
N
OT so long ago, Warren Buffett 

had dismissed cryptocurrency 
as “rat poison”. Yet the price of 

bitcoin rose to hedge against a 
“QE infinity”  (massive fiscal  

spending) bubble. Wider applications of the 
underlying Blockchain technology are also 

growing.  On  Oct  28,  2020,  Cambodia  
launched Project Bakong, the first Blockchain-
based Central Bank Digital Currency. The Re-

gional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
will enable fuller adoption of Blockchain 

through the agreements on distributed data 
storage and e-signature. Blockchain is poised 

to advance the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
with P2P (Peer-to-Peer) exchange of value. It 

will change the conduct of businesses. 
This is why Singapore universities have 

pushed for digital literacy of Blockchain. How-

ever, it is less intuitive for us to emphasise 
ethical literacy. Blockchain applications are 

not just defined by its technology. The cul-
tural attitudes of the persons who create the 

Blockchain and user interface, and the social 
issues which arise, will involve ethical consid-
erations. 

The lack of ethical literacy is evident from 
a recent class that we taught on emerging 

technologies and the law. We had excitedly in-
troduced the emerging field of fusing artifi-

cial intelligence (AI) to Blockchain. One illus-
tration is a smart contract being powered by 

AI, which is still not widely adopted. 
For example: the fusion of a neural net-

work (AI) to Blockchain can facilitate auto-

matic  negotiation  of  contractual  prices  
between parties, based on past transactions. 

This is an “on-chain” process: AI and Block-
chain are joined without an active human 

role. If this technology becomes widely avail-
able as a smartphone app, we asked our stu-

dents to consider the ethical issues. 
This point matters because, by 2030, one 

in four Singaporeans would be 65 years old 

and above. Accordingly, we asked our stu-
dents to reflect on an app interface which is in-

clusionary for non-digital natives. Can a user 
change his or her mind by withdrawing from 

this AI-powered smart contract, after agree-
ing to it? Can the user’s loved ones access the 
app to act for his or her best interests, if the 

user has mental health issues? As teachers, 
we must push our students to probe the 

moral dilemmas which arise from technolo-
gical applications. 

Shortly after this class, a student asked: “Is 
this part examinable?” This query misses our 

broader point. In a data-mediated milieu, eth-
ical literacy should be reflexive in our society, 
to which our students belong. Consider, for 

example, a Blockchain application which uses 
digital payment for insurance claims at Singa-

pore hospitals. 
The computational technology of Block-

chain will yield benefits. Private details, such 
as a patient’s previous history, medical bills, 

and insurance deductibles, can be securely 
transacted through an app. The ethical is-
sues, though, are legion. With an ageing popu-

lation, should the app be designed to pro-
mote decision-making powers by granting ac-

cess to a user’s loved ones, if the user is in-
firmed? From a design perspective, do we 

build this access “on-chain” into the Block-
chain technology? Or should we build this 
“off-chain” by requiring written or deemed 

consent, between the user and loved ones? 

These ethical considerations should be 

treated as part of the Blockchain’s design, and 

not as an afterthought. For example, in ap-

plied research at universities which involves 

human subjects, researchers must submit 

their research application for an ethics ap-

proval by the host university’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). 

Furthermore, researchers would usually 

have completed at least an introductory eth-

ics course by an internationally recognised en-

tity. Our point is that ethics literacy is in-

grained. Researchers intuitively build ethical 

considerations into a research design, even 

before submission to the IRB for approval. 

Similarly, given Blockchain’s potential to 

shape our daily lives, it is plausible that the 

companies who own and sell this technology 

might, over time, include ethical considera-

tions as part of its environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) framework. One prospect is 

for a company’s corporate and social respons-

ibility (CSR) programme to articulate and 

fund initiatives, which deliver social benefits 

for the whole community, through this com-

pany’s Blockchain applications. Staff can be 

certified, as an ethics manager, to form part 

of the ESG framework for Blockchain. We have 

a duty to train our students well for this pro-

spect. 

DEVELOPING ETHICAL LITERACY
Universities are optimal spaces to develop 

ethical literacy. As a university of social sci-

ences, we draw on each school’s distinct ex-

pertise through cross-disciplinary teaching. 

