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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION: SOUTHEAST ASIA, A REGION OF DIVERSITY AND 

COMPLEXITY 

 

In its earliest manifestation the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) was not a “security” project. Nevertheless, since the inception of 

ASEAN under the rubric of promotion of regional peace and security, entailed in 

the ASEAN founding document the newborn organization rapidly became 

involved with security-related matters.1 The presence of long lasting rivalries 

between Indonesia and Malaysia and Malaysia, Philippines and Singapore, the 

pressing need to stabilize the region to increase the level of foreign investments, 

improve economic growth and guarantee the people well being as well as the 

eruption of new bloody conflicts, such as the Cambodian crisis and the 

consequent negative spillover effects to neighbouring countries, pushed ASEAN 

founding members - namely Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand - towards stronger cooperative efforts, not only in economic and 

political areas, but also in the security sphere.  

 Yet so long as the bipolar conflict between the Soviet Union and the United 

States played out, the region was mainly dominated by the balance of power of 

the two major powers counterbalanced by the oscillating role of China and, in 

practical terms, security responded to the need to maintain the political and 

military balance between the East and the West. In fact, as Ali Atlas, the former 

Indonesian Prime Minister, pointed out: “regional security requires an 

equilibrium between the major powers and between them and Southeast Asia”.2 

 In the wake of the Cold war, however, the shift in the geopolitical security 

environment challenged traditional balance of power theory, occasioning new 

opportunities for increasing processes of regional security cooperation. It is not 

��������������������������������������������������������

1. ASEAN Secretariat, Bangkok Declaration, 1967, available on ASEAN website 
http://www.aseansec.org/1212.htm. 
2. Ali Atlas, “Live and let lived”, Far Eastern Economic Review, 11 July 1991, p. 13. 
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surprising, therefore, that in the vacuum left by the Soviet Union and the decrease 

of the United States military presence, Southeast Asia experienced a proliferation 

of multilateral institutions, such as the formation of the ASEAN Regional Forum 

(ARF), the institutionalization of the ASEAN plus Three (ASEAN +3) and the 

enlargement of ASEAN. These newborn multilateral institutions became 

important alternatives to seek security through the development of common 

norms and mechanisms to deal with security issues. Their importance was then 

further strengthened by the porosity of national boundaries, which urged for new 

responses to “contain” political, economic or environmental challenges that go 

beyond the nation state level.3 International institutions thus started to be viewed 

as the most appropriate tools to overcome "the collective action problem" by 

promoting new forms of regional cooperation and advancing new mechanisms to 

respond to contemporary threats.  

 This new situation opened, therefore, a window of opportunity for ASEAN. In 

fact, the decline of balance of power gave the Association a new margin of 

freedom to pursue autonomous economic and security goals. On the other hand, 

however, the recent ascendance of new regional powers, such as India, China and 

Japan has also started to restrain ASEAN's room for manoeuvre to lead Asian 

regional institutions. The new developments that the Association underwent in the 

last two decades suggest, nonetheless, ASEAN's effort to maintain its regional 

centrality, through a progressive redefinition of its goals and the adoption of new 

political, economic and security instruments. This gradual expansion of ASEAN-

centred processes of community building has not only focused on the internal 

dimension of cooperation, but has also been aimed at engaging external partners 

through the creation of new multilateral frameworks of dialogue. The wide array 

of new policies on which ASEAN embarked requires, however, a greater capacity 

to implement the new outlined measures, which is a major challenge for the 

��������������������������������������������������������

3. Stephen D. Krasner, “Rethinking the Sovereign State Model”, Review of International 

Studies, vol. 27, no. 5, December 2001, pp. 17-42.; Edward Newmann, “Failed State and 
International Oder: Constructing a Post-Wesphalian World”, Contemporary Security 

Policy, vol. 30, no. 3, December 2009, pp. 421-443.; Raymo Vayrynen, “Complex 
Humanitarian Emergencies: Concepts and Issues”, in Wayne E. Nafziger et al. War, 

Hunger and Displacement: The Origins of Humanitarian Emergencies, vol. 1. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 9. 
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organization due to the political, economic, cultural and security diversity of its 

members. Nonetheless, in the absence of the necessary internal cohesion it will be 

difficult for ASEAN to achieve effective mechanisms and modalities of security 

governance. In this perspective the "widening of the ASEAN agenda without its 

deepening" could become one of the major problems ahead, especially if the 

Association is not capable of putting into practice the mechanisms that have been 

sketched in the three Blueprints of the ASEAN Community. 

 Against this background to study ASEAN's role as a vehicle of cooperation 

provides a case of particular interest of investigation for several reasons: to 

analyse the progressive shift of ASEAN to become a more rule-based 

organization and to addressing its security problems more actively; to better 

explore how regional institutions can be instrumental for the development of 

cooperative security (CS) mechanisms, suitable to meeting traditional and non- 

traditional security challenges in such diverse and complex regional contexts.  

 

ASEAN came into existence in the Cold war context, in 1967, after the informal 

and friendly negotiations conducted at the quiet Beach Resort of Bang Saen by the 

five Southeast Asian Foreign Ministers, Adam Malik of Indonesia, Narciso R. 

Ramos of the Philippines, Tun Abdul Razak of Malaysia, S. Rajaratnam of 

Singapore and Thanat Khoman of Thailand. On that occasion the idea to form the 

Association became a reality, but no one could have thought that in a few years 

this nascent Association would have turned into one of the most suitable 

environments to facilitate inter-regional dialogue and new mechanisms of 

confidence building. Although ASEAN is basically a product of the Cold war its 

experience did not come to an end in the Nineties. On the contrary, in the Nineties 

not only did ASEAN survive but it took new initiatives to revitalize Southeast 

Asian regionalism. Particularly, in the security field the Association took up new 

responsibilities in the fight against a wide range of issues from traditional military 

threats, relating to the territorial security of national states, to new security 

challenges from the global economic crisis to terrorism, disaster management, 

transnational crime and disease control. Moreover with the ASEAN Charter the 

Association acquired a legal personality (art. 3. ASEAN Charter, 2007) and 
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during the 7th Summit in Bali, 2003, embarked in new projects, such as the 

construction of the three ASEAN Communities (ASC). Recently its international 

presence has incrementally grown. In 2006 ASEAN obtained observer status at 

the UN. In the last ten years it has signed agreements with all industrialized 

countries. And its international presence is increasingly recognized by the new 

interest of US policy to engage the Association as displayed during the Obama 

and Clinton' official trips to Southeast Asia, the first US-ASEAN Summit held in 

Singapore in 2009 and the second US-ASEAN Summit of New York in 2010".4  

 In the light of these new dynamics how can one explain ASEAN's role and 

influence in the Southeast Asian region? To what extend has the Association 

contributed to the enhancement of regional security and to alter state' behaviours 

from conflictive to cooperative forms of relations? 

