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t is well known that for 100 years after the Opium war, China
was subject to the predations of the Western powers and Japan.
Parts of China were partitioned into spheres of influence by
various countries and the nation was derided as the “sick man
of Asia”. Many Chinese were so poor that they could not

survive within the country and so worked as labourers in mines
and sugar plantations in South America and on railways in the
United States. Their lot was little better than that of slaves.

Anguished Chinese intellectuals and revolutionaries, aghast at
the depths to which their nation had sunk, encouraged each other
with the cry zhenxing zhonghua, or “revitalise China”. This was a
slogan used by Sun Yat-sen, the founder of modern China. It
continued to be used after Deng Xiaoping advocated the
country’s modernisation.

For centuries, China had lulled itself into a false sense of
security, confident that it was superior to “barbarians”. This
smugness was evident when the Qianlong emperor rejected the
entreaties of Lord Macartney, an envoy sent by King George III in
1793, seeking an exchange of ambassadors and trading relations.

The emperor preferred isolation to trade and diplomatic
relations, saying: “I set no value on objects strange or ingenious,
and have no use for your country’s manufactures.” He was living
in a dream world. Less than 50 years later, the British showed
China what gunboats could do. China was brought to its knees.
The reaction was the rallying cry “revitalise China”, not only on the
mainland but in Chinese communities around the world.

The establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949 was a
reflection of a national mood, with a people anxious to regain their
national dignity. Mao Zedong’s declaration that “the
Chinese people have stood up” was a clear indication of this.

However, China continued to be poor and weak. Mao was too
focused on world revolution and class struggle to bother much
with economic development. After his death, Deng redirected the
country’s energies and now, after three decades of single-minded
pursuit of economic development, China has achieved remarkable

progress.
For the first time in living memory,

China is being accorded respect by the
world, and its high-quality but low-
priced products are purchased by
appreciative consumers in both the
developing and the developed world.
Chinese are now welcomed as tourists
in the most exclusive establishments
in Europe and America.

While in the 1980s and 1990s,
Chinese leaders humbly listened while
being lectured on how to run their
economy, now there is even an
emerging degree of hubris as Chinese

officials berate the United States on its financial regulatory
environment. China seems to have a clear vision of where it is
heading when other countries have lost their anchor. The speed
with which the Chinese economy rebounded after the global
financial crisis shows that it is being managed by people who know
what they are doing.

In many ways, it seems, the tables have turned. The New York
Times has reported that China is offering to supply the technology
and engineers to build high-speed rail lines in California.

The irony is that, 150 years ago, Chinese workers were hired to
build America’s railroads at a time when China had little more to
offer than cheap labour. Now, China is offering technology and
engineers, not coolies, to help the US build a modern rail system,
something the country badly needs.

America, like China, for too long preferred to live a world apart.
Like China, America thought of itself as the centre of the world.
Americans called the annual baseball championship the World
Series even though the rest of the world was not involved.

The US, the foremost power in the 20th century, seems to have
fallen victim to the same sense of superiority and smugness that
brought China low in the 19th century. It is time to coin a new
slogan, zhenxing meiguo, or “revitalise America”. The time to
begin is now, when the US is still the world’s leading economic and
military power. Stop the decline. Reinvigorate the country.
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Thailand’s latest rebellion shows
that the nation needs a “social
contract” between the elites and the
servant class. Even if Thai protesters
in red shirts haven’t read the work of
philosophers Hobbes, Locke and
Rousseau, they recognise that the
present patron-client system based
on pii-nong relationships (literally,
elder and junior) is no longer
sufficient. Many in the traditional
underclass of poor, dark-skinned
labourers from the north are not
satisfied to work as maids and
construction workers for US$4 a day. 

Yet it is also wrong to assume that
this is simply a class conflict
between the poor, rural “red shirts”
and the Bangkok elite. The violence
on “Black Saturday” pitted northern
farm boys drafted into the military
against northerners in the “red shirt”
camp. It was poor against poor. This
compelled both sides to pull back
from the brink of all-out battle.

