
This article is provided by
Caixin Media, and the
Chinese version of it was
first published in Century
Weekly magazine.
www.caing.com 

No fewer than 12 political leaders
have fallen in Europe due to the
economic problems in the region
since 2009. More are likely to go in
the coming months given that the

crisis has yet to be resolved. After several rounds
of austerity measures, Greece continues to
shrink economically. The same goes for Britain,
which has decided to embark on its own cost-
cutting programme without significantly 
involving the European Union. 

Although Germany is doing its utmost to re-
deem the continent, Chancellor Angela Merkel
has brought Europe ever closer to the brink. By
insisting on tight monetary and fiscal policy – at
atime when a further credit squeeze could send
millions of workers and unemployed onto the
streets – she has the world wondering whether
economic prudence is really needed at a time
when spending seems more vital. 

Nor are Germany’s finances all that strong to
begin with, should more financial assistance be
required by the EU. According to figures from
the International Monetary Fund, gross 
government debt in Germany is close to 83 per
cent of gross domestic product. As such, there is
ultimately a limit to what Germany can do. 

Germany’s leadership is not necessarily 
received with good faith, either. In fact, some
claim the crisis began in Germany. As the Portu-
guese European MP Ana Gomes recently told
the Germans: “Our governments, banks, com-
panies and citizens were encouraged to 
become dangerously indebted by your banks,
businesses, your official representatives, and by
all who made the euro extremely affordable, at
low interest rates, and who encouraged us to
procure submarines, cars, equipment and 
diverse technology we probably did not need.
And to buy all of that in Germany, of course.”
Germany’s budget surpluses, she said, were “in
fact the mirror image of our deficits”. 

If Gomes’ assertions take hold throughout
the continent, there will be three results. First,
citizens in Europe will detest Germany’s 
ostensible attempt to impose its economic 
values on the rest of the continent. The rise of
anti-German feelings will inevitably lead to the
weakening of the EU. Even the presence of
France at its side could not prevent it.

Second, initiatives and ideas that come from
Merkel’s inner circle would only be embraced
as and when other member states no longer
had a choice. Such a Europe will be riven by the
erstwhile realism that has historically seen 
Europeans battling each other, rather than pro-
pelled by the idealism of a single continent. 

Third, to the degree that Germany becomes
a liability on a single Europe, the ambit of 
Europeanism will focus solely on retaining the
euro and, by extension, only on keeping the
euro zone together. Thus, while Germany may
be able to retain the fabric of Europe by compel-
ling all others not to abandon the common 

currency, it cannot go beyond expanding the
zone into a larger Europe – other than by paying
lip service to it. 

Such a “Europe-lite” would have a serious
impact on East Asia, too. To begin with, Asian
leaders and policymakers would have assumed
that Europe’s integration has failed, or was 
unable to go beyond a single currency. In that
case, there would be little that Asia could learn
from the EU. As such, East Asia would also fall
back on its own initiatives and ideas to create an
East Asian community with no inspiration from
the EU. While there is nothing wrong with rely-
ing on one’s own ideas to pursue Asian region-

alism, such an edifice would be constructed on
the basis of exceptionalism and caveats. In
other words, East Asia would do its best to 
tolerate the local peculiarities of each country.
Instead of a common market, for example, the
region would accommodate protectionism. 

Second, with the tendency to ignore the EU,
the inspiration and template that once kept the
idea of Asian regionalism buoyant and popular
would fall exclusively on Asean. While the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations has often
been seen as the second most successful 
regional organisation after EU, there is no 
telling whether it could actually lead the region. 

As such, China, Japan and South Korea
would be wont to attempt their own form of 
regionalism in the northeast first. Asean, in
other words, may be eclipsed by its more pow-
erful neighbours, essentially because Asian-
wide regionalism had fallen out of vogue in light
of the difficulties witnessed in the EU. Indeed,
China, Japan and South Korea have already
tried to set up a secretariat to look into common
issues of concern to Northeast Asia.

Finally, Asian regionalism – fresh from the
problems in the EU – would be attempted on a
small, limited and unambitious scale, although
the rhetoric that characterises such endeavours
would, as always, be grandiose. 