 Initial attempts to answer these questions date already back to the end of the 

Nineties when in the wake of "new regionalism" some scholars tried to explain 

the formation of cooperative security systems (CSS) in Southeast Asia, mostly 

making use of Karl Deutsch "security community" approaches. In our view, 

however, these contributions suffer from the weaknesses of over-emphasizing the 

elite-level socialization, and especially the making of Southeast Asian regional 

identity. In fact paraphrasing Beeson, given that "the idea of Southeast Asia is a 

relatively new one, a common state of identity or a collective state is yet relatively 

underdeveloped across the region".5  

This study proposes, therefore, an alternative theoretical perspective to analyse 

the Southeast Asian security system through the framework of Attinà's “regional 

security partnership” (RSP). A RSP is the arrangement through which 

governments, despite their distinctive features, the lack of a collective identity and 

unequal level of transactions, construct cooperative security systems (CSS) at a 

regional level to accommodate interstate interactions, the regulation of crises and 

the management of common problems.6 At present this CS framework has mostly 

��������������������������������������������������������

4. Hillary Clinton, Speach at the East-West Center, 28 Ottobre, 2010, Hawaii. 
5. Mark Beeson, "Introduction: Making Sense of Southeast Asia", in Mark Beeson, 
Contemporary Southeast Asia. Basingtoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2 ed., 2009, p. 11.  
6. Fulvio Attinà, Regional security partnership: the concept, the model, practise and a 

preliminary comparative scheme, Jean Monnet Working Paper in Comparative and 
International Politics, JMWP no. 58, July 2005; Fulvio Attinà, The Euro-Mediterranean 
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been recognized by analysts as valid to explain the regional security dynamics of 

the European region but objections have been raises to what concerns regions of 

the developing world mostly due to the lack of appropriate conditions. On one 

hand, in fact, the imperatives of “non interference” and “sovereignty”, which are 

at the core of the ASEAN way, appear to limit the promise of ASEAN as a 

security actor, on the other, scholars being much inspired by the EU, 

underestimate processes, which are basically founded on informality and 

intergovernamentalism. To consider the EU as a kind of Gold Standard may, 

however, create a falsified picture, which risks obscuring the importance of other 

regional processes, which follow different paths to development, but are no less 

significant for this reason. As noted by Katzenstein, in fact, regions largely differ 

in their institutional form, type of identity and internal structure,7 with the 

consequence that there are different understandings, interests and goals behind 

regional security cooperation and that the lack of a certain degree of formality 

doesn't coincide with the lack of influence. 

 This study is, therefore, an opportunity that cannot be missed to explore through 

an alternative lens of analysis the relevance and the potential of a regional 

institution in pushing forward new mechanisms for the co-management of 

security problems aimed at better addressing the security challenges faced by the 

region, thus going beyond the empiricism, which for long time has characterized 

ASEAN studies.8 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

Project of Security Partnership in Comparative Perspective, Jean Monnet Working Paper 
in Comparative and International Politics, JMWP no. 52, September 2004. 
7. Peter Katzenstein, A World of Regions. Asia and Europe in the American Imperium. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005.  
8. Donald Emmerson, “ASEAN as an international Regime”, Journal of International 

Affairs, vol. 41, no. 1, Summer/Fall, 1987, pp. 1-16.  
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1.1. Southeast Asia: a region of diversity 
 

 The path towards the construction of the ASEAN RSP cannot ignore the sheer 

diversity in terms of history, political systems, religious beliefs, cultural 

traditions, and degree of development of ASEAN members. Of course to analyse 

these characters an entire book would not be enough, and this is neither the object 

nor the aspiration of this work. Nevertheless, only by attempting to capture the 

national diversities of the region, can we understand why cooperation, particularly 

in the security field, and the formation of common goals and norms are here more 

challenging that in other regions of the world. This introductory paragraph will 

thus attempt to trace some basic historical, economic and cultural contours of the 

Southeast Asian region. 

 The term “Southeast Asia” entered IR vocabulary only soon after the Japanese 

occupation during the WWII when the British began to use the term to describe a 

particular field of operations in the fight against the Japanese.9 Geographic 

proximity was, in fact, the main criterium to define Southeast Asia as a region, 

but although these countries are neighbours, the historical development of 

archipelagic nations of maritime Southeast Asia has been significantly different  

from that of mainland Southeast Asia. Thailand, Burma and Cambodia, in fact, 

had flourishing economies long before the colonial era, while maritime barriers 

hampered the development of the maritime regions for centuries.  

 Apart from this, the other distinctive character of Southeast Asia is the variety of 

cultural traditions and civilizations (Islam, Confucianism and Javanese), the 

different ethnic bases of the societies, and the presence of multiple religions. For 

example, Islam is the predominant religion of Indonesia, Brunei and Malaysia, 

Buddhism is to be found in Vietnam, Thailand, Burma and Singapore and 

Christianity in the Philippines. In general terms, nonetheless, diverse religious 

��������������������������������������������������������

9. Amitav Acharya, The Quest for Identity. International Relations of Southeast Asia, 

Singapore. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000; Tim Huxley “Southeast Asia in the 
Study of International Relations: The Rise and Decline of a Region”, The Pacific Review, 
vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 199-228, 1996; Shaun Narine, Explaining ASEAN. Regionalism in 

Southeast Asia. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner, 2002, p. 9; Mark Beeson, 
"Introduction: Making Sense of Southeast Asia" cited., p. 4. 
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communities live side by side throughout whole the region. Figure 1.4. 

summarizes how different are the overall circumstances confronting Southeast 

Asia in terms of population growth, ethnic composition, religion and political 

groups. The table also highlights that the original ASEAN group initially included 

Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore and that the former 

Indochinese States have only recently been incorporated into the group.  

 Given this picture, while some authors still doubt the existence of common 

regional patterns, some others have suggested that the region had a "unity in its 

diversity". Other scholars also gave the regional approach a more positive 

connotation suggesting, for example, that Southeast Asia was a region in the sense 

that the Mediterranean was for Fernand Braudel.10 That is to say as a common 

space where states are bound not only by geographic and economic ties, but by 

the establishment of political and cultural relations, linkages and contacts. 

Accordingly, in line with an institutionalist perspective, this study will consider 

the Southeast Asian region as a "dynamic space", where national states, despite 

the variety of political forms and levels of economic performance, are involved in 

a process of institution building through which they develop and establish new 

ties and mechanisms of cooperation. 

 

1.1.2. ASEAN members: a fragmented political picture 

 

 Above all, resulting from the exigencies of colonial powers, the modern history 

of the region has been marked by mutual antagonism and different paths to 

political development. It is not surprising therefore, that many ASEAN members 

have border disputes with their neighbours. Importantly, these challenges have 

included the Indonesian policy of contesting the legitimacy of the Malaysian 

Federation - the so called konfrontasi - and the Philippines - Malaysia dispute 

over Sabah. Over the years territorial disputes have continued to divide the region. 

Importantly, the dispute over the Spartly's islands, the mistrust between Singapore 

and Malaysia, and Singapore and Indonesia, the presence of separatist movements 

��������������������������������������������������������

10. Nicholas Tarling, Historians and Southeast Asian History. Auckland: NZ, Asia 
Institute, 2000, pp. 100-101.   
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in Southern Thailand, Aceh and Mindanao and the Thailand-Cambodia border 

conflict continue to seriously challenge regional stability. This picture of 

acrimony is not unexpected given the fact that during the colonial era 

communities were often divided, while others lacking in common heritage were 

grouped together.11  

 However, the impact of colonization has not been uniform across the region. 

Indonesia and the Philippines fought repeated wars and insurgencies against the 

Dutch. Indochina's long march to independence led to a protracted brutal war, 

which spread into Laos and Cambodia becoming an engagement of the Cold war. 

By contrast, Thailand has not been occupied and colonized in a formal sense by a 

European power and since the 1932 revolution has been dominated by a military 

and bureaucratic elite for half a century.   

