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FEATURED COMMENTARY
The Quadrilateral Conundrum: Can ASEAN Be Persuaded?

By Joel Ng

US Secretary of State Michael R Pompeo speaking at the 51st ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting. Photo courtesy of the US Department of
State Flickr account and tagged under the public domain.

If the Quad cannot make
clear how it addresses
three inherent contradic-
tions in its revival of the
‘Indo-Pacific’, it will not
achieve the support of
ASEAN states.

Commentary

THE REVIVAL of the ‘Indo-
Pacific’ as a geostrategic
region for the United
States was perhaps less
surprising than the revival
of the Quadrilateral Securi-
ty Dialogue, better known
as the ‘Quad’, with Austral-
ia, India, Japan, and the
US negotiating to restart
the forum on the sidelines
of the 2017 ASEAN Sum-
mit. The first Quad col-
lapsed when China ex-
pressed opposition, and
despite protestations that it
was not a Chinese contain-
ment strategy, Australia
dropped out.

The success of a revived
Quad will depend on two
issues: Firstly, that it is not

a purely strategic or securi-
ty policy, as this could only
be interpreted by China as
confrontational. This will
require a greater economic
component, because Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI) has a long head-
start and colossal re-
sources at its disposal.
Secondly, it must secure
buy-in from ASEAN states,
who need reassurance that
the public goods on offer
from the Quad are in their
interests. It is only with
these two in place that it
can assure China that it is
not a new containment
strategy, and the ASEAN
states in the middle of the
Indo-Pacific are at the
heart of the project.

Three Contradictions
and a Conundrum

However, for ASEAN to
accept it, the Quad needs
to provide greater clarity.
Three contradictions un-
derpin ASEAN's difficulties

with the Quad’s revival of
the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept.
The questions are on
ASEAN'’s centrality, the
tussle with China, and the
degree of commitment like-
ly from the Quad. Making
clear how they will navi-
gate these challenges will
be necessary to assuage
ASEAN concerns about
their motivations.

The first contradiction is
that ASEAN lies at the
heart of this project, but is
not the initiator. The US
and Australia have assert-
ed that ASEAN is at the
centre of the Indo-Pacific,
and a free and open Indo-
Pacific would be impossi-
ble without it. This is a tru-
ism but does not answer
ASEAN questions. For in-
stance, there are no
ASEAN states seated at
the front table of the Quad.

The absence of Indonesia,
a major democracy in the
heart of the “Indo-Pacific”
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raises questions: Why isn’t
it a Quintet? Is one of the
major democracies in the
heart of the region either
omitted or reticent? What-
ever the answer, it speaks
to misgivings about the
Quad that will need to be
overcome with more than
rhetoric.

The inherent tension is that
ASEAN members firmly
believe their centrality is
vital to security, and this
centrality is not merely ge-
ographic. “Centrality” for
ASEAN means securing
their consultation and as-
sent as managing the di-
versity of ASEAN states
and interests is best done
through regional fora that
ASEAN has constructed.

The Quad’s present struc-
ture bypasses what
ASEAN considers its cru-
cial mechanism that bal-
ances contending inter-
ests. Itis as crucial that
Continued on Page 3
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China plays a part in
ASEAN's fora as Quad
members, even if the result
does not always suit an
earnestly proactive state.

Rules-Based Order or
Stepping on China’s
Toes?

The second contradiction
relates to the idea of a “free
and open Indo-Pacific” at
the heart of the Quad’s
common interests and
strategy. This rules-based
order sought by the Quad
aligns well with ASEAN,
which maintains the need
for the rule of law in the
settling of differences in the
international arena. ASEAN
states agree with this in
principle.

In practice, however, the
Quad’s interpretation steps
on China’s toes, particularly
over its claims in the South
China Sea. This is some-
thing ASEAN does not want
to have to take sides on.
Whose rules or which rules-
based order is ASEAN to
follow?

If the Quad seeks to asser-
tively require members to
conform to the rules-based
order or suffer penalties,
ASEAN is unlikely to be
enthusiastic. ASEAN has
already had this debate
internally before, over the
nature of the legality and
mechanisms of its own

to choose a softer, slower
approach, for all the difficul-
ties it would entail regard-
ing its economic integration
goals.

