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The Chernobyl Effect









Lee Kuan Yew observed, “the size of China’s 
displacement of the world balance is such that 
the world must find a new balance. It is not 
possible to pretend that this is just another big 
player. This is the biggest player in the history of 
the world.”

“Behind every fascism, there is a failed 
revolution,” Walter Benjamin 



From Centrality to Peripherality

• For five decades, the ASEAN gradually developed a de facto 
“security regime” – the impossibility  and unthinkability of use )or 
threat of use) of war as an instrument of national policy among 
member nations;

• Finalization of ASEAN Free Trade Agreement ahead of time, 
cautious optimism on a Common Market establishment by 2025

• Non-traditional security (NTS) cooperation, including counter-
terrorism info-sharing , joint patrols in Malacca and tri-border of 
PH, Ind, and Malaysia amid the Marawi crisis; 

• Convening power: Pan-regional powerbroker through the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) and the East Asia Forum (EAS), a crucial 
platform for great powers dialogue based on ASEAN principles of 
‘common security’. 



“An era can be considered over 
when its basic illusions have 
been exhausted,” observed 
playwright Arthur Miller



Middle Institutionalization Trap

• The decision-making modalities and overall 
institutional structure, which allowed the ASEAN 
to encompass the world’s most diverse region are 
no longer up to the task;

• Musyawarah (Consultation) and Muafaghat
(Consensus)

• The Lee Kuan Yew dictum: Rise of China doesn't’t 
only require an ‘adjustment” (tactical), but a 
wholesale change in the global system (strategic).



Ripe for Picking: Institutional Deficit
• Consensus-based as unanimous voting: Gives “veto power” to 

(pro-China) doves. 

• Unfair: Puts certain countries, which are highly dependent on China 
and have no direct stake in a certain issue, under pressure to veto –
otherwise risk retribution (i.e., South China Sea); or, self-interested 
parties vetoing any major move intervention by the ASEAN (i.e., 
Rohingya crisis)

• Failure to even issue robust “statements”. 

• South China Sea where most pronounced: DOC repeatedly 
violated by both China and ASEAN members

• Yet, the cult of ‘dialogue’ persists, which allows foot-dragging 
strategy by China?



ASEAN Peripherality

• Presented China as THE partner for national 
development and regional connectivity and 
economic integration;

• China – via (new and old) partners like the 
Philippines – not only dividing the ASEAN, but 
now also using it as a SHIELD against the US and 
other external powers.

• Growing discussions on “Indo-Pacific” and Quad: 
Wither the ASEAN? 





Militarization on Steroids
• HQ-9B surface-to-air-missiles (SAMs);

• YJ-12B anti-cruise ballistic missiles (ACBMs);

• Electronic jamming equipment;

• Nuclear-capable bombers;

• Accelerated reclamation and completion of military facilities on 

artificially-created islands in Spratlys and Paracels;

• Chinese Coast Guard placed under PLAN’s command;

• Largest ever naval exercise in the South China Sea, led by no less 

than Xi Jinping;



China’s inchoate Hegemony
• Endurance of American power: Michael Beckley’s 

notion of “net power”:
• “[A] nation’s power stems not from its gross 

resources but from its net resources—the 
resources left over after subtracting the costs of 
making them.” 











Trump administration’s Resurgence: 
Military Pivot to Asia

• Regularized FONOPs

• Expansion of regional military footprint and 
defense cooperation/aid/arms transfer 

• US Coast Guard joins the fray

• BUILD infrastructure initiative 















Middle Powers Stepping up to the 
Plate







Smaller Powers’ Dynamic Rebalancing



























Way Forward
• The new “Indo-Pacific” paradigm shouldn’t mean 

sidelining the ASEAN, but engaging and 
empowering it;

• Capacity-building assistance to ASEAN claimants;

• Expanded ‘minilateral’ engagement with key 
ASEAN countries, especially Singapore, Indonesia 
and Vietnam;



Capacity-Building: Enhancing 
Maritime Security

• Japan enhancing the Coast Guard, ISR, and Maritime 
Security capabilities of PH, VNM, and Malaysia;

• US’s Maritime Security Initiative (MSI), amounting to $425 
million, extending it to also Indonesia;

• Australia expanding counter-terrorism cooperation with the 
ASEAN, key role in Marawi, but need to expand in realm of 
maritime security;

• India, held first ever summit with ASEAN leaders, expanding 
security cooperation with Vietnam, the Philippines, and 
Myanmar; to hold joint naval exercises with key ASEAN 
countries in March. 



Negotiating a New Minimum: 
Optimal Point of Convergence

• No power should exercise “sole control” in the South China 
Sea as an international waterway;

• Mahathir’s proposal for demilitarization;

• Jokowi’s proposal for joint patrols;

• Negotiations of Code of Conduct should be tied to “freeze” 
on militarization, reclamation, and naval exercises;

• Greater “spoke-to-spoke” cooperation and solidarity 



Rhizomatic Order



Rhizome vs Heirarchy: Cooperation and Balance 
of Power

Source: Ian Kinchin (2017)





“

“A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only determinations, 
magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number without 
the multiplicity changing, in nature (the laws of combination therefore 
increase in number as the multiplicity grows)” (Deleuze and Guattari
in A Thousand Plateaus, p.8). 

“An assemblage is precisely this increase in the dimensions of a 
multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature as it expands its 
connections” (Ibid.)

In the coming decades, the Indo-Pacific will likely morph into a regional 
order that is neither dominated by the U.S. nor China, but instead 
anchored by what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari would term as a 
“rhizomatic” order (as opposed to an arboreal-hierarchical order), 
where a network of relatively autonomous and highly 
interdependent powers, with varying degrees of strategic freedom 
and geopolitical influence, collectively shape the regional security 
architecture. 

https://thoughtleader.co.za/bertolivier/2015/06/15/what-is-a-rhizome-in-deleuze-and-guattaris-thinking/


• Of the top 10 countries most vulnerable to the adverse impact of 
climate change, according to an HSBC study, seven are from the 
Indo-Pacific region, namely India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Oman and Kenya. 

• Asia is home to almost a billion workers with “vulnerable” jobs 
bereft of proper compensation, benefits and security of tenure, 
according to the International Labor Organization (ILO). 

• The ILO estimates that in several Southeast Asian countries, namely 
Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam, up to 
137 million jobs (56 percent) are at risk of automation. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-japan-whaling/japan-to-withdraw-from-international-whaling-commission-idUSKCN1OP03O
https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/Nearly-one-billion-Asians-in-vulnerable-jobs-says-ILO
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southeast-asia-jobs/millions-of-se-asian-jobs-may-be-lost-to-automation-in-next-two-decades-ilo-idUSKCN0ZN0HP