For instance, in our law course on emerging 

technologies, we want our students to learn 

more than just “legal tech” (the technology 

which supports legal practice), or the regulat-

ory aspects of Blockchain. 

Through cross-disciplinary teaching, our 

students should grasp the gamut of a Block-

chain technology stack (the range of technolo-

gical solutions used to run an application) 

from the experts in other faculties. Apart 

from the app interface that Blockchain’s end-

users are familiar with, our law students 

should be comfortable with the “nuts and 

bolts”. For instance, there must be some fa-

miliarity with the infrastructure layer of Block-

chain – might the company use a third-party 

cloud-based infrastructure, or an in-house in-

frastructure to run the Blockchain? 

In contrast, students in our business pro-

grammes (as one example) benefit from a 

cross-disciplinary introduction to legal stand-

ards concerning technology, and the law’s re-

active nature in a dynamic area. Our gradu-

ates should be “solution managers” who pur-

posefully advance ethical considerations at 

various levels. In short, human autonomy 

must be an overarching goal. 

This involves awareness of the persons 

who code or programme. Notably, a solution 

manager must be sensitive to ground design 

thinking (commercial and technological via-

bility) to sustain a company’s Blockchain ap-

plications. To this extent, we reinforce ethical 

literacy through our experiential courses. 

An example is our university’s partnership 

with Alibaba Cloud to award a credit-bearing 

minor in entrepreneurship, if a student se-

cures funding or generates revenue of at least 

S$250,000. These students pitch their com-

mercial ideas, which engage technology (such 

as AI or Blockchain), to venture capitalists and 

angel investors. 

The students’ ideas form case studies for 

ethical literacy. These are real-world ex-

amples created by fellow student colleagues. 

Therefore, this authenticity supports the stu-

dents’ willingness to learn. Our aim is not just 

to teach our students to identify the ethical is-

sues. They should struggle with ethical issues 

surfacing in a live context, alongside commer-

cial decisions being made from ideation to a 

finished product. 

If we deliver our curricula well, a strong 

outcome is for the students to be more com-

fortable with inconclusive answers. Our stu-

dents will face dilemmas in the real world 

that test their ethical literacy. Discernment is 

the son of good judgment and the father of 

good ethics.  Our  recent  answer  to  the  

frazzled student’s query on examinable con-

tent was “no”. Next time, our rejoinder would 

be: “Life is a continuous examination.” 

❚ The writers are from the Singapore 

University of Social Sciences. 

Prof David Lee teaches the Finance 

programme and leads the SUSS FinTech and 

Blockchain Group, and Dr Daniel Seah teaches 

the Law programme at SUSS.

By Bruce Gosper

COVID-19 has shaken a great  many 

things in our region, but not Australia’s 
commitment to our relationship with 

South-east Asia.
At the recent Asean-Australia Summit, East 

Asia Summit and RCEP Summit, Prime Minister 
Scott Morrison made it very clear that Australia 
and South-east Asia have a shared stake in our 

region’s recovery, resilience and security.
He also announced a landmark investment 

to support vaccine access, health security and 
regional recovery.

As Australia sees it, the first step to getting 

back on our feet is a coordinated and effective 
regional health response.

Australia has committed A$500 million 

(S$493.2 million) to support access to effective 
Covid-19 vaccines and promote health security 

in the Indo-Pacific region. 
This includes a A$21 million investment in 

the new Asean Centre for Public Health Emergen-

cies and Emerging Diseases to combat Covid-19 
and prepare the region for future pandemics.

The investment is on top of work we are 

already doing with Singapore and other part-
ners through the Covax facility, which will sup-
port vaccine access for high-risk populations in 

South-east Asia and beyond.
We also need to ensure that while we rightly 

focus on Covid-19, we do not take our eye off 
other infectious diseases in the region. That is 
why Australia will also provide A$24 million to 

the Global Fund to Fight Aids, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria.

We remain eager to see a return to more nor-

mal travel, tourism and trade in the region that 

will boost jobs and growth in all our countries – 

but only if we can do it safely.
A second significant priority for Australia is 

to support the region’s post-Covid economic re-
covery.

