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Abstract 

 
The rekindling of the US-led Quad alliance in 2017 has tested 

ASEAN ever since. Southeast Asia is at the centre of a simmering 
strategic rivalry between the two world superpowers, the United 

States and China. China’s meteoric economic ascendence on the 
global stage has shifted the balance of global power in 
contemporary geopolitics. This article seeks to examine the 

potential of the Quad and how it could shake ASEAN’s unity and 
centrality as a result of China’s rise. Beijing is aggressively asserting 

its pseudohistorical irredentist claims in the South China Sea, a 
vital route for regional trade, and creating territorial disputes with 

some ASEAN member countries. This article finds that the 
reactions of Southeast Asian states towards China’s rise as well as 
the Quad countries are diverse, but nonetheless have general likely 

trajectories. Hitherto, it has been convenient and beneficial for the 
ASEAN member states to cooperate with each other, with no bones 

of contention allowed to fracture the organization. This period of 
nonchalance has come to an end, however. Thus, the article makes 

the assertion that ASEAN will disintegrate gradually under the 
pressure of geopolitical realities. 

 

Keywords: ASEAN, China’s Rise, Quad, Disintegration 
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Introduction 

The rise of China has been the most significant development for the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), simultaneously inspiring alarm, posing a 

challenge, and offering opportunities for this group of countries. As a regional 

organization consisting of ten states with various national interests, China is 
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presently shaking the unity of ASEAN itself. All ASEAN countries have 

economic ties with China; however, maritime countries such as Vietnam, the 

Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia, and even Indonesia, also share a common issue 

with China regarding territorial disputes in the South China Sea. The 

reemergence of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue in 2017, known more 

conveniently as “the Quad,” an informal dialogue among four democratic 

nations—the United States, Australia, Japan, and India, has been viewed 

ubiquitously as a reaction to rise of China and added further tension to the 

situation by quietly coordinating security policy and military activities with China 

in mind (Grossman, 2018). 

 The revival of the Quad is undoubtedly being closely observed in 

Southeast Asia, one of the zones where Sino-American rivalry is most visible. 

Some ASEAN countries such as Thailand and Indonesia have traditionally 

attempted to walk a fine line by cultivating good relations with both the Quad 

nations and China, while one finds the other nations at various positions along 

the spectrum. Whereas the likes of the Philippines and indisputably Vietnam have 

taken a more confrontational approach towards China, especially concerning 

maritime issues, others such as Laos and Cambodia have nurtured warming ties, 

as both nations enjoy generous sums of loans and investments from China. 

Moreover, the Quad countries themselves also have economic relationships with 

China, and some also share security issues, which has caused even more 

confusion and distrust. It cannot be denied that the ASEAN countries, when 

discussing China, have varied and complex relationships both with China and 

these four democratic countries. Thus, this has begun to put a strain on ASEAN, 

as the member states have been unable to reach a common consensus on these 

issues in order to tackle them effectively. 

 This article examines the potential of the Quad’s existence to exhaust the 

unity of ASEAN due to the rise of China, which will slowly but surely dissolve 

ASEAN’s importance as an organization because of their inability to reach 
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consensus on this crucial matter. The first section of this article discusses ASEAN 

and its relationship with China, including the countries that are more concerned 

economically and have a less friendly security posture. In the next section, by 

noting that Quad is merely a loose cooperation without a specific grouping 

framework (as of yet), the article will examine the relations between Quad 

member countries and ASEAN states, particularly security-concerned countries, 

followed by multifaceted relationships between the Quad countries and China 

and some issues they have. Lastly, the last section contains the conviction that 

ASEAN will go through a slow gradual dissolution as a result of this issue by also 

taking into account ASEAN’s objectives and principles, and what might come 

next. 

 

Quad: An Overview 

The precursor to the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue arose to cooperate on 

maritime matters and disaster relief in the wake of the 2004 earthquake and 

tsunami that struck southern Thailand and the northern Sumatran region of Aceh 

in Indonesia. The Quad itself emerged in 2007 from a vision of the Indo-Pacific 

as a unified strategic region in which efforts in one area would inevitably influence 

activities in another. The grouping fell out of relevance following the Great 

Recession of 2007-2008 and Australia’s decision to leave the Quad in 2008. It 

reemerged again in 2017, motivated by two fundamental objectives. The first is 

that the four nations have a strong interest in maintaining the current order’s laws 

and norms, strengthening existing institutions, safeguarding freedom of 

navigation and trade, and boosting connectivity, economic development, and 

security within existing codes and regulations. The second point was, 

international policy watchers believed, though it was never explicitly mentioned, 

that the Quad members saw China’s growth and the scope of its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) as a threat to each country’s respective power in the region 

(Miller, M.C., 2021). Today, the countries—all democracies with 
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thriving/developed economies—are focused on a far larger agenda that includes 

addressing security, economic, and health concerns. 

