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Can Asia help Biden?

Astrong,
self-confident
Americais needed to
resume its leadership
role. Asia hasarole to
play —ifthe US s
prepared to listen.

Kishore Mahbubani

For The Straits Times

“Asknot what America can do for
you! Ask rather what you can do
for America.”

IfUS President Joe Biden were in

apositiontosendasincere and
honest message to therest of the
world in his recent inaugural
address, these are the words he
should have used - echoing the
famous words of John F. Kennedy,

exactly 60 years ago, when he said:

“Asknot what your country can do
for you - ask what you can do for
your country.”

Instead, because American
presidentsare prisoners of
American political tradition,
President Biden had to say: “We
canmake America, once again, the
leading force for good in the world.”

The sad reality is that the United
States can no longer provide the
world with unquestioned
leadership.

Americanleadership has
benefited the world: The
multilateral rules and institutions
itgenerated after World War I1
have prevented World War I1I; the
openmarkets of America helped
the East Asian tigers and China to
succeed; the US Navy enabled
freedom of navigation. But all this
strong globalleadership required a
strong, self-confident America,
one that Kennedy’s stirring
rhetoric could rouse 60 years ago.

Sadly, Mr Donald Trump has left
abroken, deeply divided America
that hasneither the spirit nor the
willtolead the world. Any illusions
thata strong, self-confident
Americawouldbounce backafter
Mr Biden’s election were wiped
outonJan 6, when the world saw
anunruly mob storm the US
Capitol, in part because of the
implicit encouragement of Mr
Trump himself.

This is why Dr Richard Haass,
president of the Council on
Foreign Relations, America’s most
prestigious foreign policy
think-tank, tweeted that day: “No
one in the world is likely to see,
respect, fear, or depend on us in
the same way again. If the

post-American era hasastartdate, :
¢ President Bidenis doing the right
: things to help America get back on
: theroad. He hasannounced the :
: following measuresin the first 100 :
¢ days of his term: aUS$1.9 trillion

¢ (S$2.5 trillion) coronavirus relief
: package, 100 million vaccine

: doses,aUS$15-an-hour minimum

itisalmost certainly today.”

British journalist Martin Wolfis
equally pessimistic. As he wrote in
the Financial Times: “The US
republic has survived the test of
Trump. But it stillneeds to be
saved from death.”

The big question that the rest of
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question that the rest of the world, including Asia, faces with Mr Biden’s inauguration, is whether it is in the world's (or Asia's) interest to see America continue to :
: decline and weaken, or if they should instead help America to recover, says the writer. PHOTO: EPA-EFE

¢ theworld, including Asia, faces

: with President Biden’s

: inauguration, is whetheritisinthe
: world’s (or Asia’s) interest to see

: America continue to decline and

: weaken, or if we should instead

: help America torecover.

The answer is obviously the

latter: The worldis better off with
: astrong, self-confident America.

Yet, Asia (or the world) can help

: America onlyifit believes that it

: needs help. Sheer pride will make it
: difficult for Americans to accept

¢ thattheyneed help, even though

: thoughtful Americans, like political :
: scientist Francis Fukuyama,

: acknowledge that America has

: some serious internal healing to do.

Dr Fukuyama said that the USis

“divided, internally preoccupied,
: and contradicting its own
: democraticideals”.

America’s internal problems are

: deepand structural, AsI document :
: inHas China Won?, theyrange

: fromthe deeply plutocratic

: political system that has become

¢ entrenchedto the “sea of despair”
: thathas emerged among the white
: working classes, who sadly and

: unwisely supported Mr Trump in

¢ theiranger.

No magic wand can wave away

¢ allthese deep structural problems.

There isno question that

: wage increase, extending a pause
: onstudentloan payments, and

. extending nationwide restrictions
: oneviction. Let’s hope that these

: internal healing measures work.

. Equallyimportant, President
. Bidenshouldavoid painfuland

i demanding external

: commitments. The wisest thing

: thathe coulddo to help both

: Asean (and Singapore) has
: agoldenopportunity to

: helpMrJoe Biden by

: providing himwith the

: necessary political cover

: topursueamoresensible

: approachinUS-China

: relations. By doing this,

: Aseanwill alsorepay

: Americaa major debt.

: Without American support
i and backing, Aseancould

: launchedin1967.Nowit is
: Asean'sturnto help

: America successfully

: relaunchitself.

Avenue after his inauguration ceremony at the

i America and the world heal from

. the Covid-19 rampage istopress

. the pause button on the US-China
: geopolitical contest. [twould be

: sheer common sense to do this.

Unfortunately, given the toxic

: anti-China mood in America, his
i handsare tied. Ifhe isseen to be
¢ softon China, he will be

. excoriated. Thus, publicly, he must :
: appear to be tough on China.

