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Editorial Note

Welcome to the second and final 2025 issue of the Thai Journal of East Asian Studies
(TJEAS). The mission of TJEAS is to provide a platform for academics, scholars, researchers, and
experts to publish findings in East and Southeast Asian social science and the humanities. The
six qualitative research and academic articles in this issue span diverse perspectives and
approaches, focusing on rising geopolitical tension regionally between China and the United
States of America. Interactions among Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) nations
are also analyzed in this issue.

Four articles offer narratives about Chinese and American impact as superpowers.
Truong Thi Hue examines how security and defense cooperation between Singapore and the
US in recent decades functions and has grown in significance. William J. Jones discusses the
origins and development of human rights in ASEAN, amidst declining American hegemony and
rising Chinese influence. Chawapon Changklang and Suriyasai Katasila investigate the maritime
geopolitical impact of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) on the Gulf of Thailand, proposing
strategic preparedness guidelines for Thailand to counterbalance Chinese influence. Exploring
economic world power rivalry, Yi Zhang evaluates factors impeding Chinese schools from
producing outstanding talent in science and technology.

The two remaining articles pertain to shared cultures amongst the ASEAN community.
Noppadon Kanokmanuttumrong weighs similarities and differences in performing arts of
Thailand and Cambodia, reflecting cultural transmission and exchange. Surat Khamsopha et al.
scrutinize harmonization of Agama Hindu Dharma in Bali, Indonesia, where Hinduism and
Buddhism are intertwined by long-held indigenous beliefs and cultures.

We hope this issue provides insight and knowledge in topics related to East Asian
studies. We particularly thank the authors and reviewers for their contributions. And our
gratitude goes to readers who have supported TJEAS from its inception. The editorial team
remains committed to developing its quality and continued its reliability in the international

academic sphere.

The Editorial Team of TJEAS
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Strategic Defense Cooperation: The Evolving United States-Singapore

Partnership From 2004 to 2024

Abstract

Between 2004 and 2024, under Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, security and defense
cooperation between Singapore and the United States of America (US) deepened significantly.
The 2005 Strategic Framework Agreement boosted enhanced security, defense, and military
collaboration, establishing Singapore as a pivotal American defense partner in Southeast Asia.
This partnership comprised joint military exercises, intelligence sharing, defense capacity-
building, and responses to non-traditional security threats such as terrorism and cyberwarfare.
Additionally, Singapore supported the 2012 Obama Administration Pivot to East Asia strategy
by providing critical infrastructure for regional operations. Amid rising geopolitical tensions in
the Indo-Pacific, the Singapore-US defense relationship remains vital for regional security and
stability. This qualitative research traces the evolution of strategic defense cooperation over
the past two decades, highlighting how Singapore has maintained a strong alliance despite
increasing US-China competition. This enduring partnership is supported by strategic hedging,
institutional trust, and pragmatic diplomacy. Data is gathered by document analysis and case
studies to examine key strategies and mechanisms helping Singapore achieve close defense

cooperation with America while balancing its rapport with China.

Keywords: strategic defense cooperation, Singapore, United States, Indo-Pacific, hedging
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The Evolving United States-Singapore Partnership from 2004 to 2024

1. Introduction

From 2004 to 2024, the security and defense cooperation between Singapore and the
United States (US) has deepened significantly, but its theoretical implications and strategic
constraints have remained underexamined. The literature describes this relationship in functional
terms, but scant attention is paid to underlying tensions, such as Singapore’s simultaneous
accommodation of US presence and Chinese expansion. This study problematizes the notion
that such cooperation is simple or conclusive to see how Singapore handles these dual challenges.
The central research questions: how has Singapore prolonged robust defense cooperation
with America despite the burgeoning US-China rivalry? What strategies are used to balance
between alignment and autonomy? Singapore uses a hedging strategy of strategic pragmatism
and institutionalized trust to advance defense cooperation while maintaining regional equidistance.

To analyze Singaporean coping with great power competition, international relations
(IR) theoretical frameworks employed include realism, liberal institutionalism, and strategic
hedging. Realism is a strong argument for lasting Singapore-US defense cooperation, based on
national interest and power balancing logic, particularly amid growing US—China strategic
rivalry. By contrast, liberal institutionalism highlights the role of multilateralism and institutional
engagement in shaping Singapore’s foreign policy, stemming from regional forums and rule-
based cooperation.

The core concept of strategic hedging is the primary analytical lens. Especially
pertinent to small states, hedging helps Singapore adopt apparently contradictory policies,
simultaneously engaging and distancing from major powers without unequivocally committing
to one side. Singaporean foreign policy duality relies on America for security gsuarantees, while
strengthening economic ties with China. Strategic hedging integrates realist concerns about
power dynamics with liberal expectations of institutional trust and normative engagement.
The goal is to obtain a nuanced understanding of Singapore’s strategic behavior during years

of geopolitical uncertainty.

2. Literature Review

The literature covers strategic and operational dimensions of US-Singapore defense
cooperation, but few studies explore how Singapore manages alliances in a context of systemic
rivalry. Most focus on institutional outputs (agreements, training exercises), with limited attention

to domestic, ideational, and normative underpinnings of Singaporean strategic calculus. The
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present study offers a theoretically grounded interpretation of Singapore’s hedging strategy.
It applies three complementary frameworks: a) realism, explaining the pursuit of national
interests and survival amid great-power competition; b) liberal institutionalism, highlighting the
role of institutions, norms, and multilateral engagement in mitigating asymmetries; and c) strategic
hedging theory, integrating these perspectives to evoke Singaporean pragmatic balancing
between the US and China. Combining these approaches adds to ongoing debates about
small-state agency, strategic autonomy, and institutionalized trust in asymmetric alliances.

From 2004 to 2024, US-Singapore security and defense cooperation became the basis
of a wider strategic partnership. The evolving relationship involved collaborative commitment
to regional stability, military engagement, and defense initiatives. In 2005, a strong security
relationship was ratified with a Strategic Framework Agreement (SFA), codifying mutual defense
ties. The US-Singapore Joint Leaders’ Statement (2022) noted that the SFA granted the US
military access to Singaporean facilities, boosting cooperation on joint training exercises,
intelligence sharing, and rapid response mechanisms during regional crises. It also created
a basis for future defense collaborations, heightening Singapore’s role as an Asia-Pacific
strategic partner (US Department of State, 2024).

One factor driving this cooperation is the regional security environment, which
increasingly demands a proactive, multifaceted defense approach. Both nations see a shared
challenge in the spreading influence of China and erratic Indo-Pacific security dynamics.
Accordingly, Singapore’s balanced defense policy relies on partnerships such as the one with
America. As Liu and Tran (2024) note, Singapore’s foreign policy centers on hedging security
arrangements by maintaining strong US links to counterbalance regional precarity.

Defense cooperation comprises military exercises and joint initiatives. Since 2017,
Exercise Pacific Griffin, a naval training event between US and Singaporean naval forces, has
been held biennially. It builds mutual trust and military capability (US Pacific Fleet, 2023).
Additionally, Exercise Valiant Mark (XVM) is a critical training exercise between Singaporean
armed forces and US Marines, reinforcing shared operational integration in expeditionary and
joint operations (US Marine Corps Forces, 2023). These interactions help maintain respective
readiness to cope with regional security threats.

In 2015, the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) was signed, advancing

defense technology cooperation. Technological and cybersecurity collaboration were
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deepened in research and development (R&D), cyber defense, and military logistics. Singaporean
purchase of US military high technology defense systems, including fighter jets and maritime
surveillance equipment, has modernized its defense capabilities (Fischer, 2023). The Fiscal
Year 2023 US Arms Transfers and Defense Trade Fact Sheet cited Singapore as a key purchaser
of cutting-edge US defense systems.

As part of Singapore’s foreign policy legacy, Barr (2022) describes the US-Singapore
security partnership as a collaborative model balancing national interest with growing security
challenges. In a region divided by competing superpowers, Singapore as a non-aligned,
security-oriented state requires diplomatic cooperation and defense arrangements.

Trade and military agreements also reflect broader strategic US policy shifts, favoring
long-term alliances and defense diplomacy. RHaass (2022) and Defense Cooperation (US
Embassy Singapore, 2021) deem this mutual reliance as cohering with US Indo-Pacific strategy,
reaffirming Washington as safeguard of regional stability in the South China Sea.

The literature clarifies that US-Singapore collaboration transcends military transactions.
The dynamic cooperation reflects shared interests in maritime security, defense technology,
and regional stability. The two nations share a pragmatic strategic approach to dealing with
an evolving global security environment.

Between 2004 and 2024, the US-Singapore defense relationship expressed the strength
of strategic partnership in a volatile global landscape; shared values and resources were leveraged
to meet complex security challenges. The literature concludes that mutual trust, advanced
technology, and collaborative defense strategy have endured as the basis for the alliance.

Although the literature provides details about operational dimensions of US-Singapore
defense cooperation, critical analysis is lacking of underlying strategy, theoretical framing, and
implications for small-state behavior in a contested Indo-Pacific. Therefore, the present

research offers a theory-informed, critically engaged analysis.

3. Methodology

A synthetic approach is used to trace the evolution from 2004 to 2024 of US-Singapore
security and defense cooperation. Omitting primary data such as elite interviews or fieldwork
limiting the presentation of insider perspectives, the synthetic method nevertheless identifies

patterns and synthesizes an array of publicly available data.
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Secondary sources integrated include government reports, defense agreements,
academic articles, and official documents. Key primary sources include significant treaties such
as the Strategic Framework (2005) and Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreements (2015) as
well as reports from the US Indo-Pacific Command, Singapore Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and
US government publications. Synthesizing these materials highlights topics related to joint
military exercises, training initiatives, arms sales, and technological partnerships.

Thematic analysis identifies key trends and patterns by scrutinizing strategic partnerships,
geopolitical dynamics, and regional security concerns. Although mainly relying on secondary data,
the synthetic approach cohesively integrates and synthesizes data to perceive the development

of the US-Singapore defense relationship and its implications.

4. Results and Discussion

This section analyzes the evolution and dynamics of Singapore-US defense and
security cooperation, drawing on official documents, policy statements, and scholarly assessments.
It draws findings from multiple perspectives to explain how the partnership has adapted to
shifting geopolitical contexts and strategic imperatives. Each topic integrates empirical results
and interpretive discussion to indicate mechanisms, motivations, and implications of the

enduring bilateral relationship.

4.1 Factors Influencing US-Singapore Security and Defense Cooperation

US-Singapore security cooperation is shaped by pragmatic and structural factors rooted
in the latter’s small-state vulnerability and strategic dependence on an open, rules-based
regional order. Barr (2022) explains that Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s foreign policy approach
prioritized stability, autonomy, and credibility for Singaporean defense alignments. Singaporean
leaders have long perceived the US presence as necessary for achieving security equilibrium
in an unsettled region of major-power rivalry (Haass, 2022).

