using the widely recognised figure of the Singapore Girl to inform a
discussion of the ways in which cultural, national and global forces act upon the bodies of
Singapore women, as well as the ways that femininity is packaged, constructed and exploited in
Singapore’'s engagement with its outside. Here | examine the differences — and crucially, the
similarities - between globally circulating knowledges that surround Singaporean women,
epitomised by such figures as the Singapore Girl, and the political, social and domestic concerns of
Singaporean women “back home”. This chapter seeks to demonstrate how the connection between
international processes and individual gendered identity has, for a large number of Singapore
women, acted to circumscribe political activity and reinforce an essentialist understanding of
gendered behaviour which garners its authority not just from the hegemonic reach of state power,
but also from culturally and ethnically specific, as well as intrinsically transnational, influences upon
the nature of gendered subjectivities. As | will be arguing throughout both chapters, the centrality
of both the Singapore Girl and the national serviceman to widely understood and visible
conceptions of Singapore nationalism, economic prestige and international credibility, as well as
their overt pairing as representative symbols in the Millennium Capsule exhibition, makes them a
productive starting point from which to explore the ways in which gender should be regarded as of
central interest to scholars of the contemporary international.

Gender analyses have, of course, been common within the field of international relations
for some time. The pioneering work of scholars such as Cynthia Enloe and Christine Sylvester has
highlighted the ways in which disciplinary conceptual abstractions (such as sovereignty, the
Westphalian state, and a world-system of nation-states) tend to ignore, or even erase, many of the
realities of a world made up of human beings and cultural locations.2t A clear example of the kinds
of thinking that can be derived from taking seriously in studies of the international the feminist
assertion that the personal is political can be seen in a recent interview between Carol Cohn and
Cynthia Enloe, where the latter stated that “I, of course, see the “international” as embedded in the

national and in the local. And...l also see — or better have been taught by other feminists to see —

21 Christine Sylvester, Feminist International Relations: An Unfinished Journey (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1990).
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the “political” in many spaces that others imagine are purely economic, or cultural, or private.”22 It
is this very personally and culturally embedded approach to the politics of the international that |
pursue here.

Approaching gender in this way also contributes to the thesis’ broader project of bringing
approaches from the realm of sexuality studies to bear on the contemporary politics of the
international. It is, perhaps, self-evident that gender and sexuality are intrinsically bound to one
another. Jeffrey Weeks has argued that “the elaboration of sexual difference has been central to the
subordination of women, with sexuality not only reflecting but being constitutive in the
construction and maintenance of the power relationship between men and women. Sexuality is
fundamentally gendered.”22 A focus on genders and sexualities also serves the purpose of
highlighting the international, colonial and disparate power relations acting upon individual bodies.
As Homi Bhabha puts it, “the body is always simultaneously inscribed in both the economy of
pleasure and desire, and the economy of discourse, domination and power.”2¢ The connections
between power, gender and sexuality have been explored in the extensive literature on nationalism
and gender/sexuality. Tamar Mayer, in the introduction to the edited collection Gender Ironies d

Nationalism argues that;

The nation is composed of sexed subjects whose “performativity” constructs not only their own

gender identity but the identity of the whole nation as well. Through repetition of accepted norms

and behaviors — control over reproduction, militarism and heroism, and heterosexuality — members

help to construct the privileged nation; equally, the repetitive performance of these acts in the name

of the nation helps to construct gender and sexuality.2

Here, Mayer references Judith Butler’s important, if sometimes overly opaque, work on the
performative nature of gender.26 Butler, following Simone de Beauvoir’s famous assertion that “one
is not born a woman, but rather becomes one”?7 believes that gender, far from referencing the

innate essence of a sexed body, emerges as a result of the repetition of words, acts, gestures and

22 Carol Cohn and Cynthia Enloe, "A Conversation with Cynthia Enloe: Feminists Look at Masculinity and the Men Who
Wage War," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 4 (2003): 1188.

23 Jeffrey Weeks, Making Sexual History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 132.

24 Homi K. Bhabha, "The Other Question: Difference, Discrimination and the Discourse of Colonialism," in Literature,
Politics and Theory, ed. Francis Barker, et al. (London and New York: Methuen, 1986), 150.

25 Tamar Mayer, "Gender Ironies of Nationalism: Setting the Stage," in Gender Ironies of Nationalism: Sexing the Nation, ed.
Tamar Mayer (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 5.

26 See, for example, Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York and London: Routledge,
1990), 134-41, Judith Butler, "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory," Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (1988).

27 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Bantam, 1952), 249. See also Monique Wittig, "One Is Not Born a
Woman," in The Straight Mind and Other Essays, ed. Monique Wittig (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992).
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desires which “produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but produce this on the surface of
the body, through the play of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing
principle of identity as a cause.”28 She goes on to argue that such “acts, gestures, enactments,
generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise
purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other
discursive means.”?9 Significant work has been undertaken on the ways in which this performance
of gender within the postcolonial nation-state is scripted with reference to overriding imperatives of
state survival and national biological and cultural reproduction.30 The simultaneously authoritative

and creative nature of these gender scripts was recognised by Butler herself when she wrote that

as a strategy of survival within compulsory systems, gender is a performance with clearly punitive

consequences. Discrete genders are part of what “humanizes” individuals within contemporary

culture; indeed we regularly punish those who fail to do their gender right. Because there is neither

an “essence” that gender expresses or externalizes nor an objective ideal to which gender aspires, and

because gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and without those

acts, there would be no gender at all.3!

Yet while the implications for citizens and subjects of these authoritative, and often
exclusionary, gender codes have been comprehensively explored, less attention has been paid to the
ways in which gender is constituted as a category which is shaped by both personal and national
interactions with the international. Nations, and nationalisms, among the chief arbiters of the
distinction between self and other, thus become of central significance to a study of the
internationalised dimensions of gendered subjectivities. Nations are neither constructed, nor
maintained, in a gender-neutral fashion.32 As Anne McClintock aptly states: “All nationalisms are
gendered, all are invented and all are dangerous...dangerous in the sense that they represent
relations to political power and to the technologies of violence.”33 Connell has argued that gender

acts to link “other fields of social practice to the nodal practices of engendering, childbirth and

parenting”3* — concerns that have long occupied political elites in postcolonial societies. It is these

28 Butler, Gender Trouble, 136. Original emphasis.

29 |bid. Original emphasis.

