
S
ino-American relations have long

been plagued by unsubstantiated
conspiracy theories that undermine
needed efforts to develop mutual
trust between the world’s two most

important countries. Yet events continue to
spawn intriguing speculative possibilities, and
who can resist spinning out seductive hypothe-
ses to explain apparent riddles in the behaviour
of either or both governments, especially when
China’s oppressive censorship exaggerates the
role of rumours? 

The ongoing saga of the “barefoot lawyer”
Chen Guangcheng presents Chinese
and foreign observers with at least two new,
related puzzles. How could China’s protean
internal security network, which costs the
Chinese government more than its defence
budget, have allowed this frail blind man to
escape from years of illegal captivity in a remote
village in Shandong and enter the Amer-
ican embassy in Beijing? And why, less than 48
hours after Chen left safety in the embassy, did
Beijing officials open the way for the departure
from China that they had just denied him? 

Foreigners view Chen’s dramatic escape to
the capital with admiration. Thoughtful
Chinese, however, are beginning to voice suspi-

cions on the internet and in social media. Chen
has impressive stamina, intelligence and deter-
mination. Yet his solo escape from the network
of police thugs that surrounded his farmhouse
and erected physical and electronic barriers
seems to them as implausible as his prear-
ranged, undetected meeting hours later with a
well-known rights activist who drove from
Nanjing , herself eluding village guards, to
take him on the long car ride to Beijing. 

Equally implausible to internet users, who
know the legendary reach of China’s secret
police, was Chen’s ability to move around
Beijing for three days, meeting Hu Jia and
other prominent rights figures who are con-
stantly under surveillance. And what China’s
foreign ministry denounced as the “abnormal
means” of his entry into the US embassy, after
being picked up by a diplomatic car that sup-
posedly avoided two trailing police vehicles,
also raised suspicions. 

These circumstances have given rise to
many imaginative interpretations. Was this a
calculated Communist Party attempt to divert
the world’s attention from the fate of former
Politburo member Bo Xilai and the

criminal investigation of his wife for murder?
Was it a sophisticated gambit by frustrated
party law reformers to highlight the widespread
lawlessness that the party’s new leaders will
have to curb after they are installed this
autumn? Certainly Chen’s case has temporarily
drawn attention from the Bo scandal and fur-
ther publicised the compelling need for govern-
ment under law, but neither hypothesis seems
persuasive. 

More interesting is the theory making the
rounds that Chen’s escape may be linked to the
leadership’s succession struggle and to the
impact that the Bo scandal has had upon it.
Some believe that the blatant, unusual failures
of the feared secret police in Chen’s case may
have been intentionally designed to embarrass
Zhou Yongkang , a member of the all-
powerful Politburo Standing Committee and
leader of the party’s central political-legal com-
mittee responsible for the nation’s internal
security. Zhou, a former minister of public
security and a particular nemesis of the abused
Chen, is possibly under investigation because
of close ties with Bo. 

Yet, if Zhou, who has continued to make
public appearances, remains in control of the
domestic security system, how could it have
been used to embarrass him? One answer
might be that, while he formally retains office,
he may have effectively been relieved of power.
Another is that dissatisfaction within his ranks
might have emboldened some subordinates to
follow the orders of even more powerful Polit-
buro figures who oppose him. This is heady
stuff but still speculation. 

What about the second puzzle – the Chinese
government’s sudden decision to open the way
for Chen and his family to leave the country?
Some Chinese think that Chen and the US gov-
ernment might have orchestrated events after
his arrival at the embassy as a means of focusing
attention on Beijing’s rights violations. 

According to this theory, American partici-
pation in the long, difficult negotiations to
come up with a formula for allowing Chen to
stay and study law in China were designed
merely to permit him to safely leave the embas-
sy and then ostentatiously “change his mind”
about remaining in China amid the glare of
world publicity that would highlight his plight
and that of other rights activists. A variation on
this theme suggests that Chen alone might have
tricked both the Chinese and US negotiators
into giving him this opportunity. 