Simultaneously, Liu and Tran (2024) detail a hedging strategy in Singapore’s pragmatic
decision-making framework. This eschews overdependence while maintaining flexibility in
foreign partnerships. Singapore’s balancing act deepens US cooperation without committing
to a formal alliance structure. The US Department of State (2024) counts Singapore among

America’s closest Southeast Asian security partners, offering access facilities, training support,
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and logistical cooperation. These diverse factors of geography, vulnerability, pragmatism, and
shared interest in a stable maritime order collectively explain the ongoing deepening of US-

Singapore defense relations.

4.2 The Impact of the Regional and Global Security Environment on Singaporean
National Security

The developing Indo-Pacific security environment with heightened US-China competition
influences Singapore’s national defense. Lee (2024) asserts that Singapore’s security outlook
is increasingly shaped by systemic rivalry and a need to safeguard open sea lanes from
competing spheres of influence. Austin (2024) deems this environment a new Indo-Pacific
convergence in which nations must strengthen multilateral defense to cooperatively manage
risks.

Singapore’s response was to reinforce deterrence capabilities while expanding US and
regional partner cooperative frameworks. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs Singapore (n.d.), reports
the bilateral relationship as mutually interested in free navigation, counterterrorism, and
defense modernization. Likewise, Haass (2022) observes that small states such as Singapore
may be stabilizing agents by using principled, flexible diplomacy.

The regional context of South China Sea tensions, military assertiveness, and strategic
realigsnments compels Singapore to continue defense engagement with America as a counteraction.
By doing so, Singapore reaffirms its credible, trusted security status in the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and steadies a wider Indo-Pacific equilibrium.

4.3 21st Century US Policy Adjustments Toward Southeast Asia

Since the 2000s, US-ASEAN policy adjustments have impacted US-Singapore defense
relations. The US-Singapore Free Trade Agreement (2004) and Strategic Framework Agreement
(2005) expanded military cooperation (US National Archives, 2005). These accords converged
mutual economic and security interests.

Myers (2022) derives US-ASEAN engagement from episodic involvement to sustained
strategic presence under the Indo-Pacific Strategy framework. The White House (2021; 2022)
affirmed that Singapore was a critical security partner in defending maritime security and

regional resilience. US State Department (2024) documents also recount how bilateral
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cooperation implements American defense diplomacy revolving around interoperability,
capacity-building, and institutional trust.

This US policy recalibration leveraged Singapore’s strategic geography and defense
professionalism as a reliable node for US operations and training. Such adjustments show how

US regional strategies and Singaporean pragmatic diplomacy were mutually reinforced.

4.4 Singapore’s Security Challenges and the US Response

Singapore’s strategic vulnerabilities stemming from its size, resource limitations, and
geopolitical location have necessitated security partnerships. Barr (2022) and Lee (2024) aver
that Singaporean leaders have sought external equilibrium through selective US cooperation
while preserving good relations with China. Liu and Tran (2024) term this dual-track strategy
calibrated alignment, designed to minimize dependency while maximizing strategic gain.

The US has responded comprehensively to Singapore’s security needs. The Defense
Cooperation Factsheet (US Embassy in Singapore, 2021) includes a range of bilateral
engagements, from counterterrorism collaboration to cybersecurity and maritime domain
awareness. Austin (2024) reaffirmed that US commitments to regional security strengthen
trusted partnerships with capable actors such as Singapore.

In these reciprocal arrangements, both states mutually benefit: Singapore accesses
deterrence and technology, while the US obtains a reliable security partner in a turbulent
region. This adaptable partnership based in pragmatism, not ideology, has sustained Singaporean

resilience through decades of geopolitical transformation.

4.5 Evolving Bilateral Defense Cooperation Before and During Lee Hsien Loong’s
Prime Ministership

Since the 1990s, US-Singapore defense cooperation has transformed from ad hoc
military access to institutionalized strategic partnership. The 1990 Memorandum of Understanding
and 2005 Strategic Framework Agreement established legal bases for US military rotational
access and training on Singapore (US National Archives, 2005). During Lee Hsien Loong’s prime
ministership, this cooperation grew with advanced technology sharing and joint exercises.

White House (2022) and US State Department (2024) documents observed that Lee’s

government deepened military interoperability while diversifying Singapore’s defense relations
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with partners such as Australia and India. However, the US remained the cornerstone of
Singapore’s defense modernization efforts, as reflected in the enhanced Defense Cooperation
Agreement (DCA) and continued logistical support for US regional operations.

This long-term bilateral cooperation survived regime change and geopolitical cycles.
Singapore’s balance of autonomy and alisnment gave its US defense partnership stability and

adaptability.

4.6 Legal and Institutional Frameworks for Bilateral Defense Cooperation

The US-Singapore defense partnership was institutionalized by binding agreements,
memoranda, and frameworks facilitating lasting cooperation. The US Embassy in Singapore
(2021) identified key instruments, including a 1990 memorandum of understanding (MOU),
2005 Strategic Framework Agreement, and 2015 Enhanced DCA. These documents codified
the terms of access, logistics, and training arrangements, ensuring continuous, transparent
defense collaboration.

Legal frameworks were complemented by institutional mechanisms such as the annual
Strategic Security Policy Dialogue and joint working groups. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Singapore (n.d.) characterized these platforms as allowing both sides to address emerging
issues of cybersecurity, counterterrorism, and maritime safety. The US Indo-Pacific Command
(n.d.) represented these mechanisms as reflecting shared values of professionalism, mutual
respect, and capacity-building.

By embedding cooperation in legal and institutional structures, both nations mitigated
political risks and unpredictability. This institutional density explains why the US-Singapore

security relationship has thrived amid global uncertainty.

4.7 Key Defense Activities: Joint Exercises, Training, and Technology Cooperation

Defining features of Singapore-US defense relations are regular joint military exercises
and training programs. Pacific Griffin and Valiant Mark demonstrate interoperability and shared
strategic objectives (Moore, 2023; US Marine Corps Forces, Pacific, 2023). These engagements,
including air, naval, and ground components, enhance mutual readiness and trust.

Training collaboration is equally central. The Republic of Singapore Air Force’s F-155G
fighter detachment in the US, inaugurated in 2009 (MINDEF Singapore, 2009), exemplifies

Singapore’s commitment to professional military education and technology integration.
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Owens (2023) contended that the Cope Tiger and Commando Sling exercises enforced tactical
cooperation, ensuring compatibility with US systems and doctrines.

Technology and defense trade complement these activities. The Bureau of Political-
Military Affairs (2023) and the US State Department (2023) ranked Singapore among the top
regional consumers of advanced US defense systems, reflecting trust in American technology.
These operational, training, and technological links form the basis of the bilateral defense

partnership.

4.8 High-Level Exchanges, Arms Trade, and Emerging Cooperative Mechanisms

High-level political and military exchange have reinforced US-Singapore strategic trust.
The White House (2022) Joint Leaders’ Statement and Lee Hsien Loong’s dialogues with US
presidents from George W. Bush to Joe Biden evidenced an ongoing collaborative
commitment. Such exchanges affirm a political will behind defense cooperation, platforming
policy coordination.

Arms trading further strengthens the defense relationship. The US State Department
(2023) saw Singapore’s purchase of advanced munitions and precision-guided systems as
revealing operational sophistication meeting US standards. This cooperation expanded into
new domains of cybersecurity, space situational awareness, and green defense technology.

Emerging cooperation mechanisms such as defense innovation and personnel
exchange signal a forward-looking partnership. Austin (2024) and Haass (2022) predicted that
sustained US-Singapore collaboration will remain central to regional stability as representing
capable, principled partners. By combining political trust, technological integration, and
institutional flexibility, the US-Singapore defense relationship offers an adaptive model of

small-state engagement in a complex multipolar environment.

5. Conclusion

As the US-Singapore partnership institutionalized and diversified, it remained
vulnerable to regional geopolitical shifts and leadership changes in both countries. Singapore
must continually adapt its hedging strategy to maintain autonomy and alignment in a
tempestuous Indo-Pacific. Ultimately, small states navigate security in a competitive

environment through robust, flexible partnerships:

10
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1) The SFA (2005) was a milestone, providing legal foundation for wider cooperation in
diverse areas. This agreement allowed US forces to use Singaporean military facilities and
expanded joint exercises and intelligence sharing, coordination, and swift emergency response
capabilities.

2) The EDCA (2015) further solidified the strategic relationship, expanding defense
technology, cybersecurity, and training cooperation. This boosted Singapore’s defense power
and reinforced American military presence and influence in Southeast Asia.

3) Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT) and Tiger Balm joint exercises
continuously improved operational capabilities and coordination for both nations’ armed forces.
These exercises enhanced shared military proficiency and addressed common security challenges.

Finally, high-level Singapore and US military delegations frequently exchanged visits,
building mutual trust and understanding.

In sum, during the Lee Hsien Loong prime ministership, US-Singapore defense and security
cooperation strengthened both countries’ maintenance of regional stability and addressed
complex security challenges.

Future research might examine domestic constraints as well as strategic culture, and

comparatively analyze this partnership with others regionally.
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Cultural Relations in Performing Arts of Thailand and Cambodia:

A Case Study of Lakhon Nai and Lakhon Preah Reach Troap

Abstract

This qualitative descriptive research analyzes similarities and differences in content as
well as performance processes and elements between court dances of Thailand and
Cambodia. Case studies are done of Lakhon Nai and Lakhon Preah Reach Trop. Data is
collected from documents, including books and academic publications, as well as participant
and non-participant observation. Performance elements are compared, including costumes,
musical ensembles, song and accompaniments, scripts, choreography, preludes, and prayer
ceremonies. Results are that Lakhon Nai and Cambodian Lakhon Preah Reach Trop are royal
court drama art forms employed by monarchies as royal regalia. Lakhon Nai has influenced
the development of Robam Preah Reach Trop, which evolved into a distinct dramatic genre.
Despite this unique Cambodian aspect, shared elements remain perceptible. Lakhon Nai is
echoed in Cambodian choreography, costumes, music, ensembles, and preludes. These
findings reflect cultural transmission and exchange between Thailand and Cambodia in the

performing arts.

Keywords: lakhon luang, lakhon preah reach troap, lakhon nai, dramatic arts, performative

influences
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Geopolitical Impacts of the Belt and Road Initiative on the Gulf of Thailand

Abstract

This qualitative research explores geopolitical dynamics associated with the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) in maritime domains, focusing on the Gulf of Thailand. To propose
strategic preparedness measures for Thailand, three key objectives are to analyze:
1) motivations behind expanded Chinese BRI-related influence; 2) the BRI component in
China’s geopolitical competitiveness; and 3) geopolitical impacts of BRI operations in
the Gulf of Thailand. Data is gathered by in-depth interviews from 20 informants, including
academics, government officials, and business sector representatives. Results are that
the Maritime Silk Road, an integral BRI component, is influenced by several factors beyond
initial geopolitical motivations. The BRI has emerged as a multifaceted strategy enhancing
China's geopolitical presence through economic initiatives and extending military and energy-
related security power. In the Gulf of Thailand, BRI-associated infrastructure and connectivity
projects have elevated regional strategic significance as a logistical and energy corridor for
China, while serving as a potential platform for maritime security expansion. This has
prompted diverse regional and global actors to adopt responsive strategies to counterbalance
Chinese influence; they include the United States of America; India; Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) member countries; and neighboring littoral states. These findings
suggest that Thailand should balance its foreign policy by hedging strategies and proactively
implementing protective political, economic, and security measures to safeguard national

interests amid intensifying geopolitical competition.