 In the light of this historical heritage the spectrum of ASEAN political regimes 

is very broad. The major political change that the region encountered concerns 

Indonesia, where the collapse of Suharto after 32 years of power, led to a 

progressive move towards democracy. In fact, after the historic elections of 2004, 

the country entered into a new effective phase of "transition from autocratic rule 

to democracy”,12 which rendered Indonesia the new champion of democratic 

values and broader reforms within the ASEAN community.13 Also Thailand, the 

Philippines and Malaysia are apparently moving towards democracy but without 

witnessing real regime change. In fact, in the Philippines and Thailand, elites still 

dominate political life, while in Malaysia, the Barisan National headed by the 

main Malay party, has ruled the country since the Sixties. In Singapore, 

meanwhile, the continuity of political power in the hands of the Lee Kuan Yew's 

family demonstrate that Singapore has not moved from its traditional "soft 

authoritarianism", in which the government acts as business partner and driver of 

key sectors of the economy.14 
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11. ibidem. See also: M. C. Ricklefs ed al., A New History of Southeast Asia. Basingtoke 
UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 
12.European Community, Indonesia. European Community Strategic Paper 2007-2013. 
13. ibidem. 
14. Damien Kingsbury, "Southeast Asia: A Community of Diversity", Politics and 

Policy, vol. 35, no. 1, pp. 5-25, march 2007. 
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 On the other side of the spectrum "authoritarianism" seems to be the common 

feature of the other ASEAN members and it is unlikely to disappear in any grand 

wave of democratization. Since the signature of the Paris Agreement in 1991 

Cambodia has launched a process of democratic transition and economy 

reconstruction but the Cambodian Peoples' Party (CPP) under the direct 

leadership of former Prime Minister Hun Sen appears to favour only superficial 

reforms and has strongly maintained power in its hands.15 In Vietnam the pre-

eminence of the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) is not under question. The 

CPV, in fact, continues to exert its authority and holds ultimate responsibility for 

all important policy decisions even if the country has started to liberalize its 

economy. Similarly Lao PDR, has remained a stable one-party state since 1975, 

when the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP) became the only legal 

political party.16 Tiny Brunei continues to be an authoritarian wealthy state under 

the rule of Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah, who became Brunei’s 29th 

sultan in 1967.  Finally, the Myanmar's military regime established in 1988 when 

the military took over power to form the State Law and Order Restoration 

Country, has ruled the country ever since. The applauded November 2010 

election, which took place after external pressures and economic embargoes, has 

not opened the path to significant political changes. On the contrary, the power is 

still firmly in the hands of the military.  

 In consequence of the wide spectrum of political regimes, it is no surprise that 

the Freedom House Indexes acknowledge a strong inequality in political rights 

and civil liberties scores among ASEAN members (figure 1.1.) Remarkably this 

high disparity concerns also the diverse degree of vulnerability to state failure. To 

this regard the Failed State Index compiled by the Fund for Peace, which collects 

social, economic and political indicators with the aim of providing measures of 

states’ capacity rank ASEAN members in very different positions. 

In fact, according to 2010 Indexes, of 177 states, Burma is placed in the 13th 

position of the most failed state while Singapore is in the 160th position with a 
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15. European Community, Cambodia - European Community Strategic Paper for the 

period 2007-2013. 
16. European Community, Laos - European Community Strategic Paper for the period 

2007-2013. 
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moderate risk of failure. Laos, Cambodia, Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, 

Vietnam and Brunei are respectively in the 44th, 49th, 53rd, 62nd, 79th, 94th and 

118th positions. This gives a further idea of how different the composition of 

ASEAN members is. Is it then possible for these countries to find ways of 

cooperation? 

 

FIGURE 1.1.MAP OF FREEDOM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 
Source: Freedom in  the world 2011 edition. 

 

 Status Political rights Civil Liberties 
Indonesia Free 2 3 
Malaysia Partly Free 4 4 
Singapore Partly Free 6 4 
Philippines Partly Free 3 3 
Thailand Partly Free 5 4 
Brunei Not Free 6 5 

Vietnam Not Free 7 5 
Laos Not Free 7 6 

Myanmar Not Free 7 7 
Cambodia Not Free 6 5 

 

1.1.3. Economic disparities in the Southeast Asian region 

 

 Comparably to political situations, also ASEAN economies cover a very broad 

spectrum, which pose hard questions for the process of regional integration. The 

most clear-cut divide is that between the more developed members, the so called 

ASEAN 6 (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, Brunei and Singapore), 

and the newer members, the CMLV (Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam). In 

fact, the per capita GDP of CMLV countries is approximately US$ 823, which is 

a quarter of that of ASEAN 6, which amounts to around US$ 3,204.17 More 

specifically, Singapore GDP is twenty times higher that of the Philippines and 

fifteen times higher that of Indonesia, and on the other hand, the Philippines GDP 

is less than twice that of Laos. No wonder, therefore, that while Singapore is 

classified as a high income country, followed by Malaysia considered as upper 

middle income country, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam are 
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17. ASEAN Secretariat, ASEAN Community in Figures 2010, Jakarta, ASEAN 
Secretariat, April, 2011.  
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classified as lower middle income states, while Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar as 

low income.18   

  In this regard, it is worth noting that the city of Singapore is usually regarded as 

one of the first generation newly industrialized countries. Equally, oil exports 

have given Brunei a similar income. Malaysia has the next level of per capita 

wealth and level of industrialization and it is followed by Thailand, which has 

also become a highly industrialized country. Nevertheless, Indonesia and the 

Philippines, which are grouped together with the other ASEAN 4 have less robust 

industrial sectors and high income inequality.19 As a result, in terms of economic 

growth, the ASEAN 6 collective share of GDP amounts to 90.1% of the collective 

share of GDP, even if, in consequent of the economic turmoil, in 2009 CMLV 

economies in general grew faster that ASEAN 6 countries.20 In particular, in 

recent years, Vietnam is making significant moves to embrace foreign 

investments and has consolidated its position and achieved a growth rate that 

suggests that it could soon catch up with Indonesia and the Philippines. Inversely, 

Cambodia, Burma and Laos remain the poorest countries of the region. This 

implies a persistent gap between the older and newer ASEAN members, which 

will not come to an end, especially if the CMLV economies are not be capable to 

move beyond centralization and national programs to embrace market-oriented 

policies.21 If this is not the case the region will be increasingly characterized by a 

two-tier ASEAN. 
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18. World Bank, World Development Indicators, World Bank, 2011.  
19. Greg Felker, "The Political Economy of Southeast Asia" in Mark Beeson, 
Contemporary Southeast Asia, Alderhot, Palgrave Macmillan, 2nd ed., 2009, pp. 48-53. 
20. ASEAN Secretariat, ASEAN Community in Figures 2010, cited. 
21. Rodolfo Severino, "Who Belongs in ASEAN? The Question of Membership", 
Southeast Asian in Search of an ASEAN Community. Insights from the Former ASEAN 

Secretary General. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2006, pp. 69-70. 
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FIGURE 1.2. GDP GROWTH IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 
Source: Asian Development Bank, Asian Development Outlook 2010 Update. 

The future of growth in Asia, Manila, 2010. 
 

 

 
 

FIGURE 1.3. A LOOK AT THE REGION 
Source: ASEAN Community in Figures, ASEAN Secretariat Jakarta, 2010. 

 

    

1.2. Research Puzzles  
 

 Despite the remarkable difference in the level of individual nations Southeast 

Asia has also given rise to one of the most enduring regional institutions, with a 

track-record of dealing with security challenges with a regional focus. The 

“exceptionalism” of this experience renders, therefore, the study of ASEAN a 

• ASEAN has a total population of 590,844 

million of people 

• Total trade of 1,536, 843 

• Average GDP per capita of US$ 2,533 

• Fragmented picture in economic terms. The 

per capita GDP of CMLV countries is of US 

$ 823, a quarter that of ASEAN 

• Variance is showed in terms of vulnerability 

to State Failure: Burma is placed at the 13° 

position of the most failed state while 

Singapore is in the 160° position. 
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case of particular scientific interest, which raises several questions, which have 

both theoretical and empirical implications. 

 Theoretically how does one explain ASEAN in the promotion of regional 

security cooperation in such a diverse environment? And, empirically, to what 

extent and through which tools has ASEAN contributed to enhancing regional 

security and turning conflictive relations into cooperative behaviour?  What is 

ASEAN's role and its tools in preventing issues associated with instability and 

preventing existing disputes escalating into wars? Has the change of the world 

security system into a post-Westphalian system and the emergence of new 

unpredictable threats somehow conditioned ASEAN's policies? And 

consequently, has ASEAN enlarged its security agenda and developed new 

instruments to face contemporary non-traditional challenges, which mostly go 

beyond the external dimension of security and pertain to the internal sphere of 

activities? And to what extend it has been able to develop new capabilities to 

respond to them?  