30 Nira Yuval-Davis, Gender and Nation (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1997), 21-25, Mayer,
"Gender Ironies of Nationalism: Setting the Stage."

31 Butler, Gender Trouble, 139-40.

32 Georgina Waylen, Gender in Third World Politics (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1996), 14-17, Andrew Parker et al.,
"Introduction," in Nationalisms and Sexualities, ed. Andrew Parker, et al. (New York and London: Routledge, 1992), 5-9,
Kumari Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World (London and New Delhi: Zed Books and Kali for
Women), 1-24.

33 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (London and New York: Routledge,
1995), 352.

34 R. W. Connell, Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 140.
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processes that | explore in these paired chapters, with reference to materials from Singapore. Much
research has been carried out on the ways in which gender and sex are key sites where the
postcolonial state has attempted, through its role in shaping the very categories of gender and
sexuality, to both discipline bodies and to control biological and cultural reproduction.3s | argue
here that this process, which Ong and Peletz have termed “body politics”36, is never merely
domestic; the state’s involvement in the scripting of gendered identities is always conducted with
reference to broader international considerations.

Yet | am also cautious of over-privileging the role of the state — ever a temptation for
scholars of contemporary Singapore — in this process. The ways in which gender is scripted are
rarely open to direct control or manipulation, either by subjects themselves or by political
abstractions such as nationalism or the state. Maila Stivens has cautioned scholars working on
gender in Southeast Asian studies against viewing the state as a “monolithic patriarchal entity” and
to recognise that the relationship between gender and the state is never one of direct gender
subordination, but rather a contested site of negotiation and dialogue.3” Accordingly, I discuss here
the ways in which sexual and gendered identities are constructed in social matrices impacted by
both international flows but also domestic (and of course internationally impacted) considerations
such as class, nationalism, ethnicity and culture. | also hope to demonstrate that despite the well-
documented penetration of patriarchal structures of state control into aspects of Singaporean
everyday life that significant possibilities do exist for dissenting voices, positions and subjectivities
to emerge.38 To return to Butler's concept of performative gender, | argue here that in performing
and resisting dominant gender scripts, Singaporean men and women both enact and embody
Singapore — and that the gendered identities that find expression within postcolonial Singapore are
an important site whereby Singapore’s international politics become apparent in the conduct and

nature of Singaporean everyday life.

35 M. Jacqui Alexander, "Erotic Autonomy as a Politics of Decolonization: An Anatomy of Feminist and State Practice in
the Bahamas Tourist Economy," in Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures, ed. M. Jacqui Alexander and
Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Thinking Gender (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 65, Geraldine Heng and Janadas
Devan, "State Fatherhood: The Politics of Nationalism, Sexuality and Race in Singapore,” in Nationalisms and Sexualities,
ed. Andrew Parker, et al. (New York and London: Routledge, 1992).

3 Aihwa Ong and Michael G. Peletz, "Introduction," in Bewitching Women, Pious Men: Gender and Body Politics in Southeast
Asia, ed. Aihwa Ong and Michael G. Peletz (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995), 5-7.

37 Maila Stivens, "Why Gender Matters in Southeast Asian Politics," in Why Gender Matters in Southeast Asian Politics, ed.
Maila Stivens, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia (Clayton: Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1991),
18.

38 For the classic — and much cited - study of Singaporean state patriarchy see Heng and Devan, "State Fatherhood."
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In the sections that follow, | present a number of illustrative examples to illuminate the
ways in which Singaporean gendered subjectivities reflect broader international themes and flows.
While many of my examples may appear, at first glance, to be (in the words of Singapore’s newly
launched tourism brand strategy) “Uniquely Singapore”,3® | am not persuaded by those scholars
who believe that Singapore’s particularity implies that analyses of Singaporean materials are not
applicable in other contexts.40 My focus in these two chapters remains squarely on Singapore, yet
the arguments raised here are equally applicable to the postcolonial condition in a host of other
developing or newly industrialised societies, and indeed, to the First World itself. The
internationalised dimensions of gender performativity, whether they be reflected in specifically
Singaporean figures like the Singapore Girl or the national serviceman, or referenced in more
obviously transnational figures such as the mother, the urban career woman, or the gay man or

lesbian, makes gender performativity a vital site for investigation by students of the international.

3 Singapore Tourism Board, "Brand Overview: Destination Singapore," Singapore Tourism Board,
http://app.stb.com.sg/asp/des/des05.asp.

40 For an example of such thinking see: Clark D. Neher, Southeast Asia in the New International Era, 4th ed. (Boulder and
Cumnor Hill: Westview Press, 2002), 174. Neher argues that ‘Singapore’s singularity does not allow for meaningful
comparison with other countries. Indeed Singapore is an exception in Southeast Asia in terms of culture, ethnicity,
geography, state capacity and level of economic development.” See also Nirmala PuruShotam’s critical discussion of
Singaporean particularity: Nirmala PuruShotam, "'Woman' as Boundary: Raising the Communitarian against Critical
Imaginings," Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 3, no. 3 (2002): 337.
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FIGURE ONE: DETAIL FROM “SINGAPORE AT THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM”

ExXHIBITION CATALOGUE, PAGES 3-4

Source: Singapore History Museum. 1999. Singapore at the Turn of the Millennium Catalogue. Singapore: Singapore History
Museum, National Heritage Board, Government of Singapore.

The familiar look of our ambassadors in the sky...

The SIA Sarong Kebaya

Clothing our faithful defenders...

NS Uniform
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Two

A UNIFORM STATE?

I had a small part in a

Big show of a great little nation
My uniformed mates and | were
To march out, swing left,

Turn twice, and get off the grounds
In twenty seconds flat.
Meanwhile the music boomed,
The lasers splashed,

And the darkened crowds hit
A new high of pre-planned,
Programmed excitement.

Later at home, my mother replayed
The video tape five times

But couldn’t tell her tiny toy-
Soldier son from any of the rest.
“That one is me,” | said,
Pointing at the screen.

I couldn’t be sure.

