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Introduction

US President Donald Trump’s recent visit to Asia, 
and	more	 specifically	 to	China	 and	 to	 Vietnam	 at	 the	
APEC Summit in November, shows a regain of US 
interest in Asia. At the same time, China’s ambivalence 
leaves Southeast Asian countries puzzled: on the one 
hand, Beijing is, for most Southeast Asian countries, 
one of their largest trading partner and source of 
investment (especially since the establishment of the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 
launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)), and on the 
other hand, China has proven to be more assertive in 
the South China Sea, putting some Southeast Asian 
countries’ sovereignty in predicament and at stake. 
Pulled between the uncertainty of the US’ engagement 
in the region, and China’s ambivalent character, could 
Southeast Asian countries show an interest in other 
countries, that we might call “peripheral powers”?
Indeed, more “peripheral” countries are becoming 
increasingly interested in Southeast Asia, as the region 
possesses unique economic and strategic assets. 
Japan, Australia, South Korea, and India could play a 
potential role in Southeast Asia in the years to come. 
But haven’t they already moved their pawns around the 
table? 

Our intent through this seminar is to show that the US 
and China are not the only countries interested in the 
region.	Tired	of	the	unfulfilled	Chinese	promises,	doubtful	
about the American presence in the region, Southeast 
Asian countries could be tempted by a third way, a type 
of Deus ex-machina, that would come from South Asia, 
the	Pacific	or	Northeast	Asia.	Indeed,	these	“peripheral”	
powers – although not so secondary as one might think 
–, are carefully positioning themselves in Southeast Asia. 
For instance, India is developing its “Act East Policy”, 
whilst Japan, thanks to Abenomics, repositions itself 
in the region. Following the APEC meeting in Vietnam,  
a	new	concept	of	“Asia-Pacific”	rose	in	the	words	of	US	
representatives. Hence, this seminar aims at focusing 
on the role of these “external powers”, on their interests 
and current moves in the Southeast Asian region.

To	do	so,	the	participants	will	first	deal	with	the	doubts	
and uncertainty existing in Southeast Asian countries 
regarding Chinese and American implication in the 
region, from and according to Dr John-Nilsson Wright 
(UK, Japan), Dr Sam Bateman (Australia), and Dr 
Jaehyon	Lee	(South	Korea)	during	the	first	session;

Then it will assess the present role of “peripheral 
powers” through a case-by-case analysis, about and 
focusing on each country’s relation to Southeast Asia 
(second session).

Roundtable: Doubts and uncertainty over Chinese 
and American implications in Southeast Asia (and 
in the South China Sea)

Chair: Dr. Sophie Boisseau du Rocher (IFRI)

Speakers : 
 Dr. Sam Bateman
 Dr. Jaehyon Lee (ASAN Institute)
 Dr. John Nilsson-Wright (Chatham House,  
 University of Cambridge)
 Dr. Jean-Luc Racine (Asia Centre / CNRS)

The	 South	 China	 Sea	 question	 reflects	 a	 systemic	
transformation transition, and transitions often are times 
of	 doubt	 and	 uncertainty;	 but	 they	 also	 are	 times	 of	
opportunities for repositioning. If we were to qualify the 
Chinese and American implications in Southeast Asia, 
three keywords need to be considered, according to the 
Chair, Dr Sophie Boisseau du Rocher: ambivalence, 
trust and distrust, and hegemony. 

•	 Ambivalence
Firstly, ambivalence: the US and China indeed have 
ambivalent position in the region, as they are both allies 
partners and considerable sources of uncertainty. Their 
intentions	 are	 unclear;	 although	 Donald	 Trump	 has	
visited some countries in Asia and in Southeast Asia,  
no clear US strategy seems to be sketched out yet. 
Uncertainty also prevails over their military might and the 
new balance of power with China. Moreover, a potential 
power agreement over Southeast Asia could undermine 
the region’s room for manoeuvre. Thus, an important 
question lies ahead: what could be the possible 
implications of a changing Sino-US security relation for 
Southeast Asia? 

•	 Trust, distrust
The	second	keyword	is	trust,	or	distrust;	even	with	the	
Trump administration, China and the US are still very 
strong partners, like the US and the Southeast Asian 
region. However, distrust also exists, for instance with 
President Xi Jinping, regarding the security implications 
in the community of common destiny1. 

•	 Hegemony
Thirdly and lastly, hegemony is another question mark 
for the region. Who is the coming hegemon in Southeast 
Asia? Given the BRI and its dual uses on the region, 
doubts remain. From the Southeast Asian perspective, 

1 - During the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party 
in October, President Xi Jinping set out his vision for China’s 
future, and mentioned at the 173rd minute the “Adhering to the 
Path of Peaceful Development and Constructing a Community 
of Common Destiny with Mankind”. This pivotal phrase, 
“community of common destiny”, is, according to The Diplomat, 
the motivating force behind China’s future foreign policy. Source:  
“The ‘Community of Common Destiny’ in Xi Jinping’s New 
Era”, Jacob Mardell, The Diplomat, 25 October 2017, available 
at: <https://thediplomat.com/2017/10/the-community-of-common-
destiny-in-xi-jinpings-new-era/>.
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there is a great concern about dependency, which might 
impact on sovereignty and on ASEAN rules. In this 
context, could the ASEAN still be a security stabiliser for 
Southeast Asia? 

According to Dr Sam Bateman, one of the most 
important yet basic concerns is the management of 
southern and regional seas and the threats to the 
maritime environment. Indeed, there is a fundamental 
concern	 about	 fish	 stocks,	marine	 scientific	 research,	
green environment, etc. in the South China Sea. Despite 
the countries’ obligation to cooperate on these matters, 
there	is	actually	no	effective	cooperation	in	these	fields	
at the moment. To Dr Bateman’s mind, another keyword 
to this panel should therefore be “cooperation”. How 
come no effective cooperation has risen yet? 
For him, the main reason is the lack of trust. Indeed, there 
is a lack of trust between little countries themselves, 
and	between	the	US	and	China;	one	could	hence	see	
a chicken and egg relationship arising: which country 
should	make	the	first	move	of	trusting	the	other?	
Dr Bateman fundamentally thinks that cooperation 
will	 lead	 to	 safety,	 and	 that	 some	 confidence-building	
measures need to be implemented. Now, we arrive at 
a situation where cooperation is impossible because of 
a lack of trust. 
According to Dr Bateman, this lack of trust can be 
explained by many factors:

 - Firstly, it is due to the security dilemma that 
exists between China and the US in the region: both 
accuse each other of militarising the South China Sea, 
and both are guilty.