 These questions are of particular relevance to examine the complex spectrum of 

security threats that is facing Southeast Asia and the related capability of regional 

institutions to address the same. It is no surprise that unlike the EU, where the 

development of CS is facilitated by the presence of certain “background 

conditions” such as more pluralism, more advanced economic and industrial 

development and more ideological homogeneity,22  the diversity to be found 

among the societies of Southeast Asia has perpetuated a scepticism about the 

ability of the Association to put into place effective CS mechanisms.23 This, 

however, does not mean that ASEAN does not matter. What it is important is to 

try to comprehend to what extent, under what conditions and in which way the 

Association has helped to address the security challenges that are confronting the 

region. 
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22. Ernest Haas, cited by Amitav Acharya and Alastair Ian Johnston, Crafting 

Cooperation. Regional Institutions in Comparative Perspectives. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007.   
23. Richard Stubbs, "Meeting the Challenge of Region- Building in ASEAN", in Mark 
Beeson, Contemporary Southeast Asia. Basintoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2nd ed., 
2009, p. 235. 
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1.3. Regional institutions and security 
 

 Since the end of the Cold war regional initiatives have received growing 

attention from international scholarship as catalysts of change and stability in 

terms of peace, security and order. With the advantage of proximity to the source 

of conflict and familiarity of local conditions, cultural values and main actors, 

regional institutions have been considered especially suitable instruments to 

conflict resolution. Nevertheless their performance has varied depending on their 

approach to regional cooperation. Some projects have been more intrusive than 

others. Some have developed highly institutionalized forms of cooperation, while 

others put more emphasis on informality and on processes of institution building.  

 In the Southeast Asian region, regional organizations, notably ASEAN, gave 

more importance on promoting socialization, improving regional relations and 

ameliorate trust. These instruments have become important tools to increment 

channels of cooperation at both a formal and informal level, which have created 

the appropriate environment where states can meet, build new ties and sketch 

principles and mechanisms to mitigate their sources of tensions and insecurities. 

Thus the importance of regional institutions to project peace and stability cannot 

be underestimated. Regional institutions, in fact, are particularly suitable to 

overcome the "collective action problem", which refers to a "situation in which 

some members of a group behave in a way that benefits the group as a whole (for 

example to contribute to peace maintenance or environmental conservation".
24

. 

 Accordingly, this study takes as its starting argument the idea that regional 

institutions are particularly appropriate as collective cooperative mechanisms in 

the arena of security. Particularly, the ASEAN-centred CS system will be used as 

a case to test the validity of this argument.  

 Problematically in academic literature security is a widely debated and contested 

concept that has evolved over time, going far beyond its traditional definition, 
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24. Tsuneo Akaha, An Institutionalist Approach to Security in East Asia: From the 

Perspective of Neoliberalism. Paper Presented for the WISC Internal Conference, Porto, 
August, 2011. 
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which considered security in geopolitical terms as a threat to the political 

independence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty of states. This realist way of 

thinking, which dominated during the Cold war on the idea that "who is to be 

secured is the state, how security is to be achieved is by defending core "national" 

values, forcibly if necessary, and from whom security is needed is against the 

enemy", 25 was, indeed, gradually questioned by the events of the oil crisis, the 

economic decline of the US, the progressive liberalization of the world economy 

and the environmental degradation26, which showed the progressive erosion of 

national capabilities, on one hand, to provide for the safety and well being of 

domestic communities, on the other, to contain the effects of new sources of 

threats.  

 In the contemporary world system these arguments have become even more 

salient as states are largely bypassed by threats from “above” and “below”, which 

penetrate national boundaries and increasingly challenge the functioning and 

social integrity of the societies. For these reasons, already in the Eighties Barry 

Buzan, suggested moving towards a more holistic approach to security, by 

integrating three different levels of analysis (individual, state and international 

system).27 In his view, in fact, national security could be achieved neither by 

ignoring the internal structure of the state nor the international system, which is 

responsible for many sources of threats to national security. That implies that 

security has to expand to include other dimensions: such as the economy, the 

environment, politics and the so called "societal" dimension of security.28 

 The debate on the broadening of security studies continued in the aftermath of 

the Cold war when the change of the global strategic environment and the reduced 

threat of major powers rendered less prominent the potential threat of military 

challenges. Particularly, these arguments were motivated by the fact that for most 
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25. Tim Dunne and Nicholas Wheeler, "We the People" Contending Discourse on 
Security in Human Rights. Theory and Practise", International Relations, 2004, vol. 18, 
no. 9, pp. 9-23. 
26. Richard Ullman, "Redefining Security", International Security, vol. 8, no. 1, 1983, 
pp.129-153; For the debate on the enlargement of the security agenda see also: Keith 
Krause and Micheal Williams, "Broadening the Agenda of Security Studies: Politics and 
Methods", Mershon International Studies Review, vol. 40, 1996, pp. 229-254. 
27. Carla Monteleone, "Sicurezza una Nuova Agenda per un Concetto in Evoluzione", 
Teoria Politica, XVI, no. 2, 2000, pp. 161-176. 
28. ibidem. 
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of the people the much greater threats come from terrorism, domestic violence, 

crimes, environmental contamination and factors that affect peace and stability 

within states.29   

 One of the most important scholarship contributions in this direction has come 

from the Copenhagen School, which constructed a new radical view of security 

studies by exploring threats to a referent object and the securitization of these 

threats. Notably, in the book Security: A New Framework of Analysis, Buzan, 

Waever and de Wilde, argue that all threats are subjective and that different policy 

issues can be securitized, once the problem is perceived as an existential threat to 

the referent object.30  By so arguing the three scholars reject the objective nature 

of security threats and strengthen the positions of the "wideners" of security 

studies. Importantly, their concept relates not only to the preservation of the 

integrity of the state but also to the "protection" of societies and individuals within 

their state. Thus the added value of this analysis was to eliminate the rigid 

demarcation between traditional and non traditional security challenges, thus 

opening up the possibility to think about security across different levels and in 

different issue areas. Indeed different issues can be securitized if there is the 

recognition of the event as a security threat.  

 This definition is particularly suitable to define the Southeast Asian agenda, 

where diverse types of threats coexist and are perceived as existential by the elites 

and also by the regional communities. In the Southeast Asian context, in fact, 

security threats cannot longer be confined to the realm of traditional security. 

Besides physical threats to the political independence of states, which continue to 

dominate Southeast Asian security discourses, there is a growing recognition that 

new sources of threats increasingly challenge the states, especially due to the 

growing incapability of national actors to regulate their “entry” and “exit”.  

 This awareness led ASEAN to embrace a comprehensive, multidimensional and 

holistic view of security. In the Declaration of Bangkok, in fact, the 
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29. Jessica Tuchman Mathews, "Redefining Security", Foreign Affairs, vol. 68, no. 2, 
Spring 1989, pp. 162-177; Theodore  Sorensen, “Rethinking national security”, Foreign 

Affairs, vol. 69, no.3, Summer 1990, pp.1-28; Zbigniew Brzezinski, “The Cold War and 
its aftermath”, Foreign Affairs,  vol. 78, no. 4, Fall 1992, pp. 31-49. 
30. Barry Buzan, “Rethinking Security after the Cold War”, Cooperation and Conflict, 
1997, pp. 5-28. 
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interdependence between all dimensions of security (political, socio-economic, 

and cultural) was clearly stated. Nevertheless, only in the Nineties, with the 

ongoing democratization process and increasing role played by epistemic 

communities and civil societies, has a new multidimensional security discourse 

found its way to a regional level.31 This process was further accelerated by the 

economic financial crisis of 1997, which displayed the failure of national states to 

mitigate the shock and demonstrated how costs can be easily externalised to other 

countries due to global interdependence. The terrorist attacks, the SARS flu and 

the dramatic effects of the several natural disasters, which dramatically hit the 

region since the Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004, further manifested the 

interconnection between the internal and external dimension of security. Thus the 

practical implication has been a progressive shift from a state-centric vision of 

security to a multidimensional view of security, which has enlarged the scope of 

ASEAN. 

