
I
n early 2009, human rights
organisations criticised America’s
new Secretary of State, Hillary
Rodham Clinton, for stating that the
US government could not allow
disagreements over human rights to
interfere with Sino-American co-
operation in economic, climate
and security crises. Human Rights
Watch argued that progress on

those crises must be seen as inseparable
from progress in freedoms of expression
and protections against arbitrary
punishment for the Chinese people.
Otherwise, the US would continue to
succumb to China’s diplomatic strategy
of “segregating human rights issues into a
dead-end ‘dialogue of the deaf’.” 

The just-concluded US-China summit
demonstrated how much more skilful the
Obama administration has become in
pacifying human rights critics without
allowing their cause to interfere with
Sino-American co-
operation in other
important matters. Pre-
summit activities
featured an impressive
speech by Clinton that
emphasised human
rights. To show his own
sincerity, President Barack
Obama met some human
rights advocates. 

All the summit activities – the White
House dinners, the joint statement,
Obama’s public remarks, the joint press
conference, President Hu Jintao’s 
visit to Congress and his appearances
before business leaders and opinion-
makers – offered opportunities to reflect
American concern for human rights as well
as other problems.

Yet was anything substantial
accomplished for human rights? In other
respects, the summit was successful for
both Beijing and Washington. It restored a
positive tone to relations after a year of
worrisome tensions, announced many
useful agreements, and burnished the
standing of each president at home and
abroad. But as the press conference’s first
questioner asked Obama, can we have any
confidence that, as a result of this visit,
China’s practice of “using censorship and
force to repress its people” will change?

The joint statement, like that issued
during Obama’s 2009 China visit, calls for
another round of the “on again, off again”
US-China human rights dialogue and also
for renewal of the legal experts’ dialogue.
This time, however, a specific time frame is
provided. The former is to take place before
the next strategic and economic dialogue,
scheduled for May; the latter, even earlier. 

The problem, of course, is whether
these official meetings will prove
worthwhile. Although bilateral dialogue
such as this enables Western governments
to give their constituents the impression
that they are pressing China on rights, by
and large the dialogue has not proved
significant. It is too occasional, brief and
formal to permit more than stilted
discussion, and few who take part have
detailed knowledge of Chinese realities.
Moreover, the ranking Communist Party
and police officials who control China’s
legal system and preside over day-to-day
repression do not participate. 

Such official dialogue, like the summits
that announce it, comes and goes, but the
Chinese people’s freedoms of speech,
association, assembly and religion
continue to be ruthlessly suppressed, and

lawless beatings, arbitrary detentions,
unlawful searches, obscene tortures,
coerced confessions and unfair trials
prevail nationwide, despite the persistent
efforts of China’s many able law reformers.

If renewal of the official dialogue
promises little, the rhetoric accompanying
the announcements promises less. The
vague abstractions of the joint statement
pledged that both sides would promote
and protect human rights in accordance
with “international instruments”. Yet,
although it has committed itself to 25
human rights treaties, China emphasised
that “there should be no interference in
any country’s internal affairs”, and the two
sides acknowledged “significant
differences on these issues”. 

At the press conference and other
appearances, Hu proved to be a master of
evasion and ambiguity in resisting efforts
to get him to clarify human rights matters.
He caused momentary excitement by his
press conference statement that “a lot still
needs to be done in China, in terms of
human rights”. Veteran observers
recognised that this was nothing new in
China’s position, and that in any event he
was probably referring only to economic,
social and cultural rights rather than
political and civil rights. Chinese censors,

however, took no chances that their people
might misunderstand and blacked out this
sentence from most transmissions. Since
Hu’s next sentence promised to “continue
our efforts to promote democracy and the
rule of law in our country”, it is clear that

his words have to be parsed with caution.
Whatever human rights concessions

Obama may have extracted during the
summit’s confidential sessions, his
public remarks offered rights advocates
and the huge number of Chinese rights
victims little comfort. After noting that
the situation had evolved favourably in
the past 30 years, he expressed
confidence “that 30 years from now we
will have seen further evolution and
further change”. Until then, he said, the
US will continue to make “frank and
candid assessment” of China’s human
rights. But, echoing Clinton’s
controversial 2009 remarks, he
quickly pointed out that “that doesn’t

prevent us from co-operating
in these other critical
areas”.