Still, we laughed and clapped
Our hands like children,
Knowing that it was not
Supposed to matter.t

- Gilbert Koh

Gilbert Koh's poem, “National Day Parade™ depicts the thoughts of a young Singaporean
national serviceman regarding his participation, as part of a military unit, in one of Singapore’s
spectacular independence day parades. These parades are held annually, either at the historically
significant Padang (field) near Singapore’s colonial City Hall and Supreme Court buildings or at the
National Stadium.2 The presentation of the parades has been identified as a strategy by political

elites in Singapore to both craft appropriate national identities and to strengthen popular support

1 Gilbert Koh, "National Day Parade," in From Boys to Men: A Literary Anthology of National Service in Singapore, ed. Koh
Buck Song and Umej Bhatia (Singapore: Landmark Books, 2002), 96.

2 Stephen Tan argues that these venues are “‘representational space’; the Padang which is located in the colonial
administrative core with its neoclassical architecture, and the National Stadium which represented the strides Singapore
has made since its Independence’: Stephen Yunn Gwang Tan, Engineering a Nation: Fascist Vision after WWII (School of
Communication, Simon Fraser University, accessed 7 July 2004); available from
http://www.sfu.ca/~stana/files/papers/fascist.pdf. See also: Lily Kong and Brenda S.A. Yeoh, "The Construction of
National Identity through the Production of Ritual and Spectacle: An Analysis of National Day Parades in Singapore,”
Political Geography 16, no. 3 (1997): 219-24. The historical significance of National Day parades held on the Padang is
depicted on a former Singapore one dollar bank note: Monetary Authority of Singapore, Bird Series - $1 (Monetary
Authority of Singapore, 2003, accessed 24 June 2004); available from
http.//www.mas.gov.sg/masmcm/bin/ptlSingapore_Circulation_Notes_Bird_Series__11_P.htm.
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for government ideologies and the political status quo.? Indeed, the Parade organisers are extremely
open about this aspect of the Parade’s raison d’étre. On the official National Day parade website for
2004,4 one feature essayist writes that “there is a need for the rituals of patriotism, so as to galvanise
an entire nation into remembering our past, to celebrate the present and to remind us that the
future is yet to be.” Commenting on the tendency for the Parade to highlight or refer to key
moments in Singapore’s history, she goes on to assert that “[b]y writing history in this manner, the
idea of nationality is made definitive and official.”® While some commentators have, in recent years,
identified a shift in the visible role played by the military in these parades (from one of
demonstrating military might through the parading of armoured vehicles and weaponry to one of
emphasising the combat skills and professional discipline of military personnel through
demonstrations such as skydiving, parachuting and choreographed bayonet drillsé) the Parade, both

in its presentation and its organisation, remains a thoroughly military affair.?

[AJll national day parades have been a military enterprise, planned annually by colonels and
lieutenant-colonels, led by sergeant majors, marched, staged and performed by soldiers. Even the
glossy souvenir programme is produced by the Ministry of Defence. The sequence of each National
Day parade follows the logic of a military protocol: a school choir sings; hundreds of provost guards
march; ministers arrive; spectators stand as the prime minister appears; guards salute as the president
arrives with a fanfare; the national anthem is played; the president inspects the guards; the show
begins with gun salutes, military stunts, fly-past, drive-past, and march-past. In this schema, the
highlights are always some military display, while civilians and students trail behind in the last half-
hour of floats, show and dance.8

Kong and Yeoh have explored the ways in which the national identities that are consumed
in, and constructed through, the staging of this elaborate national ritual are marked by “an acute

awareness of the need to survive in a neighbourhood of regional hostility”.® This gives rise, they

argue, to the “military flavour of [the] parades, asserting the capabilities of a small island in

3 Lily Kong and Phua Siew Chye, "ldeology, Social Commentary and Resistance in Popular Music: A Case Study of
Singapore," Journal of Popular Culture 30, no. 1 (1996): 221.

4 NDP 04 EXCO, National Day Parade 2004 (NDP 04 EXCO, 2004, accessed 8 July 2004); available from
http://www.ndp.org.sg/.

5 Claire Tan, To Share a History Is to Share an Identity (NDP 04 EXCO, 2004, accessed 8 July 2004); available from
http://www.ndp.org.sg/oursingapore/articles/ sharehistory.html. Ignoring a history of Aboriginal dispossession, Tan also
draws parallels between the construction of nationalism in Singapore and in Australia, arguing incorrectly that Australia’s
national holiday, Australia Day, commemorates the birth of ‘one of those rare states not borne [sic] out of conflict and
bloodshed.’

6 Kong and Yeoh, "The Construction of National Identity," 224-225, Irvin Fang Jau Lim, "Imag(in)ing Citizenship: Live-
Telecasting a Nation on Parade '93," in Reading Culture: Textual Practices in Singapore, ed. Phyllis G. L. Chew and Anneliese
Kramer-Dahl (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1999), 126.

7 Singapore International Foundation, National Day Parade as Logistics Exercises (Singapore International Foundation, Oct-
Dec 2002, accessed 14 July 2004); available from http://www.sgezine.com.sg/centrepiece/1002ns1.html.

8 Leong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation: National Day Parades in Singapore (Singapore: Department of Sociology, National
University of Singapore, 1999), 5-6.

9 Kong and Yeoh, "The Construction of National Identity," 236.
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defence.”10 This aspect of the parade has perhaps been captured best by Devasahayam, who argues
that the National Day parade, held annually on 9 August (the date of Singapore’s expulsion from
the Malaysian Federation in 1965) is a symbolic dialogue with Malaysia in which Singapore, in an
overt display of sabre-rattling, demonstrates its military might both to Malaysia and to other
regional powers.1!

Koh's poem — with its references to the author and his “uniformed mates” marching in the
“big show of a great little nation” — captures much of the tenor of these analyses but it is also a
deeply personal response to the enforced homogeneity of military and national identities as well as
a comment on the ways nationalist propaganda serves the ends of social control in, and for, the
modern state. This personal response is informed not only by the author’s participation in the
conceptions of identity reinforced and celebrated by the parade, but also by a critical personal
reflection on those identity formations and the methods used to compel adherence to them.
References to “toy soldiers”, to the submersion of the self in both the military unit and the nation,
and to the crowd reaching new heights of “pre-planned, | programmed excitement” suggest a mode
of reading Singapore’s preoccupations with domestic social control and international vulnerability
that begins not with the state, but starts with, and works out from, the individual.