 In the light of these considerations it is then clear that a definition of security 

restricted to the realm of traditional security would be inadequate to study the 

ASEAN security system because in the Southeast Asian region a large number of 

new threats, which penetrate societies, have been gradually redefined as security 

problems through the adoption of extraordinary measures that “go beyond the 

sphere of the normal political process". 

Nevertheless as traditional security issues are still considered as a crucial 

component of Southeast Asian security discourse, this work will not leave aside 

traditional security relating to the territorial integrity of the state and its protection 

and will give salience to challenges posed by the presence of interstate and 

domestic conflicts on Southeast Asia soil.  

 Undoubtedly this mixture between traditional and non-traditional security 

dangers issues presents a kind of paradox within ASEAN security agenda. Indeed, 

if on one hand, ASEAN committed to a multidimensional approach to security, on 

the other, its distinctive approach grounded on a Westphalian vision of 

territoriality and sovereignty has not been put into question so far. To explore how 
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31. Yukiko Nishikawa, "Human Security in Southeast Asia: Viable Solution or Empty 
Slogan?", Security Dialogue, vol. 40, no. 2, 2009, pp. 213-236. 
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ASEAN is managing its core principle of non interference with issues of good 

governance, reconstruction and disaster management, which are very much part of 

the post-Westphalian discourse which permeates a global governance regime and 

transcends nation-state, it is therefore another aspect of particular interest, that 

needs to be put under scrutiny.32   

 

1.4. Methodology of the study 
 

 In order to test the applicability and relevance of the RSP theory in the Southeast 

Asian region and the core hypotheses and to better respond to single research 

questions, this study relies on the methodology of mixed methods. Mixed methods 

research is formally defined "as the class of research where the researcher mixes 

or combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, 

approaches, concepts or language into a single study".33 This advantage is to 

legitimate the use of multiple approaches in answering research questions, rather 

than restricting or containing researchers' choices.34 This allows us to combine 

and integrate multiple sources of data from quantitative datasets, to economic 

data, political documents and statements, articles, newspapers, books, published 

as well as unpublished papers and personal interviews with academics and experts 

and observation. 

 Throughout the study, we have combined quantitative analyses, with specific 

qualitative case studies, where documentary resources and interview data have 

been employed through content analysis and discourse analysis techniques to 

investigate ASEAN influence in the arena of prevention and protection.  

Particularly, the quantitative and qualitative approaches have been combined in a 

sequential manner. That is to say, after collection and interpretation of data from 

the quantitative and qualitative components, a metainference has been drawn, 
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32. Amaia Sàncez-Cacicedo, Peacebuilding in Asia: refutation or cautious engagement?, 
European Union Institute for Strategic Studies, November, 2010. 
33. Burke Johnson and Anthony Onwuegbuzie, “Mix Methods research. A research 
paradigm whose time has come”, Educational Researcher, vol. 33, no.7, October 2004, 
pp. 14-26.  
34. ibidem. See also Burke Johnson and Anthony Onwuegbuzie, The validity issue in 
Mixed Research, Research in the School, vol. 13, no.1., 2006, pp. 48-63. 
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which has integrated the inferences made from the separate quantitative and 

qualitative data and findings. In so doing, we have attempted not only to achieve 

greater corroboration but also to provide a better and deeper understanding of the 

evolution and capability of the ASEAN RSP in performing its security policies 

and building regional security. 
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FIGURE 1.4. DOMESTIC DIMENSIONS OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STATES 
35 

 
 

COUNTRY 
 
 
 

 
POPULATION 

 
POLITICAL 

SYSTEM 

 
RELIGION 

 
ETHNIC 
GROUPS 

 
ASEAN 

MEMBERSHIP 

INDONESIA 245m. Multiparty 
Presidential 
Democracy 

Islam (88%); 
Protestant (5%); 
Roman 
Catholicism (3%); 
Hinduism (2%); 
Buddhism (1%) 

45% Javanese; 
14% Sudanese; 
7,5% Madurese; 
7,5% Coastal 
Malay and 26% 
belong to other 
ethic groups 

1967 

MALAYSIA 28,3m. Parliamentary 
Democracy with a 
constitutional 
monarch 
  

Islam (60.4%), 
Buddhism 
(19.2%), 
Christianity 
(9.1%), Hinduism 
(6.3%), other/none 
(5.0%). 

 Malay 53.3%, 
Chinese 26.0%, 
indigenous 11.8%, 
Indian 7.7%, 
others 1.2%. 

1967 

SINGAPORE 5,077m. Parliamentary 
Republic 

Buddhist, Taoist, 
Muslim, Christian, 
Hindu 

Chinese 74.1%, 
Malays 13.4%, 
Indians 9.2%, 
others 
3.3%.�Religions: 
Buddhist, Taoist, 
Muslim, Christian, 
Hindu. 

1967 

THAILAND 65,74m. Constitutional 
monarchy 

Buddhism (65%) 
Christianity 
(1.3%); others 
(principally 
animism, also 
Baha’i, and Islam 
(33.7%). 

 Tai-Kadai 
language family (6 
ethnic groups)--
66.2%; Austro-
Asiatic (Mon-
Khmer and Viet-
Muong) language 
family (30 ethnic 
groups)--22.8%; 
Hmong-Yao (2 
ethnic groups)--
7.4%; Tibeto-
Burman (8 ethnic 
groups)--2.7%; 
other ethnic 
groups (including 
Vietnamese and 
Chinese)--0.9%. 

1967 

PHILIPPINES 92,700m. Presidential 
Democracy 

Roman Catholic 
(80,9%); 

Tagalog (28,1%); 
Cebuano (13,1%); 

1967 
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35. These data have been collected from several sources, according to their availability: 
For Indonesia: The Fund For Peace, 2007 corrected on 26 January 2010; The Economist 
Intelligence Unit, Brunei, 2008; Cambodia The Fund For Peace 2009; Burma US 
Department of State data updated at 2010; Malaysia US Department of State data updated 
at 2010, Thailand US Department of State 2009, Laos US Department of State 2011;  
Singapore US department of State, data updated at 2010. Vietnam US Department of 
State data update 2009, and population at 2011; Philippines US Department of State 
updated 2007.  
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Evangelical 
2,3%); Iglesia Ni 
Kristo (2%); 
Muslim (5%); 
other Christian 
(4,5%) 

Ilocano (9%); 
Bisaya (7,6%) 

BRUNEI 383m. Autocratic 
Sultanate 

Muslim (67%); 
Buddhism (13%); 
Christian (10%); 
Indigenous Beliefs 
(10%). 

Malay (62%); 
Chinese (15 %); 
Other (17%); 
Indigenous (6%). 

1984 

LAOS 6,5m. Communist state  Buddhism--65%; 
Christianity--
1.3%; others 
(principally 
animism, also 
Baha’i, and 
Islam)--33.7%. 

 Tai-Kadai 
language family (6 
ethnic groups)--
66.2%; Austro-
Asiatic (Mon-
Khmer and Viet-
Muong) language 
family (30 ethnic 
groups)--22.8%; 
Hmong-Yao (2 
ethnic groups)--
7.4%; Tibeto-
Burman (8 ethnic 
groups)--2.7%; 
other ethnic 
groups (including 
Vietnamese and 
Chinese)--0.9%. 

1997 

VIETNAM 90m. Single party- 
constitutional 
repubblic 
(communist party)  

 Buddhism 
(approx. 50%), 
Catholicism (8%-
10%), Cao Dai 
(1.5%-3%), 
Protestantism 
(0.5%-2%), Hoa 
Hao (1.5%-4%), 
Islam (0.1%), and 
other animist 
religions. 

 4 groups 
including 
Vietnamese 
(Kinh) (73.594 
million, or 85.7% 
of the population), 
Tay (1.89%), Thai 
(1.8%), Muong 
(1.47%), Khmer 
(1.46%), Chinese 
(0.95%), Nung 
(1.12%), Hmong 
(1.24%). 