Keywords:  geopolitics, Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the gulf of Thailand
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Return to Realism: Declining American Hegemony, Rising China,

and the Future of ASEAN Human Rights

Abstract

In the late 1980’s, the institutionalization of human rights began in the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). As Western states promoted progressive values internationally,
ASEAN states began liberalizing. In 2009, the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human
Rights (AICHR) was inaugurated. Since then, the AICHR has failed to intervene during many
human rights abuses. This article studies the origins of AICHR, noting that with declining
American hegemony and rising Chinese influence, Western-style human rights has lost regional
promotion. United States (US) realism and Southeast Asian regionalism may leave human

rights dependent on ASEAN member states.

Keywords: ASEAN, ASEAN human rights, realism, American hegemony
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1. Introduction

The establishment of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights
(AICHR) may be seen in a post—Cold War historical context. By 1991, Western great power
international ideology, values, and normative approach to domestic and foreign policy
saw liberalism as ascendant and hegemonic (Czempiel, 1992; Fukuyama, 1992; Owen, 1994).
In a liberal Western hegemonic world, small and medium-sized Southeast Asian states lacked
leeway, having to adopt liberal values, at least rhetorically, in internal and external governance.

However, Western hegemony did not advance in isolation. In 2001, after China joined
the World Trade Organization (WTO), new economic growth ensued. Within two decades, the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) was the world’s second largest economy by gross domestic
product (GDP) and largest by GDP purchasing power parity (PPP) (Yao, 2024). China’s ascent
coincided with the decline of American hegemony.

AICHR’s creation may be attributable to two conditions: external geopolitical pressures
and internal regional developments. The end of the Cold War in 1991 inaugurated a unipolar
system led by the United States in which liberal internationalism based on democratization,
human rights, and the rule of law comprised the core of global governance. From 1991 to
2010, ASEAN member states increasingly experienced normative pressures from Western-led
institutions. Their strategic responses legitimized regimes and preserved sovereignty. Chary of
external intervention, particularly as humanitarianism or democratization, ASEAN elites created
a regional human rights mechanism to serve as shield and symbol.

Internally, the original ASEAN members Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Philippines
provided political space to formalize regional human rights architecture. But globally, the AICHR
context had shifted. Liberal internationalism eroded during the US retreat from normative
leadership under Donald Trump’s America First regime (Wittes, 2017). This policy minimized
multilateralism, democratization, and human rights, emphasizing instead transactionalism,
national sovereignty, and strategic unilateralism. Executive Order (EO) 14169, “Reevaluating
and Realigning United States Foreign Aid,” initially froze funding for foreign development
assistance to meet policy goals. Section 1 noted that American foreign aid industry and
bureaucracy was often used to destabilize territories. American non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and quasi-autonomous non-governmental organizations (QUANGOS)
supported revolutionary groups opposing governments antithetical to US foreign policy

interests. Section 2 noted that all foreign development assistance would be predicated upon
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administration goals (National Archives, 2025). After a 90-day funding pause, Secretary of State
Marco Rubio announced the formal closure of the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) and halting of most American foreign development assistance; all
remaining programming would be administered by the State Department (Anderson, 2025).

Concurrently, China’s geopolitical rise highlights a vision of global governance and
human rights diverging from Westemn liberal universalism. Instead of promoting civil and political
rights, China’s values approach emphasizes economic development, social stability, and collective
wellbeing as indicators of human rights progress (Chen & Hsu, 2020). This model downplays
individual autonomy and political pluralism, offering states a foreign policy framework meeting
ASEAN non-interference, sovereignty, and national governance norms. In the Asian values
tradition, China’s international stance on humanitarianism promotes development-related
socioeconomic benefits rather than individual civil and political rights.

So the future of ASEAN human rights will depend less on external normative pressure
and more on the internal political will of member states. The liberal internationalist aura
surrounding AICHR’s founding has been replaced by a transactional global order of strategic
balancing, rival value systems, and reasserted state sovereignty. To understand AICHR’s origins
and trajectory, institutional legacies of the liberal moment and geopolitical realism of today must
be examined.

Rather than sanctifying or demonizing Western influence, unipolarity may be weighed in
international relations (IR) and its diffusion effect in the ASEAN community. Abandoning unipolarity
shifts human rights responsibilities to ASEAN member states as Western hegemony becomes
multimodal and multipolar. Last, one must take a secular view of unipolarity. Moral arguments in
Western unipolarity also included some ambiguities and self-interest cloaked in human rights and
advocacy rhetoric. But unipolarity catalyzed rhetoric, advocacy, and financial support for human

rights groups.

2. Literature Review

Scholarship on the historical development of human rights regionalism in ASEAN may
be categorized by three main philosophies: liberal diffusion, mimetic, and descriptive.

The external-internal liberalist approach sees the evolution of ASEAN human rights
mechanisms as Western liberalism combined with domestic democratization. It posits that

ASEAN engagement with human rights was endogenous and shaped by diffusion of Western
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liberal ideas. Acharya (2003; 2010) contends that AICHR’s formation paralleled ASEAN
democratization and the global post-Cold War liberal turn, during which domestic elites
accepted liberal ideals amidst international normative pressures. Ryu and Ortuoste (2014)
propose that democratizing ASEAN states produced a critical transition, normalizing human
rights in the regional political lexicon. This viewpoint contains two assumptions: the original
ASEAN-5 (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines) had sufficient normative
and institutional influence to encourage the remaining authoritarian members—Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam—to engage in human rights discourse; and that further
democratization would eventually allow AICHR to evolve beyond its promotional mandate.
This framework assumes a teleological progression, with human rights development twinned
with liberal democratic consolidation.

The main limit of this attitude is in ambiguity of any critical transition in ASEAN member
states. ASEAN is governed by consensus decision-making rather than weighted qualified
majority voting. Insofar as ASEAN states prioritize sovereignty and non-intervention, a state
may not be externally pressured on issues of core national interests.

The mimetic or emulation-based criticism is that ASEAN’s human rights institutionalization
strategically conformed to global expectations, rather than normative internalization.
Katsumata (2009) and Manea (2008; 2009) contend that ASEAN elites were insufficiently
socialized with liberal human rights norms, but responded to the normative dominance of
unipolar Western power. So human rights language and institutions reflected institutional
mimicry instead of real human rights commitment. Davies (2021) and Poole (2015) further
see ASEAN human rights engagement as performative or ritualistic, with regional leaders
adopting liberal norms mainly for international legitimacy. By perfunctorily echoing human
rights discourse, ASEAN leaders avoided marginalization in global forums. Similarly, Jones and
Jenne (2015) assert that ASEAN states—lacking structural power and often functioning as rule-
followers rather than rule-creators, strategically engaged with human rights agendas to
negotiate international policies. Therefore, liberal order engagement was about managing
external expectations and safeguarding strategic autonomy rather than norm adoption.
Essentially, ASEAN human rights emerged from a need to engage with Western-dominated
global standards instead of any commitment to liberalism.

The mimetic explanation normatively and rhetorically explains human rights

institutionalization. But mimetics no longer pertains to states socialized with human rights
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norms integrated in national governance structures supported by civil society. For example,
in the early 2000s, early in its democratization, Indonesia mimicked Western normative
thought. Two decades later, Indonesia propounds ASEAN human rights protection.

The descriptive category focuses on intra-regional dynamics influencing national elites,
particularly on domestic actors such as civil society organizations, NGOs, and sub-state networks.
Researchers highlight the significance of former government officials in the Working Group for
an ASEAN Human Rights Mechanism, in creating a regional discourse (Muntarbhorn, 2003; 2005;
Petcharamesree, 2013). Tan (2011) includes a wider array of actors in a region gradually opening
to liberal influences, such as regional think tanks, the ASEAN Institute of Strategic and
International Studies (ASEAN-ISIS network), and human rights advocates. Likewise, Phan (2008)
underscores transnational advocacy by internationally linked NGOs in leveraging the United
Nations system to pressure ASEAN governments to introduce human rights into local agendas.

While listing diverse contributions to ASEAN human rights, the descriptive perspective
overlooks external actors and the international currency of power relations. Some scholars
may overemphasize non-state and sub-state actors in forming AICHR. ASEAN is an intergovernmental,
state-based regional organization prioritizing state sovereignty above other concerns in internal
decision-making. The descriptive outlook fails to account for powerful external actors and the

larger contextual framework of international relations.

3. Unipolarity, Western Hegemony and Human Rights in ASEAN

This section names two central motivators for the creation of AICHR: external
geopolitical economic considerations; and internal institutional strategy. ASEAN states are
mainly small to medium-sized, of different development levels. Indonesia alone has a large
are and population, while Singapore has as the sole high-income economy. ASEAN’s economic
configuration has long been outward-facing, reliant on trade with external partners rather than
intra-regional commerce. Only the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (LPDR) trades mostly
within the bloc (ASEAN, 2021). This shows how ASEAN economic entanglement with external
actors—North America, Europe, Japan, and most recently, China—shapes regional political
behavior and strategy.

Internally, ASEAN leaders saw a growing need to maintain regional diplomatic
relevance and credibility with external powers. Remaining strategically significant was a key

motivation for founding AICHR. Internal-external concessions recur in ASEAN institutional
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evolution; almost every regional integration initiative has been impacted or caused by events
outside Southeast Asia. So ASEAN regionalism may be seen as reactive and externally
conditioned, prioritizing international legitimacy over internal convergence.

AICHR was not a spontaneous, isolated development, but the result of almost two
decades of negotiation, ideological strife, and normative compromise. More than an offshoot
of the global unipolar moment, the AICHR was legitimized and influenced by the liberal
international order. Western hegemonic dominance was the normative framework for ASEAN
states variously calibrating foreign policy and institutional commitments. The West-advocated
human rights agenda was a normative credibility benchmark, which ASEAN half-accepted to
avoid diplomatic consequences.

The ASEAN human rights debate paradox is that protecting citizens from state abuse
often overrides state sovereignty. This dilemma became particularly visible during the 26th
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM), held in 1993, that reaffirmed regional commitment to human
rights and fundamental freedoms in support of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of
Action. The ministers agreed to explore a local human rights mechanism, but with several
caveats. Human rights should be sought in an apolitical way that respected each member
state’s cultural, socioeconomic, and political traditions. (ASEAN, 1993). These cautions reflect
longstanding ASEAN fear of external interference and perceived Western use of human rights
for ideological dominance.

