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US-China contest and the
challenge of governance

There are certain
parallels between the
core issues faced by
bothrivals. Todeal
withits problems,
America needs more
political coherence,
while to deal with its
problems, China
needs less political
control. That either
will be able to do what
it needs to do is not
guaranteed.

A
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Strategic rivalry between the
United States and Chinaisnowa
structural feature of international
relations and will remain so for
many years to come. Competition
between their governance systems
isakeyaspect. Chinese President
Xi[inping has revived the Maoist
trope of the East rising and the
West declining and claimed that
“time and momentum”are on
China’s side.

It cannot be denied that these

ofthe termto call them “ideas™)
appealto the ethnic sentimentality
orhope for personaladvantage of
certainsections of Singapore, and
not only Chinese Singaporeans.
Theseimages are effective because
they are not complete fabrications,
only caricatures of far more
complex realities.

Amore balanced view first
requires thatwe understand the
nature of US-China competition
accurately. Too often, itis
described as“anew Cold War”.
That is an intellectually lazy trope

the nature of the twonations’
competition.

TheUS and the former Soviet
Union led two separate systems
connected only at their margins.
Their competition was to
determine which systemwould
prevail. The US and Chinaare both
vital and irreplaceable
componentsofasingle global
system. They compete within this
singlesystem tosee which will
dominateit.

TheUS and China are linked to
each other and other parts of the
global system by aweb of supply
chains of historically
unprecedented scope, density and
complexity. This webmakesit
highly improbable that the system
will completelybiturcate into two
separate systems, atleast notat
any acceptable costto either the
US or China. Some bifurcationin
specificdomains has already
occurred but the global system,
while underpressure, willremain
largely intact.

Competitionwithin a systemis
fundamentally different from
competition between systems.
Therelative capabilities of

more weight in competition within
asystem because theobjective is
notforone system todestroy or
displace another, but for one part

convincingother parts of the
system that it ismore effective.

This is why an accurateand
clinical understanding of both the
Chinese and American systems is
crucial. The understanding of
these countries by many
Singaporeans ismuch more
superficial than they may believe,
and they are often inclined to take
too much at face value.

SIMILARILLS

This contest is often described as
one between democracyand
authoritarianism. The politics is
indeed important, but focusing on
thesebroad political categories

i glosses over the fact that both the

: USand Chinaare today mixed

: economies, the primary difference
: beingintheir respective balances

! between market and planned or

: regulated elements of their

: economies. Inthe 21st century, a

: pure laissez-faire economyisas

i chimericala creature as isapure
images (itis stretching the meaning :
i controlled economy.

plannedor totally regulated or

The specific reasons may not be

i exactly the same, but being part of
i onesystem, boththe USand China
i suffer from much the sameills of

: globalisation - growing inequality,
i totakejustone example. In2019,

: the Gini coefficient - which

i measures income inequality - for

: theUSwas 0.48,up from0.47a

i decade earlier. For China, the

: average estimated Gini coefficient
i overthe last decade was 0.482. No
: muchdifference between them,

i andbothon thehigh side.

that fundamentally misrepresents :
i thanthefact that neither the US

: nor China seems to have dealt with
: inequality particularly well. This

: should make us cautious about

i drawing hasty and simplistic

i conclusions about therelative

i merits or demerits of the Chinese

: and American or, more generally,

i Western governance systems.

: Bothhavetheir strengthsand both
: have serious deficiencies.

The precise numbers matter less

‘We shouldallacknowledge that

: Chinahas remarkable

: achievementsto its credit. Butwe
: shouldsee theseachievementsin
i perspective.

The Chinese Communist Party

i (CCP)took power and established
i the People’s Republic of China

i 72yearsago. Allitsachievements

i were in thelast 40 years orso since
: DengXiaoping’s reforms. The

i recordofthe first 30 yearsisless

: clearly one of success. 1 doubt the

i next40years willbe a straight-line
: extrapolation from the last 40

i years. Thereare serious challenges
: thatChina must confront.

