ANUS

National University
of Singapore

Source: The Straits Times, pA21

Date: 25 October 2016

Asean’s
South

China Sea
conundrum

Asean’s less-than-unified
response on the South China Sea
issue highlights how China has
become the dalang or puppet
master of states in the region.

Victor R. Savage

For The Straits Times

The South China Sea (SCS)
contestations have brought Asean
into direct diplomatic headwinds
with China. Just when one thinks
thereis sufficient reason for the
regional grouping to close ranks
and speak with one voice, it would
seem that the opposite is
happening. Asean responses to the
SCSissue areless than unified and
reflect four issues.

First, Asean states are buyinginto
China’s SCS rhetoric that only the
four claimant countries need to
negotiate directly with Chinaand
the other non-claimant states
should mind their own business. If
Asean members fallinto this
diplomatic trap, the regional
organisation will fragment and lose
itspolitical clout.

The geopolitical reality is that all
Asean states have astake in the
South China Sea because the seas
havebeenanintegral part of the
region of South-east Asia for
millennia. Acquiescing to China’s
hegemonic ownership of the SCS
willhave profound geopolitical

ramificationsin the future for Asean.

Second, thereis clearlyalack of
regionalleadershipin Asean
currently. Gone are the days when
Indonesia’s president Suharto took
astrong but not dominatingrole in
steering Aseanasa cohesive voice
regionally and internationally.
Current president Joko Widodo
lacks a strong domestic political
base and thathasundermined his
regionalleadership.

Third, Asean countriesare facing
various levels of domestic political
instability and economic
challenges which have prevented
governments from taking
independentnational stands on the
South China Sea.

Myanmar and the Philippines
have newuntested administrations,
Thailand is mired in questions over
the government’s political
legitimacy, Laosand Cambodiaare
politically fragile, Malaysia is
becoming more racially divided
under aleader facing corruption
charges, and Brunei hasbeen hit by
falling oil prices and is in transition
toanewhead of state. Even
between states, historical
animosities still fester. The

: Philippines, for example, in their

: marine territorial claims include the
¢ Sulu Archipelago’s links with Sabah
i (EastMalaysia).

Fourth, the weak political state

i and economic dependence of

¢ Asean’s governments and

i leadership have left the states

: beholden to the Chinese

¢ government. Chinais pumping

¢ hundreds of millions of dollars into
¢ Asean states throughvaried ways

¢ toprop governments up, maintain
¢ currentleadershipregimesand

¢ keepnational economies alive.

The latest evidence of this was

¢ Thailand’s “illegal detention” and

: expulsion of Hong Kong student

¢ activistJoshua Wong, reportedly in
: response to China’s wishes. At

¢ Bangkok’s airport, Mr Wong was

¢ refused admission into Thailand to
¢ giveatalk at Chulalongkorn

: University to commemorate the

¢ 40thanniversary of the massacre

: ofleftist students protesting at

¢ Thammasat University. To putitin
i wayang kulit (shadow play)

: terminology, Chinahasbecome

: the dalang or puppet master of

¢ statesin theregion.

While other powersare courting

¢ Asean countries over the South

i China Sea with informal summits

: and meetings (the United States at

: Sunnylands, Russiaat Sochiand

¢ Japan), Chinaseesitsrelations with
i Asean asazero-sum game because

¢ the SCS and theregion has become

¢ itsnon-negotiable geopolitical

i turf. Hence Chinashows its blatant
: displeasure of states that choose

i nottosupport or take aneutral

: stand on the South China Sea. That

¢ isthe backdroptoarecent

¢ diplomaticrow between Singapore
i and China overareport in tabloid

¢ newspaper Global Times.

Whether Asean states like it or

: not,the US-China contestation

i over the South China Seahas

: foregrounded Aseaninto global

: visibility; the regional organisation
: isnotaringside observerbuta

: participant in this territorial

: Filipino protesters c:':llling on China io respect their rights in the South China Sea in front of the Chinese consular office in
Manila in August. China sees its relations with Asean as a zero-sum game because the SCS and the region has become its
: non-negotiable geopolitical turf. PHOTO: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

i debacle and the global community
: iswatching.

i INTOTHEVACUUM

¢ Takingsides in this global

i superpower contest posesa

: dilemma for small statesin the

i region. Asean’s founding members

: were cradled and supported by

i Western democracies in the

: grouping’s early decades, and these
. states, especially their armed forces
: personnel and bureaucracies, feela
i certainloyalty to the USandits

¢ allies. Onlyanewleaderlike

. President Rodrigo Duterte, coming
: intopower without politicaland

i economic baggage, cantakea

: maverick stand on ending US

¢ military support in the Philippines.

At the same time, one cannot

. blame some Asean states for

¢ adopting an ambivalent or

i pro-Chinastand in the US-China

. contestation over the South China
i Sea. The transition phase in global
¢ power hegemony between the US
¢ and Chinawill playitselfoutin the
¢ next couple of decades.

Decadesago, the Raffles

: professor of history at the

¢ University of Malaya (in

¢ Singapore), Dr C. Northcote
i Parkinson, argued that the decay of :
. acivilisation leaves avacuum and
: forcestherival to riseand take

: over; thiscreatesresistance not

: without friction and a new vigour.

Onboth sides of the superpower

i spectrum, there is cause for worry

i by Asean states about the future of

: theregion. President XiJinping

i perceivesavacuumin global power
¢ politicswhich he wants China to fill
. but he first needstoresolvea

i domestic power struggle.

In the US, the presidential raceis

: causing uneasiness. A Donald
¢ Trump or Hillary Clinton win might :
: create major changes in US policies
i toChinaand theregion. Certainly

. incumbent President Barack

: Obama’s Trans-Pacific Partnership
: (TPP)initiative might goupin

: smokeandleave many Aseanand
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i Pacific US allies feeling betrayed.

Under previous global hegemons,

i links were developed overtimeina
¢ laissez-faire manner. China does

¢ notwanttoleave thisto chance. Its
: initiation of the ambitious One

: Belt, One Road programme isto

i ensureallroads (terrestrialand

: marine) lead to Beijingand to

i underscoreits traditional role as

i the “Middle Kingdom”.

© CHINA'S SOFT POWER DISSIPATED

i China’s handling of the South China
¢ Seaclaims putsits neighbours on

. geopolitical, defence and strategic

: alert.Ithascatalysed widespread

i defence build-ups and military

¢ alliancesbystatesaroundit. The

: goodwillitaccumulated in

. developmentaid, infrastructure

¢ building, economic cooperation and
. tradelinkages with developing

i countrieshasbeenundermined by

¢ theunilateral claims to the SCS. Its

i soft-power capital has dissipated.

No one wants to say this,

¢ butChina’s South China Sea

¢ claimsmust be viewed as

i aforeign policy failure, without
. long-termrisk analysisand

i devoid of an understanding of

¢ regional sensitivities.

For aregion with abitter

. after-taste of Western colonisation,

: the Chinese marine territorial

: annexationisneo-colonialismin

: disguise and unbecoming of Marxist
¢ ideals. Itscurrent leaders have

i bulldozed their way asa display of

i itsemerging superpowerstatusina

: waythat Deng Xiaoping would have
i cautioned against and certainly

i resisted implementing without first
i securing sustained domestic

i economicstability.
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