A rules-based order that is
a Trojan Horse for the con-
cession of sovereignty is
always a possible interpre-
tation when ASEAN is not
involved, particularly when
proposed by major powers
on its periphery.

Furthermore, Australia,
growing economically clos-
er with China, may face a
commitment question if it
too brings its rule of law
rhetoric into confrontation
with China. ASEAN is well
aware that the last time
round, then Prime Minister
Kevin Rudd blinked first,
Australia withdrew, and the
first Quad collapsed.
Agreeing in principle with
the idea, and implementing
it, are different questions
and something that the
Quad need to clarify on
how they intend to promote
this.

Liberal Democracies and
Multilateral Interests

Australia’s previous with-
drawal brings up the final
contradiction, which lies in
commitment. If the Quad
are committed to strength-
ening the liberal order
through economic incen-
tives, there is a question of

Charter. ASEAN opted then just how exactly they intend

The Quad in the Indo-Pacific

. The Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) is an informal
security dialogue between the United States, Japan, Austral-
ia, and India.

. Initiated by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2007,

the Quad ceased to operate with Australia’s withdrawal and
Abe’s resignation prior to being revived at the 2017 ASEAN

Summit.

. Since the time of writing, Washington has introduced some
economic incentives with the Indo-Pacific Economic Vision
(IPEV), which covers infrastructure, energy and digital econ-

omy cooperation.

Secretary of Defense James N Mattis speaking to Quad partner, Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the Shangri-La Dialogue. Photo taken
by Vernon Young Jr and courtesy of James N Mattis’ Flickr account

under a CC BY 2.0 licence.

to do it using free market
principles. Keynesianism
has largely died in the
West, and it is an even
harder sell to spend money
outside their borders.

When budgetary allocation
and distributary questions
in their own economies are
such contested issues in
their domestic politics, it
seems unlikely that they
can stump up for the
amounts that will be need-
ed to seriously compete
with Chinese influence.
Whatever else democracies
are good at, austerity has
made them ill-suited to
spending money overseas
for long-term, somewhat
ambiguous, strategic goals.
China, with its large domes-
tic surpluses and a strong
bureaucracy able to direct
these resources strategical-
ly, does not face this chal-
lenge and indeed this is the
fuel of their international
agenda.

That said, some early signs
of Japanese and Indian
infrastructural programmes
such as the Asia-Africa
Growth Corridor suggest
that this problem is not in-
surmountable. Professor
Masahiro Kawai of Tokyo
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University recently called
for BRI projects to be multi-
lateralised to ensure their
success, going through ex-
isting multilateral financial
institutions. The same logic
should apply for any Quad
projects, which would then
be welcomed and not con-
strued as something to be a
choice between China and
the Quad for ASEAN.

The central questions of
where ASEAN’s role lies,
how the Quad interprets a
‘rules-based order’, and
whether it has the will to
fund an economic pro-
gramme as ambitious as
China’s must all be an-
swered for ASEAN buy-in
to be achieved.m

Joel Ng is a Research Fel-
low with the Centre for Mul-
tilateralism Studies (CMS)
at the S. Rajaratnam
School of International
Studies (RSIS), Nanyang
Technological University
(NTU), Singapore. He holds
a DPhil in International Re-
lations from the University
of Oxford, where he studied
norms and regionalism in
Asia and Africa.
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RSIS Seminar Series on Multilateralism Studies: ‘Brexit: The Disintegration

of Europe’ by Dr Spyros Economides

Presenter Dr Spyros Economides at the Keypoint RSIS

On 2 August, the Centre
for Multilateralism Studies,
RSIS, was delighted to
host Dr Spyros Econo-
mides, Associate Profes-
sor at the London School
of Economics, to speak on
the topic of the United
Kingdom'’s exit from the
European Union (EU) and
the possible consequenc-
es arising from ‘Brexit’.

Dr Economides began the
lecture by outlining the
events leading up the deci-
sion. He made specific

mention of the trends in
voting patterns for the ref-
erendum itself, remarking
that there was a tendency
for older citizens to vote
for leaving the union.
Those who lived outside
London and those who
identified themselves as
‘white’ British were also
more likely to vote ‘leave’.
While immigration issues
and perceived (loss of)
control over the borders
were listed as key motivat-
ing factors for people

voting to leave the union,
Dr Economides noticed
that the areas that had the
lowest levels of immi-
grants seemed to have
the higher percentages of
people voting to leave in-
stead.

