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T he multilateral triangle

The Biden administration’s commitment to
strengthen the rules-based order is laudable
and it has no better partners than the EU and
Asean. All three parties need to act fast.

Kishore Mahbubani

For The Straits Times

Bus rides can provide settings for
great conversations, especially bus
rides at major international
conferences. In the egalitarian
setting of a bus, the high and
mighty can end up sitting with the
hoi polloi.

Solonce ended upsitting by
chance next toamightygentleman
who had once served as the chair
of the National Intelligence
Councilofthe United States. He
hadjust heard me expound on the
virtues of multilateralism, a causel
deeply believe in.

He said to me: “I can understand
why a small state like Singapore
supports multilateralism. It
enhances the influence of small
states. However, fora great power
like the US, multilateralismisa
great constraint.”

I deeply appreciated his honesty.
It captured well the ambivalence
of the US towards multilateralism.

On the one hand, most of the
1945 rules-based world order that
the world functions on today is the
gift of Western leaders after World
Warll, especially American
leaders andscholars.

Much of the content of
contemporary international law
comes from the work of US
scholars (including great ones like
Mr Louis Sohn and Professor
Thomas Franck, both of whom 1
metin NewYorkwhen Iwas
serving as ambassador to the
United Nations).

Indeed, Prof Franck, in his book
Judging The World Court, notes
that “in 1945, America seemed on
the verge of decisive commitment
to the multilateralist vision”.

Yet, as indicated by the former
chair of the National Intelligence
Council, multilateralism has often
been perceivedasa major
constraint on the US.

THE RIGHT TOSTART WARS

The biggest constraint has always
been ontheright of states tostart
wars.

Indeed, under the international
law created by the adoption and
ratification of the UN Charter in

: 1945,astateisentitledtogotowar
: under only two circumstances: ifit :
: iseither endorsed by the UN :
¢ Security Council (UNSC) orifitis
: anact of self-defence.

This is why the US invasion of

: Afghanistan after the Sept 11,2001
: attacks was legal: It wasendorsed
: bythe UNSCandanact of

. self-defence. Operation Enduring  :
: Freedom, the American-led waron :
: terror, was launcheda month later
: (Oct7) tostop the Taleban from

: providinga safe haven to the

: Al-Qaedanetworkresponsible for
: the deadlyattacks on the US.

By contrast, the invasion of Iraq

¢ inMarch 2003 wasn’tlegal since it
: wasn’tendorsed by the UNSCoran
: actofself-defence. :

Indeed, in the build-up to the

: war, I experienced one of the more
: dramatic moments in my life. :

Just before the invasion, I had

: organised abrainstorming lunchin :
: myNew Yorkapartment on the :
: merits of theinvasion. Most of the
: participants were sober, highly

: educatedandupper-class

: American intellectuals. They

: normallystay calm. Yet, they

: reacted with apoplectic anger

: when ProfFranck asked: “What's
: thedifference between the coming :
: invasion of Iragand Hitler’s :
: invasion of Czechoslovakiain

i 19397?” For amoment, I thought he
: wasgoingtobe lynched.

Yet, Prof Franck was only

: making an obvious point from the
: fundamental assumptions of the

: ruleof law. Law doesn’t

. discriminate betweenrichand

: poor, the mighty and the weak. A
: rule thatapplies to a small state

: applies equally to great powers.

Hence, when agreat power

: invadesIraq, it certainly violates
: internationallaw. This is why

: smallstates welcome

: multilateralism, Thisisalso why
: the whole world should welcome
: the commitment of the Biden

: administration tostrengthen the
: rules-based order. A rules-based
: orderisbetter thanan orderwhere
: there’s one rule for great powers
: andanother for small states,

However, to succeed in its quest

: tostrengthen the rules-based

: order, the Biden administration

: willneed partners. The best

: partners would be the two beacons
: of multilateralism we have in our

: world today: the European Union

: and Asean.

WHY THE EU AND ASEAN?

: Fewinthe world are aware that
: these two organisationsare the
: most successful regional

: multilateral organisations,

: performing much better than

: other regional organisations such
¢ asthe Organisation of American

: States, the Gulf Cooperation

i Council or the South Asian

i Association for Regional

i Cooperation.