 - Secondly, the maritime activity in the 
region has increased, as well as law enforcement. 
As a consequence, there is a real risk of unfortunate 
accident, between two coastal countries, and with the 
extra-regional countries as well. 

Nonetheless, China and the ASEAN have made 
some progress towards cooperation2. Indeed, both 
are currently trying to agree on a regional agreement 

2 - Progress toward better cooperation has indeed been made, as the 
ASEAN Chairman, at the ASEAN-China Summit, stated that: “we 
further reaffirmed the need to enhance mutual trust and confidence 
(…) and stressed the need to adhere to the peaceful resolution of 
disputes, in accordance with universally recognised principles of the 
international and the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS)”. Hence, one of the main issues underlined 
by Dr Bateman, the lack of trust, is one of the characteristics of 
ASEAN-China relations that both entities now intend to tackle. 
Source: “ASEAN, China announce start of Code of Conduct 
talks”, Paterno Esmaquel, Rappler, 13 November 2017, available 
at: <https://www.rappler.com/world/regions/asia-pacific/188334-
asean-2017-philippines-china-start-code-conduct-negotiations>.

framework of Code of Conduct3. Moreover, a China-
ASEAN maritime cooperation fund exists, and China’s 
BRI and AIIB show the growing ties between the 
two entities. The AIIB includes a focus on the “blue 
economy”, referring to a sustainable development 
covered by BRI. 

The BRI is indeed fundamental in China’s relation to 
Southeast Asia and developing countries in general, 
argues Dr Jaehyon Lee. If we were to analyse this 
initiative, a good comparison could be the US strategy 
during the Cold War, as they were trying to build major 
regional airlines. China’s going West is based on 
economic power. 
On the other hand, the US is trying to contain China 
in the region, which was one of the main purposes of 
Obama’s “pivot” to Asia. This pivot has disappeared 
under	 Trump;	 instead,	 he	 tries	 to	 recycle	 the	 old	
concept	 of	 Indo-Pacific,	 and	 experts	 increasingly	 talk	
about	a	possible	Japanese	influence	in	Trump’s	concept	
of	Indo-Pacific.	
During the American presidential campaign, Hillary 
Clinton	 already	 mentioned	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 concept.	
Therefore, there is no longer a “pivot to Asia” but rather, 
an attempt by the US to build its own security network 
that would contain China in its move towards the West. 
The core of this new strategy is quadrilateral: the US, 
Japan, Australia and India are expected to cooperate 
in this strategy. Hence, the main difference between 
Obama’s	pivot	to	Asia	and	Trump’s	Indo-Pacific,	is	that	
Obama	 had	 confidence	 in	 regional	 cooperation	 that	
would occur within the framework, whilst Trump prefers 
acting in bilateral ways, thus leading to a reviving of the 
Cold War US system. 

To Dr John Nilsson-Wright, one of the main question 
one must ask deals with China’s will: is China a 
revisionist, or a status-quo power? 
In 2014, during a conference on interaction in Shanghai, 
one trait of the political discourse was particularly 
striking: the extent to which Xi Jinping very explicitly 
intended to be reshaping Asian foreign policy, as he 
was talking about building a new security architecture.  
He made it very clear in his statement that the future of 
Asia was in the hands of Asian nations. 
If we were to accept this model, it would be very easy 
to paint China as the primary threat to security in the 
region. 

In the wake of the two last decades of economic 
stagnation	in	Japan,	it	is	easy	for	Japan	to	define	their	
relationship with China in zero-sum terms. Japan is 
connected to territorial tensions in the East China Sea 

3 - At the 20th ASEAN-China Summit on 13 November 2017 in 
the Philippines, ASEAN and China announced the start of Code of 
Conduct talks. Biggest milestone for the 15 years in crafting a Code 
of Conduct in the South China Sea, both Parties nonetheless vowed 
not to take this “calmer” situation “for granted”, underlining that 
work is still ahead of them. The ASEAN Chairman stated that: “We 
likewise reaffirmed the importance of maintaining and promoting 
peace, security, stability, maritime safety and security, rules-based 
order and freedom of navigation in and overflight above the South 
China Sea”. Source: “ASEAN, China announce start of Code 
of Conduct talks”, Paterno Esmaquel, Rappler, 13 November 
2017, available at: <https://www.rappler.com/world/regions/asia-
pacific/188334-asean-2017-philippines-china-start-code-conduct-
negotiations>.
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and, to a lesser extent, to the South China Sea. Beijing 
constantly tries to test the limits of its national territory, 
including by persistently intruding Japan’s EEZ. 

More broadly, in the global context, there is also a 
profound sense of anxiety in Europe, and in the UK in 
particular,	about	the	fragmentation	of	a	unified	Western	
response for dealing with China. Other countries could 
perceive the “Golden Age” of trade relations between 
the UK and China as a sense of betrayal4, of choosing 
China over Japan for instance. Japan’s reluctance to 
join the AIIB shows this concern5.

Besides, it is important to make a distinction between 
the Chinese approach and the regional context. China is 
trying to challenge the order in Southeast Asia. Beijing’s 
perspective is very much shaped by:
 - its desire of sovereignty over Taiwan,
 - its perception of the US “pivot” and the 
derived anxiety,
 - and the fear of encroachment as Beijing 
believes that US presence in the South China Sea, 
especially with its Freedom of Navigation Operations 
(FONOPS), is an attempt to constraint China.

Hence, from Beijing’s perspective, the environment is 
increasingly threatening. 