Shaik (2013, p. 4) duly observes that the resistance to external pressure partly derives
from a supposed Western moral imperialism due to the dominance of liberal ideology.
Additionally, among repressive Asian regimes, global human rights is sometimes rejected as
reflecting Western values. So ASEAN human rights engagement was strategic as well as
aspirational, balancing international recognition with safeguarding national autonomy and
political discretion.

To grasp the motives for founding the AICHR, it must be placed in the post-Cold War
era geopolitical context. In 1991, the dissolution of the Soviet Union launched what
Krauthammer (1990) termed a unipolar moment when the US emerged as the world’s sole
unrivaled superpower. America and its Western European allies dominated global political,
economic, and security domains. This inflection point impacted Southeast Asia through a
geopolitical order restructured around American and European priorities, with Western values

as global norms. Mearsheimer (2018) observes that liberal democracies, especially the US,
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strategically promoted liberalism abroad for peace and stability by globally expanding
democratic governance, as well as for ethical reasons.

lkenberry and Mastanduno (2003) describe post-Cold War American hegemony as
a liberal framework through which global and regional politics and economics were structured.
Johnston (2003) diagnoses this as a time of normative ASEAN transition, with states increasingly
exposed to, and influenced by, Western liberal ideals. Johnston argues that ASEAN underwent
a socialization process, internalizing norms that contradicted traditional realist paradigms. This
trajectory was reinforced by Fukuyama (1992), who claimed that the post-Cold War era marked
an end of history, in which liberal democracy and market capitalism would be universally
accepted governance principles.

This normative environment had a twofold effect on the ASEAN community. First,
Western governments exerted political, economic, and diplomatic pressure on Southeast Asia,
conditioning foreign aid, trade relations, and security cooperation on adherence to human
rights standards (Ba, 2009, p. 90). Western critiques of ASEAN human rights records became
increasingly vociferous. Acharya (2013) notes that the West, particularly the US, regularly
condemned ASEAN member states for human rights violations as a central tenet of bilateral
and multilateral diplomatic engagement. Reflecting this prioritization, Richardson (1993)
characterizes American foreign policy as obsessed with promoting human rights and
democracy, which extended into the Barack Obama presidency. Indeed, the Congressional
Research Service (2010) documents how the US Congress routinely introduced legislation and
resolutions concerning ASEAN human rights.

Myanmar was the most contentious flashpoint in ASEAN-Western relations of the time.
From 1991 on, Burmese politics became a focal issue in ASEAN-Western engagement,
triggering criticism and diplomatic pressure (Ba, 2009; Beeson, 2008; Yen, 2011). The dispute
over Myanmar’s ASEAN role impacted ASEAN-European Union (EU) relations. At one point,
the EU threatened to withdraw from Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) processes should Myanmar
assume the ASEAN chair (Collins, 2000; Keva, 2008; Murray, 2008; Robles Jr., 2006). This crisis
revealed internal ASEAN divisions. Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam supported Myanmar as ASEAN
chair, but the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand were opposed. Malaysia and Singapore
remained neutral (Kraft, 2005, p. 19). ASEAN fault lines over Myanmar reflected broader

disagreements over the scope of regional human rights institutions such as AICHR.
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In 2008, Cyclone Nargis worsened the Myanmar crisis. Myanmar’s military rulers initially
resisted large-scale international aid until America’s Bush administration world called for world
condemnation of the Burmese state response to the disaster. The US also lobbied China,
India, and Thailand to pressure on Burmese generals to accept international relief (Barber,
2009). France, through then-Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner advocated intervention at the
United Nations Security Council under the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) framework (Roberts,
2010; Roberts, 2012).

However, Western human rights advocacy was not confined to Myanmar. Washington’s
human rights agenda also targeted regional allies such as Indonesia during the East Timor crisis
(Collins, 2000), and the Philippines during the Rodrigo Duterte administration, particularly over
extrajudicial killings and democratic backsliding (Spinwall, 2020). Ongoing criticism and conditional
engagement reinforced fears among ASEAN elites about foreign intrusion into domestic affairs.

Such concerns were articulated by former Thai Foreign Minister Kasit Piromya, who
underlined ASEAN preference for resolving internal issues by consensus and diplomacy rather
than external punitive mechanisms. Kasit stated that “there was no intention to seek out
‘crime and punishment.” We [ASEAN] deal with it through good offices first [when problems
crop up] and then arbitration. We do it in a civilized way—working together from inside out
and not waiting for outsiders to punish us” (FPB Contributor, 2009; Sani & Hara, 2013, p. 389).
This sentiment expresses ASEAN commitment to sovereignty and non-interference, even
amidst rising international pressure to conform to liberal norms.

Kasit’s statement highlights a rare convergence among traditionally authoritarian
ASEAN states such as Cambodia, LPDR, and Vietnam in their collective stance toward Myanmar.
The shared position shared two imperatives: advancing ASEAN’s regional integration agenda
and managing reputational risk associated with Burmese political conduct. Myanmar’s internal
crisis was a liability, eclipsing ASEAN credibility and jeopardizing regional self-governance.
Discussions even addressed the possibility of Myanmar temporarily suspending its ASEAN
membership to resolve internal challenges without undermining the bloc.

Notably, the Myanmar debate related to democracy more than elsewhere in the
ASEAN community due to international scrutiny since the late 1980s and Myanmar’s stated
intention to democratize. By contrast, most ASEAN states have yet to publicly commit to

democratic transition and maintain domestic political systems by allowing external scrutiny.
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Thanh (2009) stresses this distinctive regional approach to human rights in which
a “common understanding was agreed that ASEAN needs to establish its own standards for
human rights protection and promotion, and that human rights should not be left as an excuse
for outsiders to intervene into ASEAN’s own affairs” (Thanh, 2009 p. 103). Singaporean Foreign
Minister Shunmugam Jayakumar also described Southeast Asian sensitivity to global power
dynamics and external interference as “an acute awareness of how vulnerable Southeast
Asian countries are to the exigencies of world politics. This includes a deep distrust of Great
Powers and concerns about becoming a pawn and, hence, victim of their rivalries” (Ruland,
2019, p. 14).

For decades, the ASEAN community has opposed Western-style linkage of human
rights conditions to trade, investment, and financial cooperation. During the 24th ASEAN-EU
Ministerial Meeting in Brussels in 2024, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad argued
that such requirements were disguised trade barriers: “ASEAN cannot view it as added
conditionality or protectionism by other means” (ASEAN, 1991). Since the arrival of post-Cold
War unipolarity, ASEAN has resisted incorporating social clauses into economic agreements,
seeking instead to split political and economic engagement (Thio, 1999).

This divide has also characterized ASEAN-EU interactions. In the 1990s, the EU decision
to embed human rights standards into external trade policy exposed differences between the
two regions (de Flers, 2010). The more compartmentalized ASEAN approach limits cooperation
to commerce and investment. Singaporean Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong stated: “We don’t
set out to change the world and our neighbours. We don’t believe in it. The culture of ASEAN
is that we do not interfere” (Jones, 2008, p. 271).

Three factors underline ASEAN response to external human rights agendas: divergent
political philosophy between Southeast Asia and Western liberal democracies; preference for
non-interference and decoupling political conditions from economic ties; and divergent ASEAN
national interests shaped by political regimes, development levels, and sovereignty concerns.
ASEAN states interpret and prioritize human rights differently than Western counterparts;
several maintain weak institutional capacities to implement human rights norms. These factors
are aggravated by fear of foreign meddling in internal affairs (Suzuki, 2019).

This dynamic reflects what may be called a post-Cold War era external normative
pressure. However, this is not the same as coercion. ASEAN states were not compelled to

establish regional human rights mechanisms. Instead, the rise of liberal norms as global
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standards, bolstered by dominant Western powers, made it strategically useful for ASEAN
states to engage with some of these norms. Sundrijo (2020) clarifies that the creation of AICHR
may be seen as strategic norm adoption, in which regional elites internalized elements of the
global human rights framework, especially the International Bill of Rights, translated into

regionally acceptable forms.

4. Spread of ASEAN Liberalism and Democratization

Many scholars agree that from 1991 to 2010, the most Southeast Asian liberal norms
were diffused. The ascendancy of liberal internationalism, characterized by democratization,
human rights, and rule of law, was seen to penetrate globally and regionally. Analysts foresaw
that democratic transition in core ASEAN states would transform a sovereignty-centered bloc
into a more norm-driven, participatory regional institution (Acharya, 1999; 2003; 2010). This
perspective centered on the political liberalization of Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand,
whose domestic openness would set a regional precedent for wider internalization of liberal
values (Ryu & Ortuoste, 2014).

Acharya (2003) sees recalibrated ASEAN political culture of the late 1990s and 2000s
as showing deeper conceptual change; democratic developments in Thailand under the prime
ministership of Chatichai Choonhavan and post-crisis administrations as well as Indonesian
political liberalization after the resignation of President Suharto, reflected a normative shift.
These domestic changes, asymmetrically embraced in the ASEAN community, challenged the
authoritarian consensus in Malaysia and Singapore.

Singling out the contested nature of ASEAN rights discourse, Eldridge (2002) and Jones
(1996) note that institutionalizing human rights must occur in different political landscapes
and governances of member states. Huxley (2008) adds that regional human rights promotion
is shaped by domestic institutional capacity and political will. Stauffer (2011) identifies
obstacles to national-level legal and bureaucratic rights institutionalization, suggesting that
external inducements and sustained domestic pressure are needed for regional compliance.

Dosch (2008) also documents how non-state actors, especially think tanks and civil
society organizations such as ASEAN-ISIS and democratic member state NGOs, lobby ASEAN
policymaking bodies; the latter have included the High-Level Task Force (HLTF) and the

erstwhile Eminent Persons Group (EPG). These actors became norm entrepreneurs, channeling
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liberal human rights discourse into ASEAN institutional design, especially while the ASEAN
Charter was drafted.

Thus, cross-ASEAN democratization was not linear or uncontested. Instead, it unfolded,
often through elite manipulation and institutional inertia. Yet at the time, the liberal norm
enabled political openness and new normative frameworks.

Manea (2009) calls the post-1998 era a time of normative realignment, during which
discrediting the Asian values ideology, long used to justify authoritarian governance, coincided
with new opportunities to integrate liberal principles such as individual rights and political
freedoms into ASEAN discourse. The 1997 Asian Financial Crisis caused economic and
legitimacy crises, further eroding the credibility of developmental authoritarianism and
encouraging adjustment of the regional normative orientation. Human rights, previously
sidelined, were now reformed in an evolving ASEAN identity and development agenda.

Tan suggest that this convergence of liberal norms and developmental needs created
a watershed at which human rights were seen as integral to ASEAN modernization and global
credibility, not mere external impositions (Tan, 2011).

However, Ryu and Ortuoste (2014) caution that while external actors such as the EU
and the US incorporated human rights in foreign policy agendas, their pressure was
inconsistent and shallow. So primary drivers of regional human rights development were
internal, rooted in democratizing states and ASEAN ambition to project relevance and
legitimacy in the international order. From this standpoint, the ASEAN emerging human rights
regime was a strategic adaptation to shifting global expectations and internal political change,
rather than a result of Western conditionality.