Letme add, as an aside, that

i despite Asean’s problems with

: Myanmar, a major challenge,

i Aseanstill outperformsall these

¢ other regional multilateral

i organisations, in delivering both
: peace and prosperity to its region.

In2000, Japan’s gross domestic

i product was eight times larger

i thanthat of Asean. Now it is only
: 1.5times larger. No other regional
i organisation has grownasfastas
1 Asean.

Ininternationalrelations,

i personalrelationsmatterasmuch :
i asofficial relations. Hence, ithelps :
: alotthat US Secretary of State

¢ Antony Blinken isa fluent French

: Theworld is now rocked by
: twomajor challenges: the
: Covid-19 pandemicand

: climate change.Only

: global multilateral

: cooperation can deal with
i them. Hence, by dealing

: withthese multilaterally,
: wewill strengthen global

i multilateralimpulses.

i However, if thisisto

: happen, boththe EUand

: Asean mustactsoon.

: speaker who has developeda close
¢ personalrelationship with Mr

{ Emmanuel Macron, the President
: of France.

Among allthe globalleaders

: today, there is almost no other

¢ leader (with the possible

: exception of German Chancellor
i AngelaMerkel, whoisstepping

: downsoon) whois as eloquent or
i aspassionate in his defence of

: multilateralism as Mr Macron.

As he has said: “Multilateralism

i isnotjustanactof faith; itisan

i operationalnecessity. No country
i can overcome this challenge alone.
: International cooperation may be
: difficult, butitis objectively

¢ essential.”

He hasalsosaid: “Multilateralism

¢ istherule oflaw. Itis exchange

: between peoples, the equality

: betweenusall. Itiswhatallows us
i tobuild peace and address each of
: the challenges we face.”

Asean has demonstrated its
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i commitment to multilateralism

¢ throughits deeds. Indeed, virtually
¢ allthelarger multilateral

: organisations or processes active

¢ inthelarger East Asian region

¢ have either been created or

i supported by Asean.

One can make a veritable

i alphabetsoup just bylisting the

¢ acronyms of the many regional

¢ multilateral processes spawned,

¢ directlyorindirectly, by Asean -

¢ including, for example, the Asean

: Regional Forum (ARF) (where

i Secretary Blinken spoke at

: recently); the Asia-Europe Meeting
¢ (Asem); the Asia-Pacific Economic
: Cooperation (Apec) forum; and the
¢ Regional Comprehensive

: Economic Partnership (RCEP), just
i tonamea few.

Given the extraordinary track

i record of the EUand Aseanin

: championing multilateralismin

¢ wordsand deeds, the Biden

: administration could find no better
i partners to work within trying to

: support the strengthening of the

i 1945rules-based order.

{ NOTMUCH TIME

i The worldis now rocked by two

: major challenges: the Covid-19

¢ pandemicand climate change.

: Onlyglobal multilateral

i cooperation can deal with them.

: Hence, by dealing with these

i multilaterally, we will strengthen
¢ globalmultilateral impulses.

However, if this is to happen, both

¢ the EUand Asean mustactsoon.

The year 2024 may seem distant

: butin the US presidential election
: cycle, it could be justaround the

: corner. Many knowledgeable

: observers of the American political
¢ scene, including Mr Martin Wolf

: and Mr Edward Luce of the

: Financial Times, are warning that

¢ Mr Donald Trump remains a

i political force on the American

: scene.

It’s notinconceivable for Mr

: Trump to win the next presidential
: electionin 2024. Then the window
: ofthe US supporting

¢ multilateralism (eveninan

: ambivalent fashion) would be

¢ slammed shut again.

Hence, while the window is still

¢ open, boththe EUand Asean

: shouldseize the momentand tryto
i strengthen as many global

: multilateral institutions - such as

i the World Health Organisation

¢ and the World Trade Organisation
i —aspossible while President
 Bidenand Mr Blinken are around.
¢ Timeisof the essence. Let'sget

: cracking.

¢ stopinion@sph.com.sg
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