1997 

MYANMAR 53,4m. Military regime Buddhist 89%, 
Christian 4% 
(Baptist 3%, 
Roman Catholic 
1%), Muslim 4%, 
animist 1%, other 
2%. 

 Burman 68%, 
Shan 9%, Karen 
7%, Rakhine 4%, 
Chinese 3%, Mon 
2%, Indian 2%, 
other 5%. 

1997 

CAMBODIA 13,4m.  Multiparty 
Democracy under 
a Constitutional 
Monarchy 

 Theravada 
Buddhism 95%; 
Islam; animism; 
Christian 

 Cambodian 90%; 
Vietnamese 5%; 
Chinese 1%; 
others 4%: small 
numbers of hill 
tribes, Cham, and 
Lao. 

1998 
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1.5. Structure of the research 
 

 There are four chapters following this introduction. Chapter 2 will review the 

contending theoretical approaches in the study of Southeast Asian security 

dynamics and propose sociological institutionalism as a useful approach for the 

study of the ASEAN role in the arena of security. Next, the ASEAN RSP is 

introduced as the suitable theoretical framework to depict the Southeast Asian 

way for the co-management of security problems and is operazionalized by 

making use of the Kirchner and Sperling security governance (SG) model.  

The succeeding two chapters will explore the ASEAN RSP with the aim of testing 

whether and to what extend the latter has been capable of performing the tasks of 

SG.  

 In particular, chapter 3 reviews ASEAN policies of prevention, concentrating on 

the pre-emption of conflicts within the ASEAN region. It is argued that through 

its policies aimed at increasing economic growth and the development of a wide 

set of norms, principles and rules in the field of conflict avoidance and prevention, 

the Association has had an impact on regional cooperation and security, creating 

the proper conditions to turn conflictive relations into cooperative behaviour, to 

promote regional stability and prevent unstable situations from deteriorating. An 

assessment of ASEAN performance in the domain of prevention will follow. This 

empirical analysis will try to discover through a quantitative analysis of conflicts 

the correlation between ASEAN membership and the reduction of battle death 

interstate and intra state conflicts. Three qualitative case studies have then been 

added as test cases to evaluate the effectiveness of ASEAN mechanisms to 

address issues associated with instability at a intra-mural (Thailand- Cambodia 

border dispute), extra mural (South China Sea dispute) and domestic (Cambodia, 

1997) level. Both the quantitative and qualitative empirical analysis reveal the 

"complexity" of ASEAN as a security actor. Whether, in fact, ASEAN modalities 

of conflict prevention have helped to dilute the perils of interstate battle death 

conflicts, they also show their weakness in addressing intra-state challenges and 
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to put to an end to interstate disputes through adequate conflict resolution 

mechanisms.  

 Chapter 4 explores the ASEAN RSP ascending role in the arena of protection. It 

is suggested that the changing nature of threats, blurring the distinction between 

the external and internal dimensions of security, have been pivotal for the 

expansion of ASEAN political security agenda and instrumental to produce policy 

and institutional change. A diachronic analysis of the ASEAN Ministerial 

Meeting Joint Communiqués (AMM) from 1990 until 2010, has been conducted 

to put into evidence how external threats impact on the ASEAN security agenda, 

producing its expansion, as well as the adoption of new principles of cooperation 

that go beyond traditional military security. Then the strengthening of ASEAN 

capacity in the arena of internal security is explored through the prism of two case 

studies, which somehow constitute two extremes of the spectrum of security 

threats, namely terrorism and disaster management. Both cases reveal that under 

the pressure of common sources of insecurity states are more likely prone to 

delegate new prerogatives to regional institutions with the consequence that 

norms and even instruments of operational cooperation can be adopted more 

successfully. 

 The study concludes with an assessment of the present role of the ASEAN RSP, 

its achievements, critical points and its likely evolution. In particular, given the 

new goals that are set in the ASC, ASEAN potentials in the arena of peace 

building and the prospect that the institution could move towards policies in the 

field of assurance is analysed. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BUILDING THE ASEAN REGIONAL SECURITY PARTNERSHIP 

 

 The extensive literature on ASEAN in the post Cold war period is marked by the 

many facets of the realist-constructivist debate. On this existing literature this 

chapter draws out a number of gaps and weaknesses of mainstream IR theories 

about the study of Southeast Asian security arguing that neither realism nor 

constructivism can successfully explain the process of CS that is taking place in 

the region. On one hand, realism founded on the balance of power theory cannot 

shed light on the process of institution building, which emerged in the wake of the 

Cold War period. Constructivism, on the other hand, considers identity as a key 

feature in the construction of the ASEAN Community. But, as the ASEAN 

Secretary General, Rodolfo Severino, remarks, the construction of an ASEAN 

identity cannot be taken for granted: “ASEAN is an association with great 

diversity that is composed of societies and political constituencies ... marshalled 

in the cause of ASEAN solidarity and cooperation, behind the validity of the 

ASEAN idea”.36  

 Instead, sociological institutionalism is introduced as the appropriate lens for the 

study of Southeast Asia CS, and its realization is presented through an alternative 

theoretical paradigm that is Attinà’s regional security partnership (RSP), which is 

considered the most fitting framework to depict the incremental building of 

Southeast Asian CS practises to manage common sources of insecurity and 

promote greater regional stability. Lastly, the ASEAN RSP is operationalized by 

making use of the Kirchner and Sperling security governance model, which has 

been used as an analytic device to better understand and recast the degree of 

development and effectiveness of the ASEAN partnership for meeting the security 

challenges facing the Southeast Asian region. Understanding the ways and the 

impact of regional institutions in advancing regional security is critical. Without 

specific knowledge on how institutions matter and on the degree of their 

effectiveness on regional security dynamics the present state of affairs may be 
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36. Rodolfo Severino, “Asia Policy Lecture: What ASEAN is and what is stands for”, 
Asean Faces the Future. Jakarta: ASEAN Secretariat, 2001, pp. 10-22. 
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misinterpreted and future opportunities for advancing new forms of regional 

cooperation may be missed. 

 

2.1. Do power, interests or ideas matter? Theoretical pluralism in Southeast 

Asian IR 

  

 The theoretical debate on Southeast Asia IR did not start until the Nineties. 

Students were rarely willing to go “onto the limbs of theory and prediction” and 

preferred to describe or interpret in line with the predominant realist paradigm, 

what ASEAN was doing and why.37 In the last two decades, however, this picture 

has somehow changed and several efforts have been made to theorize Southeast 

Asian security dynamics. Thus among scholars a prolific debate emerged on this 

crucial question raised by Timo Kivimäki in a chapter published in 2008: “Power, 

Interest or Culture - is there a paradigm that explains the ASEAN political role 

best?”.
38

 On this terrain, the dominant realist literature  has come under sharp 

attack from both post-positivist perspectives, notably constructivism, and liberal 

institutionalist arguments, mostly related to the economic sphere.   

  Realist literature is marked by the assertion that the structure of power is the 

main determinant of war and peace. The state is considered as the unit of analysis 

and international relations as the domain of anarchic political structures.39 The 

international system (the structure) is unable to constrain state behaviour and 

cooperation happens only seldom, mostly motivated by selfish goals.  

Furthermore, while stronger actors are scarcely conditioned by the system, weaker 

actors do not have many other options than depending on the influence of the 

great powers, considered as the main guarantors of their security. As a 

consequence realists remain sceptical on the possibility of weak and 

heterogeneous states cooperating and impacting the regional order, which remains 
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37. Donald Emmerson, “ASEAN as an International Regime”, cited.   
38. Timo Kivimäki, “Power, Interest or Culture - is there a paradigm that explains 
ASEAN political role best?”, Pacific Review, vol. 21, no. 4, December 2008, pp. 431-
450. 
39. Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics. Reading, Mass.: Addison Wesley, 
1979. 
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a reflection of a wider regional balance of power.40 Equally, to this school of 

thought institutions lack the ability to play a managerial role in ensuring the 

international order and dealing with immediate crises. According to this 

perspective, ASEAN is, therefore, viewed as little more than a weak organization 

incapable of contributing to regional security and of compelling its members to 

comply with its rules. 