 In their first virtual summit earlier in March this year, the group’s 

connecting ideals once again were underscored– democracy, a rules-based 

system, and a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific – and emphasized its position 

as a “force for global good.” These establish the broad framework within which 

the Quad will function in order to shape international order in an age of transition 

from the “unipolar” world of the US as the sole superpower to one in which China 

seeks a significant role (Kutty, S.N. and Basrur, S., 2021). 

 The Quad is a loose coalition rather than a formal alliance, and their 

diplomacy has ebbed and flowed throughout time. Japan first stressed the four 

nations’ democratic identities, whilst India appeared more at ease promoting 

functional collaboration. As for the Australian leaders, they have been hesitant to 

give the appearance that the organization is a formal alliance. As of 2021, 

policymakers in all four nations are more unified in their common reservations 

about China’s growing assertive actions in the region, and they are more prepared 

to establish a constructive agenda of collaboration. In November 2020, the four 

navies engaged in their first joint exercise in almost a decade. In March 2021, US 

President Joe Biden hosted a virtual Quad summit in which Australian Prime 

Minister Scott Morrison, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and Japanese 

Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga participated. Working groups were created on 

COVID-19 vaccinations, climate change, technology advancements, and supply-

chain resilience (Smith, S.A., 2021). 

 

ASEAN–China Relations 

Ever since the start of the dialogue process between ASEAN countries and China 

in 1991, both have broken new ground in the relationship featuring win-win 

cooperation, good-neighborliness, friendship, mutual trust, and mutual benefit 
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(Bu & Fan, 2016). ASEAN - China economic relations continue to thrive, and 

2021 marks the 30th anniversary of ASEAN-China relations. Presently, China is 

ASEAN’s largest trading partner and the third-largest external source of foreign 

direct investment (FDI). In 2020, the trade in goods reached USD 684.6 billion, 

and for the first time in history, ASEAN surpassed the EU to become China’s 

largest trading partner (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2021). In 2020, 

when the COVID-19 pandemic slashed worldwide FDI flows by 35%, and 

Southeast Asian countries suffered a 25% drop in FDI, some figures indicated 

China’s investment in ASEAN increased 52.1 percent year on year to $14.36 

billion. With the signing of the major free trade agreement Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in November 2020, numerous 

trade and economic agreements between China and ASEAN countries are 

expected to further consolidate this already lucrative relationship (Global Times, 

2021). 

 China’s so-called “charm offensive” and the ASEAN-China Free Trade 

Agreement (ACFTA) has given the impression that China was prepared to endure 

some economic cost to give the impression to ASEAN countries that China can 

be trusted and that its new regional prominence could potentially be beneficial for 

the region (Beeson, 2016, p.14). Not merely confined to the economic domain, 

both have also promoted cooperation in science and technology, connectivity, as 

well as socio-cultural cooperation (ASEAN, 2018). When the Covid-19 pandemic 

hit in early 2020, countries in Southeast Asia were quick to collaborate with China 

from the very beginning of the crisis. Recently in October 2021, ASEAN and 

China released a joint statement related to the COVID-19 pandemic recovery 

framework, emphasizing the significance of ASEAN and China cooperation on 

the COVID-19 response and economic recovery, recognizing the existing 

accomplishments of the two sides (ASEAN, 2021). Aside from ASEAN as an 

organization, Indonesia and Malaysia have comprehensive strategic partnerships 

with China, while Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar have 
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comprehensive strategic cooperative partnerships with China (Sam & Van, 2015, 

p. 187). Thus, for the mainland ASEAN countries, China is especially important. 

 Since the outbreak of COVID-19, China has undertaken a number of steps 

to demonstrate its commitment to globalization, interdependence, and 

multilateralism. The most notable of these has been its widespread medical 

assistance to and unflinching support for the WHO (Feldwisch-Drentrup, 2020). 