These latter speculations seem to me to be
entirely baseless. My own almost five hours of
telephone talks with the American negotiators
and Chen at their request last Monday and
Tuesday convinced me of their collective good
faith. State Department legal adviser Harold
Koh, Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell
and ambassador Gary Locke worked around
the clock for days under enormous pressure to
take advantage of the Chinese side’s desire to

find a solution before the start of the strategic
and economic dialogue. Had they merely
intended to get Chen as far as the hospital in
order to give him a platform for renouncing the
deal, they would not have squandered time and
energy on the details of his post-hospital plans.
And Chen himself – alone, uncertain and under
severe emotional strain – seemed in no condi-
tion for daring trickery. 

These conspiracy theories about the second
puzzle may be flattering tributes to the
presumed guile of American negotiators and/
or Chen. Yet his sudden change of heart can be
more readily explained by the impact of a series
of events that should have been anticipated by
both governments but apparently were not –
the absence of American officials during Chen’s
first night at the hospital, the presence of many
intimidating police including some from the
group in his home province that had been

torturing him and his family, his wife’s account
of recent abuses against her after his escape,
and strong warnings against staying in China
from trusted rights advocates who surprisingly
managed to phone him at length. 

Beijing’s rapid favourable response to
Chen’s unanticipated reversal reportedly
reflects the foreign affairs bureaucracy’s suc-
cess in belatedly convincing the exasperated
leadership that the sooner Chen leaves, the bet-
ter for domestic stability and foreign relations. 

We will some day learn much more about
this fascinating and important case. Until now,
however, the conspiracy theories it has hatched
seem more entertaining than reliable. 

Jerome A. Cohen is a law professor at New York
University’s School of Law and co-director of its 
US-Asia Law Institute. He is also adjunct senior 
fellow for Asia at the Council on Foreign Relations
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Jerome A. Cohen says the various theories that seek to explain the
puzzling facts surrounding Chen Guangcheng’s dramatic escape remain
speculation that, while entertaining, can undermine Sino-US trust 

Flights of fancy

This year’s annual meeting of
the International Monetary
Fund made clear Europe

and the international community
remain rudderless when it comes
to economic policy. Financial
leaders reiterated the mantra that
the crisis countries have to reduce
their deficits, bring down their
debts, undertake structural
reforms and promote growth. 

It is a little precious to hear such
pontifications from those who
created the ongoing mess. Worse,
seldom is it explained how to
square the circle. How can
confidence be restored as the crisis
economies plunge into recession?
How can growth be revived when
austerity will almost surely mean a
further decrease in aggregate
demand, sending output and
employment even lower?

This we should know by now:
markets on their own are not
stable. Unemployment, and fear
that it will spread, drives down
wages, incomes and consumption
– and thus total demand. States
with balanced-budget frameworks
are forced to cut spending as tax
revenues fall – an automatic
destabiliser that Europe seems
mindlessly bent on adopting.

There are alternative strategies.
Some countries, like Germany,
have room for fiscal manoeuvre.
Using it for investment would
enhance long-term growth, with
positive spillovers. 

Europe as a whole is not in bad
fiscal shape; its debt-to-GDP ratio
compares favourably with that of
the US. If Europe – particularly the

European Central Bank – were to
borrow, and re-lend the proceeds,
the costs of servicing Europe’s debt
would fall, creating room for the
kinds of expenditure that would
promote growth and employment.

There are institutions within
Europe, such as the European
Investment Bank, that could help
finance investments in the cash-
starved economies. The bank
should expand its lending to small
and medium-sized enterprises –
the main source of job creation. 

Europe’s focus on austerity is a
result of a misdiagnosis of its
problems. Greece overspent, but
Spain and Ireland had fiscal
surpluses and low debt-to-GDP
ratios before the crisis. 

The consequences of Europe’s
rush to austerity will be long-
lasting and possibly severe. If the
euro survives, it will come at the
price of high unemployment and
enormous suffering. And the crisis
itself will almost surely spread. 

There is no example of a large
economy recovering as a result of
austerity. Society’s most valuable
asset, its human capital, is being
wasted and even destroyed. Young
people who are long deprived of a
decent job become alienated. 

So many economies are
vulnerable to natural disasters that
adding a man-made disaster is all
the more tragic. But that is what
Europe is doing. The pain that
Europe is suffering is unnecessary. 

Joseph E. Stiglitz is University 
Professor at Columbia University and 
a Nobel laureate in economics

Wrong cure for Europe’s
pain adds to its misery
Joseph Stiglitz says the insistence on deficit cuts
and structural reforms offers no hope of recovery 

The escape of Chen Guangcheng from
his home in Shandong province – where
he was held illegally under house arrest for 19

months – into the American embassy in Beijing
precipitated a crisis between the US and China, one
that was to a large extent resolved with both
governments focusing on the blind activist’s requests.