From the perspective of cynical
Bangkokians, both the soldiers and
protesters have been exploited and
brainwashed by selfish and greedy
figures, such as fugitive billionaire
and former prime minister Thaksin
Shinawatra. 

In Thailand, the “land of the
free”, the freewheeling Thais
generally want the state to help
them as Buddhist temples do, not
harass them. For many Thais, good
governance and a harmonious
society, rather than democracy, is
the goal. 

When I recently asked the “red
shirts” why they protest, they said
they want better schools and
hospitals. They want their own
locally elected leaders to have a
voice in government, as they felt
they had under Thaksin. They aren’t

as offended as foreigners are by the
vote-buying and corruption that
plagued the Thaksin and many
other administrations. They aren’t
protesting to end the civil war in the
deep south. They simply want a
government that serves them
instead of looking down at them.

Many “red shirts” don’t fear
anarchy because they feel that they
already exist in a state of nature that
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) would
describe as “solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish and short”, a state where
self-interest and the absence of
rights and contracts prevent the
evolution of a just society.

The “red shirts” want what John
Locke in 1689 called a “neutral
judge”. In the Thai context, this
means a media, military and
election commission that sides with
them sometimes, not always against
them. 

Jean-Jacque Rousseau’s hope in
1762, that citizens could choose the
fundamental rules by which they
would live, is probably still
impossible in a country where many
people still worship the king as a
semi-divine being. 

But it is possible for the Bangkok
elite to give more power and
opportunities to the dark-skinned
underclass. Oxford-educated Prime
Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva is a smart
young leader who could help usher
in a social contract by sharing power
with the “red shirts”. Perhaps more
than any other politician in
Thailand, Abhisit would understand
the theories of Hobbes, Locke and
Rousseau and how they can help to
heal the rift in Thai society.
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T
he application for early
release on medical
grounds of the
imprisoned activist-critic
Hu Jia offers
China’s leaders a golden
opportunity to begin
repairing their criminal
justice system – the
weakest link in their

campaign to bolster the country’s “soft
power”.

Beijing wants the world to admire a
“rising China” not only for its phenomenal
economic accomplishments and growing
military prowess but also for the quality of
its civilisation. Yet, no matter how many
Confucius Institutes the government
establishes abroad to teach Chinese
language and culture, the People’s
Republic will not win international respect
for its political and social progress until it
ceases locking up political dissidents and
treats those currently detained in a more
humane manner.

Indeed, Confucius himself taught
government officials to show benevolence
and forgiveness in governing and
administering punishment. Having

recently resurrected the sage, Communist
Party leaders should follow this advice.
Although many imprisoned Chinese
writers are ill and lack medical care, the
case of Hu, the 36-year-old winner of
Europe’s Sakharov Prize for Freedom of
Thought, would be a good place to start.

When they detained him in December
2007, claiming that his peaceful support for
environmental reform, Aids victims and
political and civil rights had “incited
subversion of state power”, police officials
knew that Hu was suffering from cirrhosis
of the liver. That diagnosis had been made
shortly after his release from the 41-day
“disappearance” to which police had
subjected him in 2006. During that never
formally acknowledged confinement,
police refused to accept from his wife,
herself a human rights activist, the
medication that Hu, a hepatitis B victim,
required. Consequently his health
deteriorated markedly.

Hu’s 2007 detention was a formal

criminal procedure and, in April 2008, he
was convicted and sentenced to 3½ years’
imprisonment. Prison authorities initially
permitted him to take medicine for his liver
disease. But when he developed a
resistance to that medicine (as is common
in such cases), they failed – contrary to
China’s human rights treaty obligations –
to provide any feasible alternative.
Therefore, during the past 15 months, his
health rapidly went further downhill. 

Finally, on March 30, legs shackled and
hands chained, he underwent tests at
Beijing’s central prison hospital to
determine whether a growth detected on
his liver had become cancerous. Last
Wednesday, while he was in hospital, his
wife and lawyer applied again for medical
parole on his behalf. A previous
application had been rejected last year. On
Monday, the prison administration
phoned his family, saying he had been sent
back to prison and that his condition was
not cancerous and did not warrant
medical parole. But the authorities refused
to provide any written test results, leaving
doubts about the accuracy and
independence of the evaluation.

