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Charm and China in a multipolar world

Time and patience are
needed fora
multipolar
superstructure to
emerge. In the
meantime, itisin
China’s interests to
know when to go
hard orsoftinits
relations with others.

GeorgeYeo

Letme use the analysis of Karl

Marx - thatthere isan economic
base, and there is a superstructure. :
Ifwelookat the economic base, :
there ismultipolarity. Whereasin
the superstructure, multipolarity
will take time because of how
history has developed.

Thisisbecause the Western i
worldhasbeenusedto dominating :
the world foralong time, soitwill ~ ;
take time for that mentality and
the institutions, which were
derived fromthat mentality, to
change. And Chinamust not
underestimate thedifficulty
of changing the superstructure.
Thedomination isinthe
international media. It'sin
international organisations.Itis
an intellectual way of thinking.

Buteven the ideaof
multipolarity is objectionableto !
many Americans. They stillbelieve :
thattheyarethe maindominant
power in the world, not only
economically, but morally.

Now, there’snopoint ingetting
angry about this. And a debate will
notresolve thisissue. Thisisa
problem of thesuperstructure. It
will take time.

I know many Chinese people are
very angry, so they are very happy
when the foreign ministry
spokesman adopts a wolf warrior
attitude and hits back. Hence,
when the European Parliament
made comments about Xinjiang,
China hit back. And China felt
good about hitting back. When
Australiatook a position which
wasvery pro-America, China
retaliated economically. And
the Chinese people are happy that
the country isstrong, firmand
preparedtoreact.

But this is not necessarily awise
thingtodo.

[ think Chinese peoplehavea
great wisdom, whichis “tobe
patient”. Sometimes to have the
knife placed nearyour heart and
nottoreact - that iswisdom.

Unfortunately, the Chinese
system operatesinacertainway.
Officialsare afraid of their bosses.
Sowhen they say things, it isnot
necessarily to persuade somebody
else. It isalso to please their bosses. :

We canunderstand thisin
Singapore because we have the
same phenomenon in Singapore.
People are more afraid of their
bossesthan of their audience. I
don’t think you can change this
system because thissystemisthe
product ofalong civilisation. But
thebosses can give moreroom to
the subordinates, so thatthe
subordinates know that they can
be more tactical.

! to “giveface
i faceisnot seen as weakness.

: Sosometimes, whenwe've

: achieveda strongposition, it’s

i goodto give some face. Otherwise,
i thelossofface willleadtoan

: irrational reaction, which can

i harmboth parties.

when China criticises them, they
: becomevery upset.

Sometimes, it is important
” — provided giving

INDIATIES: IMPORTANCE
: OF'GIVING FACE'

! Take the example of the

i skirmishes on the India-China

: border. Inthe early 1960s,

i JawaharlalNehruhad a Forward
: Policy,and thatledtothe

: China-Indiawar.India lost,and
i thewound has stillnot healed.

Untilrecently, many people in

China believesthe recent

i skirmisheswere due to India

: making moves, small moves,on
i theborder. Of course, inIndia,

: theyhaveadifferent view.

The important point is that India

¢ lost many soldiers. China thought:
i “It’s good that Indiahaslearnta

: lesson.” Butin fact, India has lost

: face. And the reactionis

i completely disproportionate to

i whathappened.

Sosuddenly all Chinese

i companiesin Indiawere affected.

AWEIQILESSON -
LITTLE THINGS MATTER

! India made a decisive move to
: reaffirm itsmembership inthe

i Quadandtosupportit.

I have had time during this
Covid-19 period tolearn weigi.
Butthe morel learnt it, the more
difficult it became forme.

Becauseyou can have agreat
strategy, you canhavealong-term
view, but ifon thelittle thingsyou
makemistakes, youwilllose.

Soachieving the multipolarity in
the superstructure requiresalot of
attention tolittle details. If
mistakes are made, these
mistakes, over time, can affect the
economic base. And this can affect
China’s future. Andlead toan
unhappy world.

Tobeginwith, theobjectionto
multipolarity is firstly from the
United States.

Many Europeans don’t accept
this because they think that
Europeis a separate pole fromthe
US.But they believe that the
Western people should dominate.
Suddenly to see Chinese people
stand up to them, look themin the
eyeand say “no” - many of them
can’tacceptit. They canaccept
criticisms from one another, but

Sol asked myself, could China

: havehandledit better? Idonot
i know the details. But if [were

: China, Iwould find a way to give
i facetoIndia.

