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South China Sea: Impact on ASEAN

When China expanded dramatically into the South China Sea in 2015, there was little reaction.
Now, approaching one year later, scholars and nations are beginning to react and understand
how historic this move was. The geographical heart of ASEAN has been cut out. China’s “dual
strategy” offers attractive infrastructure projects and increased trade, but forbids discussion of
the South China Sea. This strategy has been quite successful. Ironically, this crisis is a great
opportunity for ASEAN to make much needed reforms without losing its unique identity. A major
factor in all this is the rapidly solidifying sense of an ASEAN identity among younger generations,
which will dramatically melt away many of ASEAN’s problems, and allow it to negotiate with
major powers as an equal. In the meantime, the rise of China may not involve any direct
confrontations, and ASEAN will probably continue to develop economically. However, the
unique, gradual and sometimes painful evolution of the past 50 years may be lost, and the region
could revert to the era of ASEAN’s founding: a group of disorganized pawns in the strategies of
the major powers.
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