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Obituary

Aileen S. P. Baviera

When Prof. Aileen Baviera passed away on 21 March 2020, many of the
heartwarming tributes—including those by Time Magazine (Leung 2020)
and the New York Times (Paddock 2020)—largely identified her as a China
specialist. She was not justa China expert, however. She had diverse interests,
was expansive in her outlook, and could often play off different perspectives
against each other (cf. Baviera 2013a). Nevertheless, that multiplicity did
have a singular foundation. If she studied China, the ASEAN, and the South
China Sea disputes, she did so to uphold Philippine sovereignty. Advancing
the Philippines’s foreign relations was the core interest that drove her
professional and academic life.

A member of the Board of Advisers of the Philippine Navy, Professor
Baviera had a “strong sense of patriotism” and an unwavering “commitment
to serve our beloved country” (Nepomuceno 2020). She was alert to its
security challenges (Baviera 1998) and ever keen to articulate and promote
the country’s interests (Baviera 2016-2017). Trying to raise awareness of the
West Philippine Sea disputes, she cowrote a primer on the issue “from a
Filipino perspective” (Baviera and Batongbacal 2013, [v]). Also, although
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foreign policy is crafted at the higher echelons of power, she never lost sight
of its “stakeholders.” She spoke with fishermen, energy players, and law
enforcement and maritime personnel to know how they saw and were affected
by the territorial disputes (Baviera 2016d). This engagement epitomized her
inclusive approach to foreign policy analysis, if not policy making, one that
integrated government, civil society, academe, and the general public.

Foreign relations do not come readily to mind when one speaks
of Philippine studies and seem to take a back seat in the minds of many
Filipinos. But the more I read Professor Baviera’s works, the more I
appreciate the subject, which is no less vital than the country’s “domestic”
concerns, i.c., history, politics, and culture. With the Philippines’s closer
engagement with China, along with its ties to the US, East Asia, and the
ASEAN, understanding basic foreign policy issues and avoiding simplistic
analyses thereof are more urgent than ever. And who could be the better
guide to the subject than Professor Baviera herself?

She graduated with a degree in BS Foreign Policy from the University of
the Philippines (UP) Diliman in 1979 (Baviera 2013b) and later worked at
the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) (Baviera 2016a). Studying in China from
1981 to 1983, she earned her MA in Asian Studies in 1987 from the UP Asian
Center; she obtained her PhD in Political Science in 2003, also from UP
Diliman. She did some civil society work from the late 1980s to the end of
the 1990s. In 1993 she was head of research for the Center for International
Relations and Strategic Studies, serving there until 1998 to work full time in
UP Diliman. At the FSI she learned firsthand the workings of actual foreign
policy making, which gave an insider’s perspective to her scholarship. She
was an adviser to Amb. Rodolfo Severino (1936-2019) (Baviera 2019a), who
played a key role in the Philippines’s response to China’s occupation of
Mischief Reef in 1995.

Her first publications in the early 1990s, and those since then, sought to
understand China, especially its foreign policy (cf. Baviera 1991a); highlight
the impact of developments in China on Manila (cf. Baviera 1991b, 1992,
2002); and articulate the Philippines’s position in light of regional and global
developments (e.g., ASEAN affairs). A glance at her CV—as it stood in
2013 —would prove that these cited sources are not the only ones she wrote on
these topics (Baviera 2013b). Spanning three decades, these writings provide
the much-needed historical context of Manila—Beijing relations today. They
help us grasp the evolution of this relationship—and her responses thereto—
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since the end of the Cold War. This period covers the aftermath of the 1989
Tiananmen Square massacre, China’s occupation of Mischief Reef in 1995,
the NBN-ZTLE Deal and Northrail Project in the 2000s, the Scarborough
Shoal standoff in 2012, the Permanent Court of Arbitration award in 2016,
and Pres. Rodrigo Duterte’s China policy (Baviera 1992, 1998, 2000, 2009,
2012, 2013a, 2015a, 2016¢, 2016-2017).

Still, we read Professor Baviera’s publications not just for historical
context. We turn to her—a scholar who knew the regional and global security
landscape, the longue durée, the facts and people on the ground, and the ins
and outs of policy making—for insights and solutions. In short essays and
journal articles, she critiqued policies and offered recommendations. For
instance, she informs us that the lack of clear definitions of the Philippines’s
territorial boundaries had always rendered difficult the management of its
territorial disputes. Welcoming the country’s Baselines Law in 2009, which
defined more clearly the nation’s territorial limits, she proposed a detailed
framework to help the government craft and pursue policies under the new
legislation (Baviera 2015b, 23). In August 2012, undeniably spurred by the
Scarborough Shoal standoff, Professor Baviera and nine colleagues who
formed the Informal Expert Group on the West Philippine Sea (2015) issued
a white paper, “Towards a Strategic Framework for Management of the West
Philippine Sea.” It sought to “underscore the urgent need for a strategic
vision, more permanent institutions” and “more effective arrangements for
policymaking and coordination to address such agenda” (ibid., 39). Months
before the 2016 elections, she spoke about the country’s foreign policy
making and discussed the role of Philippine presidents in international
affairs.

[W]e have been in situations where the institutions or individuals
tasked with foreign policy management . . . lacked the capability, the
courage or the élan to step up and provide vision or leadership when
presidents failed to do so. In such instances, we end up with a foreign
policy of “muddling through.”

... we do deserve leaders who will know how to interact with other
leaders and governments . . . without getting us deeper into conflict or
injecting major uncertainties into already complex regional relations.
(Baviera 2016b)
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Two months after the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling came out
on 12 July 2016, she exhorted China to “accept that . . . the South China Sea,
and all that it represents, is a shared resource that is vital to many nations and
peoples and not just to China,” adding that “being a respected big power does
not exempt one from the constraints of international law” (Baviera 2016c¢).

Six months after her passing, we miss, and sorely need, her guidance.
Filipinos now only have her essays and articles from which to draw
inspiration. They are arguably the most comprehensive body of scholarship
on Philippines—China relations, particularly when it comes to its security-
related aspects. I doubt if anyone else had written on the subject as much as
she did. And she always did so with clarity, nuance, and balance. To engage
China more productively, the Philippines needs to study the scholarship
she left behind. The work of a lifetime, a labor of love, it is a deep reserve of
insights to draw upon, inviting Filipinos anew to explore at this crucial time
the complexities of Philippines—China relations and to reimagine the future
of Philippine foreign policy.
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