However, China’s increasingly bellicose rhetoric and aggressive actions in the 

South China Sea present a stark contradiction. China appears to support 

multilateralism when, and only when, it serves to strengthen its own unilateral 

aspirations.  

 Some ASEAN countries are very concerned about security cooperation, 

particularly in ensuring freedom of maritime and aeronautical movement 

throughout the South China Sea. Beijing’s assertions of sovereignty and insistence 

on special rights within the “nine-dash line” spanning practically the entire South 

China Sea have heightened regional tensions. With its now-infamous rejection of 

the historic UNCLOS judgment in favour of the Philippines in 2016, China has 

further eroded the authority and credibility of international arbiters. The nine 

dash line is undoubtedly controversial because it covers territories that are deemed 

exclusive to the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam, and 

Indonesia (the Natuna Islands) (De Castro, R.C., 2020). 

 The mainland ASEAN nations of Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and 

Myanmar are not parties to the issue and have not actively addressed China on 

the South China Sea. Significantly, most of these ASEAN continent-based 

countries, such as Laos and Cambodia, have often relied extensively on China. 

China is the most essential element of the rapid development for both Laos and 

Cambodia, through development aid programs and FDI. With such a strong 

reliance on China, these member countries will not allow ASEAN to jeopardize 

their relationships with China over a scenario in which they are not engaged 

(Raymond, G., 2021). 
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 This situation has become one principal obstacle in achieving consensus 

on a coherent ASEAN response to China’s actions in the South China Sea. As 

mentioned by Sheldon W. Simon (2012), “ASEAN states take varying positions 

on the SCS dispute; Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar lean towards China; 

Malaysia and Indonesia are cautious about US involvement; Thailand and 

Singapore are neutral; while both Vietnam and the Philippines welcome an 

American role.” 

 ASEAN calls for “peaceful resolution of disputes” in the South China Sea; 

however, it has not been effective so far in preventing China from asserting its 

territorial claims. Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei are the claimants 

(O’Neill, 2018). Indonesia, even though it does not have any active territorial 

disputes with China in the South China Sea, is involved in a dispute with China 

over the Natuna Islands, and it also claims the Exclusive Economic Zone in the 

resource-rich waters around these islands (Wong, 2017). Lately Indonesia has 

intensified patrols around the Natuna islands following the detection of Chinese 

and US vessels near these international waters (Aljazeera, 2021). 

 Therefore, ASEAN countries like Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia are 

very much pro-China, since their own economic development is highly dependent 

on Beijing, while some others have cooler relations, like Singapore and Malaysia. 

Then, there are ASEAN security-concerned countries that feel threatened by 

China, such as the Philippines and Vietnam (Raymond, G., 2021). With some 

member states being economically dependent on China, it would be challenging 

for ASEAN to take a firm stance against or in favour of the situation, even if it 

ever desired. 

 

ASEAN–Quad Countries Relations 

Individually and collectively, the Quad countries have been engaging with the 

members of ASEAN and affirmed their strong support for ASEAN centrality as 
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well as ASEAN-led regional architecture, particularly for ASEAN’s efforts in 

developing an Indo-Pacific outlook (Quad backs ASEAN-led system, 2019). 

ASEAN, though it is not officially part of the Quad, is central to the Indo-Pacific 

strategies of the US and its allies. However, there is no single, agreed-upon 

position in Southeast Asia about the Quad. Despite, some would say, strong 

incentives, most Southeast Asian governments are neither officially embracing 

the Quad nor are they actively seeking to resist or reject the emerging conversation 

(Laksmana, E. A., 2020). 

 Views toward the Quad vary by country. However, most ASEAN states 

remain uneasy about the four-country grouping, viewing it as a challenge to 

“ASEAN centrality,” the idea that ASEAN serves as the fundamental platform 

for regional organizations. Simply stated, the Quad has raised concerns about 

ASEAN’s standing in the developing regional architecture (Stromseth, J., 2021). 

Looking into more specific cooperation between the Quad member countries, 

despite their wariness of what the Quad might mean for its centrality, ASEAN 

has generally praised efforts by the United States to broaden the grouping’s scope 

beyond security to include new vaccine cooperation and working groups on 

climate change and emerging technologies (Stromseth, J., 2021). Back in 2009, 

the United States launched sub-regional and bilateral initiatives to boost ties with 

Southeast Asia, including the Lower Mekong Initiative to deepen cooperation 

between the United States and ASEAN members Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 

Thailand, and Vietnam on issues related to the environment, health, education, 

and infrastructure development (Mekong-US Partnership, 2021). 