Speaking on the possible
outcomes of the Brexit
negotiations, Dr Econo-
mides was hesitant on
making a prediction.
When pushed for an an-
swer, he opined that the
most likely outcome was a
‘no deal’ scenario as he
believed that the Con-
servative party was too
split on what the regional
relationship should look
like after Brexit, with a
significant number of Tory
MPs willing to completely
cut ties with the EU.

When asked about the
possibility of a second
referendum reversing
Brexit entirely, Dr Econo-
mides believed that it

would only be possible if
two conditions were met:
first, an early general elec-
tion had to happen before
the exit became fully real-
ised, and second, the ref-
erendum had to have the
backing of the new gov-
ernment and a new man-
date.

When asked about other
factors that have compli-
cated the exit negotia-
tions, Dr Economides ex-
pressed his belief that the
EU has been consistent in
negotiations with certain
red lines that they would
not compromise on, such
as the Irish border issue.
The Irish border issue re-
mains a significant obsta-
cle due to the Good Friday
agreement as well as the
complicating factor of the
Democratic Unionist Party
being in a coalition with
the current Conservative
government.

“Constructing Images of China: Signalling, Perception, and Credibility”

On 29 August, the Centre
for Multilateralism Studies,
RSIS, hosted Professor
Shaun Breslin, Professor
of Politics and International
Studies at the University of
Warwick, to speak on the
topic of global perceptions
of China.

Professor Breslin first
spoke on the notion of trust
and mistrust being the ba-
sis for perceptions of pow-
er. He emphasised the
importance of power being
perception-based, instead
of being grounded in some
tangible measure. Illustrat-
ing, he cited how people
who studied China inside-

out versus outside-in con-
trastingly posit that China
is a success or falling
apart. He cautioned that
scholars should be mindful
of their pre-existing per-
ceptions which tend to de-
termine how an action is
viewed as opposed to
viewing an action in itself.

He then spoke at length
about how Europe, specifi-
cally the United Kingdom,
views China. In the 1980s
and 1990s, China was
seen as an economic mar-
ket and as a state that
would benefit from sociali-

sation into the liberal order.

Between 2002 and 2009,
the power asymmetry
changed; China has shift-
ed from being a developing
country to a strong global
power that has declared its
intent and willingness to
take on a global leadership
role. Since then, Europe
has viewed its relationship
with China as a delicate
balance between econom-
ic opportunities and a cal-
culation of consequences
of engaging with China.

Further, though the Belt
and Road Initiative has
been received relatively
positively by the countries
that are direct beneficiaries
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of the initiative, it has shift-
ed Europe’s view of China
to a slightly negative one.

Professor Breslin attributes
this to a fundamental lack
of trust in China which
leads one to view what
China does in an adversar-
ial way. Additionally, China
has always been debated
for what it will be rather
than for what it is. With that
said, misperceiving China
is not entirely the fault of
the ‘perceivers’, however,
as an equal amount of
blame lies on the
‘messengers’ as well.
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Trade War Threat: RSIS to Host High-Level Meeting

Inaugural Singapore Trade Policy Forum to bring together a broad spectrum of expertise

International trade faces an
unusually uncertain and
unpromising policy environ-
ment. A rising tide of eco-
nomic nationalism in major
economies threatens to
undermine the global inte-
gration that has promoted
growth and distributed it
more widely. Multilateral
structures have been weak-
ened and trade liberalising
agreements are being de-
picted as a threat. Trade
war is a real and immediate
danger.

As the clouds of trade war
continue to gather, the
Centre for Multilateralism

Studies (CMS) at RSIS is
convening a high-level in-
ternational meeting to dis-
cuss the menace and what
to do about it.

The inaugural Singapore
Trade Policy Forum will be
held on 24-25 October. It is
being organized by CMS,
RSIS with support from the
Singapore, New Zealand
and Australian govern-
ments. The Forum will bring
together around 40 senior
trade experts from govern-
ments, the private sector
and universities from the
Asia-Pacific region and be-
yond. This broad participa-
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