The fact that these insights can be derived through critical reading of a piece of
contemporary Singapore poetry demonstrates the nexus between literature and personal responses
to the international. Phillip Darby has argued that “many facets of the relations between societies
can be related to lived experience”!2 and further that “literature’s concentration on the personal can
be a corrective to international relations’ preoccupation with aggregates, its mechanistic
presumptions about international processes and its positivist approach to outcomes.”3 Allied to
these opportunities are the benefits that might flow from the application, to real events and to
everyday life, of modes of enquiry drawn from textual analysis.’4 Gender analysis comes

immediately to the fore, here. Scholars working in postcolonial literary studies have long drawn on

10 1bid.

11 Theresa Wilson Devasahayam, “Happy Birthday Singapore: An Analysis Of "ldentities" In the National Day Parade”
(MA Thesis, Ohio University, 1990), 50. Cited in Leong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation, 7. Kong and Yeoh further argue
that the military aspects of the parades are ‘an occasion to show Singaporeans and the world that although the island was
small and the population inconsiderable it had every intention to defend itself against external threats.”: Kong and Yeoh,
"The Construction of National Identity," 224.

12 Phillip Darby, The Fiction of Imperialism: Reading between International Relations and Postcolonialism (London and Washington:
Cassell, 1998), 41.

13 1bid., 42.

14 An interesting textual analysis of the television presentation of the National Day Parade of 1993 can be found in: Lim,
"Imag(in)ing Citizenship."
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literary materials to illustrate the ways in which external and internal exercises of power and
hegemony have acted to shape gendered subjectivities within postcolonial polities. Central has been
the work by Partha Chatterjee on postcolonial nationalism, in which he draws upon Indian
literature, drama and autobiography to illustrate the ways in which the constructions of nationhood
and nationalisms have been complicit in the subordination of women and the allocation of specific
nationalistic tasks to binomially defined gender roles. Under such a model, men occupy the public
domain, owning, administering, and defending the nation, while women, emplaced in the private
space of the home, are symbolically representative of the nation, repositories of its culture, language
and customs, and guardians of its future viability through the production of babies and the
transmission of cultural knowledge from mother to child.ts

As should by now be apparent, this chapter, while reliant on the work of scholars such as
Chatterjee, is somewhat different from the types of readings they present. Obviously those
gendered identities included in the vision of Singapore presented by the National Day parade are
imbued with a certain nationalistic flavour and political utility. Yet the parade’s significance is not
merely due to its position as a state scripted ritual. As a reading of Koh's poem suggests, the parade
references idealised, state-endorsed visions of everyday life and gendered subjectivity. Yet it is also a
space in which Singaporeans participate in and consume such identities and messages. And it is
such a dialogue between the elite and the everyday — marked by processes of resistance, cooption
and volunteerism - that acts to shape the nature and contours of Singaporean everyday life. What |
am interested in exploring here is how, or to what extent, everyday life might stand as a productive
site of analysis for those interested in unpacking, or gaining new perspectives, on the penetration of
international issues into Singaporean everyday life; on the ways in which the international concerns
of the Singapore state are reflected, consumed and played out both in domestic policies and in
everyday settings; and the ways in which the international can be theorised not merely from the
familiar analytical standpoints of state and nation but in ways that build out from individuals,
subjectivities and the processes of everyday life. Given the impact that feminist analyses have had
on encouraging more progressive studies of the international, it seems clear that gender categories

are a productive entry point to such an exploration — allowing one to read the ways in which

15 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1993), Chapter 6. See also: Philip Holden, "Coda," in Imperial Desire: Dissident Sexualities and Colonial Literature, ed. Phillip
Holden and Richard J. Ruppel (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 311-317.

-44 -



national policies, cultural settings and global flows give rise to gendered subjectivities that act to
write certain internationalised meanings onto the bodies of postcolonial subjects.

Such readings are almost inevitably coloured by Foucault’s analysis of the construction of
docile bodies by the state in Discipline and Punish.16 Foucault starts with the constructed nature of
both the soldier's obedience to orders and his physical bearing to lead into an examination of the
ways in which the state has come to regard citizens’ bodies as targets of power and objects of
discipline and coercion. Key to this construction of bodily subjectivity (the treatment of individual
and group identities as “something that can be made; out of a formless clay”'?) is the thorough
militarization of society through institutions such as schools, the military, prisons and other
agencies of state control.’8 Once rendered docile and compliant the citizen’s body can then be
made functional, “subjected, used, transformed and improved.”!® While Foucault’s illustrative
examples are drawn from military, educational, medical and industrial institutions, he cursorily
acknowledges gendered and racial subjectivities, remarking in a footnote that “other examples
might have been taken from colonization, slavery, and child rearing.”20 Here it is possible to
conceive of a dialogue linking colonial discourse analysis, postcolonial studies and studies of gender
and sexuality. Such a dialogue might shed significant light on the ways international flows of change
and exchange impact on subjects in ways that are both individual and mediated through the
structure of the nation-state.

Discipline, to the ends of docility and productivity is, according to Foucault, enacted by the
state through spatial partition and enclosure, the inscription of certain spaces as productive, the
control of bodily activity and the definition and enforcement of ideals of physical beauty and
productivity as well as through the imposition of concepts of personal development as linear
progression and the creation of self-regulating social groups with their own hierarchies.2! Yet it
seems that Foucault’s concepts — both in their original European historical setting, but also in their
applicability to a contemporary postcolonial world - suggest a compulsion to action and to
discipline that exerts itself from outside the state and is international in nature. Inasmuch as

structures such as Westphalian statehood, state nationalism, global economic systems and realist

16 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, 1st American ed. (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1977), 135-169

17 1bid., 135.

18 |bid., 168. See also Foucault’s trenchant critique of fascism: Michel Foucault, "Introduction,” in Anti-Oedipus:
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (New York: Viking, 1977).

19 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 136.

20 |bid., 141fn.