Chen at first insisted he wished to remain in China
with his family. What he wanted, he said, was an
opportunity to attend a university since, so far, he had
only been able to study law on his own. 

The Americans then entered into talks with the
Chinese government, which proved remarkably
flexible. No doubt the looming visit by US Secretary of
State Hillary Rodham Clinton to take part in high-
level talks was an additional incentive.

In the end, virtually all Chen’s demands were met.
Beijing offered to relocate him and his family to
another province, where he would be safe, able to
attend law school for free and lead a normal life. He
was given a choice of several universities that have
blind institutions. He chose Tianjin .

While negotiated with the help of American
diplomats, the agreement reached was between
Chen and the Chinese government. The US was
merely a facilitator. 

Chen evidently felt reassured, with the American
ambassador on one side and a senior State
Department official on the other, each holding his
hand, when he left the embassy for the Chaoyang
Hospital, where he would meet his wife and children
and have his injuries attended to.

But this unprecedented agreement, which would
have seen China loosen its security grip on the
country, evaporated within hours as Chen learned
that his wife had been abused after his escape and
other dissidents warned him that China would not
keep its word.

With Chen now asking to leave China, American
and Chinese officials got to work again and evidently
cobbled together another deal. Thus, on Friday,
Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Liu Weimin

confirmed that Chen faces no criminal
charges and, as “a regular citizen”, was free to apply
to study abroad. 

This was followed by the State Department
announcing that Chen “has been offered a fellowship
from an American university, where he can be
accompanied by his wife and two children”.

But Chen is not home free yet. According to
Chinese regulations, he must return to Shandong to
apply for a passport, a daunting prospect in view of
his experiences there. Since Chen is in hospital,
Beijing could waive this rule and offer passports to
him and his family in Beijing.

Finally, in the past, the Chinese government has
not allowed dissidents to return home, and this no
doubt weighs on Chen’s mind. If Liu, the foreign
ministry spokesman, was to say that Chen, as a
“regular citizen”, had the right to return to China
whenever he wanted, it would go far to set many
minds at ease in China and Washington. It would
show how much China has changed and how strong
the US-China relationship has grown.

Frank Ching is a Hong Kong-based writer 
and commentator. frank.ching@scmp.com. 
Follow him on Twitter: @FrankChing1
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Frank Ching says Beijing
could win much favour by
easing Chen Guangcheng’s
application to go abroad,
and allowing him to return later 

The delaying tactics deployed
by legislators from People
Power and the League of

Social Democrats successfully
obstructed consideration of a
controversial bill on by-election
rules last week. Debate on the
Legislative Council (Amendment)
Bill 2011, which aims to bar
lawmakers who resigned from
contesting by-elections for six
months, was suspended last
Thursday when attendance at the
Legco session fell below the
minimum requirement, partly due
to a boycott by some pan-
democrats. 

Earlier, People Power legislator
Albert Chan Wai-yip had introduced
over 1,000 amendments to the bill in
an attempt to delay it. 

Debate on the bill is expected to
resume today. 

The media criticised the non-
attendance, while pan-democrat
and pro-establishment lawmakers
both tried to distance themselves
from the subsequent fallout. 

Every Legco member should be
held responsible if a full council
meeting has to be suspended
because of the lack of a quorum. All
members, both directly elected or
from functional constituencies, have
a responsibility to represent their
voters and pass legislation and
policies.

Current Legco rules allow
members to use political tactics
without having to face the
consequences. 

The pan-democrats might not
have openly given their support to
People Power’s filibuster campaign,

but their actions showed that they
supported it. By contrast, the pro-
establishment lawmakers
complained but did nothing to stop
the delaying tactics. They should
have encouraged their fellow
members to turn up in force to
ensure a quorum. They failed to do
so and thus should bear the biggest
share of the blame. 

As a political strategy,
filibustering is commonly used and
accepted in legislative assemblies
the world over. If voters find this
tactic unacceptable, they can punish
the lawmakers involved by not
voting for them in the next elections.