Apparently, Hu will not be allowed to
be examined by independent Beijing
specialists, denying him internationally
required equal treatment with non-
prisoners. 

Whether or not Hu has cancer, he
should be released on medical parole for
which he has long been eligible in
accordance with mainland law. While in
prison, Hu is entitled to adequate medical
treatment and accurate medical records
based on international standards. 

If Hu is forced to remain in prison
without expert medical treatment and
adequate diet and care, until his sentence
is completed on June 26 next year, his
incurable liver cirrhosis may leave him
permanently disabled, with limited
capacity for even blogging. Could this be
the party’s game plan?

The same question has to be asked
about the treatment of other imprisoned
human rights activists, such as the blind
“barefoot lawyer” Chen Guangcheng, who
is nearing the end of his three-year, four-
month sentence. Is the denial of adequate
medical attention to the long-term,
debilitating diarrhoea that he has
experienced in confinement designed to
disable him from post-prison activism?

China’s political-legal officials have long
experimented with a range of methods for
repressing “rights lawyers” and dissidents.
In many cases, low-visibility harassment –
including threats, illegal house arrest, loss
of employment, repeated brief detentions
and beatings – have proved effective. Yet,

even after enduring prison or the lengthy
administrative confinement of 
“re-education through labour”, some
activists persist in trying to reform the
political and legal systems.

It is unclear, for example, whether a
month in police custody followed by a year
of restricted freedom on bail will subdue
the distinguished scholar-reformer Xu
Zhiyong . Even three years in prison
have not deterred the admirable but
disbarred Shanghai lawyer Zheng Enchong

, who continues to try to break out
of his illegal, post-prison house arrest.

And it is too soon to foresee whether the
terrible torture and long-term confinement
in humiliating and inhumane conditions
that the recently reappeared former lawyer
Gao Zhisheng has suffered will
silence him; his spirits, according to those

who have seen him, are largely
undiminished.

Thus, although Confucius emphasised
that excessive harshness breeds grievances,
a leadership obsessed with achieving
“stability” at all costs might be attracted to
the “solution” of physically disabling
“obstinate” activists.

Is this too cynical a speculation? I hope
so. Surely such cruelty would violate
international law and be a long way from
the humanitarianism of Confucius and
genuine “soft power”.
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China can boost its ‘soft power’ with some Confucian-style
compassion towards jailed dissidents, writes Jerome A. Cohen 

Such cruelty would 
be a long way from 
the humanitarianism 
of Confucius and 
genuine ‘soft power’
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Sage advice

During the Easter holiday, many
Hongkongers insisted on going to
Bangkok even though the
government’s travel alert had been
set on red since last month. Tourism
sector lawmaker Paul Tse Wai-chun
said more than 7,000 local residents
were in Thailand at the time.

Although Tse opposed the rash
behaviour of these travellers, he
advised the government to monitor
the situation closely and respond
swiftly. He also reminded us that the
government had to charter flights in
2008 to extricate Hongkongers
stranded in Thailand. 

The political situation there
suddenly worsened late that year,
when anti-Thaksin Shinawatra
“yellow shirt” protesters seized
Bangkok’s international airport,
stranding many Hong Kong tourists.

The Hong Kong government was
heavily criticised for its slow initial
response; public pressure forced it
to charter the flights. But because it
took time to organise the service,
many Hongkongers had already
returned by the time the flights were
ready. 

Many who were evacuated still
have not paid the fees for the charter
flights. Surprisingly, the government
doesn’t seem too eager to be
refunded: maybe it has succumbed
to populist politics and given in to
public pressure.

Despite the escalation in violence
in Bangkok in the past week, many
Hong Kong residents ignored
government warnings and
continued with their travel plans,
disregarding personal safety. This
kind of attitude is utterly

irresponsible and should be
condemned. The government
should make it clear to them the
risks involved and that they will have
to shoulder all responsibilities in
case of an emergency. 