21 |bid., 141-65.
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understandings of state security (guaranteed through legitimised systems of inter- and intra-state
violence) form part of the agreed terms of international relations and the shared logic of a global
community of states, then such concerns cannot fail but to be reflected in a state’s internal politics
and the social formations which are subject to such politics. For a small state such as Singapore,
these forces are perhaps more keenly felt than in other postcolonial societies. The familiar
Singaporean tropes of national vulnerability - struggling against the odds, the questionable viability
of an island city-state without a national hinterland, military insecurity, economic exposure to the
ebbs and flows of global capital, a small population and a tiny geographical landmass with negligible
natural resources - all contribute to this phenomenon. Disciplining bodies in Singapore might be
justified as of service to the nation, but the impetus to do so is, more often than not, derived from,
and explained with reference to, the external.

Leong’s critique of the Singapore National Day parades demonstrates the ways in many of
these disciplining methodologies are deployed within the space of the parades and highlights the
overtly gendered nature of the subjectivities created in, and displayed by, the parades. He writes

that

The military drill and march symbolize the nation in its orderliness, discipline and obedience under a

controlling center....Their unique identities submerged and drowned in uniform, the soldiers assume

the psyche of a collective conscience as they parade in a series of formations that are artfully

coordinated.... The militarization of National Day parades renders the parade a ritual of power and

hierarchy, dramatizes the state’s monopoly of force, personifies the nation by underscoring values of

order, discipline and regimentation, and reassures the populace in the face of anxiety. In addition, the

militarization of the parade masculinizes the nation.22

The most obvious connection between constructions of individual and state masculinity,
nationalism and the parade can be identified in the participation of both full time and operationally
ready/reservist national servicemen in the parade. We have already seen the ways in which military
display is not merely a patriotic spectacle but also a demonstration to Singapore’s international
neighbours of the island’s security and defence capabilities. Gender is an integral part of this
picture. ““National service” in Singapore” writes Leong, “is clearly a gendered term referring to the
military conscription of male youths”.23 Enforced participation in a National Day parade, as part of

either a marching contingent or organisational group, is a common experience for Singaporean

men: “army boys are compelled to represent their units, to put up the stages, to marshal the crowds

22| eong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation, 7-8.
23 1bid., 8.
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or to clean up the aftermath”.24 Those appearing in the Parade itself are subject to special scrutiny:
“The men selected for the Guard of Honour must be around 1.68m tall and look smart in their
ceremonial dress. No bow legs and better yet, if spectacles can be done away with for the
occasion.” 25 Yet the militarization of the state, and the international messages depicted in the
parade are communicated in ways that extend far beyond the mere involvement of the armed
forces. The participation of youth uniformed groups, civilian contingents represented by
government appointees, and private organisations led by males who are identified by their military
ranks and roles as reservist national servicemen further contributes to the militarization process.26
The running order for the 2004 parade, shows that, in addition to the large military presence, those
marching included uniformed youth groups such as the National Cadet Corps, the National Police
Cadet Corps, the Singapore Scouts Association, the Singapore Girl Guides Association, the Boys
Brigade and the Girls Brigade and civilian groups such as the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP)
and the government-linked National Trade Unions Congress (NTUC).27

Other gendered and international meanings also circulate within the parade and in the way
it is constituted. Most notable here are the roles played by women in the parade. In the ceremonial
aspects of the parade, dominated by the military (which in turn, through compulsory male
conscription, is an almost exclusively male preserve), women are largely absent and, where present,
participate as members of uniformed groups such as the Girl Guides and the Girls Brigade, or as

members of civilian defence organisations. Leong sardonically notes:

There is no feminine analogue to “national service”; if there were, the most likely candidate would be

a contingent of pregnant women marching in university gowns and mortarboards. Graduate mothers

who procreate in line with the eugenic policy that the more educated a woman is, the more children

she should have, would be deemed to have executed their duties and responsibilities of “national

service”.28

Yet feminine identities do figure in the representations of nation that are packaged for and
constituted around the National Day celebrations. Most obviously this can be seen in the far greater
level of women's participation in those sections of the parade following the ceremonial review and

military manoeuvres and drills. These sections, more show-like and celebratory in nature, involve

24 1bid., 11. See also Kong and Yeoh, "The Construction of National Identity," 234.

25 Koh Boon Pin and Lee Geok Boi, Shoulder to Shoulder: Our National Service Journal (Singapore: Ministry of Defence
(Singapore), 2002), 138.

26 | eong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation, 6.

27 NDP 04 EXCO, National Day Parade 2004 - People: UYOs and Civilian Organisations (NDP 04 EXCO, 2004, accessed 8
July 2004); available from http://www.ndp.org.sq/ndp04/the_ndp/pnc3_uyo.html.

28 | eong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation, 8.
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Singaporean children, youth groups, musicians, cultural performances, fireworks displays and video
presentations. It appears that only once the masculine rituals of the nation have been performed,
and the soldiers have left the parade field, are women, children and Singaporean cultural life
allowed to take to the stage. The masculinization of issues of politics and defence stands in stark
contrast with the feminisation of culture, ethnicity, child-rearing and the arts. This immediately calls
to mind the vignette with which | presented in my opening remarks to this section of the thesis: the
counterpoised national service camouflage uniform and the Singapore Airlines sarong kebaya in the
Millennium Time Capsule catalogue. Because, almost inevitably, the Singapore Girl has her part to
play in representing nation at National Day — and references a deeply international set of meanings.
Reading the images of the Singapore Girl presented in a video presentation designed for screening
in the lead-up to and during the National Day parade, Peterson notes that “Singapore Airlines and
the ubiquitous “Singapore Girl” project a positive international image of the country.”2® Indeed the
correlation of femininity with culture links the Time Capsule with the parade in other ways. Among
the other items included in the Time Capsule was a selection of clothes described in the catalogue
as “some of our ethnic costumes...symbols of our multicultural society”.30 What is significant is
that the clothes included in the time capsule — a cheongsam, a baju kurong, a sari and a sarong kebaya -
are all examples of women'’s clothing, drawn from some of the various ethnic groups that constitute
Singapore. Culture, here, is explicitly feminised, in comparison with the gestures towards a
masculine modernity referenced by the inclusion of the camouflage uniform3! Similarly the
National Day parades present culture and ethnic identity as subordinate to the affairs of the state,
co-opted in the service of nationalist economic and ideological goals. Indeed, the increasing
duration and significance of those portions of the parade that involve cultural performances and
more overt celebrations has been identified as part of a strategy by political elites in Singapore to
win popular consent for state policies and to further contribute to the creation of nationalist

identities.32 The feminisation of culture thus serves the dual purpose of ensuring that ethnic

29 William Peterson, Theater and the Politics of Culture in Contemporary Singapore (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
2001), 77.