The worsening wealth gap and
the resulting social dichotomy have
had a profound impact on our
political culture, turning the
legislative assembly into a
battlefield. Radical and disruptive
behaviour such as banana-throwing
and filibustering tactics by
lawmakers are gradually being
accepted, despite strong opposition
from the pro-establishment camp.

In fact, filibusters are not new to
Legco and the pro-establishment
camp might be suffering from
selective memory loss. In 1999, when
Legco discussed the dissolution of
the now-defunct Urban Council and
Regional Council, Lau Kong-wah of
the pro-government Democratic
Alliance for Betterment of Hong
Kong, as the DAB was then known,
threw his support behind a
filibuster. At that time, he said it was
a totally acceptable strategy in any
legislative assembly. Yet, today, he
and his colleagues at the DAB are
calling for Legco standing orders to

be revised to bar it. How come he
has changed his tone? 

The pro-establishment camp
can’t just blame their rivals for
delaying the legislative procedures.
They have reportedly decided to
take shifts to sit in Legco to ensure a
quorum, which is ridiculous; they
should all be there at the same time. 

It’s their duty to support the
government. Otherwise, they may as
well join the opposition.

A government decision to
withdraw an unpopular bill is not
without precedent: the controversial
national security bill, Article 23, was
shelved after half a million people
took to the streets in 2003.

If the government suspects that
the filibuster is in fact a veiled
attempt to block consideration of
the chief-executive-elect Leung
Chun-ying’s proposal to expand his
governance team, the best option is
to withdraw this bill. It should also
withdraw the similarly controversial
amendment bill on copyright laws.
Doing so would give Legco time to
discuss Leung’s reform bid. The
current administration has
reportedly refused to budge on the
bill on by-elections, but I believe
Leung will find a way round the
problem.

Albert Cheng King-hon is a political
commentator. taipan@albertcheng.hk

Tactics to block passage of
flawed laws are legitimate 
Albert Cheng supports legislators’ efforts to scrap proposed rules on by-elections 

With daily headlines
focusing on war,
terrorism and the abuses

of repressive governments, and
religious leaders bemoaning
declining standards of behaviour,
it is easy to get the impression we
are witnessing a moral collapse.
But I think we have grounds to be
optimistic about the future.

Thirty years ago, I wrote a book
called The Expanding Circle, in
which I asserted that, historically,
the circle of beings to whom we
extend moral consideration has
widened, first from the tribe to the
nation, then to the race or ethnic
group, then to all human beings,
and, finally, to animals. That,
surely, is moral progress.

We might think that evolution
leads to the selection of individuals
who think only of their own
interests, and those of their kin,
because genes for such traits
would be more likely to spread.
But, as I argued then, the
development of reason could take
us in a different direction.

Steven Pinker’s recent book,
The Better Angels of Our Nature,
lends weighty support to this view.
Pinker, a professor of psychology at
Harvard University, argues that
our era is less violent, less cruel,
and more peaceful than any
previous period of human
existence. In essence, humans
living today are less likely to meet a
violent death, or to suffer from
violence or cruelty at the hands of
others, than their predecessors in
any previous century.

Many people will doubt this

claim. Some hold a rosy view of the
simpler lives of tribal hunter-
gatherers relative to our own. But
examination of skeletons found at
archaeological sites suggests that
as many as 15 per cent of
prehistoric humans met a violent
death at the hands of another. 

Pinker accepts that reason is an
important factor underlying the
trends he describes. In support of
this claim, he refers to the “Flynn
effect” – the remarkable finding by
the philosopher James Flynn that
since IQ tests were first
administered, scores have risen
considerably. If the average
teenager today took an IQ test in
1910, he or she would score 130,
which would be better than 98 per
cent of those taking the test then.

The parts of the tests on which
scores have risen the most assess
powers of abstract reasoning. 

Pinker argues that enhanced
powers of reasoning give us the
ability to frame our ideas in more
abstract, universal terms. This, in
turn, leads to better moral
commitments, including
avoidance of violence. 

So there are grounds to believe
that our improved reasoning
abilities have enabled us to reduce
the influence of those more
impulsive elements of our nature
that lead to violence. There would
be no denying that we continue to
face grave problems. But there
would nonetheless be some reason
to hope for moral progress.

Peter Singer is professor of bioethics at
Princeton. Copyright: Project Syndicate

Why we’re less likely to
meet a violent end today
Peter Singer says the rise in IQ scores over time 
could well point to moral progress for humanity
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