In rejecting China’s
“cultural” excuse that
its history,
authoritarian
traditions and

national conditions
somehow justify human

rights abuses, Obama might
have cited the contrary example of Taiwan.
It shares the mainland’s political-legal
culture, yet has moved vigorously in recent
decades to implement universal rights
despite its exclusion from world
diplomacy. He should also have called
publicly for the release of his fellow Nobel
laureate Liu Xiaobo and other
imprisoned activists, since private pleas no
longer sway Beijing. 

He should have, in addition, promoted
establishment of permanent official joint
working committees and more “track two”,
unofficial dialogue to supplement the
ineffectual official dialogue and facilitate
serious rights discussions and proposals. 

Above all, he should have openly
acknowledged America’s inconsistent and
selective assertion of human rights
concerns in its international relations and
its own human rights failings. Otherwise, as
cynics in and out of China claim, “human
rights” is destined to remain merely a
political exercise in which Washington
thrusts and Beijing parries.
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Political sport J
ust like it does for other navies, the fight against Somali
pirates across the Indian Ocean carries both risks and
opportunities for the People’s Liberation Army. Those
opportunities have been on ample display in recent months
as Chinese naval ships staged historic and strategic missions

to ports in the Arabian Sea, Persian Gulf and Mediterranean on the
back of their revolving deployments. And, once back in East Asia,
they have generally been following up with some military
diplomacy with stops in Southeast Asian ports, including
Indonesia and Myanmar.

And then there are the operational opportunities. The Horn of
Africa mission, which has just entered its third year, provides
precisely the kind of experience PLA naval strategists need as they
seek to match blue-water ambitions with untested capabilities.

Questions over equipment, logistics, communications, chains
of command and co-operation with foreign forces can all be dealt
with in what is technically a zone of conflict. And don’t forget, too,
the potential to gather intelligence on likely adversaries as well as
strategic coastlines and some of the world’s most vital shipping
lanes – a presence involving the interests of major international
navies that is marked by what Singapore-based Australian scholar
Sam Bateman has termed the “inconvenient truth” of piracy. 

The risks, meanwhile, are carefully calibrated. While Chinese
forces have opened fire from ships and helicopters to successfully
break up pirate attacks on convoys, PLA forces have so far skirted
the complexities of storming a captured ship to free hostages,
either at sea or on Somalia’s lawless coast. PLA officials have
repeatedly stressed in private that they operate under strict rules of
engagement, with key decisions still requiring approval in Beijing.

In this, they are not alone. The bulk of the 40-odd navies in the
Indian Ocean have avoided such action as a matter of policy. 

The 750-odd sailors aboard the 33 ships – including 29 Chinese
aboard the mainland-managed, Panamanian-flagged Yuan Xiang
– now being held under armed guard in pirate lairs off Somalia
stand in mute testimony to such an approach. The Yuan Xiang has

been held since November; other
ships have been held since March.

Cold operational reasons can
explain such policies. Even for the best
trained and equipped special forces’
troops, storming the tight confines of a
commercial ship is a tricky business –
particularly if the goal is to avoid any
hostage deaths.

Military history is littered with ship
raids that went horribly wrong. Early
on in the fight to protect the Horn of
Africa, both France and India staged
botched rescue attempts. US and
Russian forces have been more

successful – but, again, such resolute action is the exception rather
than the rule.

Successful attacks by South Korean and Malaysian forces two
weeks ago – the first such raids for months – have put the risks and
opportunities underlying Indian Ocean operations back into
focus.

Coming after months of spiralling ransom demands and ever
more drawn-out negotiations to free hostages, as well as the
pirates’ expanding reach, the sense of relief is palpable within
many quarters of the shipping industry. There is a sense, too, that
it could prove a turning point, particularly if the pirates change
tack and start getting violent in return. 

It may be just wishful thinking, however. The chaotic
international nature of shipping – the first globalised industry –
means that navies can always hide behind legal complexities as an
excuse for a lack of action. A dozen different jurisdictions can be
involved in a single shipment, with owners, flag, managers, crew
and cargo all involving different states.

The South Korean and Malaysian ships involved were –
unusually – owned, flagged, managed and crewed in the same
countries respectively.

