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BY BILL DURODIE
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

M
UCH recent debate on
whether there is a global
power shift from the West
to the East takes the conclu-
sion for granted. But

though writing off the United States as a
spent force may appeal to some, it is not
an objective assessment. In the words
attributed to China’s first premier Zhou
Enlai when he was asked about the im-
pact of the French Revolution, it may be
“too early to tell” if the US is declining.

We should recall that not so long ago,
it was Japan that was believed to herald
the West’s eclipse. Since then, and until
recently, Japan has been in a near perma-
nent recession. Assumptions about the
future are often wrong, especially when
dealing with long time horizons.

When it comes to China, a synthesis of
the available literature about its develop-
ment reveals a series of inane platitudes
and wishful thinking, as well as apocalyp-

tic doom-mongering.
On the one hand, China is held to have

saved us from the world economic crisis.
On the other, it is perceived as a major
threat to the West.

China, we are advised, is taking off,
but still faces numerous challenges –
environmental, social, economic, demo-
graphic and political. So despite tremen-
dous progress, China is nowhere near
ready to replace the US as global leader.
Much remains to be done and it may
never get there.

Others assume that if China is to
succeed, it will have to adopt what are
held to be “Western values” pertaining to
human rights and democracy. Such pre-
sumptions are moral, rather than ration-
al, much like those who announced that
the advent of the market would destroy
China because it was held to be an “evil
system” waiting to collapse.

By focusing attention on the possible
problems caused by China in the future,
we fail to debate the actual issues in the
world today – both political and econom-
ic. The key question is not whether we

are for or against China or the US – but
what are we for?

Optimists, such as Mr Kishore Mahbu-
bani, the dean of the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, rightly point to
the shift that will result from the 88 per
cent of the world’s population who do
not live in the West, only now acquiring
the benefits of modernity for the first
time. These changes will be dramatic. A
cursory glance at numbers suggests that
all the biggest ones are in Asia: the fastest
growth rates, the most rapidly expanding
economies, the largest exporters, the
holders of the most foreign reserves, the
biggest cities, the tallest buildings, the
majority of the world’s PhDs in science
and engineering, the largest infrastruc-
ture projects on Earth and, of course, the
most people.

But size is not everything. The truly re-
markable aspect of Britain’s and Ameri-
ca’s domination of the world in each of
the preceding centuries is that they
achieved this with such small popula-
tions. Even today, America’s population
is not that much larger than Indonesia’s.

From the time of the Pilgrim Fathers on,
it was a lack of manpower that forced
innovation in the US. China’s ability to
throw labour at problems may be a
disadvantage.

China and India will find that it is easi-
er to take off than to take over. Building
railways and airports is relatively straight-
forward when they have been invented be-
fore. Latecomers to development always
move faster than earlier players. Whether
these countries have what it takes to push
the envelope further once they reach
maturity remains to be determined.

Much can be learnt by examining previ-
ous power shifts. It is often extraneous
circumstances that accelerate change
rather than a conscious push. Distrac-
tions can be more significant than inten-
tions. The US became independent when
Britain was preoccupied by a war with
France. It took over from Britain as the
preeminent world power not when it
achieved economic supremacy at the
dawn of World War I, but when all of the
European powers had effectively de-
stroyed themselves over the course of

World War II.
China too has advanced during such pe-

riods. World War I in the West allowed it
to industrialise and overcome the delays
to its growth caused by the Opium Wars.
World War II witnessed its revolution
and emergence as the People’s Republic.

Most recently, the end of the Cold
War in the West and the associated moral-
ising of liberals there subsequent to
Tiananmen helped China. As Western
investors pulled out of China, its domi-
nant investors became the Chinese com-
munities of Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan
and Singapore. And as Westerners
baulked at maintaining relations with
“rogue states” like Myanmar, Iran and
Sudan, they offered new development
opportunities to China.

The point is that world leadership may
still be more America’s to lose than
China’s to win at this stage. The success
of the “free market” was above all a con-
sequence of the spirit of exploration and
freedom of expression that reached its
apogee in “the land of the free”.

If Asia in general and China in particu-
lar are truly to realise the potential of
their evident optimism and dynamism, it
may only be once they have discovered
their own spirit of freedom.
The writer, previously a senior lecturer in
Britain’s Defence Academy, is a senior fellow with
the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies,
Nanyang Technological University.
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Taking off far easier than taking over

BY BERNARD LOO
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P
RESIDENT Barack Obama an-
nounced this week that United
States forces fighting in Afghan-
istan will be enhanced with a
surge of about 30,000 troops,

with at least some of its coalition part-
ners also expanding their respective troop
numbers.

While stability in Afghanistan remains
critical to the security of the US, Mr
Obama admitted that the US cannot main-
tain military forces in the country indefi-
nitely. Hence, by 2011, coalition forces
will begin to withdraw from Afghanistan.
Is this good strategy?

The Prussian philosopher of war, Carl
von Clausewitz, famously described war
as a clash of two opposing wills. It fol-
lows that in war, victory is attained not
when one side wins, but when the oppos-
ing side concedes defeat. The purpose of
strategy, therefore, is to create condi-
tions where one’s opponent chooses to ac-
cept that it has been defeated.

All strategies seek to defeat the enemy
in one of three ways. One approach seeks
to annihilate the enemy by depriving it of
the wherewithal to fight. The opponent
may want to carry on fighting, but is de-
prived of the material capacity to fight.

A second approach seeks to dislocate
or unnerve the enemy by rendering him
incapable of any coherent and organised
way to fight.

And a third approach seeks to slowly
erode the opponent’s will to resist.