This would lead to the erosion of the intel-
lectual credibility of the idea. Given the advent
of the EU’s problems, Asian regionalism will be
affected in various, subtle ways, but especially
by the general disillusionment with the concept
of one region, let alone one market and one 
currency. 

This is already happening, to the detriment
of the region. 

Although the idea of Asian regionalism has
been around for more than a century, there is
still a low general acceptance of its practical 
value. In view of the difficulties being experi-
enced by the EU, Asia may well be left with a
thin community.

Phar Kim Beng is director of the Centre 
for Trans Asia at the Asian Strategy and 
Leadership Institute in Kuala Lumpur

Asian regionalism will
be affected by the
disillusionment with the
concept of one region 

Phar Kim Beng says the unfolding crisis in a Europe
beset with doubts about its single currency, and 
even the union itself, will only deter Asians 
from attempting similar regional integration 

Broken model
From the dramatic events in the Middle East to

the groundswell of support for the anti-
corruption crusader Anna Hazare in India,

leaders in emerging markets are getting a clear
message from the streets that growth is not
everything. They ignore this message at their peril. 

Emerging-market economies delivered solid
growth during the 2000s, and even survived the global
financial crisis without a growth collapse. But rising
corruption is compromising the legitimacy of their
economic gains and eroding support for further
reforms needed to sustain their growth. 

Corruption takes many forms, but, in emerging
markets, a combination of factors has turned it into a
cancer that topples regimes. Relentless low-level
corruption is a major irritant for poor people in these
countries; indeed, it limits their access to social
services and basic government functions. 

Another type of corruption involves siphoning
enormous sums of money from large-scale projects.
For ordinary people, large-scale corruption is less
visible, because the costs are not as directly felt as
they are in the case of lower-level graft. 

In countries like China and India, rapid economic
growth has lifted a huge number of people out of
poverty. But the fruits of globalisation and rapid
growth have not been evenly shared. 

Rising income inequality is hardly limited to
emerging markets, but their combination of open
corruption and pervasive inequities creates a toxic
brew. In many emerging markets, a lack of political
freedom adds to the combustible mix. 

But freer political regimes are not a panacea. In a
democracy like India’s, the politically well-connected
benefit from skewed growth, thus increasing the
resentment of those left behind. The opportunity to
“throw the rascals out” in each election cycle helps to
let off some steam, but it does not resolve the
problems that are generating it. 

It is difficult to predict what triggers popular
protest, but economic factors are key. For example,
rising food prices tend to hurt the poor, especially the
urban poor. With swelling urban populations, it will
become increasingly difficult to keep a lid on these
pressures.

The main lesson for dynamic emerging-market
countries is that an exclusive focus on growth in gross
domestic product may ultimately not be good for
stability. Even with rapid increases in national
income, if leaders do not distribute the benefits fairly,
they will become vulnerable to popular discontent.
Tackling corruption is critical. 

These economies need measures that help to keep
the poor out of poverty traps, and that give them
realistic opportunities to improve their economic
well-being. Such steps include broadening financial
markets, strengthening social safety nets and
improving educational access and quality.

These lessons apply equally to advanced
economies. But, for them, restoring decent growth is
now the major priority.

Emerging markets have a golden opportunity to
build on their economic gains and lock in growth and
stability by tackling deep-seated problems like
corruption. As the past year’s events have shown, the
costs of inaction could be calamitous.

Eswar Prasad is a professor of economics at Cornell
University and a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution.
Copyright: Project Syndicate

Growing pains
Eswar Prasad says the corruption
and inequities that have plagued 
fast-developing economies must be
removed or the gains may be lost 

Arab activists called for a one-
day boycott of Chinese and
Russian goods following the

two countries’ veto of a UN draft
resolution calling for an end to the
crackdown in Syria. The Syrian
Muslim Brotherhood issued a
communiqué that said any Arab
citizen who consumed a Russian or
Chinese product was “dipping his
hand in the blood of the Syrian
people”. 