These regional developments must be contextualized amongst simultaneous
geopolitical and theoretical change. Post-Cold War unipolarity, emphasizing liberal
internationalism, nurtured human rights norm globalization. ASEAN states were not coerced
into liberalization, but instead embedded in a global normative order where human rights
gained new legitimacy.

Democratization remains a founding cause for the formation of AICHR, its effect is
unstable. The viability of regional rights mechanisms like AICHR is tied to domestic
democratization and institutional entrenchment of liberal norms in member states. However,

over the past decade, democracy has regressed in Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines,
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fragmenting consensus on rights-related issues and impeding the AICHR mandate (Kongkirati,

2018; Peou, 2014; Ruland, 2012).

5. American Foreign Policy on Human Rights: From Liberal Internationalism to Trump’s Realism

The United States has placed human rights at the core of its foreign policy, aligned
with democratic movements and projecting liberal values globally. This normative stance has
led to interventions, purportedly humanitarian, which weaken or displace sovereign regimes.
Mearsheimer (2018) observes that in the post-Cold War era, US liberal foreign policy was
motivated by a belief in the capacity for change in liberal-democratic governance. In this era,
US political system’s internal liberal character shaped engagement with the international
system.

The liberal shift was most visible in the operationalization of democratic peace theory,
which sees democratic regimes as intrinsically superior and necessary for achieving lasting
global peace. Czempiel (1992) and Fukuyama (1992) assert that the end of the Cold War was
an ideological triumph of liberal democracy in addition to a geopolitical realignment.
Liberalism was seen as normatively and functionally superior, global diffusion of which would
supposedly result in lasting stability.

Mearsheimer (2018, 2019) implies that unipolarity offered American foreign policy elites
an opportunity for unrestrained hegemony with liberal foreign policy; critically, this liberal
foreign policy made the US a revisionist power exporting liberal norms, often coercively, to
achieve a global order like its own institutional architecture. US liberal foreign policy
experimentation by imposing force cost many lives and over eight trillion dollars (USD). Walt
(2018) submits that since the 1990s, American grand strategy of democratization, regime
change, and humanitarian intervention, has been counterproductive; American foreign policy
elites believed that liberal democratic values were universal and exportable. Nye (2019) argues
that liberal interventionism as a strain of American foreign policy has its roots in Wilsonianism
of the early 20" century and found its apotheosis in the early 21°' century due to imperial
overstretch. This liberal interventionism overestimated American ability to reshape complex
foreign societies and negated sovereignty, balance of power, and regional dynamics.
Interventions in Irag, Libya, and Afghanistan, often morally justified, resulted in instability,
backlash, and strategic overreach. These failures may be systemic consequences of liberal

hegemonic ideology that prioritizes ideals over interests.
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This expansive liberal project couched in universalist language led to strategic
inconsistency. Choi and James (2016) show that the US has intervened internationally against
its stated foreign policy interests, proving the normative weight of liberal ideology in shaping
policy, even at the cost of strategic coherence.

Institutional embedding of human rights in American foreign relations began during the
Carter administration and advanced by the end of the Cold War (Donnelly, 1984; Forsythe,
1990). In 2005, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P) doctrine. Spearheaded by the US, Canada, and Australia, R2P institutionalized the
concept that sovereignty depended a state’s ability and willingness to protect its population
from atrocities (Evans, 2004). Among the advocates, the US promoted humanitarian
intervention as a legitimate, and sometimes necessary, part of global governance (Weiss, 2012).

The associated normative recalibration basically challenged traditional interpretations
of state sovereignty. By prioritizing the defense of individual rights over inviolability of borders,
the liberal international order restructured the hierarchy of international norms. American-led
interventions through the 1990s and 2000s on humanitarian grounds reflected this reordering,
displacing authoritarian regimes and promoting democratic governance (Junk, 2014; Lyon &
Dolan, 2007; Mitkov, 2022). This marked the high point of liberal internationalism, with global
diffusion of on democratic, human rights, and market liberalism norms.

The second regime of Donald Trump ensures that America’s onetime liberal
internationalist foreign policy is over, replaced by realism and power plays (Gvosdev, 2018;
Popescu, 2019). The aggressive, unilateral foreign policy is seen in demands to purchase or
annex Greenland (Erlanger & Smialek, 2025), control the Panama Canal as a strategic
countermeasure to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (CNN, 2025), and impose tariffs on
Canada, Mexico, the European Union and other allies (Waldenberg et al., 2025).

AW US liberal funding and programming abroad has been cancelled in a basic American
foreign policy reorientation. All Department of State democracy and human rights promotions
abroad have been abolished (Roth, 2025). Over 3,000 State Department staff engaged in
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), human rights, and other programming associated with
liberal values have been eliminated (Crowley, 2025; Sainato, 2025). State Department
restructuring includes removal of the Under Secretary for Civilian Security, Democracy &
Human Rights; the Office of Global Criminal Justice; the Office of Global Women'’s Issues; and
the Office of Global Health Security & Diplomacy (Short, 2025). Annual executive branch
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reports to Congress on international human rights (Smith, 2025), internationally monitoring
human rights, corruption, refugee, asylum, democracy, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and queer (LGBTQ) policies have been curbed (Toosi, 2025).

Other government-linked agencies such as USAID have been shut down, with remaining
budget and personnel transferred to the State Department. USAID previously had a budget of
over 60 billion USD with worldwide programming to alleviate poverty while promoting liberal
causes (Gedeon & Tait, 2025). The National Endowment for Democracy (NED), aiding democracy
abroad, also experienced a budget freeze. NED has been criticized for foreign interference and
engaging in regime change as a residual of Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) origins, but its
now-uncertain status signals a shift in American foreign policy (Kurlantzick, 2025). Voice of
America, Radio Free Asia, and Radio Free Europe have also been defunded, and their staffs
discharged (Janjevic, 2025). The last-mentioned institution still exists due to emergency EU funding.

This assault on liberalism marks the end of an era of liberal internationalism. Instead,
American foreign policy follows America First principles (Ettinger, 2018). Realism, in IR theory,
is a theoretical framework suggesting that states are primary building blocks, discounting the
influence and power of non or sub-state actors. Realism also posits that security and power
centrally explain state behavior or accumulating and using power for security goals (Lofflmann,
2022; Taim, 2024). The centrality of state interest is defined by state leadership for security
purposes and regardless of previous dispositions; states operate according to interest rather
than value-based calculation for security (Jervis, 1998; Mearsheimer, 2009; Walt, 1997). These
calculations are apparent in policy rhetoric and US government actions, with trade as a national
security concern and jettisoning liberal programs.

After an era of liberal internationalism with democracy and human rights promotion,
American foreign policy must be analyzed from a perspective of transactional state interest.
Trump’s so-called liberation day tariffs are designed to extract as much as possible from trade

partners to benefit American national interests (Francis & Verde, 2025).

6. The Chinese Foreign Policy Position on Human Rights

However, the shift from a unipolar towards a multipolar or perhaps multilateral world
order has challenged the liberal normative dominance. ASEAN, at the intersection of emerging
global fault lines, navigates between the entrenched liberal paradigm led by the United States

and a competing model advanced by a resurgent China. Unlike the US, China has never
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incorporated human rights advocacy into foreign policy framework. Instead, Beijing promotes
an alternative normative order grounded in sovereignty, non-interference, and multilateral
dialogue (Zhimin, 2012). This model resonates with states that perceive liberal interventionism
as a cover for Western domination and regime destabilization.

Chinese influence in multilateral institutions, particularly the United Nations (UN)
Human Rights Council, has grown. Richardson (2020) remarks that China leverages its
diplomatic and economic clout to obstruct resolutions critical of states’ human rights
practices, to protect authoritarian allies and dilute liberal norms. This strategic behavior
reflects a wider redefinition of global human rights standards distinct from universal liberalism
toward a relativist, state-centric model.

Dai and Lu (2025) discern that China’s foreign policy is nominally associated with
human rights through engagement with related UN bodies and reporting mechanisms such as
the Human Rights Council (HRC) and Universal Periodic Review (UPR). However, China
advocates for economic, social and cultural rights rather than civil and political rights. Thus,
China’s global human rights agenda revises Asian values, collectivizing economic wellbeing
and social harmony over individual rights. In this way, China opposes the universalist sources
of the liberal human rights regime (Chen & Hsu, 2020; Ginsburg, 2021; Larkin, 2022). This
represents a normative challenge to the liberal order established during unipolarity.

Chaziza and Goldman (2014) link Chinese antipathy to liberal norms to the destabilization
of US-led interventions in Irag, Libya, and Syria. These were seen in Beijing as cautionary
examples of how externally induced regime change may cause state collapse, humanitarian
crises, and long-term regional instability. As such, China’s emphasis on non-intervention and
regime stability reflects normative convictions and strategic interests as a counterweight to
Western liberalism.

China does not articulate any foreign policy mix inclusive of human rights. Its
aforementioned human rights engagement through UN forums is limited to monitoring and
reporting rather than past US-style enforcement and intervention. Chen and Hsu (2020) and
Dai and Lu (2025) declare that Chinese UN foreign policy orientation has been active and
revisionist, shifting monitoring and reporting in the HRC and Treaty bodies away from critical
civil and political rights to development, peace-based socioeconomic policy orientation. This
has been reinforced by Chinese overseas development funding through the BRI. This twinning

of normative and material basis of human rights is seen as an attempt to restructure liberal
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UN institutions. In the perspective of realism, China pursues international goals following state
interests. China rejects the Western allegations of genocide against Uyghurs in Xinjiang
(Sautman, 2025).

During the Gaza war, the PRC clashed with America and West European allies by
opposed American vetoes for ceasefires and peace (China Daily, 2022). Tabled resolutions are
couched in humanitarian narratives of food aid, adhering to UN frameworks (Palestine News
and Info Agency, 2025). China has not denounced American foreign policy but its forceful
rhetoric has been reinforced by fellow BRICS members such as Russia and Brazil in coordinated
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) voting and lobbying for a ceasefire (Al Jazeera, 2024).
The PRC offers an alternative approach to engagement in multilateral forums appealing to
Global South sensibilities and rooted in Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) and ASEAN principles.
For example, Islamic-majority Malaysia opposes Israel’s actions in Gaza and Qatar (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs Malaysia, 2025).

The UN human rights regime is based on aspiration and inclusion, rather than enforcement
and coercion. The shift to multilateral forums may be seen as a way to re-institutionalize soft
human rights diplomacy and shift global human rights norms from universality to particularity.
ASEAN articulation of regional particularities dates from the 1993 World Conference on Human

Rights to the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (United Nations, 1993; ASEAN, 2012).

7. Global Order Shifts and ASEAN Human Rights

As the international order moves toward multipolarity, ASEAN member states have
a complex dual engagement with great powers. Western nations are expected to normatively
advocate for human rights. Yet strategic rivalry will likely prompt the US to shift its foreign
policy from a values-based, liberal orientation to a more pragmatic, interest-driven realism.
This pivot would signal a return to power-centric diplomacy, where geopolitical priorities
outweigh moral imperatives.