This approach is typical of relatively
weaker entities against much stronger op-
ponents.

While all this sounds easy enough, the
devil has always been in the details. In
the realm of strategy, there has never
been a universal solution, a “one size fits
all”. Each opponent is unique; a strategy
that worked against one opponent will al-
most certainly not work against another.
Furthermore, each opponent is always dy-
namic, which means that the opponent
can learn from past mistakes and failures.

It is clear that in Afghanistan, the Tale-
ban has sought an erosion strategy
against the US-led coalition. Stamina and
will become the critical element for both
actors in this type of campaign.

The Taleban seeks to erode the coali-
tion’s will to carry on operations in Af-
ghanistan, while the coalition’s objective
is to create the conditions where the pop-
ulation of Afghanistan feels there is a via-

ble alternative to the Taleban.
Faced with a hostile population, the

Taleban will eventually wither away, de-
prived of popular support. But for this to
happen, a critical element will be the coa-
lition’s determination to stay the course.
This is because its objective, while sound
in principle, is something that necessarily
would take a long time to achieve.

In this respect, the Obama administra-

tion’s strategy – to raise the troop levels
in Afghanistan to better prosecute stabili-
sation operations, while helping to build
up the Afghan government’s capacity to
maintain stability in the long run – miss-
es the point. The coalition will need to be
able to deprive the Taleban of its safe ha-
vens and keep as much of the country
as possible in stable conditions to allow
normalcy to flourish.

A counter-insurgency operation
against an opponent like the Taleban is
necessarily manpower-intensive. A troop
surge in this respect is not a bad thing.
The problem lies in the identification of a
timeline for the eventual drawdown of co-
alition forces.

Given that the Taleban seeks to erode
the will of its opponent, the identification
of a timeline for the eventual withdrawal

of forces will in essence concede defeat to
the insurgents. It basically says to the
Taleban: “We have neither the stamina
nor the resolve to carry on indefinitely.”

For the Taleban, this troop surge
presents two likely scenarios:

One, it will find itself under greater
pressure than ever before. Its ability to op-
erate in areas previously considered safe
will be under threat. The troop surge will
almost certainly enhance the coalition’s
ability to dominate more of the country,
and hopefully allow President Hamid Kar-
zai’s government to enhance its capacity
to deliver goods and services in these
areas.

Two, this pressure will not last indefi-
nitely. The Taleban needs only to hunker
down, lie low, and wait. Taleban leaders

can say to their fighters: “We know
things are going to get difficult, but if we
endure this period, we can still emerge
victorious.”

What the timeline for withdrawal will
do is increase the pressure on both the
Karzai administration and the coalition to
put in place a functioning central authori-
ty that can convince Afghans that it is a
better alternative than the Taleban. The
fact that the bulk of the troop surge will
be devoted to fighting rather than to ca-
pacity building will merely increase this
pressure. More trainers, rather than fight-
ers, would surely have been better.

President Obama’s Afghanistan strate-
gy may yet work. But it has on its own se-
verely hampered its prospects for suc-
cess.
The writer is an associate professor at the
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies,
Nanyang Technological University.

US’ Afghan strategy
is self-defeating

Given that the
Taleban seeks to
erode the will of
its opponent, the identification
of a timeline for the eventual
withdrawal of forces will in
essence concede defeat to the
insurgents. It basically says to
the Taleban: “We have neither
the stamina nor the resolve to
carry on indefinitely.”

F
OR a language that has been neglected
by some Chinese Singaporeans, it is
ironic that a government proposal to
make the teaching of Chinese more
“fun” and less of an ordeal has touched
off a storm. One section of the public
has called for the bilingual policy to be
relaxed. Another is concerned about a
continuing decline in standards. Both ar-
guments have force. That said, it should
be argued that the new approach is sim-
ply cognisant of the changing demo-
graphic of more Chinese Singaporean
pupils starting school being from Eng-
lish-speaking homes. The new ap-
proach is inevitable, just being practi-
cal.

A modicum of this new approach is al-
ready in practice, with teachers adopt-
ing newer pedagogical methods such as
role play, audio-visuals and skits. Nev-
ertheless, a more concerted execution is
critical. As Minister Mentor Lee Kuan
Yew has said, even the use of English to
teach Chinese should be seriously con-
sidered.

Generally, the new approach should
be eclectic, and its execution cus-
tom-designed to suit pupils of differing
abilities. The likelihood of yet another
generation losing interest in Chinese
has to be faced up to. Singapore has
been compared with other countries,
where the business of learning languag-

es – even several of them – is far less
painful. But it should be noted that
these countries do not have to grapple
with two dissimilar languages.

Those concerned with a fall in stand-
ards have a point. However, it can be
contended that by making Chinese
more accessible, standards may even go
up in the long run. Singapore’s current
experience with Chinese learning is anal-
ogous to that of a powerful four-wheel
drive: One needs only a small push of
the pedal to overcome the inertia; even-
tually, the raw power will kick in. The
logic is straightforward: Learning of a
language can lead to a lifelong apprecia-
tion and love for it, but only if students

are not put off by the way it is taught.
An economist once said that many

Chinese Singaporeans lacked a “heart
language” as they had adopted English
as the language of commerce and func-
tionality. Wisely put, as economists are
typically more head than heart. The
ideal should be Chinese as the language
of the heart, and English that of the
head. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
said the goal is to maintain a working
proficiency in Chinese, despite a domi-
nant English-speaking environment. Es-
sentially, Chinese Singaporeans should
embrace virtuous promiscuity: using
and hopefully “loving” both languages.
Failing this, their mother tongue could
end up becoming the other tongue.

Mother tongue, other tongue?
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