Tosome degree, government in

i allWestern-style democraciesis

i dysfunctional by design to prevent
: anoverconcentration of power.
different governance systems have :
: America, where distrust of the

: state was ingrained at its founding.
! Theseparation of powers between
: different branches of government
ofasingle systemtodominateitby :
i America than elsewhere.

Thisis especially pronouncedin

ismore jealously guardedin

Politics in Americais always

i partisan, now more so than

: previously. This makes it difficult
i fortheUStoreact quicklyand

: steerasteady long-term course

: withoutraucousdebatesinwhich
: compromises often make for less
: thancoherent policies. America

: canbe bewildering tothe casual

i observer. But while consensusis

i verydifficultto reach in American
i politics, once reached, it canbe

: enduring.

The US pursued a Cold War

! against the Soviet Union for

: 40yearsamidst fierce political

: debates. America is often slow to
: react,but once it rousesitself, it

k

: canact decisively and even

ruthlessly. Itisall too easy to
underestimate America. Many
who have done so have not lived to
regretit.

CHINA'S RECORD

Authoritarian systemsare better
placedto make quickand clear
decisions and pursue them
relentlessly overthelong term,
andthis was akey reasonfor
China’s success over thelast

mplement long-term decisionsis
anadvantage only if the decision
was correct inthe first place.
DengXiaoping’s decision to
reformand openup Chinawas
correct; Mao Zedong’s Great Leap
Forward and Cultural Revolution
were immense mistakes, costing
millions of lives. It was the very
scale of the disasters that made
Deng’s sharp correction possible.
Hadthe consequences of Mao’s
bad decisions been less tragic,

CCP, Deng would probably have
foundit far more difficultto
change course. That catastrophes
areneeded for change isalso
characteristic of authoritarian
systems.

Itis now clear that prematurely
abandoning Deng’s sage approach
of “hidinglight and biding time”

with less tragic consequences, at
east so far. Once revealed,
ambitions cannot be concealed
again, nor easily forgotten.
Beijing’s assertive behaviourin the
East and South China seas, in the

and its mercantilist economic
policies, have created a nascent
coalition of countries around the
world with concerns about China.
The one issue on which thereis
today a strong bipartisan
consensus inAmericais China.
Beijing missed orignored
changing American attitudes
towards China - it was President
George W. Bush who firstlabelled
China a “strategic competitor”
20 or soyearsago. As the Hu Jintao
eradrewtoaclose, Chinabeganto
regardthe 2008 to 2009 global
financial crisis asvalidatingits
own propaganda about America’s
absolute decline. Beijing
misinterpretedthe Obama
administration’s lack of stomach
forrobust competitionas a new

Visitors to Beijing's National Art Museum in front of a portrait of Chinese President Xi Jinping. The writer says that Mr Xi, by concentrating power around himself and
imposing penalties for perceived disloyalty, may have reintroduced something akin to a neo-Maoist single point of failure to the Chinese system. PHOTO: NYTIMES

norm of American foreign policy.

President Xihasdoubled down

: onthesemistakes. By

: concentrating poweraround

: himself, strongly emphasising
: party discipline, demanding

: compliance with his“thought”and
: imposing harsh penaltiesfor

i perceived disloyalty, he may have
: reintroduced somethingakintoa
: neo-Maoist single point of failure
: tothe Chinese system, whereby a
i singlebad decision canhavea

: systemwide effect.

40years. But the ability totakeand :
- such system error. But MrXi

: cannot afford tolookweak - the

: shrilland jingoistic nationalismhe
: hasstoked tolegitimate the CCP is
: adouble-edged sword. Relations

: with the USmay have toget much

: worsebefore they improve.As

i during the Maoistera, it may takea
: disasterto admit and correct
: mistakes. H
:  Americais a highlydecentralised :
i system. The most importantthings :
: inAmerica donotalwayshappen
threatening thevery survival of the :
: dependent on politics and

i governmentatthe centre. Equally
: important are what happensin

i great American universitiesand

: corporations, on Wall Street, in

: researchlaboratories and on the

: mainstreets of the 50 states.