 Japan and ASEAN adopted a number of activities aimed at reducing the 

impact on the present economy and increasing economic resilience in the post-

COVID-19 period, including initiatives in the digital economy and supply chains 

(Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, Japan, 2020). Former Prime Minister 

Yoshihide Suga chose Vietnam and Indonesia as his first overseas destinations to 

visit in 2020. In Vietnam, he delivered a remark and stressed that Japan and 
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ASEAN would continue to work next to each other as equal partners to increase 

connectivity, people-to-people interaction, and human resource development. He 

further emphasized that the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP), which 

ASEAN approved in 2019, has essential conceptual overlap with Japan’s FOIP 

(Miyake, K., 2020). ASEAN Mekong River country leaders have previously 

reaffirmed the importance of FOIP after Japan agreed to promote quality 

infrastructure projects along the Mekong River (Sim, 2018). In addition, the 

Philippines has also agreed to work toward this strategy (Kyodo, 2019). 

 In Narendra Modi’s (the Prime Minister of India) Act East policy, he is 

also keen to strengthen ties with ASEAN members in developing maritime 

cooperation (Chand, 2018, p. 128). Considering India’s size and military prowess, 

India could be the right partner for ASEAN (Wagle, 2018). Such partnership has 

been underway, for instance, the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) proposed 

by New Delhi at the 14th East Asia Summit in Bangkok in November 2019. This 

partnership has been seen as a game-changer in driving rigorous interaction 

between India and ASEAN based on the integration of strategic interests in 

political-economic and socio-cultural fronts while ensuring safety, maritime 

security, and stability in the vital Indo-Pacific region (Chirathivat, S. and De, P., 

2020). In the meeting between India and Indonesia in May 2018, both countries 

also agreed on the importance of a free, open, transparent, rules-based, and 

peaceful Indo-Pacific region (Kaura, 2018). 

 Indonesia, with its geography as a gateway between the Asian continent 

and Oceania, as well as between the Pacific and Indian oceans (the critical 

Malacca Strait being an oil supply bottleneck), seems to be comfortable with the 

Indo-Pacific concept. In January 2019, the Indonesian Minister of Foreign Affairs 

stated the country’s interest in leading other ASEAN countries to build a 

framework for FOIP (Lee, 2019), and up to this day, the cooperation under the 

FOIP framework is still being established and worked on. The current demands 

of Indonesia under Joko Widodo, are varied and diverse, but mostly revolve 
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around economics. Indonesia needs both the United States and China. Given 

China’s status as Indonesia’s top economic partner, the US remains economically 

and strategically important to the country, particularly as a counter-balance to 

China’s influence and strength. In addition, noting the increasingly negative 

opinion from the Indonesian public towards China (Tarahita & Rakhmat, 2019), 

there is the possibility that Indonesia will end up leaning more towards the Quad 

side, or even aligning with AUKUS or the Quad. 

 Furthermore, Vietnam is a good example of a Southeast Asian country 

that is willing to build up its defence relationship with the Quad. Vietnam engaged 

in pandemic-related talks with Quad members and other partners. The US under 

Biden has continued to follow Trump’s approach of building closer ties with 

Vietnam on security matters, while also rhetorically shifting to a more 

confrontational approach toward China (Tran, B.T., 2021). A joint statement 

with India has also been issued to uphold freedom of navigation and overflight in 

the South China Sea. Japan has also come into the discussion, and maritime 

cooperation was deepened by allowing a Japanese submarine first port in Vietnam 

(Grossman, 2018). More and more, it seems more a question of when will, rather 

than if, Vietnam will sign up to the Quad. 

 

Quad Countries–China Relations 

The Quad countries share a common interest regarding their concern on the rise 

of China. The US and its Quad allies have been discussing FOIP in response to 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative. China’s strategy has caused these liberal 

stakeholders to invest in the maintenance of FOIP itself (Foreign Policy Research 

Center, 2018, p. 8). The significant threat comes from the Chinese military, as 

indicated by its assertive pursuit of territorial claims in South Asia, the South 

China Sea, and the East China Sea. On the other hand, it is also economic and 

scientific. China is a key stakeholder in international supply chains, most notably 
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now as a vaccine provider, a significant worldwide investor through the BRI, and 

a rapidly developing technology power (Kutty, S.N. and Basrur, S., 2021). 

