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MANY women may not know it
but there is a housefly drawn at
the right spot in some public
urinals that men use. This offers
males target practice, which less-
ens spillage.

The painted fly is an example
of “nudging” people to make right
decisions. This term of art comes
from the 2008 bestseller, Nudge,
by University of Chicago econo-
mist Richard Thaler and Harvard
law professor Cass Sunstein.

The book described how neuro-
science, social psychology and be-
havioural economics can help poli-
cymakers “influence people’s be-
haviour ... to make their lives long-
er, healthier and better” while re-
maining free to do what they like.

Humans behave less than com-
pletely rationally. Instead, we are

conditioned by environmental
cues. To change behaviour,
Nudge urged, the environment
may be structured to influence
people subtly to make certain
choices that experts know are bet-
ter for the individual and society.

That is, policymakers tweak
the “choice architecture” so pre-
ferred choices become cognitively
easier to perceive. It does not im-
pose a particular outcome on any-
one, Nudge argued, so no one’s
freedoms are infringed upon.

Smokers are free to smoke. But
exposing them to gory images of
lung cancer on cigarette boxes
may nudge them into imagining
the harrowing consequences of
lighting up each time they do so.

Or, to fight obesity, make salad
the default side-order to burgers
rather than fries, which may still
be obtained at no extra cost but
you have to ask for them. Re-
search shows most won’t bother,
so most will have the salad.

And since food choices must be
arranged anyway – there is no
avoiding “choice architecture” –
why not do it intentionally to help
people eat healthier?

Britain, in particular, has been
nudging its people to conserve en-
ergy, stop smoking, and so on. In
2010, Professor Thaler was con-
sulted in setting up a seven-per-
son Behavioural Insight Team in
the Prime Minister’s Cabinet Of-
fice. The team scours behavioural
research to craft nudges that help
people make better choices.

Now 12-member strong, the
team has been quietly helping
“pretty much every government
department”, its director David
Halpern claimed this week, to
tweak their policies to get Britons
into recycling, quitting smoking,
eating healthier and so on.

It has even sold its nudging ex-
pertise to the New South Wales
state government in Australia, al-
though national newspaper The
Australian called it a “toxic im-
port (for) instead of democratic de-
bate and argument, it opts for sub-
liminal psychological techniques
and manipulation”.

The nudge approach as “liber-
tarian paternalism” is still pater-
nalistic in trying to get people to
make choices they themselves
may not have made, but which ex-

perts say are best for them. But
why should people prefer the ex-
pert’s choice? After all, experts
may be prone to cognitive errors.

And when does a nudge be-
come a shove?

The authors say this is a tricky
issue, for nudges range from gris-
ly graphics on cigarette boxes to a
savings plan with automatic enrol-
ment but no opt-out – like Singa-
pore’s Central Provident Fund.
One man’s nudge may be anoth-
er’s coercion.

So it is misleading to call this
“libertarian paternalism” a Third
Way between the libertarian de-
mand for minimal government
and maximal individual freedom
on the right of the political spec-
trum, and paternalistic com-
mand-and-control intervention-
ism on the left.

The nudge approach is limited
and not really an alternative way
of governance. Nudges may be of
value when there are no parties
with opposed interests, like Mc-
Donald’s lines or public urinals.

But this approach won’t get
people to behave the way experts
think is best on contested issues

where there are opposed inter-
ests. So, the nudge approach
would not succeed in getting Sin-
gaporeans to agree on immigra-
tion and population size or on
whether the law criminalising gay
sex, Section 377A, should be kept.

Nudge, the book, teaches how
service providers ought to struc-
ture the choices they offer to end
users. But it takes for granted the
prior political decision to provide
those services, which some other
party must make.

For example, say Parliament ap-
proves a motion for a planned pop-
ulation of up to 6.9 million by
2030. Once it musters support for
this, the Housing Board as “ser-
vice provider” determines how it
will structure the choices of flats
it will offer the consumer-voter.

But the way Nudge frames the
issue, the political concerns and
social values that lead Parliament
to its various decisions are conven-
iently passed over. In real life,
though, these concerns and values
are bitterly contested. Disagree-
ments aren’t about correcting for
cognitive errors but about what
political compromise and

day-to-day trade-offs are availa-
ble which then determine how a
governance regime is structured.

It is only by ignoring such polit-
ical contestation that the Nudge
framework of governance can
adopt a “choice architecture” to
nudge people into certain behav-
iours. So while the nudge idea is
rhetorically resonant, it is by no
means a sensible way to govern.

At most, it may be useful at the
margins, perhaps for some life-
style considerations like a full
bladder or tobacco, allowing for
clever, inexpensive solutions like
painted flies in urinals or grisly
colour photos of cancers.