30 Singapore History Museum, Singapore at the Turn of the Millennium Catalogue (Singapore: Singapore History Museum,
National Heritage Board, Government of Singapore, 1999), 5.

31 It is interesting to note that the ethnic clothes are described in the exhibition catalogue as ethnic costumes. There seems
to be a distinct division drawn between economically and militarily “useful” identities such as those referenced by the
military uniform and the Singapore Airlines uniform (note that these are both uniforms) and those from the realm of
culture which are feminised and deemed essentially theatrical, referencing an past marked by ethnicity and cultural
division as opposed to a future of modernity and economic development under the umbrella of the “multiracial” nation
state.

32 eong Wai Teng, Consuming the Nation, 3-4.
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identities do not emerge as rivals to a stable national identity based on “secular, non-cultural
national values”33 as well as rendering culture of economic value in terms of ongoing state cohesion
and as a tourist commodity.

The bodies disciplined and displayed to meet the challenges of Singapore’s international
position and contribute to its economic growth, internal stability and cohesion occupy both male
and female subjectivities. And while dissenters are never made a part of National Day
celebrations,34 it is also possible to see how the construction of gendered subjectivities within
Singapore both regulates and shapes modes of dissent and informs any challenge to state
hegemony. In the latter part of this chapter | turn to a specific instance of Singaporean state
involvement in the constitution and disciplining of masculine subjectivities — and some specific
performances of masculinity in Singapore. In each of these instances, it is possible to see how the
disciplining and militarization of Singapore society creates gendered subjectivities that specifically
engage many aspects of Singapore’s international position, foreign policies and economic pursuits.
Singaporean masculinities are thus a very different, but no less useful, point of analysis for students
of the international than the more conventional disciplinary concerns of state behaviour,

diplomacy, strategic considerations, trade relations or national capacity.

The continuance of national service, that system of universal male conscription and military
training in Singapore, is most commonly justified by the Singapore government as being required to
secure the country’s territorial sovereignty through the provision of a credible defence force able to
deter aggression and ensure decisive victory should conflict arise.3 Given Singapore’s small
geographical size, dependence on neighbouring states for basic resources and a population of
citizens and permanent residents of just four million, compulsory military service is presented as

the only viable means of providing such national defensive capability.3¢ Yet, despite such concerns,

33 Kong and Yeoh, "The Construction of National Identity," 231.

34 1bid.; 228.

35 Dan Yock Hau, "Conscription and Force Transformation," Pointer: Journal of the Singapore Armed Forces 29, no. 4 (2003).
36 Tim Huxley, Defending the Lion City: The Armed Forces of Singapore (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 2000), The Singapore
Army, Our Army: The Decisive Force - About Our Army (Government of Singapore, 2003, accessed 16 July 2004); available
from http://www.mindef.gov.sg/army/about.htm, "SAF Now Leaner, More Capable,” The Straits Times, 16 June 2004,
Philippe Regnier, Singapore: City State in South-East Asia, trans. Christopher Hurst (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press,
1991), 254, Derek da Cunha, "Defence and Security: Evolving Threat Perceptions,” in Singapore in the New Millennium:
Challenges Facing the City-State, ed. Derek da Cunha (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2002).
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regularly communicated to the public by the ruling People’s Action Party government, and
performed in rituals such as the National Day parades, conscription of the male population into the
armed and civil defence forces is not directed solely to the end of national defence. The
phenomenon of national service acts to create and reinforce certain aspects of Singaporean social,
political and economic life that link individual subjects to profoundly international concerns of the
Singapore state.

Most obviously, national service presents national sovereignty, territorial integrity and even
ownership of the state, as gendered: an individual and collective responsibility of Singapore men.
This process is perhaps best captured in Darren Shiau’s coming-of-age novel Heartland. In a scene
immediately following the protagonist’s conscription into military service, a group of recruits are
taken to a vantage point on Singapore’s Pulau Tekong, the offshore island where the initial basic
military training course is conducted. Having been both symbolically set apart from the everyday
life of Singapore society (through the rituals of military induction) and physically isolated from it
(by confinement to the island military camp) the recruits, with their platoon commander, look back

to the Singapore mainland.

Gentlemen, what you have before you is the country you are going to defend. On it are your families

and your girlfriends. And what me, your platoon sergeant and your section commanders will train

you to do in the next few months is to defend it...Remember — don’t do this for anybody. Do it for

yourself. Take your tour of duty seriously because you believe you want to keep Singapore safe.37

Here, the masculinism of the commander’s address to the new conscripts is combined with
a feminising of the physical space of the Singapore nation and its identification as the location of
women, family and social life. While issues of family and of women'’s roles are described in more
detail below, the fictional excerpt also demonstrates the extent to which territorial vulnerability and
border protection are abiding preoccupations within Singaporean politics, referenced in the
individual person of the national serviceman produced by military training. Charlotte Hooper has
suggested that the discipline of international relations “has played an important part in not only
reflecting and legitimating specific masculinities, but also in constructing and defining them.”38 She
goes on to suggest that Anglo-American (and by extension, forms of colonial and postcolonial)
masculinities have always been shaped by “an encounter with the “international” realm beyond the

borders of the state and/or “civilization” and that this encounter gives rise to certain ideal

37 Daren V. L. Shiau, Heartland, Advance reading ed. (Singapore: Ethos Books, 2001), 103-4.
38 Charlotte Hooper, Manly States: Masculinities, International Relations and Gender Politics (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2001), 219.
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masculine types such as the citizen-warrior, the bourgeois rational man and the patriarch.3?
Singapore servicemen are trained not just to defend the territorial sovereignty of the Singapore state
by force of arms but also to understand, in almost classically realist terms of reference, the
supposed external challenges Singapore faces in its international relations. Such an education in the
realpolitik of international relations acts to inform and shape Singapore masculinities and it can be
argued that it gives rise, within Singapore society, to many of the ideal masculine types Hooper
identifies.

