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Protesters rallying against the military coup on July 14 in Yangon. The situation in Myanmar today is not the same as Timor Leste two decades ago, and the writer hopes it will not become like Timor Leste.
But he says the echoes of Timor Leste, however faint, should keep us alert te the possibility that others may have agendas that are not in accordance with their eloquent defences of democracy in Myanmar,
and Asean should not be either lulled by their praises or goaded by their criticisms, nor mesmerised by our own rhetoric into taking hasty actions we may come to regret. PHOTO: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Myanmar, multilateralism and
the limits of Asean’s diplomacy

The harsh reality is that there is no appropriate diplomatic tool that can resolve the situation in Myanmar.
Asean should take care not to take on actions that are not in its interests or are beyond its capabilities.
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Inancient times, many cultures
believed that certain words had
magical properties; that merely
uttering those words could evoke
andunleash powerful forces. In
our time, in certain circles, the
word “Asean” hasbeen invested
with something of those magical
qualities.

Those who had practised, orare
still practising, the craft of
diplomacyin South-east Asia,
know that the reality is far more
prosaic. Asean is just one sub-genre
of regional diplomacy and regional
organisations like Asean are just
oneinstrument in this generic
category of diplomatic tools which
we call “multilateralism”.

Aseanisnot the only toolin the
tool-kit of diplomacy, noris
multilateralismalways the
appropriate tool. Better to conceive
of Asean and multilateralism in
generalas part of aspectrum of
diplomatic techniques with war
and the threat or use force at one
extreme, and multilateralism,
internationallaw, andinternational
organisations at the other end. All
are legitimate tools of diplomacy.

Asasmall city-state, Singapore is
fond of constantly stressing the
importance of Asean in our foreign
policy and that multilateralismand
aworld governed by international
organisations and law is good for
smallstates. All thisis undoubtedly
true; in fact so self-evidently
axiomatic that it is akin to saying
that wateris wet or fire is hot.
Thereisno harm in repeating such
truisms, provided we constantly
ask ourselves whether this isreally
such a world. Foreign policy
practitioners know — or ought to
know - that this is not such a world
oratbest only partially and
occasionally such a world.

We forget this only at our own
peril. Therepetition of such
bromides can be soporificand lull
ourselves into believing our own
propaganda. That is always

i disastrous, and If we start to

believe our own propaganda or
repeat our propaganda too often
andtoo loudly, the least of all
dangers is that others - our own
peoplesincluded - may come to
believe itas well. If they do, we
create expectations that may be

effectiveness of diplomatic tools.
Something like this has happened
tothe notion of “Asean Centrality”.

Allthis ought to be well known to
academics who study Aseanand
practitioners in and out of
South-east Asia. But both
academics and practitioners often
chose to pretend otherwise,
academics because they like to
believe they are cleverer than
others, and practitioners fora host
of other reasons whichusually are
onlyperipherally connectedto the
ssueat hand.

n Myanmar and in particular after
United States Secretary of State
Anthony Blinken had in his virtual
meeting with Asean foreign
ministers on July 14 “called on
Asean totake jointaction tourge
the end of violence, the restoration
of Burma’s democratic transition,
and the release of all those unjustly
detained” and that Asean should
‘take immediate action to hold the
Burmese regime accountable to
(Asean’s five-point) consensus
andto appoint a special envoy”,
What he wanted Asean to dowas
what Asean was already trying to
do.Iwondered whatan
experienced diplomat like Mr
Blinken really expected.

ASEAN'SDIFFICULTIES

already been criticised afterits
foreign minister visited Myanmar
ast month. The Jakarta Post called
the trip “disastrous”. Thiswas a
gross exaggeration that several
Indonesianacademics associated
with the Centre for Strategic and
International Studies (CSIS) in
akarta - which incidentallyis
supported by the same family that
owns the Jakarta Post - eagerly
elaborated. CSIS sometimes
articulateswhat KEMLU, the

nconvenient or impolitic to say.
The Brunei trip was not perfect.

The Asean Secretariat mistakenly

referred to the Myanmar regime

: byits official title of State

i Administration Councilinits press
: release,a termwhich Asean had

i hitherto carefully avoided. But this
: was hardly the “fatalblunder” that
: theJakarta Post claimed. The error :
: was quickly corrected by removing :
i the offending press release from
: the Asean Secretariat’s website.

mpossible tomeet. Thisblunts the :
: conferred de facto recognition to

¢ the juntawhentheymetitsleader
: Senior General Min Aung Hliangin :
¢ Jakartain April. If Asean is to do :
: anything, it must meet the junta.
¢ The price of any meeting is some
: measure of recognition.