Since its founding, ASEAN’s justification has been to grow collective regional autonomy.
This means enabling small and medium-sized member states to create and implement
domestic and foreign policies without external interference. Heightened Sino-American rivalry
will enhance ASEAN’s agency, especially in human rights governance. As discussed above, this
empowerment derives from heterogeneous economic and political entanglements as well as

ASEAN strategic hedging between competing powers, to be examined below.
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In this context, the search for regional autonomy in human rights becomes viable.

ASEAN’s strategic position as a region of contested influence allows member states to balance

external expectations while safeguarding domestic sovereignty. States maintaining formal

defense agreements and institutional linkages with the US include Australia, New Zealand,

Philippines, South Korea, Japan, Thailand, Taiwan, and Singapore. ASEAN states have historical

security ties to the US, but also economic connections with China. Since the China-US trade

war of 2018, ASEAN has become China’s leading trade partner in terms of volume (Huld, 2024).

ASEAN Countries Largest Export Markets (Ranked by Top 3)

China USA Japan Singapore Thailand Vietnam Malaysia

Brunei 3 2 1
Cambodia 2 1 3
Indonesia 1 2 3
Lao PDR 2 1 3
Malaysia 1 3 2
Myanmar 1 3 2
Singapore 1 3 2
Thailand 2 1 3
Philippines 2 1 3
Vietnam 2 1 3
Source: World Bank, 2021 (World Integrated Trade Solution Database)

ASEAN Top Trade Partner Percentage of Imports and Exports

Imports Exports

China 23.9% China 15.9%

USA 7.4% USA 14.9%

Republic of Korea 7.0% European Union 8.6%

Japan 6.9% Japan 6.7%

Source: ASEAN Statistical Highlights, 2024

The best regional gauge of opinion is the annual State of Southeast Asia Survey, which

provides insights into public perceptions. In 2024 and 2025, the top challenge perceived was

climate change. However, the second, third, and fourth were involved with the great powers.

Second was unemployment and recession, followed by intensifying economic tensions
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between the great powers and military flashpoints such as the South China Sea. The top two
primary concerns were ASEAN slow reactions and potential irrelevance in the new world order,
followed by ASEAN becoming an arena for great power proxies. Instead of choosing between
the great powers, ASEAN residents would rather continue with the cooperative status quo.

China was seen as the most influential economic power by 56% of respondents, with
the US in second place at 15%. However, 62% were concerned by Chinese influence,
compared to 42% worried about the US. Fifty-seven percent were favorable to the US, but
only 38% to China. Similarly, on political and strategic influence, 38%, ranked China as first
followed by the US at 32%. On Chinese influence, 69% were concerned, with 31% approving,
while 51% were positive and 49% negative about the US.

In 2025, China championed free trade for prosperity (21%) compared to the US (19%),
reversing percentages from 2024. ASEAN did not side with either power (25%) but increased
ASEAN-based resilience to fend them off (53%). However, if forced to choose, 52% preferred
the US to China (48%), a switch from the 2024 survey (ISEAS, 2025).

These findings reflect ASEAN goodwill from the elite and public. Throughout, the US is
seen more favorably and as less as a threat than China. However, the 2025 survey was
conducted and published in early 2025, before the impact of new US tariff policies.

How Trump administration tactics, including posting letters to ASEAN leaders on Truth
Social, will be perceived remains to be seen. In a region where face and honor are valued,
publicly posted letters will provocative allegations will doubtless influence ASEAN perceptions
of the US regional role (Bank Finance, 2025). Singapore Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen has
already likened recent US actions to those of a landlord demanding rent (Heijmans, 2025).

Final trade deals with ASEAN states remain undetermined. US ambiguity persists over
rules of origin content which the White House seeks to attach to new tariff lines (Jones, 2025).
However, the tariffs may be placed in the context of America no longer abiding by the
previously championed liberal trade order. This is sometimes referred to as a weaponization
of trade or using US market access asymmetrically to benefit American producers against
Chinese counterparts. Regardless of the final outcome of trade negotiations, human rights and
liberal causes are no longer leading American foreign policies. Instead, materialist, state-

centered approaches are used to achieve core American national interests.
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8. Conclusion

This article argues that ASEAN human rights developed due to two interconnected
phenomena: American hegemony during unipolarity and intra-regional domestic processes of
liberalization and democratization. China prefers a non-confrontational foreign policy on
human rights, instead focusing on multilateral UN forums. This is statist in effect and forefronts
IR principles of sovereignty and non-intervention. The US has cast off liberal internationalism,
formerly a core element of post-Cold War foreign policy. Instead, realism and a national
interest-based foreign policy is estranged from liberal values and democratization. Since
foreign policy tends to be durable, like US tariffs against China during different presidential
administrations, realism should continue to animate American foreign policy. Indonesia is the
sole ASEAN members which began, and continues to consolidate, a process of democratization.
Malaysia, Thailand and Philippines have all regressed in political liberalization. Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV), which entered ASEAN in the 1990s, have not democratized.
Cambodia started the process but returned to single party family rule.

Multipolar, multiplex, or multilateral world order structure may emerge from the
vestiges of unipolarity. Instead, attention should be paid to the concept of ASEAN regional
autonomy on human rights regionalism. No great power with significant leverage is linking,
promoting, or enforcing liberal values-based foreign policy to ASEAN members. ASEAN structures,
including the Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights and the Commission on the
Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children, are intergovernmental and
operate according to the ASEAN Way, which is highly statist. By default, this means ASEAN
states cannot and will not impose their values on other members. As such, human rights
evolution, or the lack thereof, will depend on ASEAN member states and their domestic
contexts. So analysis should be directed to ASEAN member states and their human rights

practices rather than external partners or regional scrutiny.
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Deciphering the Scarcity of Innovative Talent in China:

Insights from the Structure-Agency-Culture Framework

Abstract

China has emerged as an economic superpower that rivals the United States in many
ways, but challenges persist, especially a paucity of innovative talent. The question reportedly
posed by the Chinese aerospace engineer and cyberneticist Qian Xuesen about why Chinese
schools fail to produce outstanding science and technology talent became more urgent after
the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. The percentage of graduates with higher
education degrees continues to rise, yet their contributions to national development, such as
industrial innovation and upgrading, have not increased proportionally. This hinders progress
across diverse social strata and leads to social issues, such as a heightened structural
unemployment rate. This article uses the structure-agency-culture (SAC) framework, a literature
review, qualitative research, and comparative analysis to analyze the impact of factors
contributing to this issue. The goal is to create guidelines for other nations, including Thailand,

to address comparable social challenges.

Keywords: scarcity of innovative talent, China, Structure-Agency-Culture (SAC) framework,

developmental challenges
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1. Introduction

In 2005, the Chinese aerospace engineer and cyberneticist Qian Xuesen pointed to
a noteworthy impediment in national development: the university system’s insufficient
emphasis on fostering innovation. He argued that the current education model suppresses
creativity, resulting in a shortage of outstanding talent and a lack of significant innovative
breakthroughs (Li, 2005). The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has refocused
attention on this issue. China’s industrial upgrading is constrained by a shortage of skilled
professionals, while those with degrees in higher education are unwilling to engage in physical
labor, or abandon white collar work.

Chinese President Xi Jinping (2017, pp. 203-204) has stated that ‘innovation is the soul
of development’ as a key policy focus. However, the results of these measures remain
unsatisfactory. Disparities in the research environment contribute to talent outflow, as some
workers choose careers overseas for better opportunities or a more conducive environment
to leverage top talent (Cao et al,, 2020). The Chinese government describes the current
situation as a bottleneck in several professions. A prominent example is the Chinese company
Huawei, which faces sanctions partly because of its inability to manufacture advanced chips
domestically.

Over the past two decades, scholars from China and other countries have investigated
the reasons for a shortage of innovative talent. The resulting viewpoints may be categorized
into six groups:

a) Silver (2011): insufficient human capital investment;

b) Liu et al. (2023): inadequate endogenous growth momentum;

) Liu et al. (2022): lack of an innovation ecosystem;

d) Mullen (2019): a suppressive educational environment,

e) Farrell and Grant (2005): a disconnect between the talent and industrial chains; and

f) Song (2018): an absence of effective mechanisms for knowledge production and
application.

These diagnoses focus specific individual factors and their impacts, without discussing
mechanisms of relevant processes. However, they all try to find institutional, cultural, and
social reasons. Therefore, relevant discussion should correspondingly develop a framework

for examining diverse factors and their interrelationships, rather than a single cause.
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This article is based on the structure-agency-culture (SAC) framework to clarify
constituents of this dilemma and how and why they interact. The goal is to formulate
guidelines for other nations, including Thailand, to create appropriate response strategies for

local contexts.

2. The SAC framework

Hays (1994) recommended conducting social surveys from three different, but interrelated,
perspectives: structural, including macro level factors such as social systems, organizations,
and power dynamics; agency, individual or collective actions and their environmental impact;
and cultural, cognitive and behavioral norms shared in social groups. Archer (1995; 1996, 2003)
supplemented agency’s reflective mediating role between structure and culture, facilitating
inclusion of factors between these dimensions. Overall, the framework emphasizes social actors
and their interactions, explaining behaviors that occur in a specific social structure and cultural
context.

The SAC framework may be appropriate for investigating a scarcity of innovative talents.
Willmott (2000) note that the framework is universally applicable to discussions on any social
institutional structure comprising material conditions, interests, and ideas. Shortage of
innovative talent reflects this aspect, including resource gaps, intense vying for interests, and
ideological rivalry. This framework has been widely applied in social surveys; Van et al. (2023)
showed that it can conceptualize and systematically explore structural and cultural conditions

to facilitate realist evaluation. The SAC framework used in this article follows Figure 1.
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Figure 1 SAC framework diagram
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3. Structural factors

3.1 Closed conservative attitude

Innovation deficiency is often linked to complacency with the status quo and a absence
of motivation to explore potential problems. Isolation and conservativism are widespread in
China’s academic community, with reverence for outdated concepts and poor understanding
of their limitations. For example, with knowledge classification, Chinese scholars follow established
frameworks, directly hindering academic production (Song, 2018). Yet paradigm shifts may
cause significant breakthroughs. In business, BYD Company Limited, a Chinese multinational
manufacturing conglomerate, is dissatisfied with traditional fuel vehicle technology and invests

resources in new energy vehicle manufacturing for industrial innovation.

3.2 Rigid academic achievement evaluation mechanisms

China’s current academic achievement evaluation mechanism is inflexible, relying on
quantitative indicators such as impact factors and citation rates to pinpoint research
achievements and scholarly accomplishment. In this achievement-oriented culture (Parsons,
1951), academic production is not valued for individuality or creativity but transformed into
a model resembling industrial production. The most blatant aspect of this schema is simplifying
academic achievements into performance evaluations, without any profound understanding
of scholarly research.