As for the regional context, both Japan and South Korea 
are increasingly adopting a more defence posture on 
these security matters, in the hope that it would have an 
impact on China’s strategic balance. Dr Nilsson-Wright 
reminds us that there has been a massive shift in the 
rhetorical discourse, and that today’s rhetoric in Japan 
and South Korea on these matters would have not been 
expected only three years ago. Things change fast, and 
the Japanese Defence Minister recently publicly stated 
that he was in favour of preemptive attacks. 

Japan’s attitude towards the US is also rapidly changing, 
as concerns are raised in both the public opinion and 
the government representatives about the reliability of 
the US, and the reliability of their relationship with them. 
Indeed, Tokyo relies quite a lot on this relation for security 
matters, and the US, given Trump’s volatility amongst 
other things, might not be willing to support Japan. 
Will the US president follow his commitments? These 
concerns about a not so present US led for instance 
Prime minister Shinzo Abe to adopt unusual positions, 
as he is expected to think more explicitly about new 
security initiatives. According to Dr Nilsson-Wright,  
a more assertive Japan will test security constraints and 
will need to be much more strategic when reshaping 

4 - Indeed, the Cameron government has been heavily criticised 
for being too eager to appease Beijing in order to win trade. 
However, this “golden age” may have come to an end under Mrs 
May. Source: “Beijing signals end of China-UK ‘golden age’”, 
Jonathan Ford and James Kynge, Financial Times, 6 January 2017, 
available at: <https://www.ft.com/content/4ab22b66-d42d-11e6-
9341-7393bb2e1b51>.
5 - Although Japan has been very reluctant to join the Chinese 
AIIB, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe indicated in June 2017 that 
he is willing to consider Japan joining it, once doubts about its 
governance and operation are cleared. Source: “Japan and ‘One 
Belt, One Road’”, The Japan Times, 24 June 2017, available at: 
<https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2017/06/24/editorials/
japan-one-belt-one-road/#.WhaKryPhDJw>.

their choices regarding their relationship with the US. 

Prof. Jean-Luc Racine agrees with the change that is 
occurring: as an India expert, he stated that he wouldn’t 
have been present at a seminar about Southeast Asia 
20 years ago. 
Hence, his presence shows, amongst other things, 
that India has re-integrated Asia. This re-integration has 
been progressive. In 1991 and 1992, India’s economy 
has drastically changed, as well as its image. India 
became a dialogue partner with the ASEAN in 1992. 
When India’s GDP reached 8 %, it became a full dialogue 
partner with the ASEAN. When its GDP reached 9 %, 
some Southeast Asian countries even asked India to be 
one of the founding members of the East Asian Summit. 
What we can underline from this is that from New Delhi’s 
perspective,	what	was	called	the	“Asia-Pacific”	 is	now	
referred	to	as	“Indo-Pacific”.	In	this	new	context,	the	key	
for New Delhi isn’t the South China Sea, but rather its 
defence relationship with Washington. For instance, the 
Indian navy was asked to patrol in the South China Sea 
along with the US navy, proposition that New Delhi has 
declined. Thus, India is still in the framework of building 
and maintaining partnership, but is not keen on a full 
military reliance. 

Besides, India reveals a new strategy, showing that it 
becomes increasingly interested in Southeast Asia. New 
Delhi is also becoming closer to Japan and Australia.  
To the question of whether or not India could help 
condemn	 China,	 the	 official	 Indian	 rhetoric	 would	
answer: no. Several ingredients need to be considered.

 - Firstly, the China-Pakistan relationship is 
strong, and there are disputed borders between China 
and India.
 - Secondly, China and India are economically 
not in the same league, as China’s GDP is 5 times bigger 
than India’s GDP.
 - Thirdly, China is becoming more assertive, 
and for instance is building ports in the Indian Ocean. 

On the contrary, India’s strategy is very different.  
It seeks to have a stronger relationship with other actors. 
For instance, it maintains good relations with Australia, 
which sells uranium to India, and with Vietnam, a 
country with which India has developed defence 
cooperation. Moreover, India is training with Russian 
equipment, including their new submarines. India is 
adopting a multi-dimensional diplomacy, and a very 
different approach from the Chinese. To Prof. Racine, 
it is important that these differences do not become 
sources	 of	 conflict,	 as	 Chinese	 Premier	 Li	 Keqiang	
stated: “The wise expand common ground while the 
unwise aggravate differences”. 

Therefore, we can see that there is no clear leader in 
the region, and that the Chinese rules are going against 
the interests of the other nations, as it behaves as a 
very authoritative leader. Southeast Asian countries are 
thus left with multidimensional choices, which are not 
making the game any clearer, especially as there isn’t 
clear security architecture in the region.
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Discussion

In the public, a voice raised a concern about 
underplaying Trump, and its volatile and unpredictable 
character. Indeed, the US’ withdrawal from the TPP 
has been disastrous, as well as NAFTA, which leaves 
us with a hard security approach towards the region. 
In fact, there has been a rupture in US policy towards 
Southeast Asia. 

Dr Nilsson-Wright agrees that this rupture is an important 
element that should not be overseen. According to him, 
the most tremendous shock is the capital that has been 
invested in getting the TPP through. However, Trump’s 
moves also create opportunities for some countries, 
including Japan. 
Indeed, Japan increasingly widens its use of diplomatic 
instruments. This has been done partly through 
economics, such as the Shinkansen attempts in 
Indonesia, which has been a disappointment from the 
Japanese side6. More importantly, the personality of 
Trump creates a political vacuum in the region, which 
Prime	minister	Abe	intends	to	fill.	

Dr Sam Bateman adds that it is important to distinguish 
“right” and “freedom”. For instance, the US regularly 
organises	freedom	of	navigation	operations	(FONOPS);	
taking advantage of the freedom to navigate in high 
seas and thus showing an assertive China that they are 
very present in the region, too. However, as there is a 
natural jurisdiction over the seas, one should distinguish 
“freedom” and “right”, as right includes the right to 
control for instance. A sovereignty feature needs to 
be	taken	 into	account;	hence	to	him	these	operations	
should be called “rights of navigation” rather than 
“freedom of navigation”. 

