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hat would South-east Asia’s
strategic order look like if
the United States were to

withdraw militarily from Asia?

Three scenarios are possible. In
the first, two regional powers — Japan
and Indonesia — fill the vacuum left by
the US. In the second, the Association
of South-east Asian Nations (Asean)
takes on a leadership role.

The third scenario looks to China
as the power most capable of filling
the strategic vacuum. This third sce-
nario is the most plausible — with a
strong US military presence absent,
virtually all of South-east Asiaislikely
to “bandwagon-for-profit” with China.

US military retrenchment from
Asia — where troops based in South
Korea and Japan are withdrawn — is
not implausible. Polls have indicated
that many Americans believe the US
should solve its problems at home be-
fore trying to solve those facing the
world.

Capitalising on this theme of
“America first”, presidential candidate
Donald Trump threatened to with-
draw troops from Asia and Europe if
US allies did not pay more for theirup-
keep — though this line seems to have
softened since he became president.

Major strategic thinkers have also
called for a policy of restraint or off-
shore balancing, where the US would
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only dispatch troops assevere threats
emerge.

But without “boots on the ground”,
the credibility of US commitments is
likely to be questioned by Asian allies.
Put another way, the US-Japan, US-
South Korea, US-Philippines and US-
Thailand alliances may continue to ex-
ist but will be considerably weakened.

Similarly, strategic partnerships
with countries such as Singapore,
Malaysia, Indonesia and Vietnam are
unlikely to be abrogated, but doubts
willgrow. The first scenario that could
emerge from a US withdrawal from
East Asia is one where Japan and In-
donesia make a bid to fill the strate-
gic vacuum. Indonesia’s effort would
be based on its status as the largest
and most populous state in South-east
Asia.

But an Indonesian bid for leader-
ship is unlikely to win the assent of
the region. Indonesia does not possess
the military or economic heft to entice
support from other countries. Memo-
ries of the Sukarno years, where In-
donesia sought to dominate the Malay
archipelago by force, would not be re-
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assuring. Japan has the military and
economic heft to make a credible bid
as the US’ successor.

Claims about its ability to provide
regional public goods — economic and
strategic — are also believable, and
would feature in the calculations of
South-east Asian leaders.

The legacy of World War 11, with
Japan having invaded and occupied
many South-east Asian countries,
would be an obstacle.

Nevertheless, Japan seemsto have
only just woken up from its strategic
slumber. Whatever regional initia-
tives it might advance are probably
too little, too late. The one initiative
on which it spent substantial political
capital — the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship — was unceremoniously abro-
gated by the Trump administration.
Japan seems to be lagging behind its
main competitor, China.

Another possible scenario involves
Asean taking the lead in forging a mul-
tilateral order. A troika of Indonesia,
Vietnam and Singapore could play a
lead role in streamlining and formal-
ising the key norms governing intra-
Asean relations.

After 50 years of Asean diplomacy,
astrategic order based on the absence
of military conflict and the prevalence
of rule- or norm-governed diplomacy
is within reach.

The main challenge to this Asean-
based strategic order is the role of
external actors. Given the military
absence of the US, would China and
Japan snicker at Asean’s claimtolead-
ership of the region? Probably.

Since a China-Japan condominium
is unlikely, each country would prefer
to call the shots itself, with each seek-
ing strategic allegiances with South-
east Asian countries.

Asean member states would likely
be faced with the dilemma of choosing
between China and Japan in their re-
spective bids to replace the US.

Japan’s historical baggage in
South-east Asia would make it an un-
likely choice.

Still, there is a slight possibility
that both China and Japan would find
an Asean-led strategic order conveni-
ent to avoid all-out strategic compe-

tition between themselves. The most
likely scenario: China fills the strate-
gic vacuum left by a departing US,
with virtually all of South-east Asia
bandwagoning with China. Under this
arrangement, the South-east Asian
strategic order would be underpinned
by Chinese hard and soft power.

China’s hard power attributes —
growing military might, the develop-
ment of asymmetrical military strat-
egies, and its use of economic carrots
and sticks — are well understood. Its
soft power attributes, however, are
less well established. China’s soft pow-
er does not reside in Maoism or the
numerous Confucius institutes found
around the world. Itisto be found inits
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

The BRI is attractive to the region
because it buildsinfrastructure where
none yet exists and connects key mar-
ketsin the East and the West, particu-
larly Europe.

Leveraging China’s post-1978
achievements in economic develop-
ment, the BRI narrative harks back
to the nation’s illustrious past, when
it was at the height of its economic
power. The implicit message is that
the BRI will come to fruition in a sim-
ilar way as the ancient Silk Road did,
connecting China to Europe via land
and sea.

There are indeed formidable obsta-
clestothe BRI becoming areality, not
least because it trespasses through
the backyards of two major powers,
India and Russia. Yet, judging from
the responses of most of the countries
along the project, the economic logic
of the BRI seems irresistible.

In return for opportunities to grow
with China, however, South-east Asia
would likely accept China’s leadership
and accommodate its key strategic in-
terests. The future of South-east Asia
would look increasingly like a Chi-
nese lake, analogous to the “Ameri-
can Lake” conception of post-Monroe
Doctrine Latin America.

Some South-east Asian states with
maritime disputes with China may
find Beijing’s “indisputable sovereign-
ty” trope disturbing. But even they,
after doing the cost-benefit calculus,
arelikely to conclude that, with the US
absent, they can or must live with a
China-led strategic order. Strong eco-
nomic growth means greater political
legitimacy and that is something that
most South-east Asian governments
understand. EAST ASIAFORUM
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