Yet, the activists’ call for the
boycott last Sunday went largely
unheeded; Chinese goods are, after
all, the most affordable products.
And China’s standing in the Middle
East has been largely unaffected by
the veto. Even though ambassador
Li Baodong’s veto has put
China at odds with the Arab League
and earned the opprobrium of the
West, Beijing has benefited from the
widespread anti-Americanism
following the overthrow of Western-
backed, corrupt regimes. 

In the minds of many, China is
the rising power in the Arab world.
According to a Pew survey last July,
most respondents in Israel, Jordan
and the Palestinian territories
believe China has or will supplant
the US as the world’s dominant
power. 

China has earned greater
acceptance in the Middle East
mainly due to its policy of non-
interference. Many Arabs oppose
any form of Western intervention in
the region as they have yet to
overcome their history of colonial
domination and exploitation by the
West. Most are highly disappointed
by Nato’s operation in Libya.

Instead of freeing the country,
foreign military intervention has put
it on the brink of civil war. 

Empowered by the Arab spring,
Arabs now turn to a non-
threatening state that does not
coerce leaders to step down and
respects countries’ sovereignty.
After undergoing “imperialistic”
military interventions by the West,
Arabs now favour China’s “soft
power” which relies on mediation. 

Despite the Chinese veto, a
Syrian opposition delegation, the
National Co-ordination Body for
Democratic Change, travelled to
China and met a deputy foreign
minister, Zhai Jun , a few days
after the UN vote. The Syrian
representatives reiterated their
opposition to foreign intervention
in the crisis, thus emphasising rising
acceptance of China’s stance in the
Arab world.

Positive attitudes towards China
are also growing because Beijing is
seen as a non-ideological power.
This aspect of Chinese foreign
policy is important to traditional
societies in the Middle East that
value their culture and do not aim
to imitate the West. 

The recent electoral victory of
Islamist parties in North Africa has
stressed the importance of religion
for Arabs. Most importantly, it has
highlighted the need to shift away
from a Western style of governance
and reassert values that are
consistent with their culture. In this
regard, China is seen as a rising
force that does not impose its own
type of regime or lambast rights
abuses.

The Arab world also looks to
China as a successful development
model that has charted a unique
path towards modernisation. As
Arab countries have to rebuild
themselves after the ravages of
revolutions and civil wars, they
perceive China as a source of
lucrative investment. They are keen
to take advantage of the world’s
fastest growing market.

In the end, the co-operation
between China and the Middle East
and North Africa region is a win-win
relationship. On the one hand,
Arabs are aware of China’s need to
secure vital energy resources in
order to sustain its economic
growth. On the other hand, Arabs
benefit from Chinese investment in
large-scale infrastructure and
economic development
programmes that other foreign
investors consider too risky.

As the Sino-Arab relationship
blossoms, it remains to be seen
whether the Islamisation of the
Arab world will threaten its ties with
communist Beijing, due to the
Chinese government’s ongoing
battle with Muslim Uygur
separatists in the Western
provinces.

Kamilia Lahrichi was news editor of the
Middle East and North Africa desk at The
Daily Star newspaper in Beirut, Lebanon.
She currently lives in Hong Kong 

China’s non-interventionist
approach wins Arab hearts
Kamilia Lahrichi says it offers a growth path that’s an alternative to the West’s The first stop of Vice-President

Xi Jinping’s current
tri-nation tour – the United

States – is also the one that has
drawn the most attention. One
reason is, of course, that the visit
comes in a year of leadership
changes in both countries, and will
be closely watched for signs of
developments to come. 

Ahead of Xi’s trip this week, the
Chinese foreign ministry
highlighted both countries’
commitment to strong relations.
Elsewhere, commentators say the
trip will not only set the tone for
future relations, but also provide a
chance to develop deeper and
broader mutual understanding. 

The striking impression of Xi’s
itinerary in America is that he is out
to make and keep friends. One
interesting meeting is with a group
of farmers in Iowa he befriended in
1985 when he was party secretary of
Zhengding county in Hebei .
Undoubtedly, the reunion was set
up to emphasise Xi’s friendship with
ordinary folk. The vice-president is
also, of course, expected to meet
extensively with those in US
political and business circles. 