Asean leaders had already

Itis true that Brunei did not

i succeedingetting the junta to

: makeany firm commitments

: during the June visit. But would

i any other Asean foreign minister
: have done better? I doubt it,and
: some whose priority is clearly to

: profile themselves, would almost
This came to mind after the coup :

certainly have done far worse,
Indonesia’s criticisms were not

: disinterested. One of the
 unfortunate realities of Asean

i diplomacyis that the Chairis

{ sometimes made a scapegoat if

: bees buzzing about the bonnets of
{ its members find no honey.

i KEMLU was disgruntled becauseit :
! considered Brunei insufficiently
: enthusiastic about supporting the
: Indonesian candidate for Special

: Envoy, formerforeign minister

i Hassan Wirajuda. But the Chair has }
i tobeneutraland Thailand too had
i acandidate. More importantly,

i when he was foreign minister, Mr
! Wirajuda had taken a very strong

: position against the Tatmadaw for
i its treatment of the Rohingya.

The Tatmadaw undoubtedly

i deservedall of Mr Wirajuda’s

¢ criticisms, but that hardly made
As current Asean Chair, Bruneihad :
: confidence of the Tatmadaw for

i thealready delicate and difficult

: taskofnegotiating areturnto

: civilian rule. When Thailand

: offered a compromise by

i suggesting that a troika consisting
: of Brunei, Thailand and Indonesia
: be formed tonegotiate with the

. junta, Indonesia scuttled the idea

i byinsisting thatit shouldleadeven :
: though Bruneiis Chair. :

him the ideal person towin the

: MYANMAR REALITIES

Indonesian Foreign Ministry, finds

¢ Aseanis notalways self-evidently
: theappropriate tool. Itis certainly :
: notinthe case of Myanmar, atleast :
: not for now. The harshreality is §
: thatatpresent, thereisno

: appropriate diplomatic tool that
i canresolve the situation in

! Myanmar, indeed no tool of any

i kind that anyone is willing to use.

The Tatmadaw is at present only
listening to itself, and sometimes

i diplomacy just does not work.

i There may be a time for diplomacy
¢ inMyanmar, but that time is not

: yetnigh. Thesituation is not yet

i ripe for diplomacy of any kind.

Atpresent, if youwant torestore

i Aseanis notalways

; self-evidently the

: appropriatetool. ltis

! certainly notinthe case of
i Myanmar, atleastnotfor

: now. The harshrealityis

! thatat present, thereisno
i appropriate diplomatic

: toolthat canresolve the

! situationin Myanmar,

i indeed no tool of any kind
: thatanyoneiswillingto

i use.The Tatmadawisat

: presentonlylistening to

! itself, and sometimes

¢ diplomacyjustdoes not

: work. There may beatime
i fordiplomacyin Myanmar,
: butthattimeisnotyet

: nigh. The situationis not

: yetripefor diplomacy

i ofanykind.
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i the National League for

i Democracy government or civilian
: ruleonanything but the

: Tatmadaw’s own terms, youwill

: have tointervene militarily and

: fight the Tatmadaw. No one in

i Asean - in factnoone anywhere -

i nomatter how grandly they

i posture,is mad enough to want to

¢ dothat. The Ethnic Armed

¢ Organisations have been fighting

i the Tatmadaw for 70 years and

¢ have got nowhere. Itisa fantasy to
: think that those anti-coup

i demonstrators that have takenup

i arms against the Tatmadaw will do
: anybetter. Courage is not enough.

Itis amistake to think that

i international problems, however
: compelling, always have solutions,
¢ orthat solutions are always

¢ immediate. Sometimes, you just

i have to keep some semblance ofa

: diplomatic process going and just

i bide your time until the situation

i ripens sufficiently for diplomacy

i towork.

For now, even the United

i Nations Security Councilwill not
i beable to take any meaningful :
i action on Myanmar. Thisis notjust :
i because Chinaand Russia will

i certainly vetoany proposal for

i effectiveaction, but because none
: ofthefive permanent members

i really have the stomach to do

: anything effective. The western

i permanent members are allsadder
¢ butwiser after theirexperiences

¢ with Myanmar in the 1990s and

i early 2000s and are happy to hide

¢ behind Chinaand Russia.

Itis debatable whether the

i situation in Myanmar, bad as it

¢ undoubtedlyis, isatpresenta

i threat tointernational peace and
¢ security within the meaning of

i thatphrase inthe UN Charter. All
¢ the permanent members have

i other more urgent problems of

: their own. But theyall, perhaps

: with the exception of Russia, face
. domestic pressurestodo

i something on Myanmar - China

¢ included, because the

i demonstrations against the coup
quickly took an anti-Chinese turn.

