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SINGAPORE’S foreign policy has
had at least two major successes.
The first is Singapore itself, and
the second is Cambodia.

The survival of Singapore as an
independent city-state since its
separation from Malaysia is due in
no small measure to the astute re-
alism and deftness of its foreign
policy, which enabled it to draw
on the extra-regional balance of
power to preserve its sovereignty.

Cambodia, another small state,
was not lucky. It was prey to the
machinations of the great powers,
as when it was carpet-bombed by
America during the Vietnam War.

Crucially, however, it was Cam-
bodia’s invasion by Vietnam, an al-
ly of the Soviet Union, in 1978
that marked the nadir of the coun-
try’s international fortunes.

Reversing the Vietnamese inva-
sion and occupation of Cambodia,
primarily by employing the diplo-
matic resources, networks and
goodwill of Asean, was a major tri-
umph of Singapore’s foreign poli-
cy during the Cold War.

Associate Professor Ang Cheng
Guan, a diplomatic historian at
the National Institute of Educa-
tion, studied the fundamentals of
Singapore’s foreign policy outlook
in his book, Lee Kuan Yew’s Stra-
tegic Thought (2012).

In this book, he reveals how
Singapore was motivated by a sin-
gular concern applicable to Cam-
bodia as to itself – that the inva-
sion and occupation of one coun-
try by another must not be al-
lowed to become a fait accompli –
in seeking to galvanise Asean and
other international actors to resist
and reverse Vietnamese aggres-
sion.

This valuable study is based on
original research conducted in the
archives of Singapore’s Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, and on inter-
views with key Singapore diplo-
mats involved in the resolution of
the Cambodian problem.

However, the emphasis on lo-
cal sources does not make this
book Singapore-centric. Instead,
it demonstrates how Singapore
drew up a diplomatic strategy
that was convincing enough for
the city-state to play a substan-
tive role in defining and develop-
ing a collective Asean position.

This position was difficult to
achieve because Singapore had to
contend with a great deal of diver-
sity in Asean, stretching from
Thailand, which was militarily
threatened by the presence of Viet-
namese troops in neighbouring
Cambodia; to Indonesia, whose In-
dochina policies were guided by a
lingering suspicion of the inten-
tions of China.

China invaded Vietnam in 1979
to punish it for its adventurism in
Cambodia.

This development put Asean in
a quagmire. The grouping could
not support the Chinese invasion
any more than it could accept the
Vietnamese invasion. Fortuitous-
ly, however, Chinese troops soon
withdrew from Vietnam, making
it possible for Asean to refocus its
energies on the Vietnamese trans-
gression.

The book documents in pains-
taking detail Singapore’s sus-
tained diplomatic manoeuvres at
the United Nations, the
Non-Aligned Movement, and the
Commonwealth Heads of Govern-
ment Meeting.

The Republic played a crucial
role in Asean’s efforts to keep the
Cambodian crisis on the interna-
tional agenda.

It also worked hard to prevent
the central issue – the occupation
of Cambodia – from being hi-
jacked by international revulsion,
legitimate though it was, at the
genocidal brutality of the Khmer

Rouge, whom the Vietnamese had
replaced with a puppet regime.

It was difficult to reconcile the
ambitions of the three factions in
the anti-Vietnamese Coalition
Government of Democratic Kam-
puchea (CGDK) itself. (“Kam-

puchea” is the Khmer word for
“Cambodia”.)

The CGDK consisted of the
communist Khmer Rouge and two
non-communist factions: the
Funcinpec party led by the charis-
matic but mercurial Prince Noro-

dom Sihanouk, and the Khmer
People’s National Liberation
Front. To keep them united in
their struggle against the Vietnam-
ese occupation, it was essential to
ensure that the Khmer Rouge did
not marginalise the influence of

the two non-communist factions.
China’s backing of the Khmer

Rouge complicated these efforts.
There was a need to balance that
support with Western backing for
the non-communist factions.

But this proved difficult be-
cause the United States, which
had had a rapprochement with
China in the early 1970s, did not
try to block Beijing’s influence in
Indochina through the Khmer
Rouge. Asean’s diplomatic tri-
umph lay in acknowledging Chi-
na’s legitimate interests and yet
keeping the West engaged in Indo-
china.

Ang pieces together the inside
story of the Cambodian conflict
with masterly confidence. Such
are his narrative skills that even
those with little knowledge of the
issue will not lose their way in the
dense jungle of fact and detail as
he follows the trail from the onset
of the crisis to its eventual resolu-
tion in 1991.

His analysis of contending dip-
lomatic positions at the major in-
ternational conferences and meet-
ings that led to the resolution is
compelling in its ability to capture
the shifting nuances of official po-
sitions without losing sight of the
main plot.

Given the plot – that Vietnam
was the belligerent and Cambodia
the victim in the proxy war be-
tween the Soviet Union and China
– it would have helped had the au-
thor looked more closely into how
the implosion of the Soviet Union
in 1989 affected Hanoi’s strategic
calculations in Indochina and its
agreement to withdraw from Cam-
bodia.

Nevertheless, this book de-
serves to be read by those who
wish to know more about one of
the most troubling episodes of re-
cent South-east Asian history. It
was in that crucible of conflict
that the second major success of
Singapore’s foreign policy was
moulded.

stopinion@sph.com.sg

The writer, a former Straits Times
journalist, is an associate fellow at the
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.
The book will be available early next
month at Kinokuniya at $38, without
GST.
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An old photo of Vietnamese artillery in Phnom Penh. Reversing the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, primarily by using the
diplomatic resources, networks and goodwill of Asean, was a major triumph of Singapore’s foreign policy. PHOTO: UPI

Diplomatic manoeuvres
kept the crisis on global agenda

How Singapore won in Cambodia
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