On the question of the best possible issue for settling 
these South China Sea territorial disputes, Dr Sam 
Bateman argues that there is not going to be a complete 
set of traditional lines. Countries need to cooperate 
in managing their seas in the best way possible and 
to overcome the lack of trust in order to manage the 
backyard without any outside interference. To him, the 
risk	 of	 conflict	 due	 to	misperception	 is	 very	 real,	 and	
Asian	countries	need	to	find	a	mechanism	to	settle	the	
disputes, especially at a time when China continues to 
militarise and to be increasingly assertive. 

According to Prof. Racine, the South China Sea is 

6 - The bid for building a railway in Indonesia has indeed been 
won by China. As pointed out by Dr Nilsson-Wright, Japan has a 
long history of investing in Southeast Asia, a policy that has been 
strengthened by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. However, China also 
places its pawns, and this time a major battleground between the 
two powers was Indonesia, the region’s fourth largest economy. 
Although it appeared at first that Japan would win the bid to invest 
in Indonesia’s first high speed train, China managed to win the 
bid, thus further expanding its influence in the region. Source: “A 
tale of two rail lines: China and Japan’s soft power competition in 
Indonesia”, Ann Listerud, The Diplomat, 12 May 2017, available 
at: <https://thediplomat.com/2017/05/a-tale-of-two-rail-lines-
china-and-japans-soft-power-competition-in-indonesia/>.

definitely	a	part	of	the	Indian	strategic	horizon.	However,	
beyond that, India cannot do much, except pleading for 
negotiations. From New Delhi’s perspective, there is a 
real concern: if China really is the winner of this game, 
it would mean that China is not only proactive in its 
immediate neighbourhood, but that it is also proactive 
in	the	whole	Indo-Pacific.	

For Dr Lee, there are two levels of issues:
	 -	the	first	is	to	keep	the	South	China	Sea	open	
and	free;
 - the second is the territorial disputes.

These	 two	 issues	need	 to	be	separated;	 for	 instance,	
the open and free characteristic of the South China Sea 
should be stated in a legally binding agreement. 
 

Panel: Peripheral and second-range powers in 
wait at the heart of Southeast Asia

Chair: Prof. Marie-Sybille de Vienne (INALCO)

Speakers: 
 Dr. Sam Bateman 
 Dr. Jaehyon Lee (ASAN Institute)
 Dr. John Nilsson-Wright (Chatham House,  
 University of Cambridge)
 Dr. Jean-Luc Racine (Asia Centre / CNRS)

Discussant: S.E.M. Christian Lechervy

One of Kishore Mahbunani’s books was titled Can 
Asians think?7. When we talk about the Southeast Asian 
region, we essentially observe the behaviours of foreign 
actors	 in	 the	 region.	 However,	 the	 first	 actors	 remain	
the Southeast Asian countries themselves, and they try 
to sometimes develop their own policy in response to 
China’s behaviour and to develop a new policy towards 
the	region	itself;	the	question	is	not	simple.	
Many	Southeast	Asian	countries	have	specific	links	with	
China, because of the overseas Chinese. For instance, 
the last Southeast Asian state to have established links 
with China was Singapore, in 1990. 
Today, Chinese pressure is rising very fast. China offers 
multiple economic and military capacities, with the BRI, 
the foreign investment, and weapon supply. However, 
China becomes also more assertive, including in the 
South China Sea and hence becomes threatening. 
Southeast Asia is trying to survive by playing both. 
Indeed, whilst the other players (the “peripheral” 
countries, such as Japan or South Korea) have  
7 - Kishore Mahbubani is the Dean and a Professor in the Practice 
of Public Policy at Dalhousie University and at the Lee Kuan Yew 
School of Public Policy in Singapore. One of his books, Can Asian 
Think? has been qualified as “provocative polemicist”, insisting 
that the West is in decline, showing that Japan’s economy has 
already surpassed that of the United States and more generally, 
showing Asia’s economic success. Source: Lucian W. Pye, book 
review, Foreign Affairs, available at: <https://www.foreignaffairs.
com/reviews/capsule-review/1999-05-01/can-asians-think>.
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a choice, ASEAN countries do not. They need to 
respond to China’s incentives (for BRI, for investment) 
and to its pressure (because of its assertiveness).

Japan’s involvement in Southeast Asia

Dr John Nilsson-Wright	 will	 specifically	 talk	 about	
Japan’s involvement with Southeast Asia. 
To correctly understand their current relationship,  
it is necessary to go back to their historical post-war 
relationship. 
Japan’s primary interest in Southeast Asia post-1945 
is	economically	defined.	 It	was	partly	a	 function	of	the	
loss of the Chinese market in the context of American 
pressure on Japan to recognise Taiwan over Mainland 
China. The Prime minister Shinzo Abe’s grandfather, 
who was a Japanese politician serving in the House of 
Representatives, was very wedded to such a strategy. 
For	instance,	his	first	foreign	visit	was	to	Southeast	Asia.	
Although it would be false to exaggerate the extent 
to which economics draw the relation between Japan 
and Southeast Asia, one must not forget that the origin 
of this relation was precisely economics. In this way, 
economic relationships can be considered as a source 
of political stability in the region. 
Across that post-war period, many efforts were made 
by the Japanese leaders to use economic tools in order 
to create political stability. During the Vietnam War, they 
tried to establish an economic relation with Vietnam,  
so as to create a basis for stability. 
In the 1970s, Japan tries to establish a more “heart to 
heart” relationship. Indeed, there was a perception within 
Southeast Asia that Japan’s interest in the region was 
primarily economic driven. This image of Japan in the 
region underscores many of Tokyo’s diplomatic moves. 
Japan tried to challenge this perception. In the 1990s, 
Japan very forcibly advocated for the establishment of 
an Asian forum. Japan also sought to capitalise on its 
ambivalent identity, as it appears to be a country that 
sits	between	the	West	and	Asia;	it	tried	for	instance	to	
provide a forum in the region. 

