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In the eight minutes which have been allotted to this presentation I will make eight points about relations between the great powers in East Asia. These may be understood as Australasian viewpoints from a Canberra-based academic originally from New Zealand. They reflect trends in the changing global and East Asian power balance which are of interest to Australia, New Zealand, the South Pacific, and Southeast Asia.  Those of us living in these less than great powers need to be realistic about how much (or actually how little) influence we can expect to have over the strategic interactions between the big players. 

1. The rise of  China is still the big story. It is the main catalyst for change in the global strategic balance and also in Asia where that global balance is being determined. The necessary economic correction in China may slow its exploding growth rates but the Middle Kingdom will come through these perturbations. 

2. China’s rise is not the only game in town. India is simultaneously emerging as a great power whose profile globally and in East Asia is on the rise. Japan is adopting a new and more active regional personality and retains much economic weight and strategic potential. The United States remains the pre-eminent global power. It is also a major factor in East Asia, especially to the extent that it can successfully refocus energies dispersed after 9/11. 

3. The future of East Asia depends upon the interaction between the big four: China, India, Japan and the United States. Few periods of international history can provide us with an understanding of how the simultaneous rise and strength of so many great powers can be successfully managed. Most of the rest of us in the region are essentially spectators in this contest. Each of these four big powers face potential self-limiting factors. China’s balance between economic liberalisation and political control, India’s introspective ability to argue itself out of a stronger role, Japan’s self-doubts and demographic challenges; and America’s willingness to bear the costs of global and Asian engagement, all need to be watched. 

4. Wild cards can complicate the interaction between the great powers in East Asia. These may include Korean reunification (de facto and de jure); North Korean nuclear aggression; any serious moves in Taiwan towards independence (which seem frustrated at present); the reassertion of Russian power with teeth as well as the current rhetoric; the collapse and/or radicalisation of Pakistan; and the accelerated nuclearisation of Iran. 

5. Southeast Asia’s future role will not be in leading regional cooperative mechanisms to regulate (and restrain) the big four. Since the mid-1990s ASEAN has sponsored and led a range of cooperative mechanisms designed to engage the great powers. In the future ASEAN will be much more a follower than a leader. The same applies to Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Island countries. We’re all potential venues for this new era of great power competition. We’ll not be significant managers of that competition. 

6. Hopes for collaboration between the great powers lie in their capacity for direct cooperation in an Asian concert. This great power collaboration could serve the interests of ASEAN and Australasia but these smaller powers will be excluded from it. The concert will not depend on formal institutions and architecture (EAS, ASEAN+3, APEC et al) which often have large and memberships and unwieldy processes. It will live in patterns of informal and instinctive collaboration between the big powers. 

7. Successfully addressing the region’s major security challenges will be difficult, even if an Asian concert is in place. Most of these future challenges will centre on North Asia as will the concert itself. The Six Party Talks show us that a degree of collaboration between some of the great powers is possible (especially between China and the US), even if this process has not “resolved” the North Korean nuclear crisis. The trick is not to make the Six Party talks a wider formal mechanism for great power collaboration, but to extract the collaboration within the talks and apply it further afield. 

8. An ineffective concert is preferable to a functioning alliance of democracies which could split the region dangerously by excluding China. Growing security cooperation involving the United States, Japan, India and Australia will intensify strategic competition in Asia if it is not well managed. A surrounded China may respond with a rival grouping of dissatisfied powers, including Russia, Pakistan, Iran and at least North Korea, and a strengthened Shanghai Cooperation Organization. The Asia of 2014 may come to resemble the Europe of 1914. ASEAN countries and Australasia should therefore resist values-based visions of the future security order of Asia. This may be hardest for those of us in liberal democracies. 