Our trade and investment relationship with 

Asean is already strong. Last year saw more 
than A$122 billion in two-way trade and over 

A$250 billion in two-way investment stocks 
with Asean nations, much of which we see in the 

Australia-Singapore economic relationship. 

But we can and should find opportunities to 
facilitate more trade and investment in the pro-

cess of Covid-19 recovery.
The historic signing of the Regional Compre-

hensive Economic Partnership agreement on 

Nov 15 – involving Australia, Singapore and 13 
other countries including China, South Korea 

and Japan – will do just that. 
It will mean more jobs, growing businesses 

and stronger economies. To ensure its success, 

Australia is investing A$46 million to assist 
Asean countries implement this and other 

Asean-led trade commitments.
Australia will separately provide A$232 mil-

lion to support economic integration and devel-

opment in the Mekong. 
This includes scholarships for emerging lead-

ers there, strengthened cyber and critical tech-
nology capabilities, and support for regional 

countries’ economic strategies.

Australia will also continue to forge ahead bi-
laterally with Singapore on key economic oppor-

tunities that are not yet reflected in broader re-
gional agreements. 

The landmark Australia-Singapore Digital 

Economy Agreement (DEA), signed earlier this 

year, is one example of this. This agreement will 

reduce barriers to digital trade and set new 

global benchmarks for the rules which govern 

it.

We also continue to take seriously our com-

mitment to Singapore’s food security. 

Australia is making significant investments 

in keeping food supply chains open and ensur-

ing quality Australian produce continues to 

reach Singapore and our region, including 

through our International Freight Assistance 

Mechanism.

Quality infrastructure development and im-

provement will remain crucial to the region’s 

economic health. 

Infrastructure must be high-quality, sustain-

able and responsive to the needs of the com-

munities it serves.

REGIONAL LEADERS 
Australia has already committed a further 

A$70 million to support high-quality infrastruc-

ture development and technical assistance for 

Asean nations.

This is on top of our support for efforts to en-

hance Asean connectivity and innovation, and 

develop smart, sustainable and resilient cities 

across South-east Asia.

Singapore and Australia are regional leaders 

on these issues, and we have been bolstering 

our cooperation as a result. 

In October, we signed a memorandum of un-

derstanding to work together to advance co-

operation on low emissions technologies and 

solutions, with a focus on hydrogen and carbon 

capture, utilisation and storage.

The health and prosperity of our region re-

lies on its security and stability. Australia has 

committed a further A$104 million to support 

the closer defence ties and greater security cap-

ability.

Australia’s defence relationship with Singa-

pore is one of our closest and most developed 

in the world. We recently celebrated 30 years of 

Singapore Armed Forces training in Australia, 

and regularly participate in joint exercises to en-

hance our interoperability.

The package that Mr Morrison announced as 

a whole is symbolic of Australia’s commitment 

to Asean and to the principles and priorities it 

set out in its outlook on the Indo-Pacific – the 

prism through which we will continue to engage 

with South-east Asia. 

We have also jointly announced with Asean 

that, from next year, Australian and Asean lead-

ers will meet annually, marking a new chapter 

in our Strategic Partnership.

We look forward to working together with 

Singapore and Asean on these new lines of ef-

fort, because we are neighbours as well as part-

ners, and because South-east Asia’s economic 

and health recovery are critical to Australia’s 

own.

❚ The writer is Australia’s High Commissioner to 

Singapore. He was previously CEO of Austrade 

and served as Australia’s Ambassador and 

Permanent Representative to the World 

Trade Organization.

Code is law and law is code – 
can Blockchain be 
without ethics?

By Rana Foroohar

RECENTLY, 30 chief executives of 

America’s top 100 largest compan-
ies hastily came together in an on-

line dawn meeting to discuss US President 
Donald Trump’s unsupported claims that 
the US election had been “stolen” from 

him.
The executives were trying to figure 

out how to best leverage their personal 
and organisational influence to ensure a 
peaceful transition of power, a hallmark 
of the US political system. Some parti-
cipants felt that worries of a potential 

coup were overblown. Others thought 
they were not. Most just wanted an end to 
election  turmoil.  Within  days,  other  
groups, such as the US Chamber of Com-
merce, were calling for Mr Trump to stop 
delaying the transition. Business, as al-
ways, hates uncertainty.