 In the Cold War these arguments strongly prevailed in the security debate of the 

region, empirically supported by the wide set of bilateral and multilateral defence 

ties with major powers (figure 2.1.), which dominated Southeast Asia since the 

end of the Second World War. While the original five ASEAN members all 

leaned towards the West, China balanced against the US with the Soviet Union in 

the Fifties and cooperated with the US against the Soviet Union in the Seventies 

and in the Eighties. Particularly the "Western Arrangement", better known as the 

US-led hub and spoke system, included the Five Power Defence Agreement 

(FPDA) between Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore and Thailand, the 

defence arrangement between Australia and Indonesia, the security alliance 

between Thailand and the US and the Philippines and the US, the Anglo-

Malaysian and the Great Britain-Brunei defence agreements. 41 This US network 

of allies was counterbalanced by the Soviet Union's defence agreements with 

Vietnam and Cambodia, and by the oscillating role of China. This picture was 

thus seen by realists as an attempt of ASEAN members to exercise self help to 

maintain a balance of power or a balance of threat. 42 
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40. This form of scholarship is best represented in the works of: Micheal Leifer, Asean 

and the Security of Southeast Asia. London: Routledge,1989; Nicholas Khoo, 
“Deconstructing the ASEAN Security Community: a Review Essay,” International 

Relations of the Asia Pacific, vol. 4., no 1, 2004, pp. 35-46; David Martin Jones and 
Michael Smith, “ASEAN's Imitation Community”, Orbis, vol. 46, no. 1, Winter 2002, pp. 
109-126; David Martin Jones and Michael Smith, ASEAN and East Asian International 

Relations. Regional Delusion. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2006.  
41. Stephen Walt, Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power",  International 

Security, vol. 9, no. 4, 1985; Stephen Walt, The Origins of Alliances. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1987. 
42. Ralf Emmers, Security Relations and Institutionalism in Southeast Asia, paper 
prepared for the presentation of the Conference entitled “Asia’s new institutional 
architecture: managing trade and security relations in the post 9/11 world”, Berkeley, 
APEC Study Center, University of California at Berkeley, California, December 9-10 
2005, p. 4.  
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FIGURE 2.1. SOUTHEAST ASIAN SECURITY ARRANGEMENTS  
Source: Military Balance,  years 1945-2009. 

 

 

 The post Cold War security environment stimulated, however, dramatic changes 

in the regional security architecture of the Asia Pacific, calling into question the 

reliability of realist-neorealist approaches. In the new context, in fact, many of the 

obstacles that have impeded the development of regional cooperation have been 
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removed and contrary to realist expectation that Europe's past might have turned 

into Asian future, and the region would have fallen into a ripe for rivalry, 

Southeast Asia has found a relatively stable peace.43 Additionally, even if the 

United States continued to be a key security player in the region, ASEAN states 

encouraged new regional initiatives to integrate new countries into the 

organization and to promote the creation of other regional organizations and 

networks with an interest in Southeast Asia.  

 Particularly, three key events can be seen as having a significant impact on 

shaping new forms of regional cooperation. First, a dynamic and growing China 

rapidly filled the vacuum left by the Soviet Union in the early Nineties posing a 

strong impetus for Southeast Asian states to engage the great power with new 

economic and political initiatives. The opportunity was already taken in 1991 

when the ASEAN-China Dialogue first began with the attendance of H. E. Qian 

Qichen, the Foreign Minister of the People's Republic of China, of the opening 

session of the 24th AMM in Kuala Lumpur as a guest of the Malaysian 

Government. The other key event shaping the new climate of regional cooperation 

was ASEAN expansion to the former Indochinese states of Vietnam, Laos, 

Cambodia and Myanmar despite their different capacity levels and needs. Finally, 

despite some analysts warning that there is a growing arms race in Southeast Asia, 

since 1988 levels of defence spending in percentage of the GDP, which is one of 

the strongest arguments on which realists anchor their theses, are not indicative of 

an overwhelming preoccupation with military security. In fact, when taken as a 

proportion of GDP Southeast Asian defence expenditure has dropped steadily, in 

favour of more restrained patterns of military expenditure, which suggest new 

ways of managing and mitigating security challenges (figure 2.2.).  
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43. Aaron L. Friedberg, “Will Europe’s past be Asia’s future?”, Survival, vol. 42, no. 3, 
Autumn, 2000, pp. 147-159; Aaron L. Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace 
in a Multipolar Asia”, International Security, vol. 18, no. 3, winter 1993-4, pp. 5- 33.  
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FIGURE 2.2. SOUTHEAST ASIAN MILITARY EXPENDITURE IN CONSTANT US $ (2008) 
Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database. 

Data Updated on 13th January 2010. 
 

 

 The flourishing of multilateral institutions from political, to economic and 

security issues became, therefore, the new feature of this environment. In 1989 the 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) begun as an informal Ministerial 

dialogue to support sustainable economic growth and prosperity in the Asia 

Pacific region. In 1994 the Association of Southeast Asian Nations successfully 

launched the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) founded on the principle of CS with 

its primary role being on confidence building and dialogue. The ASEAN Free 

Trade Area (AFTA) was inaugurated at the ASEAN Summit of 1992 and after the 

catastrophic events of the economic crisis, which hit the region in 1997/1998, 

regional economic relations were enhanced with the establishment of the 

ASEAN+3 (comprising also the People's Republic of China, Japan and the 

Republic of Korea). Then, in an express desire to bridge Northeast and South 

Asia, the Thailand Prime Minister has been the driving force behind the launch of 

 
 

Military 
Expenditure 
in US $ m  

%GDP MilEx %GDP MilEx %GDP MilEx %GDP MilEXP %GDP MilEx %GDP MilEx %GDP 

Years 1988 1988 1990 1990 1995 1995 2000 2000 2005 2005 2007 2007 2008 2008 

Indonesia 2,49 2,0 2,829 1,8 3,461 1,6 2,970 1,0 4,731 1,2 5,478 1,2 5,011 1 

Malaysia 1,220 2,4 1,571 2,6 2,601 2,8 2,112 1,6 3,948 2,3 4,3134 2,1 4,412 2 

Singapore 2,448 4,8 3,112 4,9 4,372 4,4 5,997 4,7 7,076 4,6 7,412 3,9 7,513 4,1 

Philippines 1,173 1,5 1,108 1,4 1,317 1,4 1,270 1,1 1,287 0,9 1,538 0,9 1,402 0,8 

Cambodia 59,7 1,3 79,1 2,1 164 3,6 125 2,2 102 1,1 120 1,1 123 1,1 

Laos n.a. n.a n.a n.a 154 6,1 24 0,8 17,2 0,4 19,3 0,4 21,2 0,4 

Vietnam 823 7,1 1,530 7,9 n.a n.a n.a n.a 1,430 1,9 2,170 2,1 2,138 2,5 

Myanmar n.a. 2,1 n.a. 3,4 n.a 3,7 n.a 2,3 n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a 

Brunei 331 6,6 373 6,4 310 5,5 308 5,7 301 3,9 3,53 3,9 342 3,9 

Thailand 2,905 2,8 3,384 2,6 4,413 2,3 2,707 1,4 2,693 1,1 4,117 1,3 4,117 1,5 
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the Asian Cooperation Dialogue (ACD).44 Additionally cooperation was extended 

to Europe through the establishment of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), which 

provided a platform for communication and exchanges since 1996, and to a large 

number of dialogue partners. Throughout the Nineties the region also witnessed  a 

number of sub regional initiatives  such as the Greater Mekong Sub-region, the 

Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia,  Philippines, East Asia Growth Area 

(BIMP-EAGA) and the Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand Growth Triangle (IMT-

GT). 

