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| WSHto state at the outset that I do not reject outright the inportance
of power and national interest in post-Cold War East Asia. | have never

subscribed to talk or theories that a specific cultural framework (the
Asean way) or the East Asian way) can act as a conplete substitute to the
bi pol ar world of the Cold War for the obvious reason that it is very
difficult to define precisely what this cultural framework is.

But, nore inportant, it is naive to think that nations can sol ve
i mportant problenms of war and peace sinply because of a cultural tendency
towards consensus. Wiile Churchill is surely right to say that "jawjaw'
is better than "war-war", that is true only up to a point. After a while,
nore concrete neasures have to be taken to prevent "war-war".

Nei ther do | believe that econonic interdependence can conpletely
repl ace the bal ance of power in this post-Cold War East Asia. For two
reasons. One is that not all East Asian countries are involved in the
boom ng East and Sout heast Asian econonmic order. One refers to exanpl es
like North Korea and Myanmar which, for reasons of history and ideol ogy,
are not fully integrated into the Asian econony.

They, particularly North Korea, could upset East Asian stability.
Second, even within an economically interdependent Asia, there can be
asymretric interdependence in that one area nay be nore dependent on the
ot her. Such dependence can be politically exploited by interested parti es.
The anti-Tanaka riots of 1974 are a case in point.

Asean countries have al so not exactly rejected the notion of power
bal ance. They have accepted the need for continued US military invol venent
in East and Sout heast Asia, thus underscoring a belief that US might is
needed to maintain strategic stability for the nonent. Mreover, the arns
buil d-up of many Asean states recently indicates that should the US decide
to withdraw, the former should at | east have as nmuch neans as possible to
def end t hensel ves agai nst any nation with hegenonic intentions.

Thi s though, does not mean that the East Asian situation is entirely
conmparable to 19th century Europe as sone have suggested and that Europe's
past is necessarily East Asia's future; thus if 19th century Europe
expl oded because the bal ance of power system coul d not acconmobdat e an
expanded Prussia, so a post-Cold War East Asia might not be able to
accommodate a rising power, be it Japan or China. O conversely, as sone
have mai ntai ned, because there are now nultilateral arrangements in Europe
to contain the denobns of the past or rather as sonetines said sotto voce
to prevent a resurgent Germany fromcreating trouble again, then by the
sanme token, the lack of multilateral arrangenents in post-Cold War East
Asia could lead to a rising power-1like China upsetting the bal ance.

Nor does it nean that econom c interdependence and cul tural uniqueness
do not matter at all in the shaping of a new order in Asia. Even if these
cannot replace a power system they can constrain and i nfluence the
ulti mate shape of the power bal ance (and should be given a try before a
nmor e naked bal ance of power systemis advocated); and that those who
consi der these as of no significance are as erroneous as those who think
these can repl ace power as the determ nant of the Asian order.

One basic problemin the argunment about Europe's past being Asia's
future is that it could be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Because of the
percei ved paral |l el between what an expanded or expandi ng Germany had
caused to the power balance in 19th century Europe and what a rising East



Asi an power, presumably China, can do to the East Asian power bal ance,
therefore other countries involved in the region shoul d take the necessary
steps to prevent such a happening, steps leading ultimately to the

"contai nnent" of China.

Where it may be quite possible a rising China genuinely wants to
integrate itself peacefully in the East Asian order, contai nment action
taken by countries, particularly those countries perceived by the Chinese
to have done themwong in the past, may make China react negatively. As
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad the Prine M nister of Ml aysia has argued,
if you treat China |ike an eneny, it nay turn out to be an eneny.

But to say that such comparison could lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy
shoul d not of course nake one ignore the seriousness of the argunent about
the potential instability of East Asia. Many have suggested that Chinese
actions over Taiwan and the Spratlys together with the way they treat
their citizens are indicators of what a powerful China will do. Moreover,
there is the possibility of a US withdrawal which could |ead to a vacuum
whi ch could be filled by a hegenoni ¢ Chi na.

O put in another way by the Harvard schol ar, Sam Huntington, the United
States for nore than a century would not tolerate a dom nant power in East
Asia (as it would not in Europe). Hence, a China or a Japan that could
rise to be such a dom nant power could clash with the United States.

Many in Asean woul d argue that such argunents are somewhat crude if not
an apocal yptic way to interpret or predict East Asian events.

In the first place, it is not that easy to devise the kind of
mul tilateral arrangenments of Europe for Asia, given the two vastly
different situations, particularly if they involved security ties. There
are still sone unsettled political problens (China and Tai wan, Japan and
Russi a over northern territories and so on), and historical nmistrust to
make such arrangenents feasible. Mreover, small countries |ike those in
Asean are not sure such nultilateral security arrangenents of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation type mght not be used as instruments for big
power dom nati on.

One coul d argue that security arrangenments could be effected by nations
with not too many political problenms anong thensel ves. But that mght |ead
to an arrangement for containing China with all the potential instability
such contai nment inplies.

Second, many in Asean woul d contest whether some Western schol ars m ght
not be overestimating China's capacity to be the region's hegenpon even if
it wanted to. The tasks of bringing a huge popul ation into some decent
standard of living, and of maintaining sone senbl ance of political
stability in a huge nation undergoi ng change woul d absorb all the energies
of its |eaders. They will have little tine to be the region's hegenon.

One coul d al so say ot herw se, that a China having to deal with interna
political problens may be tenpted to | ook for external diversions. Then
again it mght not in that China may have | earned sone | essons froma
Sovi et Uni on which broke up because it coul d not sustain even a regiona
hegenoni c rol e. Chinese actions viewed by sone quarters in the Wst, such
as recent action over Taiwan, as aggressive may be viewed in some Asean
guarters as defensive ones, while Chinese hunman rights violations do not
suggest in sonme Asean quarters as necessarily presagi ng an aggressive
Chi na anynore than Russian human rights violations in Chechnya presage an
expansi oni st Russi a.

That being so, mght not there be a case for trying out the Asean way,
which is first to acknowl edge China's energence as a nmaj or power whose
sentiments and wi shes should be taken into account in regional
interactions; and thus engaging it by involving it in nmultilateral foruns
such as the Asian Regional Forum the Asia Pacific Econom ¢ Forum the



United Nation and hopefully in other organizsations such as the Wrld
Trade Organisation

Following this, mght not a consensual approach based on the Asean way
be used to get all the relevant countries to sit together in a forum
based on conflict reduction and confidence buil ding. Many westerners m ght
consi der such a process as a waste of time but it remains to be seen that
the other "hard" alternative of confrontation necessarily works. After
all, Asean by its consensual approach has reduced tensions w th I ndochina,
once thought of as an adversary not easily placated, and has gone sone way
inwnning China's trust.

Final ly, one must not underestimate economni c interdependence as a
constraint on the outbreak of conflict (e.g. over the D ayutal Islands or
t he Senkakus). This neans on one hand, Asian nations with nassive flows of
trade and investnent with each and also with the United States woul d not
want such di srupted by conflict. On the other hand, those | eft out of East
Asi an economic prosperity such as Indochina and Myanmar because of war and
a policy of isolation are now aware of the folly of their past policies,
and are eager to participate in such prosperity.

Even North Korea maybe opening up on this score. If given the chance for
such economic integration, they would not likely create instability. Such
econom ¢ i nterdependence serves as an appropriate backdrop to the
operation of the Asean way.
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