Don’t be too surprised if navies continue to show a marked
reluctance to take the fight to the pirates. There is, after all, a lot
more to the equation than simple piracy.
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If street protests in Tunisia and
Egypt demonstrate a proclivity
among the masses for greater
democracy, then it is the
blogosphere that works the magic
for Singapore’s citizens. Last month,
bloggers from The Online Citizen, a
critical news portal, made headlines
when they agreed to the
government’s request to have the
site registered as a political body.

This means the portal must
operate within regulations that
could make it harder for the site to
continue as a community blog. For
instance, it must not receive funding
from foreign or impermissible
sources and must maintain an open
register of its employees. Had the
site opted to close shop or operate
clandestinely, free speech advocates
could easily have touted this top-
down imposition as a textbook case
of Singapore’s unflattering
censorship policy at work.

Yet to pose as helpless victims of
autocracy would not advance the
fight for a more open society.
Complying was a cleverer strategy; it
turned the tables on Singapore’s
conservative policymakers. 

For political opponents of the
ruling People’s Action Party (PAP),
this surprise move signals that the
latter’s iron-clad grip on the media is
somewhat rusty when it comes to
the internet. There is little doubt that
the opposition would strive to
capitalise on this blind spot.

More significant is its potential
eureka moment for the common
man. The bloggers’ bravado serves
to puncture the myth that
Singaporeans are politically
apathetic. The epiphany for ordinary
citizens is this: if the option to
participate legally in the political

process was before only desirable if
one were to join the PAP, that option
today is open to an ordinary citizen
who wants to publicly air his
criticism of government policies
without joining any political party.

Indeed, Singapore’s new media
landscape suggests a leaning
towards political activism. The
Online Citizen is not the city-state’s
only critical blog, though it is
probably its most popular. 

Will a critical citizenry buoyed by
the blogosphere lead to the end of
the PAP’s hold on power? Consider
the harrowing experience of another
long-lasting ruling coalition, the
Barisan Nasional, in Malaysia during
the 2008 election. After it lost its two-
thirds parliamentary majority for the
first time in almost 40 years, its then
premier cited online citizenship
journalism as a key cause.

Of course, dissimilarities
between the two nations make any
strict comparison spurious. For one,
Singapore’s state of race relations is
not as precarious as Malaysia’s. 

But, regardless of the electoral
issues, there is no denying the
blogosphere’s potential for breaking
the grip of long-standing ruling
parties in politically conservative
nations. If The Online Citizen has set
any precedence at all, it is that
denizens of the Lion City can now
roam freely as political animals. For
a nation long postulated to be
indifferent to politics, this is nothing
short of a paradigm shift. 

With speculation that general
elections will be called later this year,
nothing can be more encouraging
for the future of Singapore’s
democracy.
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Asia has an inflation problem. The
sooner it comes to grips with it, the
better. Regrettably, the appropriate
sense of urgency is missing.

Willingness to tackle inflation is
impeded by Asia’s heavy reliance on
exports and external demand.
Fearful of a relapse of end-market
demand in a still-shaky economic
recovery, Asian policymakers have
been reluctant to take an aggressive
stand for price stability. That needs
to change – before it is too late.

Excluding Japan, which remains
mired in deflation, Asian inflation
rose to 5.3 per cent in the 12 months
ending last November, up markedly
from 3.5 per cent a year earlier.
Trends in China and India are
especially worrisome. 

Sharply rising food prices are
boosting headline inflation in Asia.
And this is hardly a trivial
development for low-income
families in the developing world,
where the share of foodstuff in
household budgets is twice or even
triple the ratio in developed nations.
At the same time, underlying “core”
inflation, which strips out food and
energy prices, has been rising, too.
Annual core inflation for Asia
(excluding Japan) was running at a 4
per cent rate late last year – up about
one percentage point from late 2009.

A key lesson from the high
inflation of the 1970s is that central
banks cannot afford a false sense of
comfort from any dichotomy
between headline and core inflation.
Spillover effects are inevitable, and
once a corrosive increase in
inflationary expectations sets in, it
becomes all the more painful to
unwind. The good news for Asia is
that most of the region’s monetary
authorities are, in fact, tightening

policy. The bad news is that they
have been generally slow to act.