Take the time Prime Minister

i NarendraModimadeaspecial

: effort tobe close to China - when
i PresidentXiJinping visited India,
: Mr Modihosted MrXi in hishome
: state of Gujarat. After that, MrXi

i hostedthe Indianleaderin Xi'an

i andtook him to the Giant Wild

: Goose Pagoda, where

: monk-scholar Xuanzang went

i back to after leaving Nalandain

: theseventhcentury. It was Mr

: Modiwho proposedregular

: retreatswith MrXi. SoMrXi

i invited Mr Modi to Wuhan. At that
: time, noone inIndia knew where
: Wuhanwas. Of course, today

i everybody knows. And the next

: visit was in South India, in Tamil

: Nadu,inasmall seaside town

i called Mahabalipuram. Why did

: theychoose Mahabalipuram, a

: portcity during the reign of the

i Pallava Dynasty? There’satemple

{ with many Hindugods. Amongthe
: hundreds of Hindu gods, thereis

i one Chinese face. Indian scholars

: believe the Chinese face is that of

i Faxian, a fifth- century Buddhist

: monkwhowent toIndia and then
i went back to ChinaviaIndonesia.

: WhenFaxianwasin India, he

: visited Kanchipuram, then the

: capitalof the Pallava Dynasty.

Between India and China, two

i ancient civilisations, when they
i dealwith each other, there mustbe
: asense of cultural context. So

i givingface to each other isvery
: important.

I'm not supporting one side or

: theother. Sol thought, no, this
i is not the properway for two

: ancient civilisations tointeract
: with oneanother.

: EUROPE- ADDRESSING THE HEART
¢ China did not know therewas such

: awar.Ifyoupoint toamap andask
i them“Where was thewar?”, they
i willnot be able totellyouwhat

: happened. But in India, it was

i neverforgotten.

: Chinahasgreatrespect for

: European civilisation. I remember
i watching the documentary series

: The Rise Of The Great Powers.

i Every episode - whetheritwas

: about Portugal, Spain, Holland,

i Germany, France, Britain or Russia
: —was produced with admiration.

i In many ways, Europe had the

: greatestimpact onworld

i civilisation. i
. Because ofthesmallarea, they're :
i always divided. Thisislike the

: Spring and Autumn periodand the
: Warring States period in China -

: whenpeople were struggling with
: ideas, and many different schools
: ofthought blossomed.

When dealingwith Europe, it’s

i goodto beginwith its history.
: Thenwe're not justaddressingthe
: mind, we’re addressing the heart.

But sometimes, because China

! feelsthat it is being unfairly

: treated, it hitsback. Andthe

: Chinese people are very happy,
i onsocial media. But this isnot

: good for China.

Because itisbetterto

: understand how others think and
: how togetinto their heart. This

: requiresalot of thought. It

: requiresalotof creativity.

Allof them, theEuropean

i countries, know that Chinais an

: ancient civilisation...with lots of

: accomplishments. Butin their

: heart, they do not want to feel

: inferior to China. So Chinashould
: explain itself, but without boasting :
i orbeingarrogant.

China knows that in the West,

: there’salot of anti-China

: sentiment. That it’s gonefrom bad
: toworse. Andyousay: “Oh, it’s

: becauseof America.” Thatisa

: superficial analysis.

Americaisaninfluence, only

because the Europeans already
: feelthatway. Take Lithuania.
i Lithuaniahas gone out of itsway to

i poke China inthe eye,so China

¢ getsvery angry with Lithuania.

¢ TheBaltic republics - Lithuania,

: Estonia, Latvia - for years they've
i suffered underthe Soviet Union.

: Sotheylookat theworld through
: thathistorical lens.

So, sometimesyou have tobe

i hard, sometimes youneedtobe

¢ soft,but knowingwhen tobehard
i andwhentobe softisanart.Itis

: not easy. [t requires judgment.

GoingbacktoSun Tzuw’s The Art

i OfWar - know yourselfand know
i your enemy. Itisnot justabout the
: military and economy, itisalso

i about civilisation and emotion.

¢ Youknow your own civilisation

i andyour own emotions. Youmust
: alsounderstandthe other party’s

¢ civilisation and emotions.

I'mnot saying that thisis easy.

But it will come atlower cost if we
; handlethiswith greater skill.

i CHINA-US RIVALRY:
! SINGAPORE'S POSITION

economically, the more Asean will

i wantto diversify. The more

: Chinese investments come to

: South-east Asia, the more China
: marketsare importanttous, the
i more Asean countries will

: welcome America, [apan, India
i and Europe.

Thisis natural. Ifyou were in

i Asean, this would be yourposition.

In2002,when then Chinese

i Premier ZhuRongjiand Asean

¢ leaderswere in Phnom Penh, they
¢ signed the frameworkagreement
: fortheAsean-Chinafreetrade

i agreement.I remember two

: statements madeby Premier Zhu.

One, if after10 yearsthetrade

: imbalance is too much in China’s
: favour, then we shall renegotiate
: thetrade agreement. And the

: second statement wasremarkable. :
i Ttsaid China does not seek for

i itselfan exclusive positionin

: South-east Asia. WhenIheard it, [
¢ thought: “Yes, Premier Zhu

i understands what is in our heart.
¢ Ourfear.”

Singapore is close tothe US for

i obvious reasons.

Iwas in the air force for many

i years.I'wasin chargeof buying

: aeroplanes and weapon systems.
: Ourmostadvanced weapon

: systemsare fromAmerica.

Why dowe choose America?

