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Pandemics and politics: United
we must stand, yet divided we run

The war against the
virus demands
global solutions but
the answers are
likely to be national

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

As inlife, so in world affairs, what is
most desirable often becomes the

least possible outcome. As Covid-19 :

tightens its grip on the world -
nearly half of humanity isunder
lockdown - the case for
international cooperation has
never been stronger. Yet, such
cooperation against the viruslooks
less andless likely.

Almost everyone agrees that the
key to managing the current crisis
lies insubstantive cooperation
between the world’s two most

importantpowers, the United States :

: orfaraway. We have seen that

i happen in the wake of earthquakes
¢ and tsunamis.

and China. Instead of bringing them
together or narrowing their
differences, the war against the
virusis pushing them apart.
Washington and Beijing are arguing
about everything - from the origins
of the virus to the accountability
overits spread and the potential
pathways to defeatingit.

The tensions between them have
alsoinfected international
organisations, like the World
Health Organisation (WHO), that
are caught in the crossfire, and
limited the prospects for forums
like the Group of 20 (G-20) that
were set up todeal withan
emergency like the present one.

That global crises demand global
solutions is common sense. Butitis
also quite uncommon to see
sustained international
cooperation amid such crises.
Bemoaning the lack of cooperation
isnotenough; itis important to
understand why such cooperation
ishardtoachieve.

DOMESTIC POLITICS

Amajor source of the declining
international prospects for
collaborationis in the domestic
politics of the world’s leading
powers, the USand China. The
coronavirus crisis threatens to
upend the domestic economic
structures, with major social and
political consequences for both
countries.

To be sure, moments of great
tragedy and calamity do compel
leaders to reflect more deeply
about the sources of conflict
with adversaries either next door

But the mood of magnanimity

¢ tends to evaporate rather quickly.
: The traditional habits of thought

¢ and conventional policy impulses
: returnsoon enough torestore

: statusquoante. Itis butrarely that
. disaster diplomacy endsin

. substantive breakthroughs.

Take for example the

. internationalresponsein the wake
i ofthe 2008 financial crisis. The US
: moved quickly to widen the Group
: ofSeven forum toinclude all the

¢ major world economies. The idea

i behind the expanded G-20 forum
: was toenable better coordination

i oftheir national efforts in tackling
. the challenge. However, as the

¢ financial crisis eased, the expanded :
i forumsoon turnedintoatalkshop
: withlimited impact.

The 2008 financial crisis also saw

: aprofound change in the :
: perceptions about power hierarchy :
. intheglobal order. The crisis, many :
: suggest, was aninflection pointin

: therelations between the USand

i China. The Chinese Communist

i Party (CCP) leadership in Beijing

: was apparently convinced that the
i USwasin terminal decline and that
: China’s moment in the sun had

. re-emerged. As the CCP embarked
i onassertive policies, there was an

: inevitable pushback from the US

i over the next decade.

What we are witnessing at

i presentis the productof the
: unravelling of the expansive
i economicintegration and political
i bonhomie thatbegan inthe 1970s.

With mutual suspicion and political

¢ contestation being the key drivers
i ofUS-Chinarelations, itishardto
¢ see the two governments setting

. aside their differences for the

: globalgood, even if their common
¢ “enemy” isavirus thatis heedless
: ofthe nationality of its victims.

NATIONAL SELF-INTEREST FIRST

* Much of the clamour for

i international cooperation tends to
¢ ignore the truism that the principal
: obligation of national governments
¢ —elected or selected - is to their

i own people. Leaders from major

¢ powersoften tip their hat to the

: ideaofglobal citizenship. But they
¢ areacutely aware thatwhen it

: comes tothe crunch, internal

¢ considerations must prevail over

the international.
The natural biasamid major crises

is towards taking care of yourself
¢ beforeassisting others. This
¢ tendency has beenaggravated by

the resurgence of nationalismin
recentyears — nowhere more

Evenwithout nationalism,

i differences, tactical and strategic,
¢ within the ruling elites are natural
: when dealing with the major issues
i oftheday. All political communities :
¢ have rules by which the divisions
¢ areaddressed andresolved, either
¢ publicly orbehind closed doors. But :
: major calamities test these
: mechanisms to the extreme.

Itis not for nothing that

i epidemics were seen inancient

i Chinaasportending the end of

¢ dynasties. It was alittle more thana
i superstition. Each dynasty based

A ~—

its claim to rule on a “mandate from

: theheaven”. Major epidemics

i produce devastating effects on

: the economy, which in turn disturb
: thepolitical equilibrium ina

i society. When thereisa strong

: sense that heaven has withdrawn

i itsmandate, the stageis setfora

: political rearrangement or aregime
i change,ifyoulike.

Historians also point to the

: impactofepidemics on military and
: political outcomes between states

i from the Peloponnesian Wars in

* ancient Greece to the Napoleonic

i Wars in modern Europe.

British science writer Laura

Whatever the long-term impact

i of Covid-19, we arealready in the
¢ intensively thanin the US and China. :
: i international contestation. While

: the Democrats and Republicans in
i Washington have come together to
: produce amassive relief package

middle of a vigorous internal and

for the American people, they

i differ violently on President
: Donald Trump’s strategy to beat

the virus. The Democrats have

: seized every opportunity to berate
: his handling of the crisis.

We do not see such public

i contestation in China; but it will be
i surprising ifeveryone in the top

¢ leadership of the CCP agrees with

i everystep that President XiJinping

: hastaken in the handling of the

. crisis. It would be utterly wrong to
: presume that missteps by the top

¢ leadership in China will have no

i internal consequencesatall.

