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The very moment Mr Trump disappears from the
scene, the contradictions on the Democratic side

ASIANINSIDER

are likely to express themselves vigorously.

PROFESSOR C.RAJA MOHAN, director of the Institute of South Asian Studies at the National University of Singapore A24-25
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election next week, what is cer-
tain is that the relationship be-
tween Beijing and Washington
has irrevocably changed and the
hawkish stance towards China is
likely to continue, analysts say.

Amid a trade war that never
quite reached a detente and spi-
ralling diplomatic relations also
lie the conundrums of Hong Kong
and Taiwan.

For the Chinese leadership, a
win for either President Donald
Trump or Mr Joe Biden will each
bring its own set of challenges,
but it would end the current
China bashing that has domi-
nated American politics, said Mr
Wang Huiyao, an adviser to
China’s Cabinet and founder of
the Centre for China and Globali-
sation, a Beijing think-tank.

“Trump no longer has an elec-
tion to win so this rhetoric against
China, that tends to pop up
around election season, will
stop,” he said. “That is the time we
would finally be able to come to-
gether at the table and talk again.”

Animportant area would be dis-
cussions of phases two and three
of a comprehensive trade deal be-
tween the United States and
China.
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MRWANG HUIYAO, an adviser to China's Cabinet
and founder of the Centre for China and
Globalisation, a Beijing think-tank.

Yet, these same attacks helped
solidify President Xi Jinping’s po-
sition within China, drawing out a
brand of nationalism sparked by a
nation feeling it was under blight.

Mr Trump’s form of Twitter
diplomacy also gave rise to “wolf
warrior” diplomats in China, a
more assertive and public form of
conducting foreign policy.

There is also a sense in Beijing
that Mr Biden would bring more
to the table, offering cooperation
in areas such as climate change
and global public health.

“There is a worldwide public
health emergency and we want to

cooperate inareaslike vaccine de-
velopment, but at the moment, it
appears to be more of a competi-
tion,” Mr Wang said.

“There’s probably going to be
more engagement and dialogue
(under Biden) but, of course, the
Democrats will push China on is-
sues like human rights.”

The Trump administration has
been outspoken about supporting
democracy in Hong Kong and has
continued to engage with Taiwan,
which China views as a renegade
province to be reunified by force
if necessary.

“Beijing will likely step up its
sabre-rattling following the elec-
tion, but, in the event of a Biden
victory, aim to avoid moves that
would set back its engagement
with the new administration,”
wrote political consultancy Eura-
sia Group inaresearch note.

No matter who wins, the “struc-
ture of conflict” is likely to remain
for the next decade or two, Mr
Wang said. “But decoupling is im-
possible because we can’tlive with-
out the other, so China is ready to
find anew way to coexist.”

esmlaw@sph.com.sg

US President Donald Trump’s big-
gest achievement in East Asia
would be his historic summit with
Mr Kim Jong Un in Singapore in
2018, which marked the first time
a sitting American leader met his
North Korean counterpart to re-
solve the nuclear issue.

Mr Trump should get “due
credit” for the meeting, said Dr
Lee Seong-hyon of the Sejong In-
stitute think-tank. But beyond
that, he “really demonstrated an
inability to comprehend the im-
portance of allies for the US”, Dr
Lee told The Straits Times.

Most experts agree Mr Trump
mismanaged strategic alliances
with Japan and South Korea, ex-
tracted empty promises from
North Korea and failed to curb
China.

Democratic candidate Joe
Biden, who is leading in opinion
polls ahead of the US presidential
election, will have to undo the mis-
steps of Mr Trump, they added.

Ewha Womans University’s as-
sociate professor of international
studies Leif-Eric Easley said Mr
Trump’s “mismanagement of al-
liances, trade and Covid-19 re-

WIN-WIN APPROACH

Bidenis a more traditional US
leader who values alliances and
who will take amore win-win
approach rather than amore
transactional zero-sum approach.
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DRTOSH MINOHARA, who chairs the Research
Institute for Indo-Pacific Affairs think-tank.

duced confidence in the US across
Asia”. “There is thus much for the
nextadministration to correct.”

US alliances with Japan and
South Korea, originally meant to
extend US influence in the region
and form the backbone of global
security, became a mere dollar
game when Mr Trump demanded
fivefold increases in defence cost-
sharing from both allies and pres-
sured them to reduce their trade
surplus with the US.

The Trump administration also
did little to mediate when a forced
labour issue between South Korea
and Japan escalated into a trade

war. US has also failed to get any
concrete commitment on denu-
clearisation from North Korea.

Dr Tosh Minohara, who chairs
the Research Institute for Indo-
Pacific Affairs think-tank, said:
“Biden is a more traditional US
leader who values alliances and
who will take a more win-win ap-
proach rather than a more transac-
tional zero-sum approach.”

But this does not mean a repeat
of former president Barack
Obama’s relatively soft approach
towards China or strategic pa-
tience towards North Korea.

“China now appears promi-
nently in the US’ rear-view mir-
ror, and the US can no longer play
Mr Nice Guy,” said Dr Minohara.

Former US diplomat Glen
Fukushima said a Biden adminis-
tration will have “greater desire to
work bilaterally with Japan, and
multilaterally on issues like cli-
mate change, pandemics, North
Koreaand China”.

But if Mr Trump is re-elected,
he is likely to “continue with the
America Firstapproach”.

changmc@sph.com.sg
waltsim@sph.com.sg

better for South-east Asia: Mr
Donald Trump or Mr Joe Biden.