China has been undoubtedly challenging the hegemonic status of the 

United States in the global power structure. China has always considered the 

Quad as an American-led effort to control and undermine its global expansion. 

Despite the polarisation of politics in the United States, with deep animosity 

growing between the two parties, Democratic President Joe Biden has so far 

indicated that he would have a similar approach to China as the former 

Republican President, Donald Trump (although Biden rejects Trump’s unilateral 

instincts, and favours multilateralism). This strategy, which emphasizes strong 

collaboration between the US and its strategic allies, has been defined by Biden 

as the foundation of his China policy since he came to power. The Biden cabinet 

also intends to keep Trump’s tariffs on Chinese imports to a large extent, though 

it will reopen an exclusion procedure to grant exemptions for some commodities. 

In other words, key aspects of Trump’s China trade strategy will remain intact 

(Chalfant, M., 2021). 

 The relationship between India and China has primarily resulted in 

disagreements, and it has been worsening in recent months. The latest conflict 

was the border dispute in Ladakh in the Himalayan border area. Tens of 

thousands of troops, backed by artillery, tanks, and jet fighters, are now stationed 

along the de facto frontier known as the Line of Actual Control (LAC). The LAC 

connects the Himalayan territory of Ladakh in the west to Arunachal Pradesh in 

India’s east, which China claims entirely. In 1962, India and China waged a 

devastating war over the border that spanned for 3,500km (2,200 miles) 

(Westcott, S. P., 2021). India is forced to rethink China’s vision of an Asian 

structure with India since Beijing has surpassed India and other powers on many 

accounts to improve its “comprehensive national power” (Panda, 2018, p. 102). 

China has also interfered in what India considers as its spheres of influence. 
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 Japan is still engaged in the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands dispute in the East 

China Sea. Tensions between Japan and China have lately risen in 2020, when 

Japan claimed that China has “relentlessly continued attempts to unilaterally 

change the status quo by coercion in the sea area around the Senkaku Islands,” 

and “Japan cannot accept China’s actions to escalate the situation” (Mochizuki, 

M. and Han, J., 2020). There are also deep anti-Japanese sentiments within China 

which have not dissipated following World War 2, and a recent survey showed 

that 66.1% of Chinese people have a negative impression of Japan (The Japan 

Times, 2021). Moreover, a more assertive Chinese military has also threatened 

Japanese security and maritime strategic interests, since Japan relies on the 

Malacca Strait as well as the free passage in the seas for its energy imports (Panda, 

2018, p. 101). 

 As for Australia, the government declared that it would “stand up” to 

China in the latter part of 2016. In early October 2021, the US, UK, and Australia 

announced the AUKUS pact, a security agreement designed to counter China. 

Recently, Beijing has launched a trade disruption campaign that has affected over 

a dozen Australian exports, ranging from coal to wine. Moreover, in April 2020, 

Australian political leaders gave the impression of conspiring with the Trump 

administration to launch an assault on China in response to the COVID-19 

outbreak (The Washington Post, 2020). There has also been a lot of anxiety 

among the public and especially the media over the encroaching Chinese 

influence in Australian politics and society (Thiessen, 2019). 

 Despite all of this ill-feeling and resentment, these four countries are 

heavily tied to the Chinese economy. China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) has funded many infrastructure projects in India, making India the 

second-largest shareholder in the AIIB and its largest borrower (Iwanek, 2021). 

China is Japan’s biggest trading partner (Ezrati, 2019). Japan has also enjoyed 

Chinese tourists’ “explosive buying” on such things as cosmetics and health-care 

supplements (Ryall, J., 2015). China has been one of Boeing’s most vital 
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customers in recent years (Thomas, 2019). More than other Quad country, 

Australia has maintained strong economic ties with China, with Beijing 

remaining Canberra’s largest trading partner, and Chinese visitors make up 15% 

of Australian international tourists as of 2019. (Thiessen, 2019). 

 

ASEAN Dissolution 

The reactions of Southeast Asian states towards China’s rise as well as the Quad 

countries with their FOIP strategy are diverse. Beijing’s commercial influence is 

powerful in most mainland ASEAN countries, while maritime states are more 

concerned about their security issues. While this situation itself has brought into 

question ASEAN unity, it may deteriorate further with the response from 

Vietnam and Indonesia, the nations that appeared to be the most supportive of 

FOIP, particularly viewed in the light of both countries’ deepened defence 

relations with the Quad members. If ASEAN remains incoherent in forming a 

united position regarding China on the South China Sea dispute, eventually, one 

or more of these ASEAN states adjacent to the South China Sea might align with 

the Quad, and the Quad would be delighted to see this happen, which would then 

deepen the cracks within ASEAN. 