Dealing with the USwas one

inWashington, DC, and areless

i THEWEST'S DIFFICULTIES

was another serious mistake, albeit :

: Decentralised systems are

: resilient, notsusceptible tosingle

: points of failure, and generally are
: self-correctingwithout having to
: confront catastrophic system

: failures. Butthey are unwieldy and
Taiwan Straitand in the Himalayas, :
: slowly and by lurchesand
{ meanderings.

generally move forward only very

Forthe USand other Western

economies, the core challenge is
i how toensure the long-term

: durability of their political systems :
: bymitigatinginequality and other
: downsidesof globalisation. This

: requires state intervention and

: moreresources, or at least the

: reprioritisation of existing social

¢ policies to free finite resources for
I newuses.

Existing Western social

: compactsarealmostall

{ unsustainable owing to changing
: demographics - ageing

: populations. Change will,

i however, be politically extremely
: difficult, requiring a new type of

: democratic politics.

Itis entirely possible that neither system
will find answers toitschallenges and that
bothwill continue to stumble along with
no clear denouement to their competition.
Thatisinfact the most probable outcome.
Certainly, neitherthe US nor Chinais going
to collapse and wewill all have to deal with

boththebestwecan.
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: political coherence neededto
: makeanything more than H
incremental and marginal changes. :

: deterioration in the quality of
: Western political leadership. Ifitis
: harder and harder to getless and
: less done through the political

: process, why should any

i reasonably sane or intelligent

: person gointopolitics? [ doubt

: that thebest and brightest in

: Americaor Europe today seek

i political careers.

CHINA'S DILEMMA

: The key challenge confronting

: Chinaisas daunting and engages
: evenmore fundamentalissues. In
i 2012, atits18th congress, the CCP
i acknowledged that the economic
: modelresponsible for China’s

: growthinthe1990sand early

i 2000swasunsustainable. The

i followingyear, itrolled out a plan
: that envisaged arestructuring of

i theeconomic system “toallow the

¢ theallocation of resources”.

: Implementation has, however,

: beenhesitantbecause the plan

: posedafundamental, perhaps

: existential, dilemma forthe CCP.

Mr[ean-Claude Juncker, former

: president ofthe European

: Commission, stated the problem
: succinctly: “We all know what to
: do, wejustdon’tknow how to get
: re-electedafterwe'vedoneit.”

Thatis the essential problem in

i Americatoo.

Inthe US and the West generally,

i political power is now fragmented
¢ anddiffused, primarily because

: socialmedia and other

i 2lst-century information

: technology have deconstructed

: anddispersed theideaof popular

: sovereignty, making it more

: difficultto reach and sustain

: consensus.Ithasbecome very

i difficultto get things done through
: the political process. Without

i politicalreform, it willnot be easy
: forany American or Western

leader to regain the level of

Oneconsequence isa

markettoplay a‘decisive role’ in

Chinais notjust authoritarian

i buthasavery specific type of

: authoritariansystem- a

i communist system ledbya

! Leninist-style vanguard party.

i Chinais nolonger very communist
¢ initsideology, butit certainly is

{ communistin the structure of its

: politics.

Theessence of acommunist

¢ systemled by a Leninistvanguard
: party like the CCP is the party’s

: insistence on control, not just of

: politics, but of stateand society in
¢ alltheiraspects. The market, by

i definition, means less control.

The choice between political

i control and market efficiency is

i notabsolute. What isrequiredisa

{ newbalance between controland
: efficiency. Wherethat new balance
i shouldlieis, however, not clear.