“There are upsides and down-
sides,” said research fellow Lucio
Pitlo III at the Asia-Pacific Path-
ways to Progress Foundation.

If Mr Trump is re-elected, he will
likely continue his transactional,
go-it-alone way of dealing with
both allies and adversaries, with
rancour and unpredictability.

Dr Dinna Prapto Raharja, an In-
donesian expert on international
relations, said: “Everyone, includ-
ing Indonesia, must anticipate his
erratic actions, his unplanned ac-
tions that are based on his wishes
towinatall costs.”

This is not entirely a bad thing
for the region, especially for na-
tions with enough leverage to
wrangle good terms, like Vietnam,
which can provide sanctuary for
US firms fleeing China and be a
counterbalance to Beijing’s ambi-
tions as the superpower in Asia.

Mr Trump is also not keen on in-
terfering in the domestic affairs of
other nations, which will be com-
forting for strongmen such as
Thai Prime Minister Prayut Chan-
o-cha and Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte.

“Trump will be better for the cur-

ANTICIPATE ERRATICACTIONS

Everyone, including Indonesia,
must anticipate his erratic
actions, his unplanned actions
that are based on his wishes to
win at all costs.
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DRDINNA PRAPTO RAHARJA, anexperton
international relations,on Mr Donald Trump.

rent (Thai) regime due to his prag-
matism and ignorance of domestic
issues anywhere in the world,”
said Dr Pongphisoot Busbarat, a
lecturer on international relations
at Chulalongkorn University.

Mr Biden is expected to bring to
the table what the region sorely
needs: areturn to multilateralism.

That may, among other things,
mean the US will rejoin the Trans-
Pacific Partnership pact, which
will be a boon for Singapore,
Malaysia, Brunei and Vietnam, as
the world tries to recover from
Covid-19’s financial impact.

But Mr Biden is also likely to fo-

cus on human rights, and create a
tailwind for pro-democracy move-
ments in the region. That will ruf-
fle feathers in Thailand, the Philip-
pines, Vietnam and Myanmar,
where governance and civil liber-
ties form a complicated mix.

As for regional security, both
men will not significantly alter the
dynamics, which are dictated in
large part by the rivalry between
the US and China to be the domi-
nant force in the region. Asean will
have to continue navigating a thin
middle ground and enhance its de-
fence ties with the US without invit-
ing reprisals from Beijing.

As for dealing with the pan-
demic, Mr Pitlo said: “The commit-
ment to multilateralism and sup-
port for a pandemic response and
economic recovery, versus an im-
pression that America disdains
multilateralism - I think Biden ex-
udes a better aura in terms of get-
ting countries on board (a global
pandemicresponse).”

rdancel@sph.com.sg

® Additional reporting by
Tan Tam Meiin Singapore and
WahyudiSoeriaatmadja in Jakarta

ald Trump visited India, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi was effu-
sive in his praise for the United
States leader at a massive rally in
Gujarat, the home state of the In-
dian PM.

He said ties were “far greater
and closer”, and praised Mr Trump
asaleader “who thinks big”.

The camaraderie between the
two men indicated the comfort
level in the relationship between
the two sides, something with
rare bipartisan support in the US
where Democratic presidential
nominee Joe Biden is also a propo-
nent of close ties with New Delhi.

There is a sense here, therefore,
that India has managed to success-
fully navigate the choppy waters
of political Washington, where an
administration led by an unpre-
dictable and volatile president
has even taken aim at close allies.

“I think this is a simple matter,
by and large, of how India has ad-
justed now to Mr Trump. Any
change in government will be a bit
destabilising in the short term,”
said Professor Harsh V. Pant, direc-
tor of studies at the Observer Re-
search Foundation in New Delhi.

“Idon’t think there is any particu-
lar proclivity for Mr Trump. I think

MANAGING TRUMP

I don’t think there is any
particular proclivity for Mr
Trump. I thinkit’s a question that
he hasbeen managed well by
India. There isalevel of
confidence that ifhe is re-elected,
he can be managed.
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PROFESSORHARSH V. PANT, director of studies
atthe Observer Research Foundationin New
Delhi.

it’s a question that he has been
managed well by India. There is a
level of confidence that if he is re-
elected, he canbe managed.”

Mr Trump’s tough rhetoric
against Pakistan and China has
been of particular comfort to In-
dia, which has a troubled relation-
ship with both.

India has thrown off all hesita-
tion in closely aligning with the
US, a shift further solidified by the
worstborder clashes in more than

four decades with China in June.

This shift was also apparent in
the decision to invite Australia — af-
ter years of hesitation - to join the
Malabar naval exercises, involving
Japan and the US. All four coun-
tries are members of the Quadrilat-
eral Security Dialogue, an infor-
mal security forum seen by China
asan adversarial grouping.

Still, there are contentious is-
sues between India and the US
which include trade as well as Mr
Trump’s decision to tighten the
visa programme for highly skilled
workers, used mostly by Indian
software companies.

Indian analysts do not foresee a
Biden presidency altering the up-
ward trajectory of close ties, given
the convergence of interests over
China.

Mr Biden is expected to be more
lenient on immigration. New
Delhi, however, will be wary of
him focusing on India’s internal
developments, including human
rights and Kashmir, an area
largelyignored by Mr Trump.

By and large, South Asia is ex-
pecting continuity, analysts said.
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