 ASEAN centrality worked well during the Cold War as the original five 

founding countries had no territorial/political disputes with either of the world’s 

two superpowers, the US and USSR. The current ASEAN members that were 

parties of the second and third Indochina wars (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos) 

only joined ASEAN in the 1990’s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, spelling 

an end to the Cold War. Moreover, the Soviet Union was never a major part of 

the global economy, much less ASEAN’s main trade partner as China currently 

is. There did not exist diverging economic interests between the nations of 

southeast Asia as there are now. Mainland southeast Asia is deriving greater and 

greater gains in investment and loans from partnering with China, whereas 
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maritime southeast Asia looks to lose overall from China’s assertive expansionist 

actions in the South China Sea. As mentioned, these nations have strong 

economic ties with China too, but the economic loss these countries would suffer 

from having access to the rich resources of the South China sea withheld from 

them would far outweigh these trade and investment links, still less the de facto 

loss of sovereignty that would follow from such a scenario, which would be 

disastrous. Even if the elites of these nations could be monetarily coerced into 

accepting this new paradigm, it would put them in a precarious position 

politically, with no one wanting to appear as content with placing their nation 

under the suzerainty of Beijing. If one examines the ASEAN Declaration, it states 

that the aims of the Association are: 

1. to accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural 

development in the region 

2. to promote regional peace and stability through abiding respect for 

justice and the rule of law in the relationship among countries in the region 

and adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter (ASEAN, 

2020). 

 It is economic growth that the former aim places an unspoken emphasis 

on, with sociocultural links largely stated as window dressing. As argued above, 

if some countries are set to gain and some are set to lose economically (as well as 

politically) from the rise of China and all of the implications that come with it, 

then this will open up a chasm of diverging interests within ASEAN, and 

ultimately resentment and animosity that would create institutional paralysis. As 

for the latter aim, if China merely upholds support for multinational organizations 

when it works to its advantage and ridicules them when it does not, such as the 

UNCLOS judgment in favour of the Philippines over the South China Sea 

Arbitration, then ASEAN will eventually have to confront China when it does 

not abide by international law, or bow to it and abandon this ambition. 
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 ASEAN member states have espoused fundamental principles in their 

relations with one another. Among these is mutual respect for the independence, 

sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity, and national identity of all nations 

(ASEAN, 2021a). If some ASEAN countries do not respect the sovereignty of 

other members, even if indirectly through passive approval or even non-alignment 

with their fellow members with regard to territorial disputes with 3rd parties such 

as China and effectively cooperate on it (another principle), then ASEAN has no 

future. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the existence of the Quad may clearly exasperate the pre-existing 

institutional indisposition of ASEAN. China has indeed become ASEAN’s 

largest trading partner, but maritime countries adjacent to China have become 

increasingly insecure due to the South China Sea dispute, which threatens their 

economic lifelines coming from the West. Moreover, though China also shares 

economically beneficial relationships with the Quad members, it seems that these 

four countries’ primary intention is to watch over China’s Rise, making sure that 

China will not become the sole superpower in the Indo-Pacific region. Quad only 

arose as a counterweight to China, thus, it could be an essential factor in 

maintaining the regional balance of power. If some ASEAN states decide to join 

the Quad or act against it, this will lead to the dissolution of the multinational 

body, and in the worst-case scenario, cause a proxy war between the Southeast 

Asian nations, if a second cold war were to develop between China and the Quad. 

Power, for better or worse, remains the essential element in global politics. 

ASEAN countries might have thought that the institution would have reshaped 

their internal relations with the external major powers. In lieu of that, the major 

powers, including China and the Quad members, were actually reshaping the 

relationship between ASEAN member states. As a final remark, it seems obvious 
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that ASEAN would have greater autonomy, power, and relevance if it could 

speak in one voice surrounding these issues, particularly on such salient issues of 

core power as territorial integrity and coercive force. If ASEAN cannot do this, 

and soon, it will fracture into subgroups where interests align more readily and in 

a nightmare scenario, fracture into a geopolitical context akin to the Iron Curtain 

that emerged in post war Europe. 
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