But the claim that choice archi-
tecture helps “pretty much every
government department” is really
an inflated one. Politics and gov-
ernment involve different ideas
and much contestation over pref-
erences, values and norms in a so-
ciety. Ignoring them by assuming
one particular course of action is
preferable – and then designing
policies to influence people into
choosing it – is hardly the stuff of
good government or good politics.
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C
HINA has just conduct-
ed its third anti-satel-
lite (Asat) weapon test
in six years. While de-
tails are scarce, it may

have been a mid-course intercep-
tion of another missile.

Unlike the two previous tests,
the international community
raised concerns ahead of the lat-
est test but was unsuccessful in
persuading Beijing to cancel it.

This test means any Chinese ca-
pability to disrupt or destroy
space systems does not just threat-
en US military satellites but also
other regional space systems
meant for civilian purposes.

Reports of China considering
an Asat test at medium-earth or-
bit (MEO) are also troubling. This
level is roughly above 2,000km,
the so-called low-earth orbit used
by satellites such as Singapore’s
X-SAT, but below the geostation-
ary orbit altitude of 35,786km of
the SingTel/Optus satellites.

This same MEO orbit is widely
used for satellite navigation sys-

tems such as the US GPS, the Eu-
ropean Galileo and the Russian
Glonass, among others.

China’s 2007 Asat test at low-
earth orbit created the largest ev-
er space debris cloud, an ever-ex-
panding cloud of satellite junk fly-
ing at over 27,000kmh that threat-
ens launches and low-earth orbit
satellites for the next 100 years
and beyond.

A test at MEO altitudes will
likely create a hard to track, seri-
ous and essentially perpetual haz-
ard threatening those navigation
systems that power a global goods
and services market in navigation
and location-based services.

Asian-Pacific countries rely on
these and other satellite services
for critical resource management,
communications and, increasing-
ly, national security. Also, bank-
ing and transport networks rely
on satellite navigation networks.

Satellite communications are
part of the backbone of telecom-
munications. Remote sensing and
imaging satellites monitor not just
crops, forests and fisheries, but al-
so border areas and busy shipping
routes.

China’s neighbours are increas-

ingly perturbed by its revisionist
stance on sovereignty issues, as
well as its refusal to address secu-
rity issues at a regional level.
While eager to avoid direct con-
flict, some countries feel com-
pelled to hedge against Chinese in-
transigence and rising military
power by shoring up bilateral alli-
ances in the region and their rela-
tionships with the United States.

No responsible party seeks con-
flict. But prudent planning should
consider what happens if a con-
flict were to spill into space.
Asian-Pacific nations might then
find their multiple space-based
services threatened.

Governments’ purchases of
commercial space imagery and
commercial telecommunications
bandwidth have partially erased
the distinction between govern-
ment and commercial space as-
sets, increasing the chance of com-
mercial and civil satellites being
“interfered with” or destroyed in
a conflict.

More countries are strengthen-
ing their defences to deter possi-
ble aggression, and that includes
beefing up space capabilities by
passive satellite defences, in-

creased data sharing and consider-
ing appropriate political steps.

A greater emphasis on space sit-
uational awareness (SSA) – akin
to air traffic control and manage-
ment – satellite and ground sta-
tion protection, data sharing and
an unwavering diplomatic stance
against interfering with unimped-
ed access to space would serve to
strengthen regional security and
help to reduce dependence on US
space systems.

Creating such redundancy will
greatly complicate attempts to dis-
rupt Asian space-based systems.
Concerned Asian-Pacific space
powers should also consider the
following measures:
L Invest in space-system protec-
tive steps. To protect against jam-
ming, communications systems
must have command-link encryp-
tion, hardware hardening and in-
terference monitoring. For earth
observation satellites, the fitting
of camera shutters can help dimin-
ish the threat of dazzling lasers.
L Negotiate satellite interference
detection and geolocation agree-
ments with regional neighbours.
L Invest in SSA capabilities to
monitor potential threats.

L Negotiate SSA data and

imagery sharing agreements with
regional allies and the US. This in-
creases redundancy against Asat
threats and normal malfunctions
and weather. Exchanging imagery
from different systems increases
the range of data available to all.
L If not already compatible with
American systems – for example,
Australia’s purchase of a US wide-
band global satcom satellite giv-
ing it access rights to the system
– consider acquiring interopera-
ble communication systems to
gain access to US data and band-
width during crises or conflicts.
L Initiate regular regional
strategic dialogue to share data
and discuss threat assessments,
and best responses to aggression
in space.
L Coordinate a diplomatic
position demonstrating resolve
against curbs to access to space.

These are passive steps and do
not need weapons or other active
measures in space or on the
ground. If adopted by a number of
Asian-Pacific countries, they can
contribute much to deterring po-
tential Chinese space aggression.

They allow Asian-Pacific coun-

tries to hedge their bets on securi-
ty while encouraging China to be-
come a critically important, yet re-
sponsible and non-threatening
part of the global community.
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No responsible
party seeks
conflict. But
prudent planning
should consider
what happens if a
conflict were to
spill into space.
Asian-Pacific
nations might
then find their
multiple
space-based
services
threatened.

Grounding the threat of space wars

Nudge, nudge, but there’s a limit in politics
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