Currently, to assess the Japan-Southeast Asia 
relationship, we must distinguish two periods: (1) from 
2000 to 2007, and (2) from 2007 to today.
     - From 2000 to 2007, Japan’s priority was to ensure 

the security of lines of communication. Indeed,  
60 % of their oil supply came from the Middle East. 
In addition to these sea lines of communications 
(SLOCs), the piracy threat was very present. In order 
to deal with these two problems of insecurity, Japan 
focuses on security building, and for instance aims at 
supporting the development of regional coast guard 
operations.

     - Since 2007, there is a growing sense of alarm from 
Japan. Indeed, tensions are growing between Tokyo 
and Beijing, especially due to territorial disputes in 
the East China Sea. The most obvious indicator is 
the increase in Chinese military spending. In 2012, 
China became the world’s largest defence spender.  
This phenomenon worries the other countries, not 
only by its scale but also because of the lack of 
transparency that surrounds it. The real anxiety 
in Tokyo is that China’s actions in the South China 
Sea are not different from its approach to the East 

China Sea controversy. Therefore, even if Tokyo 
has no claim there, the current situation in the 
South China Sea matters to Japan, as they want 
to avoid, or contain a possible contagion effect.  
From	 2010	 onwards,	 specific	 tensions	 appear.	
Following	the	collision	between	a	Chinese	fishing	troll	
and a Japanese ship8, which created a diplomatic 
incident between the two countries, the discourse 
in Japan’s public opinion changes. In 2012,  
the government of Tokyo, led by provocative 
politicians, threatened to nationalise the territories of 
the Senkaku islands9: the tensions between Tokyo 
and Beijing became more explicit, and anti-Japanese 
sentiments grew in China. 

Given this situation, Dr Nilsson-Wright argues that 
solutions for the Japanese governments are complex. 
Even if it is a small change, Shinzo Abe’s boosting of 
military spending is symbolically important10. Additionally, 
Japan tried to develop mobile capabilities for dealing 
with the challenges in the south of Japan, for instance 
its focuses on new equipment and on amphibious 
capabilities. 
In September 2015, key pieces of legislation were 
adopted, and Japan developed a new concept of 
collective self-defence, in which the aim wasn’t only 
to protect the Japanese territories per se, but to 
ensure access to natural resources. This new concept 
allowed for a much wider potential that goes beyond 
the	 traditional	 reliance	 on	 the	 US;	 this	 new	 strategy	
indeed allows Japan to be more proactive in overseas 
diplomacy, and to further develop bilateral cooperation, 
for instance with the Philippines or with Vietnam.  
To make this political message clear, Prime minister 
Shinzo Abe emphasised the importance of the rule of 
law, and its support for diplomacy as a tool to resolve 
territorial disputes. Hence, since September 2015, 
Japan leans towards a much more explicit multilateral 
strategy. 
This attempt to develop a new strategic vision dates 
back to 2006, and has been rearticulated this year 2017 
by Prime minister Abe and president Trump. However, 
evidence has so far proved that such a strategy isn’t as 
efficient	as	one	could	have	hoped.	

As a result, under Prime minister Shinzo Abe, Japan has 
adopted a more proactive approach in regional security, 
but also more broadly in terms of Japan’s foreign policy 
and commitment in the notion of international order,  
at the time when populism and ambivalence prevail and 
mark the uncertainty of democratic values.
8 - On 27 September 2010, a collision indeed happened between a 
Chinese fishing boat and a Japanese Coast Guard boat. The incident 
sparked “bitter diplomatic spat” between the two countries. Three 
years later, Japan revisited the issue, and even decided to take 
legal action, just a week before the legal right to claim damages 
would have expired. Source: “Japan seeks Chinese compensation 
over 2010 boat collision incident”, Shannon Tiezzi, The Diplomat,  
14 February 2014, available at: <https://thediplomat.com/2014/02/
japan-seeks-chinese-compensation-over-2010-boat-collision-
incident/>.
9 - In 2012, Tokyo indeed nationalised the disputed Senkaku 
islands, leading its relations with China to plunge to their lowest 
point since the two countries normalised their relations in 1972.
10 - In 2016, Shinzo Abe’s government indeed approved an 
increase in defence spending, reaching record levels to counter the 
growing Chinese military power. In December, they signed off a 
1.4 % increase.
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Australia’s involvement in Southeast Asia

Dr Sam Bateman assesses Australia’s implication in 
Southeast	 Asia;	 he	 argues	 that	 although	 Australia’s	
alliance with the US is the cornerstone of their foreign 
policy, Canberra nonetheless places the Southeast 
Asian region at the heart of their strategy. 
Firstly, it is important to note that there are uninformed 
commentaries about Australia’s implication in the South 
China Sea, stating for instance that Australia is not as 
engaged as other core partners, such as the US or 
Japan. In fact, Australia has a long history in Southeast 
Asia. 
During the Second World War, Australian troops were 
involved in the defence of Singapore, and in defeating 
Japanese troops. After the Second World War, Australia 
continued to play a key role, as its military were strongly 
involved in the region, and as the country was an active 
member of the Southeast Asian treaty organisations. 
Following	the	Vietnam	War,	Australia	was	the	first	country	
to have established diplomatic relations with Vietnam. 
Moreover, Australia today participates in several naval 
operations in the South China Sea, such as gateway 
patrols involving their surveillance aircraft. They have 
actually been engaging in FONOPS on a regular basis 
for many years, without much media commentaries on 
these matters. Lastly, Australia has played a leading 
role over the years in developing regional institutions 
organisations, for instance with the Bali protocol, about 
transnational crime, etc. Therefore, Australia has actually 
been leading regular (and still ongoing) activities with or 
in Southeast Asia, and is strongly and solidly involved in 
the region11. 

On the cultural level, Australia’s 50 years of “wide 
Australia” policy in immigration has led the country to be 
successfully and vibrantly multicultural. China is a major 
source of overseas tourists and students, but also of 
investment as Chinese people buy up properties. 
Australia is geographically tied to Southeast Asia, 
especially as North and East Asia’s SLOCs pass through 
Singapore and the North-West of Australia. 