Financial markets appear to be
expecting a good deal more Asian
monetary tightening – at least that is
the message that can be drawn from
sharply appreciating Asian
currencies. 

Export-led economies, of course,
cannot take currency appreciation
lightly – it undermines
competitiveness and risks eroding
the country’s share of the global
market. It also invites destabilising
hot-money capital inflows. Given
the tenuous post-crisis climate, with
uncertain demand prospects in the
world’s major markets, Asia finds
itself in a classic policy trap,
dragging its feet on monetary
tightening while risking the negative
impact of stronger currencies.

There is only one way out for
Asia: a significant increase in real, or
inflation-adjusted, policy interest
rates. The longer this is deferred, the
more wrenching the ultimate policy
adjustment, and its consequences
for growth and employment, will be. 

Much is made of Asia’s Teflon-
like resilience in an otherwise tough
post-crisis climate. Led by China,
the high-flying economies of
developing Asia are increasingly
viewed as the new and powerful
engines of a multi-speed world. 

While the jury is out on whether
there has really been such a
seamless transition of global
economic leadership, Asia must face
up to the critical challenges that may
come with this new role. Inflation, if
not addressed now, could seriously
compromise the region’s ability to
meet those challenges.
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Last year, the leaders of all five
permanent members of the UN
Security Council visited India,
accompanied by delegations of
business leaders. The Indian
economy has been growing at more
than 8 per cent annually, making it
increasingly attractive for trade and
investment. When US President
Barack Obama visited in November,
he supported permanent
membership of the council for India.
So did British Prime Minister David
Cameron, French President Nicolas
Sarkozy and Russian President
Dmitry Medvedev. But the last to
visit, Premier Wen Jiabao ,
said nothing about it.

Official pronouncements stress
friendly relations between India and
China, and some trade analysts
argue that the two giant, rapidly
growing markets will become an
economic “Chindia”. When Wen
visited several years ago, he signed a
comprehensive five-year strategic
co-operation pact. As Indian Prime
Minister Dr Manmohan Singh put it
at the time, “India and China can
together reshape the world order”.

Such statements reflect a
considerable change from the
hostility that bedevilled Indian-
Chinese relations following the two
countries’ 1962 war over a disputed
border in the Himalayas.
Nevertheless, strategic anxiety lurks
below the surface. 

China’s gross domestic product
is three times that of India’s, its
growth rate is higher and its defence
budget has been increasing. The
border dispute remains unsettled,
and both countries vie for influence

in neighbouring states. And, in
recent years, China has worked
behind the scenes to prevent
permanent Security Council
membership from conveying great-
power status on India.

But talk of India as a future great
power is unavoidable, and some
Indians predict a tri-polar world,
anchored by the US, China and
India, by mid-century. 

Martin Wolf of the Financial
Times calls India a “premature

superpower” – a country with low
living standards but a huge
economy. India has an emerging
middle class of several hundred
million, and English is an official
language, spoken by 50 to 100
million people. Building on that
base, Indian information industries
are able to play a major global role.

India has significant hard-power
resources as well, with an estimated
60 to 70 nuclear weapons, a space
programme, 1.3 million military
personnel and annual military
expenditure of nearly US$30 billion.
In terms of soft power, India has an
established democracy, and a
vibrant popular culture with
transnational influence. 

At the same time, India remains
very much an underdeveloped

country, with hundreds of millions
of illiterate, destitute citizens.
Around one-third of Indians live in
acute poverty. While 91per cent of
the Chinese population is literate
and 43 per cent is urban, the
numbers for India are only 61per
cent and 29 per cent, respectively. 

Each year, India produces about
twice as many engineering and
computing graduates as America,
but The Economist reports that “only
4.2 per cent are fit to work in a
software product firm, and just 17.8
per cent are employable by an IT
services company”. A symptom of
this is India’s poor showing in global
comparisons of universities. 

India is thus unlikely to develop
the power resources to become an
equal to China in the next decade or
two. And it is worth noting that, just
before India’s nuclear tests in March
1998, India’s defence minister
described China as India’s
“potential enemy No 1”. 

Indian officials are generally
discreet in public about relations
with China, but in private their
concerns remain intense. Rather
than becoming an ally, India is more
likely to become one of the Asian
countries that will tend to balance
China’s strategic rise.
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