This is not, however, a purely post-independence phenomenon. The shaping of colonial
masculinities in Singapore, and that process’ connection to military service and conscription, has a
long history. As we have already seen, contemporary Singapore’s relationship with its colonial past
is ambivalent and multifaceted. Conscription in Singapore was first introduced not by the post-
independence leadership but by the British administration and even prior to the introduction of
conscription, military service had long been the yardstick against which colonial citizenship in the
Straits Settlements had been measured. For successive colonial regimes, military training, discipline
and physical improvement were means by which perceived cultural deficiencies such as laziness,
hedonism, homosexuality and above all effeminacy, could be eradicated or governed. Interestingly,
while these measures were aimed mostly at the Malay population of the peninsula, (and indeed the
Malays were often regarded by the British as both more pliable recruits and more enthusiastic
soldiers than the supposedly commerce-driven Chinese) they were adopted most enthusiastically
amongst an elite, often Western-educated, minority of the Chinese in Singapore. Philip Holden has
traced the emergence of a political consciousness amongst this Chinese population of the Straits
Settlements, which coalesced around a martial masculinity dedicated to physical, mental and moral
self-improvement and a gendered division between public and private domains.4 Reading
publications of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as the Straits Chinese Magazine,
Holden argues that the concern was to “produce a Muscular Confucianism, a modern, male,
middle-class Chinese subject, marked by self-regulation....Just like Baden-Powell, Lim [Boon Keng,

the magazine’s editor] advocated rigorous physical training to regenerate the “race of weaklings”

39 |bid., 221.

40 | explore this theme extensively in a later chapter, “Sodomy as Metaphor”.

41 Philip Holden, "The Beginnings of 'Asian Modernity' in Singapore: A Straits Chinese Body Project," Communal/Plural 7,
no. 1 (1999).
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which the Straits Chinese had become”.42 Military service was of central importance to this
reshaping — as was the adoption of a stridently colonial form of masculine subjectivity. Clammer

argues that

[tlhe proud embracing of British citizenship, the adoption of the tag “The King's Chinese”, the

efforts made to found a Baba company in the Singapore militia were...something of a paradox...the

Babas did not become British culturally, but took advantage of colonization to establish their own

culture in a friendly environment43

This gendered process of “earning” citizenship rights through military service is of course
reflected in today’s Singapore, where national service is often discussed as being the “price” of
residency, citizenship and social status for Singaporean men.44 National service remains a central
factor in the development of an appropriately masculine contemporary male Singaporean subject.
In an article reflecting on 35 years of national service, published in the magazine of the Singapore
International Foundation (a government-funded organisation dedicated to creating links between

Singapore and its overseas citizens and supporters) the enduring effect of national service on

masculine identity was enthusiastically promoted.

What has not changed is NS [national service] as a rite of passage for every male Singaporean. He

enters the army as a boy and comes out a confident young man, perhaps even an officer and a

gentleman. It's amazing what military training can do for you.45

This trope of character development — boys being transformed into men by the shared
hardships of military training and discipline — is a common one within Singaporean popular culture.
A recent anthology bringing together literary responses to national service by Singaporean authors
was titled From Boys to Men46 and the theme is extensively explored in Singaporean novels, poetry,

theatre, television and film.47 Speaking in the Singapore parliament recently, the Defence Minister,

Rear-Admiral Teo Chee Hean reaffirmed that character development would continue as an

42 Philip Holden, Modern Subjects/Colonial Texts: Hugh Clifford and the Discipline of English Literature in the Straits Settlements and
Malaya 1895-1907 (Greensboro: ELT Press, 2000), 124.

43 John R. Clammer, Straits Chinese Society: Studies in the Sociology of the Baba Communities of Malaysia and Singapore (Singapore:
Singapore University Press, 1980), 127-8. For a fictional account of this process, see: C. M. Woon, The Advocate's Devil
(Singapore: Times Books International, 2002), 45.

44 Kenneth Paul Tan, ""Civic Society" And The "New Economy" In Patriarchal Singapore: Emasculating the Political,
Feminizing the Public," Crossroads: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 15, no. 2 (2001): 110.

45 | ee Geok Boi, Citizen Soldiers: Singapore Celebrates 35 Years of National Service (Singapore International Foundation, Oct-
Dec 2002, accessed 14 July 2004); available from http://www.sgezine.com.sg/centrepiece/1002ns.html.

46 Koh Buck Song and Umej Bhatia, eds., From Boys to Men: A Literary Anthology of National Service in Singapore (Singapore:
Landmark Books, 2002).

47 See: Joash Moo, Sisterhood: The Untold Story (Singapore and Kuala Lumpur: Times Books International, 1990), 25-33,
Ong Keng Sen (Director), "Army Daze the Movie: From Blur to Real Man," (Singapore: Cathay Asia Films, 1996), Alfian
Sa'at, "Half a Soldier," in A History of Amnesia: Poems by Alfian Sa'at, by Alfian Sa'at (Singapore: Ethos Books, 2002),
Alfian Sa'at, "Ode to the Army," in One Fierce Hour, by Alfian Sa'at (Singapore: Landmark Books, 1998), Michael
Chiang, Michael Chiang's Army Daze: The Play (Singapore: Landmark Books, 1987).
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important aspect of national service training and that Singaporean parents could be assured that
their sons would “go into national service as boys and come out as men ready to defend the
nation.”48

But the character development component of the national service experience goes beyond
the ascription of manhood to those who have completed their 2 to 2 and a half years of full time
military service. Christopher Tremewan has described national service as part of a political
economy of social control in Singapore, acting to constitute citizens who are politically docile,
economically productive and fundamentally aware of the power the state can wield over the
physical bodies and public and private spaces of its citizens.4 The crafting of Singaporean
masculine subjectivities through national service operates to both fulfil domestic requirements and
to reflect international exigencies well beyond concerns about the protection of borders and state
sovereignty. Several areas of Singaporean everyday life in which national service intervenes to
construct masculine subjectivities with reference to the international suggest themselves here.