Despite this involvement in Southeast Asia, it is also 
crucial to mention that the alliance with the US is crucial 
in Australia’s strategic policy. 
Australia is indeed a loyal US ally, and it supported US 
forces in every engagement in World War 2, and in the 
Vietnam War. If the US remains Australia’s strategic 
partner,	China	is	also	Australia’s	major	trading	partner;	it	
would have to choose. 
In the South China Sea, countries have a tendency to 
overstate their involvement as a means of justifying their 
strategic presence. Australia’s main interest in the South 
China	 Sea	 is	 strategic;	 only	 20%	 of	 their	 exports	 go	
through it. 
According to Dr Bateman, there are opportunities 
to contribute to a more effective management in the 
South China Sea. On this question, Australia has a big 
economic potential and an expertise in management. 
The country could provide capacity-building assistance. 

11 - For instance, in 2018, Sydney will play host to a special 
summit between Australia and members of the ASEAN, who are 
celebrating their 50 years anniversary.

South Korea’s involvement in Southeast Asia

Dr Jaehyon Lee assesses the relationship between 
South Korea and Southeast Asia. 
During the Cold War, both Korea and Vietnam 
experienced tragic wars. At the end of the Cold War, there 
was a competition between North and South Korea over 
a	legitimacy	issue	in	Southeast	Asia;	and	which	would	
grow diplomatic ties with Southeast Asian countries.  
In	the	1980s,	the	South	Korean	economy	grew;	allowing	
for extra resources to be invested elsewhere. As a result, 
trade relations between South Korea and Southeast 
Asia increased in the 1980s and 1990s. Following the 
1997	Asian	financial	crisis,	their	partnership	developed	
in the context of regional cooperation (ASEAN+3). 
At that time, South Korea’s President Kim Dae-Jung 
was quite active in cooperation, and developed more 
cooperative relations with Southeast Asia. However, the 
following administration was less focused on Southeast 
Asia, and their cooperation relations shrank. 

However, a possible impediment to these cooperation 
relations was that South Korea sought economic gains 
from Southeast Asia, especially in trade12. Hence, even 
if the past two decades of trade and investment have 
increased	in	Southeast	Asia,	South	Korea	first	adopted	
a very materialistic approach, and did not develop the 
strategic cooperation with Southeast Asian countries 
that much. In that sense, South Korea’s involvement 
in Southeast Asia differs from Japan’s or Australia’s, 
as engaged materialistically in the region, rather than 
strategically. 

As South Korea’s engagement in Southeast Asia is 
essentially economic and materialistic, their relationship 
presents some opportunities and constraints. 
Despite South Korea’s will to invest more in Southeast 
Asia security and South China Sea issues, South Korea 
faces many constraints.
     - Firstly, Seoul is constantly held back by the Korean 
Peninsula	and	the	North	Korean	threat;	and	there	is	
a dominant view that Seoul doesn’t have enough 
resources to expand in the Korean Peninsula given 
the North’s threat. To manage the peninsula, South 
Korea has four major diplomatic partners: the US, 
China, Japan and Russia.

     - Secondly, Seoul doesn’t have the extra resources to 
invest in Southeast Asia. As a result, as most experts 
point out, South Korea is “caught” and cannot invest 
as much as it would want in Southeast Asia. 

However, opportunities exist as well for South Korea 
to engage more in Southeast Asia. All Southeast Asian 
countries are on the same boat, as they are all pushed 
around	by	big	powers	in	the	region,	trying	to	find	their	
own strategy between the US and China. South Korea’s 
situation looks alike: they are subjected to China’s 
pressure on the one hand, and heavily militarily rely on 
12 - In 1989, ASEAN and South Korea trade volume was around 
US$ 8 billion. It has since increased to about US$ 135 billion, 
especially as the two sides have signed a free-trade agreement 
in 2009. South Korea has announced its objective to grow that 
figure to about US$ 200 billion by 2020. Source: “South Korea 
eyes closer ties with Southeast Asia”, Lim Yun Suk, Channel News 
Asia, 2 January 2016, available at: <http://www.channelnewsasia.
com/news/asiapacific/south-korea-eyes-closer-ties-with-southeast-
asia-8220862>.
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the US given the North Korean situation on the other 
hand. Hence, according to Dr Lee, South Korea and 
Southeast Asian countries could put their hands together 
to manage these big powers’ or neighbours’ pressures, 
and develop their bilateral strategic cooperation. 
Recently, South Korea’s government, led by Moon, 
surprised many people in many ways. During his 
presidential campaign, Moon often reiterated Seoul’s 
commitment to its major diplomatic partners, which, to 
the government, includes the ASEAN. This discourse 
shows the new government’s wish to maintain  
a diplomatic balance between the US and China on the 
one hand, and seeks to have extra diplomatic leverages 
on the other hand. 

Regarding South Korea’s position on the South China 
Sea issue, Dr Lee also delivers an opportunities v. 
constraints analysis. 
The current South China Sea situation indeed presents 
opportunities for South Korea. Strategically investing in 
this issue could be a way to safeguard Seoul’s economic 
interests in the South China, as their trade also mainly 
passes through this sea. Furthermore, being more 
involved in the South China Sea could allow them to 
expand their strategic partnership with Southeast Asian 
countries. 
However, constraints in this case seem to weigh more 
than the possible opportunities. Indeed, South Korea 
firstly	 isn’t	 a	 claimant	 in	 the	 South	 China	 Sea,	 and	
therefore is less legitimate to take part in the dispute. 
Secondly, if Seoul was to engage in the South China 
Sea, it would engage with more actors than just the 
Southeast Asian countries: it would engage with the US 
and China as well. 
As a consequence, the only possible choice for South 
Korea’s potential engagement in the South China Sea 
issue would be for them to advocate for a peaceful 
resolution through respecting UNCLOS and FONOPS, 
Dr Lee argues. 