: Becausewithout America, who

¢ willensure that the Strait of

: Malaccaand the Singapore Strait
i willremain open for international
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i shipping? Naturally we areafraid

: ofour neighbours. Because they’re
i biggerthanus. Butifthere'sa

: superpowerintheregion, then

i everythingwill be kept open.

Maybe one day, China’s navy

: willbe so encompassing that it will
: ensure freedom of navigation all

i over Asia. However, I think it will

¢ beveryunwisefor China to have

i suchanambition.

Becausethis is notthe

i 15th century. Ifyoudothat, India,
: Japanand other countries will

i organise themselves against

: China. Sofrom ourperspective,

i naturally wewant the Americans
: tobearound.

TAIWAN AND SOUTH CHINA SEA

: WillSingapore help America (on)

i Taiwan? I think Singapore’s

: position has been very clear on this
: matter. Why did the Wang-Koo

i talks (Taiwan’s Straits Exchange

i Foundation chairman Koo

H : Chen-fuand his Chinese

i Singapore’s positionis the position }
¢ of Asean. Asean makes Singapore’s
i position more comfortable. Asean
: willalwaysbe neutral. Asean will

i nottakesides. Aseanis already

: China’s biggest trading partner.

: Themoreimportant Chinaistous

counterpart Wang Dachan) take

: place inSingapore in1993? Why
i did the Xi Jinping-Ma Ying-jeou
i talks happenin Singapore in2015?

It'sbecause we have avery clear

i viewthatthere isone China, that
i thereshould bereunification.

Of course, we don’t want it

i tomorrow because we have an

¢ interestinaseparate Taiwan. But

: wedonottake the US position that
i itshould happen farinto the

i future.[remember Lee Kuan Yew
: described it inthis way. He said

: that Chinawants Taiwanand

i China toconverge early. America

i wants it tobe parallellines going to
: the horizon. Singapore’s position

i isthatitshould converge.

The otherissue is the South

i China Sea. Thismustbe settled by
: negotiation. No country can give

i upitsclaim. Their own people will
: notacceptit.

The nine-dashline used tobe the

! 11-dashline. Inthe early 1950s,
i MaoZedong and Ho Chi Minh
: marked out their boundary in the

Gulf of Tonkin. So the11-dashline

i became the nine-dash line. Maybe
i overtime, fromnine-dashto

: seven-dashline, five-dashline,

i no-dashline. But this will take a

i long time.

Inthe meantime, we should have

i peace andjoint economic

: development. This iswhy the Code
i of Conductinthe South China Sea
i isveryimportant. AndI think it is
: important for Chinato take a

i magnanimous approach. After all,
: Chinaisavery big country. The

i other countries are small. So

i China canafford tobe generous.

¢ Because this will bring peace. This
: peace is of great strategic

i importance to China.
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: SINGAPORE'SROLEIN

RESOLVING TAIWAN ISSUE

Singapore does not desire arolein
this. It’s too dangerous.

Today,the Kuomintanghas a
new chairman, Eric Chu Li-luan,
my old friend. So [ immediately
texted him my congratulations. 1
said: “You have a critical mission of
thegreatest importance.”

Afterafewhours, President Xi
wrote hima congratulatory letter.
Andwithin a few hours, Mr Chu
replied to MrXi.I thinkthat’svery
nterestingbecause there wasa
rivalto Mr Chu- Chang Ya-chung.
Hewastoo pro-mainland. Ifthe
becomesthe KMT candidate and
stands for elections against the
Democratic Progressive Party,
he’s sure to lose.So Iseetheletter
from MrXitoMr Chuasaway of
telling Mr Changto coolit.

Butwhen China dealswith
Taiwan, you need policy, youneed
demonstration of force, but you
must alsowin over the hearts of
Taiwanese people. The internal
factorsare just as important as the
external factors.

Iwatchedlive on Oct9the
commemoration of the110th
anniversary of the Xinhai
Revolution in Bejjing. Thenon
Double Tenth Day, I watched, live,
thecelebrations in Taipei.

In Beijing, the bigpictureinthe
middle was of the “father of
modern China”, Sun Yat-sen. The
celebration in Taipeinever
mentioned “110”. There was
no mention... of the “fatherof
thenation”. They only mentioned
72years of the Republic of China
n Taiwan.

MaYing-jeou, ChuLi-luan, they
were allvery angry. So within
Taiwan society, there is a debate.

China has tothink, youare
nvolved in an internal debate,
that’sno good. You need to make
some subtle moves. The most
mportant quality for Chinato
have at this point in time is one
word: charm. Youneed charm.

It’s easy to say, buthow do you
achieve it? That’s not easy. You
canonly achieve it through
understanding, in great detail,
the person youretrying tocharm.
‘What's in his mind, what's in his
heart.

* This isa shorterversion ofanarticle
irst published onthinkchina.sg,
Lianhe Zaobao's English-language
e-magazine. The articlewas based on
anedited transcript of remarks by
‘ormer foreign minister George Yeoin
his speech to students of the Master
n PublicAdministrationand
Management programme atthe

: Lee KuanYew School of Public Policy
: onNov 3.