Nevertheless, if the situation
worsens, the government still has an
obligation to help them leave
Thailand safely.

Some ruthless travel agents were
still organising tours to Thailand
even after the red alert had been

raised. They were obviously putting
profits above the safety of their
customers. 

Travel agencies have a
responsibility to guarantee the safety
of their customers in all
circumstances; they must evaluate
the risk level and decide whether it is
acceptable to conduct tour services.

What baffles me is that when the
red travel alert was first raised, travel
agencies cancelled all tours to
Bangkok. Then they reinstated all
their tours even though the red alert
was still in place. Now, though, no
local tours are going to Thailand. 

Thailand is locked in a political
crisis which took a deadly turn on
Saturday when government efforts
to disperse protesters turned violent,
leaving 21people dead and more

than 800 injured. Unshaken, anti-
government demonstrators have
continued their protests on the
streets of Bangkok and attempts to
control them so far have been
largely unsuccessful.

As the political situation
deteriorated further on Saturday, the
Hong Kong government raised the
alert level to black to deter travelling
to the country. Even so, some
Hongkongers still refused to change
their individual travel plans.

The government should make it
clear that those who disregard the
travel alert will be held responsible
for their actions, including paying
the full cost of an emergency
evacuation. 

In order to deter this kind of
reckless behaviour in future, the
government should implement
legislation to make its travel
warnings more effective and ban
tour agents from organising trips to
any country once a red alert is in
place.

I am not suggesting that the
government should stand by and do
nothing when local residents are in
trouble. But such travellers have
only themselves to blame and
should be held accountable for their
own actions.
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Developing Asia’s rebound from the
global economic crisis has taken
firm hold. The Asian Development
Bank predicts overall growth of 7.5
per cent this year, up from 5.2 per
cent expected last year and
exceeding 2008’s growth. Such
robust expansion suggests
authorities will “exit”
accommodative policies, adopted
during the crisis, earlier than the rest
of the world. Monetary authorities in
countries such as India and
Malaysia have already pushed policy
rates up a quarter point, while many
governments plan to reduce fiscal
deficit targets this year.

The important question is: exit to
where? As Asia exits this crisis, it
must ensure it is not entering
another. Authorities around the
world have so far failed to deal
meaningfully with its underlying
causes. Structural problems remain
– such as inadequate financial-
market regulation and excessive
liquidity. In developing Asia – the
ADB’s developing member
countries – large current account
surpluses and reserve accumulation
will continue to worsen the global
imbalances behind the crisis. 

The uneven pace of recovery
between developing Asia and the
advanced economies suggests that
capital inflows to Asia will surge
once more. Thus, the region will
remain vulnerable to large and
potentially volatile capital
movements, which could fuel
inflation and asset price bubbles. 

To avert the next crisis – that is, to
choose the right exit – policymakers
must learn lessons and follow a
more balanced and sustainable
growth path. That requires
consistent adjustments on the

demand and supply sides of the
economy in the long term. It means: 

First, implementing a broader
monetary policy framework that
takes into account asset prices and
financial market stability, and
adopting a judicious mix of policies,
including regulatory and direct
capital control measures to manage
volatile capital flows effectively. 

Second, greater exchange rate
flexibility and developing an
institutional framework that
accommodates a concerted
appreciation of regional currencies,
as well as increased intra-regional
exchange-rate stability. 

Third, maintaining fiscal
discipline. Authorities should avoid
political pressure to spend more
(when not needed) and give more
weight to rules rather than
discretion in determining fiscal
policy. 

Fourth, encouraging greater
domestic and regional demand.
Export-led growth served Asian
nations well but its benefits now
look much diminished. 

Fifth, strengthening social
protection in the areas of health
insurance, unemployment
insurance and pensions to bolster
social resilience, thus encouraging
consumers to spend more,
stimulating domestic demand and
contributing to a post-crisis
rebalancing. 

Alongside these policy
prescriptions, regional and global
efforts must be enhanced to pursue
policy co-operation and co-
ordination. This is the way out and a
stronger, balanced and more
resilient Asian economy can help
lead the way. 
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