India’s involvement in Southeast Asia

As for India, Dr Racine underlines that India has been a 
growing strong ties with Southeast Asia as well. 
One should recall that Buddhism, which is widespread 
in Southeast Asia, originated from India. Starting from 
this point on, we can see a millennium of exchanges 
between India and Southeast Asia. In the recent history, 
one should also recall the non-aligned movement during 
the Cold War, and the Bandung Summit that drew India 
and Southeast Asia close. 
In 2002, the ASEAN decided to have its own bilateral 
relationship with India. Today, there are about  
20 dialogue mechanisms between the two sides. If we 
take a quick look over their economic relation, we can 
notice that there is a discourse stating that ASEAN and 
India together represent 1.8 billion people, and that their 
combined GDP is USD 4 trillions. On the economic level, 
India and ASEAN are part of a Free-Trade Agreement 
(FTA) since 2010, in goods, services and investment. 
The key ASEAN countries in this FTA are Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore. Thanks to this trade 
agreement in particular and good economic relationship 
in general, the ASEAN is India’s 4th trading partner. 
Since 2000, ASEAN countries have invested about 

USD 70 billions in India, and India has invested USD 
40	billions	in	the	ASEAN.	These	figures	are	significant,	
and illustrate growing ties between the two entities. 
Moreover, both try to enhance their cooperation in 
various domains, as the India-ASEAN dialogue focusing 
on maritime cooperation shows. 

Regarding defence and security matters, India’s ties 
with the ASEAN have grown beyond India’s discourse 
on the necessity to cooperate more in counter terrorism.  
For instance, India strongly cooperates with Vietnam 
since 2015. From 2015 to 2020, the two countries 
agreed they would cooperate on their capacity building, 
their training and defence industry, as well as their military 
technology. Outerspace has also been underlined as an 
area of cooperation. 
Another case, which deserves great attention according 
to Dr Racine, is India’s relation with Singapore, as Lee 
Kuan Yew represents an ideal for Prime Minister Modi, 
and	 an	 emblematic	 figure	 for	 India’s	 government13.  
The India-ASEAN relationship however contains many 
levels: the ASEAN countries’ bilateral relationship with 
India, the India-ASEAN relationship, the India and larger 
grouping, and the East Asian Summit. On the top of 
these levels, what is interesting to note is that the current 
debate isn’t focused on these levels of relationships,  
but rather, it is focused on the quadrilateral scheme 
(India, Japan, the US and Australia in Southeast Asia). 
The	 definition	 of	 this	 quadrilateral	 system,	 given	 by	
Japanese Prime Minister Abe puts it in clear competition 
with China’s BRI, as they would advocate for a free 
and	open	 Indo-Pacific,	which	would	be	 linked	on	 two	
continents and two oceans. If this quadrilateral system 
between Japan, Australia, the US, and India was to 
take a strong shape, what could it mean for ASEAN 
countries? 

Discussion

S.E.M. Christian Lechervy introduces the discussion 
session with a word of advice: to not systematically 
categorise everything, including nations. Classifying 
the	nations,	and	speaking	of	“first	range”	and	“second	
range” powers is no longer tolerable. By reducing the 
world and, in this case, the Southeast Asian region 
to a 2-player game, we may make several strategic 
mistakes. 
The	 first	 strategic	mistake	 is	 to	believe,	 or	 to	 assume	
that the ASEAN is only capable of interacting with 
its	 immediate	 neighbour;	 which	 today	 is	 absolutely	

13 - Prime Minister Narendra Modi has indeed always been a fan 
of Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s founding father, calling him “a lion 
among leaders”. In 2016, Prime Minister Modi, with his surprise 
currency demonetisation announcement, prompted reactions and 
what even qualified as “New Lee Kuan Yew (…) born in India”. 
Following Lee Kuan Yew’s death in 2015, there has even been a 
national mourning in India. Source: “Did PM Narendra Modi copy 
Singapore’s founding father in his ‘surgical strike’ on black money 
move?” A. Bose, The Huffington Post, 14 November 2016, <http://
www.huffingtonpost.in/2016/11/14/why-pm-narendra-modi-is-
making-headlines-in-singapore-for-his-s_a_21605269/>.
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wrong. The ASEAN, as a political entity, has increased 
its relations with most countries, non-governmental 
organisations and supra-national organisations, and 
not only with its immediate neighbours. The existence 
of	the	ASEAN	itself,	testifies	of	another	strategic	reality:	
that this platform was created to interact with the 
world, starting with Europe, the Middle East and Latin 
America. That being said, one must not forget that the 
ASEAN is also the fruit of national diplomacies, and 
national wills. For instance, Singapore, because of its 
geographic situations, tried to reach islander solidarity. 
Similarly, since the beginning of 2010, Sri Lanka and 
Cambodia became discussion partners of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (SCO). 
This	 reality	 shows	 that	 there	 is	 a	 redefinition	 of	 what	
is called “Southeast Asia”. For example, in the 1970s, 
Pakistan was considered as part of the Southeast Asian 
region. 
In the same way, S.E.M. Lechervy reminds us that one 
should be careful when using the concept of “western 
group”, as we are no longer in the aftermath of the 
Second World War. One must not forget that we are 
in a globalised world, and that when the South China 
Sea	issue	is	discussed,	it	is	also	the	Pacific	Ocean	that	
is discussed. Therefore, we need to adopt a global 
approach to analysing these matters. 

Regarding	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 region,	 preserving	 the	
countries’ eco-systems and local economy, as well as 
the French territories’ eco-systems is a priority. As the 
economic globalisation is increasing, we should also 
think about the maritime area not only at the scale of 
the	pacific	basin,	but	rather	at	the	global	scale.	Hence,	
Europe must not lose interest nor in Asia neither in 
its	 maritime	 area,	 and	 Europe,	 and	 more	 specifically	
France, the UK, and Germany should strategically be 
involved	in	the	region;	the	EU	cannot	be	excluded	from	
the region. 
According to S.E.M. Lechervy, the question is not how 
to build trust between possible rivals in the region, but 
rather how to build more effective regional organisations. 
Could the NATO be engaged in the region? 