Reading the news, I had conflicting feel-
ings. On the one hand, I was glad that busi-
ness leaders were thinking about the im-
portance of liberal democracy in America 
and how to defend it. I also could not help 
but feel that some of the corporate con-

cern was a bit “too little, too late”. Most big 
business trade groups had been support-
ive of the Trump administration when it 
was getting ready to pass what turned out 
to be the largest corporate tax cuts since 
the George W Bush era.

I also worried that, even if people like 

me were glad that business elites were fi-
nally taking seriously the disruption to 
the election process and, moreover, were 
thinking about how to ensure a smooth 
transition, there were still over 72 million 
people who voted for Mr Trump – and 
some of them might not agree.

I suspect that when those people read 
about a bunch of multinational CEOs get-
ting together to throw around their polit-
ical weight, a good chunk of them would 
likely think something along the lines of: 
“It’s true! There is a cabal of wealthy and 

powerful people running the country, and 
they have influence that I don’t. They are 
the ones thwarting democracy.”

Sadly, they would not be delusional to 
think so. Anyone with a pulse knows that 
in the US today the system is rigged in fa-
vour of the wealthy and powerful. One par-

ticularly illuminating paper published 
this month by the Institute for New Eco-
nomic Thinking quantifies the problem. 
Building on a persuasive 2014 data set, it 
shows that when opinion shifts among 
the wealthiest top 10 per cent of the US 
population, changes in policy become far 

more likely.
Using artificial intelligence (AI) and ma-

chine learning, INET academics Shawn 
McGuire and Charles Delahunt delved 
deep into the data. They found that consid-
ering the opinions of anyone outside that 

top 10 per cent was a far less accurate pre-
dictor of what happened to government 
policy. The numbers showed that “not 
only  do  ordinary  citizens  not  have  

uniquely substantial power over policy de-
cisions, they have little or no independent 
influence on policy at all”.

This, of course, is how we ended up 
with Mr Trump as president. He was not 
the cause but the symptom of a pendulum 
that had swung too far towards corporate 
concentration, and corruption in both 
politics and business. We have had dec-
ades of legislative tweaks to everything 
from tax policy to corporate governance 
and accounting standards that have fa-
voured capital  over  labour.  Supreme 
Court decisions such as the Citizens 
United case have also dramatically in-
creased the amount of money funnelled 
into political campaigning. This has left 
the nature of America’s political economy 
perilously close to an oligopoly.

Look no further than the way in which 
Uber, Instacart, Lyft and other digital 
groups this month got their way with Cali-
fornian labour law. Together, they spent 
US$200 million to push through Proposi-
tion 22, a ballot initiative that exempts 
many gig workers from benefits. These 
companies may well now take their efforts 
to other US states.

GOT WHAT IT WANTED
As Karl Marx observed, it is only under 
threat from the masses that the owners of 
the means of production recognise their 
common interests. Corporate America got 
what it wanted from Mr Trump, namely 
tax cuts and deregulation. Big business in 
America now knows that there is nothing 
more to be got from him. So they are eager 
for him to go, taking with him those dis-
ruptive tweets of which they were some-
times the target.

They are also eager for President-elect 
Joe Biden to come into office and normal-
ise trade and foreign affairs, as well as 
deal with the Covid-19 crisis. Mr Trump’s 
inept handling of the pandemic, now ra-
ging again in the US, has been terrible for 
the economy and for business. CEOs are 
desperate for Mr Biden to get the situation 
under control, even if he does roll back 
their tax cuts.

I believe Mr Trump will eventually go. 
But the cynicism and anger of many left be-
hind voters who supported him will re-
main. Business leaders are right to call for 
the president to respect the election res-
ults. But the corporate activism should 
not stop there. Rather, it should begin.

I would love to see business work with 
the Biden administration on a way to build 
a good national healthcare system similar 
to what most European nations enjoy. 
That would benefit individuals such as 
those gig workers, as well as companies 
that have to carry the burden of health-
care costs. Or how about engineering a 
public-private  solution  to  the  US’  
US$1.6 trillion student debt crisis?

If companies used their power in these 
ways, they might not have to worry as 
much about the next Trump. FINANCIAL  
TIMES
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