The Chinese method of quantifying academic achievements derives from the West,
including bibliometrics, informatics, and scientometrics. In science policy, these are
instruments for policymakers and researchers to measure impact and provide information for
governmental and societal decision making on scientific governance (NSTC, 2008, p. 5). Instead,
the Chinese academic community regards them as academic evaluation quantifiers; comparably,
the Chinese state considered certain indicators as absolute measures of industrial and economic
systemic growth during planned growth intervals.

So only articles published in journals listed on the Science Citation Index (SCI); Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI); Advanced Host Controller Interface (AHCI); Engineering Index (El);
Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI); and academic conference proceedings are
considered high-quality research. Drawbacks in this criterion include a heterogeneity of research
output indicators and subjective biases potentially affecting the peer review process. Rendered

less objective, these publications should form only part of evaluative data.
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Performance evaluation reform in American academia tries to evaluate more
comprehensively and objectively by diversifying quantitative indicators and reducing the
weight of individual measures. Namely, the H-index enumerates the papers and citations of
researchers as an indicator of the quantity and impact of academic output. Although
limitations remain, a balanced approach results. China’s academic evaluation system has not
adopted such strategies, and has mainly regressed to a pre-1978 evaluation model, gauging
academic achievements by publication administrative level.

Hence, in China innovative talents are pressured to prioritize publications with the best
quantitative indicators, sometimes sacrificing inherent research goals. Additionally, overstressing
core publications may perpetuate the aforementioned exclusionary practice. Historically, the
London physician John Snow’s water-borne theory of cholera transmission (1849) was erroneously
opposed by core publications during outbreaks in Britain which privileged the miasma (bad air)
theory (Mao, 2012). Opposition to emerging findings and researchers further hinders innovative

talent development, as mentioned in terms of isolated, conservative academic attitudes.

3.3 Research climate impetuousity

The aforementioned rigid achievement evaluation mechanism has bolstered an impetuous
research climate with scholarship conducted rapidly due to a sense of urgency. Fang (2022)
emphasized that excessive reliance on specific quantitative indicators has led to much hastily
superficial research. This current indicator-based evaluation of quantity and speed of academic
output is self-contradictory; academic work should be evaluated based on quality rather than
quantity or rapidity. Instead, thorough, meticulous scholarship is not ideally incentivized in
an impactful research climate.

In the present environment, innovative or revolutionary work is unlikely to be produced.
Researchers unable to conquer the evaluation system usually dare not propose high-risk
disruptive innovation. This discourages academic output efficiency and may lead to downgrading
career rankings. Similar phenomena exist in the business world, where with forced innovation,
Baofeng Magic Mirror virtual reality (VR) products disregarded market competition and
consumer demand, leading to competitive failure. Dismissing academic production that is
inapplicable to evaluation systems, especially for innovative quality, impedes innovative
development. Florida (2002) deemed tolerance, talent, and technology as equally important

for cultivating creativity.
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3.4 Unpublishable achievements due to author status

A common problem in Chinese academic publishing is that articles are accepted based
on authorial status rather than inherent merit of new research.

Academic publications in China, especially journals and conference proceedings, often
shift the focus of evaluation from a paper’s content to the author’s identity, including
educational background, affiliations, professional rank, and project associations. Despite
understandable reputational concerns, this myopic evaluation method diminishes the integrity
of academic publishing.

Outstanding Chinese academics such as the mathematician Hua Luogeng, lacking
a formal university education, and the historian and linguist Chen Yinke, persecuted during the
Cultural Revolution, might well have had articles rejected according to today’s personal
identity criteria. By contrast, authors rated as personally acceptable may publish work irrespective
of quality. They are even credited for publications in which they contribute no work. Regularly,
Chinese students seeking to publish research articles must include bylines by established
instructors to increase the probability of acceptance. This practice leads to insufficient
academic mobility and fixed academic levels, which is unconducive to developing innovative
talent. This tradition may have other negative consequences; suppressing potentially valuable

academic work because of authorial unpopularity obstructs academic progress.

3.5 Excessive administrative intervention

Excessive administrative intervention in academia harmfully introduces executive
power into academic discussions, creating power conflicts that damage academic integrity.
This limits the autonomy of innovative talents, who must concentrate on survival in an
administrative system rather pursuing research. Administrative intervention has also intensified
a trend towards pragmatism and utilitarianism, leading to a focus on research with direct
practical applications and benefits. And authoritarian administration turns the academic
environment, especially administrative grading and a corresponding reward system for
research, into a battleground for competing interests.

With excessive administrative intervention, authorities try to align academic research
with their own interests, making academia into a decision-making device rather than one that
pursues truth. As Boden and Epstein (2006) stated, governments attempting to control the

knowledge production process, particularly in policy-based evidence, may distort research.
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3.6 Decayed international exchange environment

Debates over lack of innovative talent in China usually overlook the decayed
international academic exchange environment. Yet in addition to internal factors, the global
context in which they operate should be considered. As Cao (2008) demonstrated, compared
to the innovation atmosphere internationally, China’s research environment is disadvantageous
for producing high-quality publications.

Considering the transnational nature of academia, international academic exchanges
provide a platform for Chinese innovative talents to showcase their achievements. This contact
can help to dispel current limitations hindering growth and development. In mathematics,
Wang Xiaowei, an undergraduate affiliated with Shanghai University, contributed to a number
theory conjecture proposed by Richard K. Guy on the minimum number of crossings in planar
drawings of complete graphs. The student’s paper was initially rejected by a Chinese journal,
but accepted by a Journal of Number Theory published abroad. (Anonymous, 2012) Similarly,
Liu Lu, an undergraduate at Central South University, announced his solution of the so-called
Seetapun Enigma, a mathematical puzzle proposed by the English logician David Seetapun, in

the Journal of Symbolic Logic, published overseas, instead of a Chinese periodical.

4. Agency factors

Jiang (2011) described characteristics of an “innovative personality”: independence;,
confidence; responsibility; foresight; ambition, skepticism towards dogma and consistency;
affinity for novelty; appreciation of art and aesthetics; as well as a broad range of interests
and focused abilities. In China today, few possess these qualities. Authors are influenced by
social background, especially considerable peer pressure in the collective society of China,
where individuals are easily shaped. Thus, this section focuses on how talent development
and evaluation mechanisms form personalities.

4.1 The talent training system problem

The answer to Qian Xuesen’s question is in China’s flawed higher education system,

where inherent problems are revealed by critical reflection. Chinese university education
adopts standardized, closed training methods (Gao, 2016). These are cost-effective and can
quickly prepare masses of professionals to meet societal needs. They are akin to the last man

described by the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche in “Thus Spoke Zarathustra,” passive nihilists
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who are tired of life, take no risks, and seek only comfort and security. Naturally, these are
the antithesis of independent, visionary, and innovative talents.

Recent attempts to improve this situation, such as experimental undergraduate elite
colleges, are only temporary solutions, not addressing the root cause (Chen, 2010).
Additionally, the uneven quality of university teachers, a lack of enthusiasm for self-directed
learning among students, and inadequate support infrastructure worsen contemporary
Chinese higher education.

Cultivation of innovative talents cannot be limited to higher education; these issues
stem from primary schooling. Primary and secondary education systems in China are exam-
oriented, with schools like factories training students who pass exams. Motivated by indicators
such as enrollment rates, student educational goals are limited to improving proficiency in
standardized junior and senior high school as well as college entrance exams.

Parents continue this educational paradigm, considering exams as the sole route for
social mobility and class progress. In traditional Chinese culture, parental “face” depends on
academic performance of offspring. Consequently, the comprehensive development that
students should experience, including moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetic, and labor
education, has been overshadowed by rote learning. The latter approach ignores student
interests and talents, leading to a lack of intrinsic student motivation to explore knowledge.
Without such motivation, the innovative spark is extinguished. Test-oriented education fails to
pat due attention to truly innovative talents due to its limitations as an educational model.
These harmful effects extend to future academic research. Luo (2011, p. 169) observed that
China’s exam-oriented education cultivates mediocrity and timidity, and scientific research is
influenced accordingly. Which leads to the question of inherent flaws in China’s talent

evaluation system.

4.2 Evaluation system issues

China’s talent evaluation system relies on a single evaluation standard, which has led
to problems caused by Campbell’s law, according to which the more important a quantitative
measure is for decision-making, the more likely it is to be manipulated and distorted, leading
to negative consequences and undermining the original goal. A single evaluation method
ignores independent thinking and exploratory interest needed to cultivate innovative talent.

Current entrance exams require rote memorization and standardized responses. This undermines
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any critical spirit or skepticism, rewarding mastery of test-taking techniques instead of knowledge.
Extant exam preparation skills instills resistance to innovation. Originally intended to represent
a spirit of ambition and progress, exam preparation as a basis for an education system, became
a conservative ritual. Nan (2018, p. 766) described the system as “erasing the heroic spirit of

several generations and limiting poetry to the conventions of the imperial examination”.

4.3 Talent selection problems

The imperial examination system suppression of independent thinking and exploration
is reflected in the current Chinese evaluation system. Needham (2016, p. 319) observed that
traditional Chinese imperial exams eliminated curiosity about natural law. In addition to
methodic flaws, talent evaluation in China today is inefficient in recognizing creativity. Entrance
exams fail to measure innovation potential and standards are unsuitable for evaluating
innovation.

Allocating resources based on these standards has allowed unoriginal aspirants to
waste budgets, while innovators go underfunded. Gresham’s law applies; when a resource’s
value is determined by a flawed standard, inferior individuals or practices may drive out

superior ones, discourage innovative talent, and strain the research environment.

5. Cultural factors

5.1 Pragmatic and utilitarian traditions

Rowland (1883) suggested that the ultimate human pursuit is wisdom, with pure
science as a significant constituent. He observed that Chinese progress was hindered by
contentment with mere application, without inquiring into underlying principles.

The traditional Chinese cultural stance towards knowledge involves introspection,
focusing on utilitarian, pragmatic traditions. A disdain for useless things leads to opposition to
rational, logical thinking. Rowland noted that basic or pure science struggles for recognition in
China. A resulting modest demand for related talent favors conservators over innovators or
pioneers.

Alternatively, Chinese cultural pragmatism and utilitarianism have shaped a key
educational characteristic, the focus on transmitting knowledge and skills. In the present talent
selection system, ruled by rote memorization, this feature is expressed by extreme reverence

for established knowledge. Yet this worshipful attitude contradicts modern innovative
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education in which talent must diverge from deliberate instruction of facts and techniques
(Zhu & Zhu, 2011).

Pragmatism and utilitarianism become a form of anti-intellectualism prioritizing
knowledge acquisition for personal material benefit. This notion has produced two opposing
extremes: veneration of academic degrees as a means to personal advantage, and the
counterview that such diplomas are futile. The latter perspective is gaining popularity in
Chinese society, but still fails to challenge the dominance of the former in mainstream thought.

Given the divergence in their impact on social ideology, this article will confine itself
to the damage to developing innovative talent of pursuing degrees entirely from self-interest.
Students in China’s talent cultivation and evaluation system have shown a self-serving
ambition for academic credentials. As Yu (2019) noted, throughout history Chinese literati have
comprised a significant group in the imperial examination system, seeing knowledge acquisition
mainly as a means for personal profit.