On the question of the current situation in Burma and 
the Rohingyas crisis, and Beijing or New Delhi’s possible 
interventions, we must recall that 30 years ago, India did 
take position against the military regime of the generals 
in Burma. However, shortly after, New Delhi discovered 
that Beijing was making progress with Burma, and they 
decided to change their policy towards the country. 
They then decided to not completely leave the country 
open to the Chinese, and to present. Moreover, India 
has	an	offshore	field	at	the	Burmese	coast.	Regarding	
this, a strange fact is that India’s gas actually goes partly 
to China, as India couldn’t build its own pipeline going 
from Burma to North East India. Therefore, it is very 
important for India to maintain a good relationship with 
Burma, as the country’s coast also is a source of India’s 
energy supplies. 
As for the Chinese side, the question of gas is also 
essential: they are indeed trying to build a trade 
economic corridor, that would pass through Burma, 
and which is intended to be a possible solution to the 
Malacca dilemma. 
Therefore, for both Beijing and New Delhi, Burma is a 
necessary	for	natural	resources	supplies;	it	is	therefore	

in their national interests to comfort their relationship 
with the military regime. 

Conclusion: France in the trail?

To conclude, Colonel Jean-Michel Millet assesses 
France’s implication in the region, and the path it takes. 

France is de facto the only EU power with a global 
reach, even if it faces constraints. These constraints 
include the distance from France to Southeast Asia, and 
the	limitation	of	resources;	France	is	thereby	limited	in	its	
reach, and can only send a limited number of ships and 
troops in the region. More generally, there is a lingering 
perception in the region that France doesn’t belong or 
no	longer	belongs	to	the	Indo-Pacific	region.	

Additionally, a critical review of the Strategic Review 
underlines the EU’s relative lack of priority in this region. 
However, a more careful reading would show that 
France	actually	captures	the	importance	of	Indo-Pacific	
in the context of globalisation. France also clearly points 
out China as a potential threat to the region’s stability, 
even if the statement isn’t made very clearly. 

According to Colonel Millet, France should engage more 
in the region, as it has unique characteristics.
					-	Firstly,	France	has	direct	links	with	the	Indo-Pacific	

as it was long present in the oceans, and as it has 
territories in both oceans.

     - Secondly, about 130,000 French nationals live in 
Southeast Asian countries, leading the country to 
necessarily engage in the region’s stability.

    - Thirdly, France is one of the few nations to have 
a	 complete	 military	 model;	 moreover,	 the	 new	
administration decided to increase French military 
spending up to 2 % of its GDP by 2025, in order, 
amongst other things, to extend this comprehensive 
military model.

					-	Lastly,	France	can	use	unique	leverage	to	influence	
the	 international	 community,	 as	 it	 is	 one	 of	 the	 five	
permanent members of the UN Security Council 
(UNSC), one of the funding members of the EU, and 
as it is a member of more than 20 other international 
organisations. Thereby, France de facto plays a 
very	specific	 role	 in	 international	 relations,	and	 thus	
possesses tools to assure a durable engagement in 
the region. Additionally, increasing engagement in 
the region would be consistent with French national 
policies, as France’s key partners include ASEAN14;	
and as it played a major role in the COP 21 for instance. 
Regarding France’s possible strategic assets in the 
region, Paris is a key provider of submarines for 
many countries. It has an excess of USD 30 million 

14 - France’s trade with the ASEAN stays dynamic. In 2015, 
trade exchanges accounted for 6,5 % of France’s trade, and they 
represented 7,6 % in 2016. Moreover, French importations to 
ASEAN countries has increased by 4,4 % and reached € 14, 9 
billion. Source: DG Trésor, Le commerce France-ASEAN en 2016 
reste dynamique et confirme sa spécialisation, available at: <https://
www.tresor.economie.gouv.fr/Ressources/16047_commerce-
france-asean-2016-dynamique-confirme-sa-specialisation>.
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of equipment that it sold to Asian nations, along 
with ensuring technology transfers. France’s main 
partners include India, Malaysia, Australia and Japan. 

How can these assets be used together to develop a 
consistent	 strategy	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific?	 According	 to	
Colonel Millet, France needs to maintain its autonomous 
capacities in order to complete its sovereignty in the 
region and to reinforce its defence capabilities. It should 
also lever a consistent system of strategic partnership 
with an emphasis on the mutual support, and thus 
support regional powers’ capacity building by increasing 
the regional countries’ own autonomous defence 
capabilities, in order for them to be better prepared for 
the existing threats or the ones that are yet to come (the 
consequences of climate change, human migration, 
terrorism). 

Colonel Millet suggests levering other organisations to 
support capacity building projects. For example, Japan 
would be willing to support such projects, and Japan 
could share resources with France. 

To conclude, France’s strategy of engaging major global 
powers is to tackle issues of common interest, and can 
use its soft power. France can also encourage the EU to 
be fully engaged in its approach to climate change, and 
with China as well. 

Lastly, to answer the question: is France in the trail? 
No, it isn’t. France has an instrumental and timely role 
to play, in combining hard and soft power, in order to 
answer	arising	conflicts	and	challenges	in	times	of	crisis.	

This report has been prepared by Kimberley Le Pape, Research 
Assistant at Asia Centre.
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Annexe

Map: Southeast Asia

Source: CIA 2003, Southchinasea.org, available 
at: <http://www.southchinasea.org/2011/08/19/
southeast-asia-political-map-cia/>
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Map:	Indo-Pacific

Map	 of	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 by	 Thomas	 Mitchel	 from	 his	
1848 book Tropical Australia. 

Source:	 “Pivoting	 the	 map:	 Australia’s	 Indo-Pacific	
system”, Rory Medcalf, The Centre of Gravity Series, 
November	 2012,	 available	 at:	 <https://www.files.ethz.
ch/isn/175987/COG1_Medcalf_Indo-Pacific.pdf>

Graph: France’s trade with the ASEAN

Source: DG Trésor, available at: <https://www.tresor.
economie.gouv.fr/Ressources/File/434451>
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Table

Source: ASEAN, <http://asean.org/storage/2016/11/
Table20_as-of-6-dec-2016.pdf>