Atthe 19th party congress in

2017, MrXiredefined the
: “principal contradiction” facing
- Chinaas that between

¢ “ynbalancedand inadequate

development and the people’s

: ever-growing needs forabetter

: life” - inotherwords, rising

i expectations, which Mr Xi

: describedas “increasingly broad”.
: Thishassetalengthy domestic

agenda which has many elements
n common with the Western
agenda: dealing withinequality

i andarapidly ageing population

: among them. Strategic

: competitionwiththe US creates

: new uncertainties and adds to the
: complexity of dealing with this

agenda.
Coping with the agenda on the
scale required in China will require

i alongtimeandimmense
: resources. MrXi has emphasised
i the imperative ofrevitalising the

CCPand insisted on its central role
todealwith the challenges posed
by rising expectations. Butinan

i authoritarian systemledby a
: Leninist party, politicallogic and
: economiclogic arenot easily

reconciled.

Chinafacesavicious circle thatis
difficultto changeor break:
sustaining growth tomeet
continually rising expectations

: requiresgreater economic

: efficiency; efficiency requiresa

i new balance between controland
: the market; establishing that new

balance necessarily entails risk;
mitigating the political risks

i requiresgrowthto satisfy rising

: expectations; sustaining growth
i requiresanewmodelbasedona
: new balance, and so on and so on.
: Thisisthe coreissue facing the

CCP.
MrXihas notabandonedthe
search for greater market

: efficiencies, but as previously

: noted, he hassofar placedmuch
: greateremphasis on party

i discipline and party control.

Itwas notirrational tohave done
so.Ahuge country that has
undergone such profound

i transformation ina shortperiod —
: whatis40years in the sweep of

history? - will naturally be
nternally roiled. The Chinese

: people generally support aparty

that has improvedtheir lives, but
are easily unsettled, oratleastthe

: CCPthinksso.Thus,the CCPis
: powerfuland popular but

: simultaneously insecure, one of
i China’s many contradictions.

Anunstable China isin no one’s
nterest anditisnot clearthat
thereisany practical alternative to
the CCP to maintain stability. But

: byaccentuating the party’s already
: overwhelmingly dominantrole,
: MrXihasalsosharpenedthe

difficulty of finding anewbalance

: betweenpolitical control and
: economic efficiency. Economic

policy circles aroundrather than

i confronts this core issue.

Despite the power he has

i accumulated, MrXi has so far not

i shown any sign of being willing to

i confrontthe core issue head-on, or
: eventhat he recognisesthisas

somethingthat needsto be
addressed. Hisspeechlast

: Thursday at the celebrations for

the CCP’s 100th anniversary
auded its achievements and
projected a confident Whiggish
vision of China’s future underthe
CCP’sleadership. This was
perhaps only tobe expected, given
the occasion.

Other party meetingshad taken
amore sober view of China's
nternal and external challenges.
The newapproach of “Dual
Circulation” is intended to address
these challenges. So far, “Dual
Circulation” - and the 14th
Five-Year Plan announcedin
outline earlier thisyear - seems
more oldwineinanewslogan
rather than anything designed to
directly deal with the coreissue
facing the CCP.

Wewill have to wait until the
20th party congress next year to

{ seeifthe external andinternal
i challengeswill besufficient for the
: Chineseleadership to muster the

willtodo so.

There are certainparallels
between the core issues facedby
theUS and China. To deal with its

i problems, Americaneeds

: somewhat more political

: coherence, while to deal withits

: problems, Chinaneeds somewhat
: lesspolitical control. That either

: will be able to dowhat it needsto

: dois notguaranteed.

Itis entirely possible that neither

i systemwill find answers to its
: challenges and that both will
i continue to stumblealong with no

clear denouement to their

: competition.

That is in fact the most probable

i outcome. Certainly, neither the US
: norChinais going to collapse and

: wewill allhave todeal with both

: thebestwecan.
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* This commentary is based on his
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