: FOG OF CRISES

i Leaders must make difficult

: decisionsin the fog of crises, with

: limitedinformation and the

: inability to predict, letalone control,
. allthevariables involved and the

i consequences of one’sactions.

i Decision-making during crises is

i akin towar and holds the potential

¢ todisturb multiple equations within
i andacross national borders.

There is no question the crisis has

i come ata difficult time for
: presidents Xiand Trump.

For Mr Xi, the next couple of

i yearsare of specialimportance. His
: second termas the supreme leader
¢ ofthe CCP comes up for renewal in
i 2022. Although thereisno

: restrictionanylonger on the

: number of terms a leader can serve,
¢ thiscan’t be takenas a foregone

i conclusionif the consequences of

: Covid-19 turn out to be serious for

i Chinese economy.

Well before the renewal question

i comesup, thereisananniversary

: thatMr Xi has been so eager to put
i hispersonalstampon. Itis the

. centenary of the CCP’s founding in
i Julynextyear. When he took

i chargein2012, he had declared his
: ambitious goal to make Chinaa

¢ “moderately prosperous society”.

Although there is a sense of

i triumphalism in China at this

i momentabout defeating the virus,

¢ Beijing’s problems are certainly not
i over. It willbe along haul before

: thingssettle downand thereisno

i tellinghow the situation mightlook.

For Mr Trump, the challenge is

i moreimmediate. The presidential
: electionisbarely seven months

i away. Just a few weeksago, Mr

¢ Trump appeared to be well on his

i way tore-election thanks tosteady
: : economicgrowthand deep
i Spinney, whorecently publishedan :

¢ account of the Spanish flu that

: killed nearly 50 million people in

' 1918, suggests that the epidemic

: may have helped end the Great War
¢ and contributed to the social

: upheavalin the inter-war period,

: withlasting strategic

i consequences for the world.

divisions among the Democrats. The

: Democrats have now closed ranks

i behind formervice-president Joe

: Bidenand theUS economy has been
i thrownintoa tailspin by the virus.

Finding a winning strategy, then,

i is top priority for Mr Trump right

: now. Blaming Beijing for keeping

i theworldin the darkand exporting
i the coronavirus to the world is

. easilyunderstandable from

i Mr Trump’s perspective. Calling

: Covid-19 the “China virus” and

¢ describing Mr Biden as the “China
: Joe”arealso to be expected, given

i his penchant for slapping labels on
i those deemed tobe threats.

China has shown no better

. sensibility in turning the war

i against the virusintoabattle

: against the US. Accusing the US of

¢ inflicting the virus on China might

: seem too outrageous. But for Mr Xi,
i itisanimportant partofpreventing :
: any stigma of the virus from

: sticking to himself, As the

i coronavirus crisis casts ashadow

i over the political future of the two
¢ leaders, the temptation to shift the
¢ blame to outsidersis perhaps

¢ natural. Losing the war of words is
¢ notan option for either the CCP or
: the Trump administration.

Beyond the individual fortunes

: ofthe twoleaders, larger issues are
¢ involved. The ideologues in both

* capitals can’tlet the crisis

¢ delegitimise their respective

¢ political systems.

Mr Xiwants to prove the party

i statehas won the war against the
: virusatatime whenthe
¢ democracies are floundering.

Mr Trump can’t demonstrate the

: success of the American model by
¢ compromising with China. Evenif
¢ hehas towork eventually with

¢ China,itcanonly be on his terms.

Some in the administration see

: the crisis as an opportunity to

¢ intensify the efforts to decouple

: America’s economy from that of

¢ China.Some othersseeitasa

: necessityaswell. The spread of the
: coronavirus has exposed the deep
: reliance of the US, Europeand

: much of the world on the

: production of basic drugs and

¢ medical devices in China.

Itis one thing to live with

: economicinterdependence in

: abstractand entirely another to
: accept dependence onanother
: state,arivaland competitor, for
: basichealth needs.

The divisions between the two

i countries have already consumed
: the multilateral system. The WHO
: hasbeenaspecial target for the

: Trump administration, which

: believes it has been complicitin

: downplaying the crisis inits early

: stages and lulling the world into

: complacence. Here again, the

¢ crisishas sharpened the

: pre-existing concerninthe US

: about China’s growing dominance
: of the United Nations system.

Many in Washington and Beijing

: hope that ousting Mr Trump

: from the White House in the

: general elections later this year
: could help stabilise US-China

: relationsandrevive the world’s
: faithin multilateralism.

Butothers see itasaprayer rather

i thanaprediction, pointing to the

¢ structural reasons for the deepening
¢ hostility between the USand China

: and theuncertain trajectory of

¢ domestic politics in both countries.

Many are betting that thereisno

: goingback to the days when

i economicglobalisation, free trade,
¢ openborders and multilateralism

: seemedirreversible. The depthand
: extentof change in the relations

i among nations will depend on the

¢ extent ofimpacton the economies
i of major nations.

Covid-19 has shaken the very

: foundations of the economic

¢ structures that have emerged since
¢ the1980s.1Itis forcingustotakea

: freshlookat the balance between
: thestate and the market, capital

¢ andlabour, and the relationship

¢ between the internal and external
i sectorsof the economy that had

: been taken for granted inrecent

¢ decades. But the answers are

¢ unlikely to be revealed from a

: collective brainstorming among

: theworld’sleaders. They are more
¢ likely to come out of the inevitable
: shiftin economic policies of major
: nations triggered by domestic

i political pressures.
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