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Evolving concepts about South-east Asia and changing Chinese attitudes towards sea power have shaped events
thatare playing out now in the Sino-US contest over Asean and the broader region. Here are edited excerpts from

akeynote speech by eminent historian Wang Gungwu at arecent webinar.

Iwill begin with Asean in the
context of South-east Asiaasa
region. What s this region?
Because thatis, to me, central to
the whole story. Aseanand
South-east Asia - the twonames
are often taken together. But I
think we should be very clear that
they are very different in many
ways. Whenwe talkabout
South-east Asia, weall know which
are the countries we refer to. But
forthousands of years while the
region has been there, it never had
onesingle identity. Aseanissonew
- we date from 1967. Some people
may say we date it from1999,
whenall10 countries became
members of Asean.
“South-eastAsia” itselfhas a
name. It was some time during the
middle of World WarlI thatthe
termwas used, essentially by
strategists for the former empires.
Lookingat thelands that they
wereabout toleave, how would
they maintainany influence in that
area? That’s the starting point. So
they named it “South-east Asia”.
Having given itaname, books
werewritten. And since then, of
course, we've had hundreds of
books, thousands of articles,
writtenabout this area called
“South-eastAsia”.
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whenit talked about the BRI, the
Beltand Road Initiative. President
XiJinping announced it in 2013,

something that is straightforward.
Sowhenyou talkabout the new
Maritime Silk Route, you cannot
separate it from the Belt, the
continental Belt route, whichisto
linkup to meet the ambitions of
thetradersoverland. Andthatis
not completely a commercial
enterprise.

STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE
OF THE BELT

The Maritime Silk Route was
primarily initiated by commercial
interests, with some geostrategic
elements drawn nto it after it
became an umbrella affair by Mr
Xi. The continental Belt part of it
came from the Chinese
recognition that they needed to
develop their west - the
relationships with all those states
thatwere created out of the Soviet
Unionin Central Asia. Related to
thisis the fact that China has this
very special relationship with
Pakistan after the warwith India,
and thatisavery delicate,
extremely expensiveandvery
uncertainrelationship. But the
Chinese nevertheless developed it.

They found that it was not
enoughto have maritime interests
because naval power wasnot in
their hands. Naval power can block
off, blockade and contain Chinato
the south, in the South China Sea.
Sowhat they needed was extra
accessto the Indian Ocean. And
thisis where they are actually
doingitvialand, not by sea.

Theyare doing it through
Myanmar to Rakhine state. And
they are doingit through Pakistan
toreach the Indian Ocean so they
cangetat the oil of Iran in the
Middle East. And they are also, in
otherways, reaching out to the
Mediterraneanand farther north,
againentirely by land, all the way
to the European Union.

InSouth-east Asia, the BRI
includesland routes through Laos,
through Thailand toMalaysiaand
Singapore. And then others simply
toMyanmar, to Laosand
Cambodia, which donot depend
onthesea.

So, the Chinese are not
forgetting the fact that
dependence on the sea isitself not
safe. They have to have manyways
toreach out to marketsand
resources. The new Maritime Sea
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whether they were P
Spanish orlater Dutch, and finally
the English. The new factor was
that the Europeans knew how to
fight at sea inmore sophisticated
and technologically advanced
ways thananybody elsein the
region. And after about 150 years
orso, that naval advantage gave
themthebeginningsofa
hegemonic position. Naval power
began to dominate (he area.And

that.And they used thename
which they had usedina purely
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POST-IMPERIALVISION
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in, andthe Chinese traders became
partnerswith someof the
European enterprises. They took

on other people’s power. The
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economic debt traps, using debt to
tiecountries to China. It became

effortswill pay off in the end. But
you can see thata change in forces
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themtoadvance theirinterests.
Newterms arose bothin Chinaand
Japan: Nan'yo for the Japanese and
Nanyang for the Chinese. Both
meant the same, meaning “the
Southern Ocean”. For the first
time,a common nameappeared.
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he rthe
overland northern parts of what
we call South-east Asiatoday. But
thisone common nameled
ultimately to the Japanese
challenging Western dominance
inthis part of the world.

JAPANASSERTS ITS DOMINANCE

The Japanese had learnt from the
West; they learnt it too well. They
shared some of their ambitions,

bur theyalso took on (he idea that

There was this |dea ofan Asianism

which tothat ofthe
materialistic capitalists from the
West. Asians had a spiritual
civilisation which should be
supported,and we should drive
these Europeans out of Asia.
Except the Japanese went too
far, too fast, and whether they
weresincere about really leaving
Asiato Asians or whether it was
Asiafor the Japanese - that was
another matter. Thatled them to
startawar that they. couldn twin.

: outtotheir

Middle East, with the Mongols
expandingoverland to the Middle
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isver ‘thesole
superpower, that s, its “remnant
power” asit were, is now maritime.

China, onthe other hand, has no
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of South-east Asia could be ruled andhe sent Zheng He out to find situation for the
b'yoneempire Onepower could out. Thenet result wasat the end bysea. Themhewhole world can firsttime in history: tobe both
ofitall, after control. Itis quite i il il matters a
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same time. And to find aright
balance iswhat it talked about
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people. theyaretrying. onepart of what certain, and this isby no means has toface the fact that Asean is
Their longviewwas thatthis it they need.. hopedto new, and therefore what happens
area. hattheir coasts : bemuch onland tous, and how the West looksat
separatelycons:deredand aresafe that China can never be They thought lhanheywould The Chinese are not Asean, matter tremendously to the
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dle East into as faras resources. The new Bothsideswill continue totry toat
‘The Chinese navy under Admiral h itil least win some over to themselves.
Zhete Hooita dgoi e sea, andtheir Maritime Sea Route has Sothat willbe oneofthe
the Indian Ocean - that was not economic dependence on AMERICA'S MARITIME POWER alsotobe seenaspart of challenges that will persist. Ifthe
ing initi iti de could not 'SBRI that.Maybe even to the Chinese can make sure that Asean
Chinese.I wouldsay thathadbeen : threatenedby forceshostileto i remainsautonomous and not take
made possibleby thefactthatthe : China’s ButA ne | extentofsayingtheymay : Cchet ettt ntent
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activerelationshipwith the THENEW MARITIME SILK ROUTE Theyarenow evenmore out of the new Maritime Sea

TotheUS, that may notbe enoufh.
Butl think, to China, they would be
content ifthey can keepit that
way; they can see that as progress
because theyhad started with
Aseanestablished by theirrival.
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