THE APPEARANCE OF ACTION

effective or practical that can be
: done.

AslongasAsean - the relevant

: regional organisation - is seen to

i be trying to do something, nobody
: elseneed doanything butthe

{ minimum to satisfy domestic

¢ pressuresand grumble about

i Aseantomake themselves look

i goodand feelgood.

Aseanis not unique in this

¢ respect. Creating the sensation or
i appearance ofactionandserving

: asanalibiare alsoamong the

i functions of the UN and of

: multilateralismin general. That

i was the meaning of the United

- ¢ Nations General Assembly

i (UNGA) resolution on Myanmar

: passed afew weeks ago. And not

i juston Myanmar: that is the

i underlying purpose of many

! UNGA resolutions on many issues.
¢ Creatingthe sensation or

i appearance of actionand buying

: timeisan accepted and legitimate
: diplomatic technique provided we
¢ donot mistake the sensation or the
i tactic foranything more.

Diplomacy must use the tool

i appropriate to the taskat handand
i those wielding the tools must be

i absolutely clear in their own minds
i about what really is the task at

i hand, and what is in the realm of

¢ the possible atany particular time.
i Rather than, say, trying touse a

¢ screwdriver asa hammerora

: wrench,andruiningitasa

¢ screwdriver, go get yourselfa

{ hammerorawrench, orifnone is

¢ available or if no toolat hand will

: solve the problem, then compose

: yourselfin patience and wait for

i when the appropriate tool

i becomesavailable or the situation
i changes enough to fit the tools at

¢ your disposal.

When small countries like

i Singapore hear any variant of the

i ideathat there should be regional
i solutions toregional problems -

: whetherthe regionis just

¢ South-east Asia or Asiamore

i broadly conceived - ashiver

¢ shouldrun down our spines, and

: we shouldimmediately be

¢ extremely wary and ensure all our
i diplomatic guns are handyand

¢ loaded. Too often, regional

i solutions to regional problems

¢ means nothing more than the

i biggest country imposing its

: solution ontheregion, or other

i countries trying to wash their

: hands of problems and evade

i responsibility.

The implication of this hard fact

: isthataregional organisation like
: Aseanisnotalways the solution,

i althoughitisalwaysatool. The

: skill of regional diplomacy lies in

: knowingwhen to use Asean in

: order to find aregional solution

i and, equally or more importantly,
¢ whentouse Asean to preventan

i inappropriate regionalsolution, or
: toprevent other countries from

¢ saddlingthe region with

: responsibilities that should be

¢ more widely distributed.

ECHOES OF TIMOR LESTE

i Democracy is certainly desirable

: in Myanmar. Nevertheless, for

i neighbours, stability is more

: immediately necessary.

i Democracy andstabilityare not

: mutually exclusive choices. Butas
i thesituation in Myanmar

: continues to deteriorate, it evokes
i the memory of East Timor (as

: Timor Leste was then known) in

i thelate1990s and early 2000s. As
: thesituation inan East Timor that
i was clearly unprepared for

¢ independence grew more chaotic,
i the countries that had been most

¢ vocalin their support for East

i Timor’s independence, became

: the most eager to withdraw the UN
i mission there prematurely and

: leave thatunfortunate country to
i itsownand Asean’s devices.

Fortunately Singapore was then

i anon-permanent member of the

i UN Security Council. Mobilising

¢ Asean and working with Australia

¢ and otherlike-minded countries,

i wesucceededin getting the

: permanent members of the

i Security Council to recognise their
: responsibilities and extend the

i peace-keeping operationuntil the
: situation in East Timor stabilised.

The situation in Myanmar today

¢ isnot the same as Timor Leste two
i decadesagoandIhope it willnot

: become like Timor Leste. But the
echoes of Timor Leste, however

: faint, should keep us alert to the

i possibility that others may have

: agendasthatare notinaccordance
¢ with theireloquent defences of

: democracy in Myanmar.

Asean should not be eitherlulled

i by their praises or goaded by their

i criticisms, into actions thatare not
: inourinterests orare beyond our

i capabilities. For that matter,

: neither should we be mesmerised

i by ourownrhetoric into taking

: hastyactions that we may come to
H i regret.
i Under these circumstances, one of

¢ Asean’s functionsis to serve asan

i alibi. And Asean serves as an alibi

: bycreating the sensation or

: appearance of actioninasituation
i where anybody sensible knows

: thattherereallyisn’t anything
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