Surprisingly, President Biden

¢ saidnothingabout China in his

: inauguralspeech. However, his

: Cabinetappointees - including Dr
: JanetYellenfor treasury secretary,
i MrAntony Blinken for secretary of
i stateand Ms Avril Haines for

¢ director of nationalintelligence -

i have criticised China strongly in

i their Senate confirmation hearings. :
: . begins with listeningand

i understanding. Here, thereisno
¢ question what President Biden’s
¢ diplomats will hear from

i South-east Asians: They wanta
: strong American presence in

i South-east Asia, but theyalso do
: notwant tobe forced to choose

: between Americaand China.

Ms Haines said: “Chinaisa

© challenge to oursecurity, to our

i prosperity, toour values acrossa

: range ofissues, and I do supportan
: aggressive stance,inasense, to

. dealwith the challenge that we're

' nothavebeen successfully : "8

Yet, even though the logical and

i sensible pause button is out of
i Mr Biden’sreach, he canstill
i rebalance the US-China contest.

If former president Barack

i Obama opted for 60 per cent

. cooperation and 40 per cent

: competition with China, while

¢ Mr Trump essentially went for 90
: per cent competitionand 10 per

: cent cooperation, President

: Bidencanatleast gofor 60 per

: cent competitionand 40 per

: centcooperation.

GOLDEN OPPORTUNITY

CAREIRIE X2

¢ Yet, President Biden cannot

i achieve thisrebalancing on his

: own.He needs the help of Asia. All
. this provides Asean (including

¢ Singapore) withagolden

i opportunity.

Towin political support fora

i morerational China policy,

Mr Biden needs political cover.

i Asean can provide political cover
¢ by collectively calling on both

: Chinaand the USto first focus on
: working together to solve

i common and pressing problems

¢ like Covid-19 and climate change.

Themost sensible thing

i Mr Biden could doistosend his
: senior diplomats to East Asiaona
¢ “listening” mission.

Indeed, all good diplomacy

The former Indonesian

He added: “We don’t want to be

i dupedintoananti-China
: campaign.”

Fortunately, President Biden has

i chosenas his Asian “czar” Mr Kurt
: Campbell, aseasonedand

Capitol on Wednesday. The big :

i experienced diplomat. During the
¢ Covid-19lockdown period, he and
¢ Ipartnered togetherinadebate

: organised by Intelligence Squared
: UStoargue in favour ofa motion,

¢ “Coronaviruswillreshape the

: world orderin China’s favour”.

Inthe debate, he said: “We

i expectacountry toprovide
¢ domestic capacity and
¢ demonstrate competence in terms

of dealing with the pandemic. No
onewouldargue that the US has
beenable to doanything of the
kind.It’s beenatragedy to see the
incompetence with which the US
has dealt with the issue.

“We would expect that the
leading nation would be able to
provide support in terms of PPE
(personal protective equipment)
and equipment, We've seen
nothing of the sort from the US.

“Whatwe see in contrast is

: China, even though thisiswhere

the virus originated; since that
time they've been reaching out,

: providing equipment and support
toavariety of countries around the

world.”

He added: “After the coronavirus
has swept the planet, itis
undeniable that China has taken
advantage of the situation, has
moved forward and everyone sees
that America has been missing in
action.”

CHANGING PRIORITIES

: MrCampbellisalsoagoodlistener.
¢ Ifhe came to South-east Asia, he

would hear another clear message
on the priorities of Asean.

All countries have to prioritise
politics, economics and security in

: theirinternational affairs. America
: tends to prioritise the security

dimension the most, followed by
politicsand economics, China
prioritises economics, followed by
politicsand security. Thereisno
question that the priorities of

i Aseanare closer to those of China

than America.
Given the social and economic
travails of the US, and the “sea of

¢ despair” faced byitsworking

: classes, it would nowbe in

: America’s self-interest toalso put
¢ economicsahead of security.

Unwisely, America has spent

: over US$5 trillion fighting futile

¢ post-9/11wars. If this US$5 trillion
: hadbeen spent on the bottom 50

¢ per cent of American society, each
i citizenin this group would have

¢ receiveda cheque for US$30,000.
¢ Thisisaverysignificantamount,

: especially since 60 per cent of

: Americans donot have access to

: US$400 in case ofan emergency.

Inshort, contrary to the

¢ conventional wisdom in

: Washington, which isstrongly in

¢ favourofaccelerating the

i geopolitical contest against China,
¢ itwould be wiser for Americatoat

: leastpress the pause button on this
¢ contest and focus on getting both

¢ the Americanand global

: economiesbackontrack.

Asean (and Singapore) has a

¢ golden opportunity to help

: Mr Biden by providing him with

¢ thenecessary political cover to

: pursue amore sensible approach

¢ inUS-Chinarelations. By doing

: this, Aseanwill also repay America
: amajor debt. Without American

: i supportand backing, Asean could
: ambassador to the US, Dr Dino Patti :
. Djalal, putit wellwhen he said:

i “Today, South-east Asians want to
¢ getalong withthe US and China, :
i buttheyalsowant the USand China :
¢ togetalong,atleastin their region.
i Isthattoo muchto ask?”

nothave been successfully

: launchedin1967. Now itis Asean’s
¢ turn to help America successfully
: relaunchitself.
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