In the 27 years since 1985, both
China and the US have changed
dramatically, and so has the world.
Mutual understanding has
gradually deepened, and Xi’s efforts
on this trip will build the foundation
for the further development of ties. 

The visit will also allow
Americans to get to know Xi, and to
get to know China better. Xi was
born in 1953 and, like the other
political leaders of his cohort, was
among the group of teenagers
whose studies were disrupted by the
outbreak of the Cultural Revolution.

Their youth was spent in turbulent
times, with the world in the midst of
a cold war and China in the grip of
ultraleftist fervour. The suffering of
those years has marked their lives.
Then, as they grew into their prime,
China began to open up, and they
began their political careers shaped
by the drive for reform. 

Their experience made this
cohort of Chinese leaders
pragmatic, level-headed, open and
flexible. These traits will have a
bearing on future Sino-US relations. 

Xi’s visit to the US recalls the visit
by Hu in April 2002 when he was
still vice-president. The two trips
share many similarities. Such visits
by a Chinese leader-in-waiting have
become a feature of the bilateral
relationship, and they play a key
role in keeping relations on an even
keel. The relationship has been
through many ups and downs over
the past decade, but, overall, the
strategic co-operation between the
two has continued to deepen and
broaden. 

This year marks the 40th
anniversary of president Richard
Nixon’s landmark visit to China,
which ushered in the normalisation
of bilateral relations. A man at 40,
Confucius says, is mature and has
sound judgment. In the same way,
maturity and stability are now the
hallmarks of Sino-US relations. This
has been true in the main. 

This doesn’t mean that there

have been no disputes or conflicts.
Rather, it means that in the event of
any differences, contradictions or
even an outright clash, the two
countries can find ways to work
things out instead of resorting to a
damaging confrontation.

Both sides should realise that the
simplistic cold-war thinking of
“friend or foe” no longer applies
today. Our mutual interests are
bound together in this complex
relationship. 

To many people in both
countries, China and the US are
strategic rivals. This view persists
because both countries are at very
different stages of development
and, accordingly, have different
strategic priorities – one is a
superpower keen to protect what it
has, and the other is a rising power
eager to grow. The differences in
culture, political thought and
history are also substantial. These
factors can easily lead to
misunderstanding,
miscommunication and
misjudgment. But, so far, both
countries have found more room,
not less, to co-operate. 

The idea of a G2 for the 21st-
century world may be an
exaggeration, but the continuing
collaboration of the world’s two
biggest economies is undoubtedly
the cornerstone for a stable global
economy. To a large extent, the
international order will be shaped

by Sino-US ties, the world’s most
important bilateral relationship.

Many issues continue to be
troublesome: the renminbi
exchange rate, the return of America
to Asia and the US arms sale to
Taiwan. Most recently, China’s veto
of the UN resolution on Syria also
sparked dispute. These flashpoints
have cast a shadow over Xi’s visit.
Especially in a US election year,
China will be a focus of America’s
media and public opinion. 

But problems create the need for
resolution, and only through
dialogue can both countries
understand each other’s concerns
and how solutions could be
developed. The past 40 years of
relations have shown that disputes
aren’t necessarily a problem; more
crucial is the attitude to those
disputes. If both sides could discard
the vestiges of a cold-war mindset,
their zero-sum mentality and their
conspiracy theories, then every
deadlock can be broken, and every
barrier overcome. 

The Sino-US relationship is a
relay, not a sprint. It’s unrealistic to
expect total harmony, but the good
news is that the capacity of both
countries to deal with differences is
continuously being raised. At the
same time, the need is now greater
than ever that the two should find a
strategic balance. Under the care of
a new generation of leaders, this
relationship must grow more
mature and more stable. 

Sino-US relations for the next 40 years
will rest on the rapport built today 

Hu Shuli says Xi Jinping’s visit to America
should further the countries’ mutual
understanding and strengthen their
resolve to settle disputes amicably
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