However, unlike the past, the expected trajectory for this group in China has evolved
beyond studying to enter the civil service. The paradigm of prestigious schools leading to
superior employment, high salaries, and class mobility remains at play. Choices have now
diversified, but the underlying rationale is the same. To answer the Qian Xuesen question, the
recent trend of undergraduates pursuing university graduate degrees and governmental or
state affiliated jobs reflects dissociated career paths.

High scorers on standardized tests, an estranged group, mainly benefit from China's
talent cultivation and evaluation system. A media survey indicated that top scorers choose
popular major fields of study because of their competitive advantages in job hunting and
earning potential (Zhu, 2016). As Figure 2 shows, over the past two decades, universities have
expanded enrollment. University elitism and academic integrity have been vanquishes, but at

the cost of educational quality.
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Figure 2 comparative numbers of entrants to Chinese formal education by type:
undergraduate, master’s degree and doctoral degree from 2001 to 2021
Sources: Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (26 August 2024) Education
Statistics. Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China
(http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb sjzl/moe 560)

The Chinese government expanded university enrollment to accommodate economic
system development, rather than to benefit universities or research. This is evident from a
policy of promoting domestic demand, consumption, and economic growth, while alleviating
employment pressure (Tang, 2017) as outlined in the university expansion plan.

As a result, an intense academic rivalry is unfolding in the context of Richard B.
Freeman’s controversial concept (1976) of overeducation. This escalating internal competition
has prompted leading universities to focus mainly on entrance exam preparation as the central
teaching objective. The basic purpose of cultivating university talent should be to nurture
innovative talent, providing students with resources to develop freely and comprehensively.
However, societal pressures such as employment rates and graduate exam success metrics
have moved universities to standardize curricula to increasingly mirror the exam-oriented
approach of primary and secondary education. This shift deprives innovative talents who
previously avoided exam-centric learning to pursue aspirations and explore knowledge at
university. Educational institutions, families, and society impose on innovative talents the
paradigm of prestigious schools leading to superior, well-paid jobs and class mobility at their

own risk.
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By comparison, education in the United States emphasizes positivity and autonomy,
encouraging exploration of interests rather than exclusively practical and utilitarian subjects;
in this way, innovative talents may cultivate new individual approaches (Zhu et al., 2024). The
Japanese model aims to transform similar traditions into modern technological development

and market demand, turning cultural barriers into motivating forces (Wang & Yu, 2019).

5.2 No academic ethics

The Chinese cultural contempt for carelessness epitomized by the term Mr. Almost
(chabuduo xiansheng; Hu, 2016) combined with East Asian shame culture (He, 2021), produces
a lack of rigor and neglect of ethics and integrity in academia.

Academic misconduct is rife, comprising plagiarism; shostwriting; forged research materials,
simultaneous submission of articles to multiple publications; peer review evasion; false
resumes, embezzlement, and counterfeiting. In 2023, three-quarters of global retractions due
to academic misconduct occurred in China. The Chinese government was obliged to mandate
ethical reviews by research institutions of authors of retracted articles (Mallapaty, 2024).

Academic corruption in China is formidable not just numerically, but in the complex
technology employed. This ranges from directly stealing others’ work; disassembling and
reassembling; using pseudonyms; and preemptive publishing to difficult-to-detect indirect
plagiarism (Yang, 2001, pp. 46-69).

Additionally, the Chinese academic community punishment mechanisms malfunction,
resulting in few sanctions associated with academic misconduct. Development of innovative
talent is hindered because discouragingly, intellectual property rights cannot protect

achievement.

5.3 Circular culture

Fei (2022) observed that Chinese society operates in a differential mode of concentric
circles of relationships (Chaxu geju). This paradigm has led to two significant phenomena for
the academic community: nepotism and exclusivity towards non-mainstream academia.

The circular culture has caused nepotism to the point where administrative authority
intervention became necessary. The state proclamation Opinions on Further Advancing the
Spirit of Scientists and Strengthening the Construction of Work Style and Study Style is one

example.
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With nepotism, research depends on extra-academic interactions with recognized
fisures in a field. Its prevalence, along with favoritism, has stagnated development and
encouraged conservatism. Innovative talents lacking social connections are often marginalized
or excluded by the circles in their professional fields.

When who, instead of what, is known becomes the basis for evaluation of work,
exclusivity of non-mainstream academia results. To this extent, the requirements of circular
logic and academic discourse are inconsistent. The dominant circle harms the autonomy of
the academic community, weakening individual autonomy and collective effectiveness of
scholars. Anonymous (2019) deemed circular logic inconsistent with requirements of academic
discourse. Obstacles created have promoted isolated schools of thought and a lack of knowledge
exchange. In this environment stifling individual autonomy, independent innovative talent is
scarce. Researchers must master complex social relationships instead of focusing on knowledge.

Globalized internet culture is an opportunity to dissolve circular culture by widening
platforms and eliminating its closed, exclusive nature. However, Chinese closed Internet policy
and the aforementioned anti-globalization deterioration of international exchange counteract

this possibility.

5.4 Absolute collective culture

Chinese traditional culture prizes the collective over the individual, with three key
tenets: minority deference to the majority; social cohesion achieved by suppressing individual
difference for collective advances; and expecting unquestioning obedience to power from
underlings. This collectivist ethos in traditional culture has obstructed the nurturing of
innovative talent.

For instance, training and evaluation mechanisms for talent represent an unconscious
cultural reflex. Innovative talents are often a dissenting minority, denied a voice in Chinese
society where conformity is paramount. By suppressing individuality, assimilating individual
thought to collectivity pressures innovative talents to meet societal norms, trading uniqueness
for a collective identity. In such a society, innovative talents forfeit freedom to develop
independently and face peer expectations of conformism. A risk of creative decline ensues.

Furthermore, the societal tradition of lower class deference to upper classes fosters
inequality and authoritarianism. In an unequal society, innovative talents may become reliant

on the powerful, who are more concerned with preserving their dominance than scholarship.
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Moreover, authority often demands reverence that may be opposed to the quest for
knowledge.

Innovative talent might try to leverage social norms to augment their influence and
amplify their voice but this is usually impossible, given China’s ineffective talent cultivation

and evaluation mechanisms.

5.5 Ignoring the concept of vocational education

The phrase “Those who labor with their minds rule others; those who labor with their
strength are ruled by others” (laoxinzhe zhiren, laolizhe zhiyu ren) is a maxim from the ancient
Chinese philosopher Mencius, expressing a traditional view of social hierarchy where
intellectual workers hold authority over manual laborers (Mencius, 1922, p. 11b). This viewpoint
has perpetuated a hierarchy where manual laborers and their associated skills and knowledge
are relatively misesteemed. So vocational education occupies a low tier in the educational
hierarchy, often seen as an option for academic failures.

Practical issues, such as inadequate protection of labor rights and low wages for manual
workers in China, further disincentivize choosing vocational education. Despite legal provisions
for workers’ rights, including the right to rest, manual laborers often lack safeguards (Mu, 2020).
The wage issue is twofold: the disparity between long working hours and low earnings, and
the income gap when compared to mental laborers (Anonymous, 2022). Thus, Chinese vocational
education fails to equip students with skills demanded by society for relevant positions, while
those in conventional high schools and higher education often graduate without practical
skills, despite aspiring to high-income mental labor based on academic credentials.

The disdain for manual work disrupts the relationship between technology and science,
preventing scientific advancement. Moreover, the resulting lack of hands-on experience, operational

knowledge, and skills can impose cognitive limitations, constraining innovation capacity.

5.6 Absence of critical atmosphere

In contemporary society, China’s dearth of innovative talents has not been accorded
full attention. lhe Communist Party of China (CPC) and its government have implemented
measures to address the issue, with limited success, especially after college entrance
examination reform in 2008. Such measures failed to identify and address the causes of this

social dilemma, leading to stopgap experimental policies. Even ideolosgically, the core issue has
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not been identified. For instance, Chinese nationalist thinking labels as traitors any innovative
talents who accept opportunities abroad, an extremely biased perspective.

Wide social understanding and active engagement may resolve the predicament. The
English historian Arnold Toynbee (2010, pp. 82, 247) suggested that a civilization’s decline is
rooted in a loss of creativity among a few innovative groups. Historical discourse on the impact
of civilization by a few innovative talents underscores their role in the vitality, survival, and
progress of a civilization, nation, or collective. However, in a culture without criticism, people
see purveyors of new ideas as outsiders.

So China faces a critical impasse, managing crises worsened by a paucity of innovative
talent. Paradoxically, these issues are often sidestepped or become taboo because societal

criticism is typically seen as a form of attack.

6. Further discussion

The dimensions of causes and their interactions are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3 The relationship between diverse factors
Note: some words are replaced to facilitate logical expression in the diagram. The significance

of color continues from Figure 1.
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These factors and their interactions are due to a logic of excessive control and
administrative intervention caused by power dominating political achievement in bureaucracy.
This derives from pre-modern society’s pursuit of controllable outcomes to achieve planned
effects of innovative activities. However, in pre-modern and modern society, innovation may
be spontaneous, leaving the logic of excessive control logic unproductive due to its limitations

on open free environments.

7. Conclusion

This article uses the SAC framework to analyze and re-evaluate factors leading to
innovative talent shortages in China. The Qian Xuesen question is answered, linked to China’s
social structure, institutions, and culture that have aggravated this situation. Efforts for change
should focus on resolving the logic of excessive control. Therefore, specific reform measures
may be proposed, such as implementing Finland’s project-based learning to counteract a rigid
basic education system. This approach cultivates students’ innovative thinking and problem-
solving abilities through active thinking and exploration, more effectively than force-feeding
knowledge of use solely during exams. This is confirmed by Petrytsa’s (2024) comparison of
project-based learning outcomes in primary education internationally.

These findings reflect the policy-oriented role of academic exploration in addressing
real-world challenges and offer guidelines for other nations, including Thailand, to address
social conditions and formulate strategies in the context of comparable social development

issues.
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Harmonizing Hindu and Buddhist Beliefs with Indigenous Culture in Bali

Abstract

This article studies harmonization of Hindu and Buddhist beliefs and indigenous
culture in Bali, where the two religions are intertwined by long-held indigenous belief and
culture. Agama Hindu Dharma, the unique form of Hinduism practiced primarily in Bali,
Indonesia, is the majority religion, combining ancient Javanese beliefs, faith in Hindu gods,
and nature and spirit rituals. Buddhism, with a minority of followers, retains influence through
temple and ritual concepts and symbols, including karma, compassion, and Nirvana.

In Indonesia, Hindus and Buddhists coexist peacefully. Balinese indigenous culture
participates in integrating religion in lifestyles, through merit making, almsgiving, festivals and

performing arts which express faith and with respect for nature, the sacred, and ancestors.

Keywords: Bali, harmony, religious beliefs, indigenous culture, Agcama Hindu Dharma
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