The first is the imbrication of national service and the Singapore Armed forces with issues
of commerce and the economy. Conscription in Singapore has often been explained in terms of it
both complementing and enabling national economic development and growth. A common
argument turns on the fact that given Singapore’s small population size, a large standing army of
professional soldiers (as opposed to conscripts and reservists) would lead to competition with the
economy for access to financial resources and personnel, with negative consequences for economic
growth rates and living standards.50 Allied to these economically rationalist arguments is the belief
that national service acts to construct an ideal male worker-citizen, trained to participate
productively in either public or private sector employment and contribute to national growth and
economic stability. As Selvan suggests, due to national service, the male Singaporean emerges as “a
well-drilled and well-armed citizen geared towards a rugged, disciplined and regimented society.”s!
National service, therefore, acts not just to shape military identities, but also to militarise the
economy and the workplace.52 In a National University of Singapore study of the effects of

conscription on nation-building in Singapore, Elizabeth Nair found that

48 "SAF Now Leaner, More Capable." For an interesting, though now dated account of the effect of national service on
individuals see Leong Choon Cheong, Youth in the Army (Singapore: Federal Publications, 1978).

49 Christopher Tremewan, The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore (Basingstoke and London: Macmillan Press in
association with St Antony's College, 1994), 221-27.

50 Central Manpower Base, My Son the NS Man: What Parents Should Know About NS, 17th ed. (Singapore: Central
Manpower Base, Ministry of Defence, Government of Singapore, 2003), 2.

51 T.S. Selvan, Singapore: The Ultimate Island (Lee Kuan Yew's Untold Story) (Melbourne: Freeway Books, 1990), 39.

52 Tremewan, The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore, 221-222.
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Employers were...reported to be positive about receiving soldiers who could be relied on to carry

out their jobs in a responsible and disciplined manner. The [military] commanders cited this aspect of

the character of the Singapore workforce as contributing towards the efficiency and prosperity of the

thriving economy. The discipline and perseverance under stress inculcated in military training, and

the ability to work as a team, setting aside personal differences, were cited as lessons learned in

national service, carried over to civilian life.53

Regular statements from government and business leaders regarding the perceived
vulnerability of Singapore’s economy to the fluctuations of the global economic system ensures that
the disciplining of the individual national serviceman to serve national economic ends is of great
significance within Singapore. But this process also references themes of international economic
legitimacy and prestige, together with concepts of Singapore’s place within global economic
systems. L. H. M. Ling has explained the militarization of Southeast Asian state economies in
gendered terms by presenting a series of hierarchical relationships of economic dominance. While
these begin well outside the postcolonial state, with the dominance of Western capital over Asian
cultures and societies, they have their greatest impact within the state, as they lead to hyper-
masculinised governments feminising their societies and populations as a tool of regulation and
control. This in turn, according to Ling, leads to male dominance over women and other feminised
subjectivities within postcolonial societies and cultures.54 Yeoh and Willis have applied similar
forms of analysis to Singapore’s attempts at regional economic expansion arguing that the process
of international economic expansion is intrinsically masculine and acts to transnationalise and
reinforce existing gender divisions in the Singaporean workforce.5s

Such processes have significant resonance with the second area in which international
issues are processed through the construction of masculine subjectivities in national service: the
management of racial diversity within Singapore. National service is regularly presented as a
bulwark against the rise of ethnic nationalism emerging in opposition to state sanctioned notions of
Singaporean identity. Arguing along these lines, a recent academic study reported in the Straits Times
newspaper described the shared experience of military training in Singapore as “a social distillery

for ethnic cohesion”.56 The supposed transcendence of issues of race in national service is not,

however, as clear-cut or as apparent as this study might suggest. Indeed, while singling out relations

53 Elizabeth Nair, Conscription and Nation Building in Singapore: A Psychological Analysis (Singapore: Department of Social
Work and Pyschology, National University of Singapore, 1994), 17.

5 L. H. M. Ling, "Cultural Chauvinism and the Liberal International Order: "West versus Rest" In Asia's Financial
Crisis," in Power, Postcolonialism and International Relations: Reading Race, Gender and Class, ed. Geeta Chowdhry and Sheila Nair
(London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 129.

5 Brenda S.A. Yeoh and Katie Willis, "'Heart' and 'Wing', Nation and Diaspora: Gendered Discourses in Singapore's
Regionalisation Process," Gender, Place and Culture 6, no. 4 (1999): 365-366.

5 M. Nirmala, "NS a Social Distillery for Ethnic Cohesion," The Straits Times, 11 November 2002.
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between Malay Muslim and other Singaporean ethnic and religious communities for special
attention, the reported study acknowledged that information regarding the ethnic composition of
the Singapore Armed Forces was not available.57 Here, colonial and independence histories become
of interest to the ways in which gendered understandings, arguably of the style identified by Ling,
underpin the racial makeup of the Singapore Armed Forces. Commentators have pointed to the
ambivalent relationship between Malay Singaporeans and postcolonial notions of Singaporean
nationalism and identity. Malay Singaporeans have been portrayed as having questionable or
divided loyalties toward the postcolonial state, due to both their physical proximity to, and
extensive familial and economic ties with, Malaysia as well as their profession of the Islamic faith.58
So much of contemporary Singaporean nationalism has been geared to towards distinguishing
Singapore from independent Malaysia (of which it was formerly — if briefly — a part) that Malay
Muslim Singaporeans have often been regarded by the state with suspicion and fear and have
themselves felt alienated and excluded from concepts of Singaporean nationalism or citizenship.5¢
Along these lines, post-independence Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew once likened Singapore’s
international position to “an Israel in a Malay-Muslim sea”.60 National service thus both acts to
create social cohesion amongst those selected for military service but also acts to reinforce ethnic
divisions along internationally signified lines in the separation between those males selected for
service in the Singapore Armed Forces and those who are required to serve in the less prestigious,
and less sensitive areas of civil defence such as civil rescue, fire fighting and policing.6! Exploring

this phenomenon, Milne and Mauzy write that

Before independence the Malays dominated the police and army ranks. After independence it was
decided that the military should reflect the ethnic composition of the state. Consequently, many
Malays were deliberately not conscripted, which took away a chief avenue of upward mobility...Since

57 1bid.

58 Raj Vasil, Asianising Singapore: Th