 Under the emergence of new challenges and the growing inability of states to 

unilaterally fulfil their security responsibilities and to provide for the economic 

stability and socio-political security for their peoples, these institution building 

processes reflected a progressive move to a post-Westphalian system, required by 

the growing recognition that Southeast Asian countries needed to develop a 

regional approach to solving their security challenges. These considerations also 

triggered a progressive rethink of the content of security ascribed to the growing 

awareness that states do need to cooperate with other state and non state actors, 

and to design common strategies, institutions and regional processes for problem 

solving and for the co-management of security problems. The Southeast Asian 

post Cold War system is, therefore, distinguished by the increasing role of 

institutions, which became tools to overcome the security dilemma and easily 

integrate the traditional and new security agenda.  

 In this new context realist lenses founded on the structure of power lost their 

prominence due to their incapability to admit the centrality of cooperation. On one 

hand, in fact, realist arguments were lacking in significant explanations to the 

wide scope and uniformity of isomorphic outcomes among states that 

institutionalists document in the lack of benefits.45 On the other, realist 

approaches were unable to explain why states are involved in processes of 

institution building and devote so many resources to it. In other terms, if regional 

organizations are so flawed, and their benefits so limited why do so many states in 

��������������������������������������������������������

44. The ACD was inaugurated in June 2002 in Cha-Am, Thailand and today includes 
countries of Central Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia and Middle East.  
45. Martha Finnemore, "Norms, culture and world politics: insights from sociology’s 
institutionalism", International Organization, vol. 50, no. 2, Spring 1996, pp. 325- 347.  
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the region seek membership in them and not withdraw when the expected benefits 

of membership are not forthcoming?46 Why are ASEAN states giving centrality to 

multilateral institutions and engaging great powers in ASEAN-led mechanisms 

such as the ARF if the added value of institutions is so limited? 

  Giving a major emphasis to the role of institutions in the Asia Pacific security 

architecture constructivist and liberal-inclined writings opened a new debate 

challenging the main realist/neo-realist arguments. But even if these two 

approaches share some commonalities, they diverge on how institutions matter. 

To constructivists norms and identities are fundamental determinants of politics 

and security in Southeast Asia. In other terms, whereas realists attribute stability 

to exogenous factors and to competitive power politics,  constructivists go beyond 

material factors.47 In their view, power is, in fact, not only the expression of 

military capability, but also of ideational attributes.48 Their analysis about 

ASEAN is, therefore, centred on the roles of intangible factors such as values, 

norms, culture and identity in constituting state behaviour.49  States are viewed as 

social actors and political identities are analysed in specific cultural and historical 

contexts. The focus of the analysis is mostly oriented to the spread of common 

norms through a process of socialization resulting from the frequent interactions 

at a formal and informal level within a social group, which induce a normative 
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46. To this regard it has also to be noted that for small states like Cambodia and Laos, 
membership in ASEAN and attendance to the large amount of annual meetings is highly 
costly.  
47. This school of thought spread over Asian studies through, inter alia, the works of: 
Amitav Acharya, Constructing a Security Community. New York: Routledge, 2009; 

Alice Ba, “Who is socializing whom? Complex engagement in Sino-ASEAN relations”, 
in Amitav Acharya and Richard Stubbs, Theorizing Southeast Asian Relations. Emerging 

Debates. London: Routledge, 2008; Peter Katzenstein, World of Regions: Asia and 

Europe in American Imperium, cited. Pek K. Heng, A Constructivist Perspective of the 
Regional Order in Southeast Asia: Norms Transformation in ASEAN and the ASEAN 
Charter, Tamkang Journal of International Relations, vol. 13, no. 2, Oct 2009; Timo 
Kivimäki, “The Long Peace of ASEAN”, Journal of Peace Research, vol. 38, no. 1, 
2001, pp. 5-25. 
48. Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is what state makes of it: The Social Construction of 
Power Politics”, International Organization, vol. 46, no. 2, Spring 1992, pp. 391-425. 
49. For the debate realist neorealist /constructivists see also Anidya Batabyal, “ASEAN’s 
Quest for Security: A theoretical Explanation”, International Studies, vol. 41, no. 4, 2004, 
pp. 349-369; Sarah Eaton and Richard Stubbs, "“Is ASEAN Powerful? Realist versus 
constructivist approaches to power in Southeast Asia", The Pacific Review, vol. 19, no. 2, 
June 2006, pp. 135-155. 
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transformation and, in the run of time, to the  building of a community of values 

founded on a common regional identity.  

 In this way, constructivists try to explain the formation of a security community 

in the Southeast Asian region, resuscitating Karl Deutsch’s framework of 

analysis:  

 

“A security community is considered to be a group which has become integrated 

where integration is defined as the attainment of a sense of a community 

accompanied by formal and informal institutions and practises, sufficiently strong 

and widespread to assure peaceful change among members of a group with 

reasonable certainty over a long period of time” 50 

 

A security community à la Deutsch is brought into being by the high level of 

transactions, expected trade benefits and communication among people, which 

produce the favourable conditions for the development of peaceful relations 

among states and the rejection of the use of force in the management of mutual 

relations. Security communities can be categorized between pluralistic and 

amalgamated security communities. In pluralistic security communities states 

retain their independence and some sense of rivalry and competition, in 

amalgamated security communities states merge together into a larger state and 

there is a high degree of trust and low probability of any military conflict. But 

apart from the absence of fighting and organized preparation for a war, security 

communities are characterized by a common identity rooted on the existence of 

similar feelings, values, beliefs and ways of thinking. In other words, a security 

community is primarily marked by a strong sense of belonging, which is the so 

called “we feeling” among its members. 

 Amitav Acharya is one of the most prominent scholars who has tried to explain 

the formation of this type of security system in the Southeast Asian region. In his 

view three key elements, namely norms, institutions and identity lead to the 

creation of a security community. More specifically norms not only prescribe 
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50. Karl Deutsch et al., Political Community in the North Atlantic Area. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1957.  
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behaviour, but also “teach” and form state interests thus “constituting” identities. 

Institutions act as a catalyst of socialization as their function is not limited to the 

prescription of behaviour’s (regulative effect), but also to the redefinition of the 

interests of the actors through a process of social interaction (constitutive effect).51  

Finally, identity is not considered as an accomplished fact, but as an “identity in 

the making”, in other terms, as an evolving process largely founded on the efforts 

of ASEAN and its elites to “imagine a community” despite physical, political and 

economic disparities.52 

 Without neglecting the importance of this approach in broadening the 

understanding of the Southeast Asian regional order, this fascinating and 

optimistic view is, however, challenged by several arguments, which have led 

liberal institutionalists to consider constructivism “romantic and intellectually 

naïve”.53   First, as noted by See Seng, constructivists show a proclivity to couple 

agency with sovereignty, and are unable to go beyond the ontological priority of 

the state.54 Second and even more important, the “identity” dimension, the “we-

feeling” to the ASEAN community is questionable. 

It is true that ASEAN Leaders have a vision to create a shared identity by 2020 

(ASEAN Vision 2020) and that the quest for a regional identity is considered to 

be crucial as singled out in art. 35 of the ASEAN Charter - “ASEAN shall promote 

its common ASEAN identity and a sense of belonging among its people in order to 

achieve its shared destiny, goals and values” - but as highlighted by Rodolfo 

Severino, former ASEAN Secretary General, an elite driven process is not per se 

sufficient as the necessity of building a “people-centric” community is a 

prerequisite for the construction of an ASEAN identity.55 Southeast Asian people, 
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51. Amitav Acharya, Constructing a Security Community in Southeast Asia, cited, pp. 28-
29. 
52. Amitav Acharya, “Do norms and identity matter? Community and Power in Southeast 
Asian regional order", The Pacific Review, vol. 18, no. 1, March 2005, pp. 95-118; 
Amitav Acharya, Constructing a Security Community in Southeast Asia, cited.  
53. Amitav Acharya and Richard Stubbs, “Theorizing Southeast Asian Relations: An 
Introduction”, The Pacific Review, vol. 19, no. 2, June 2006, pp. 125-134. 
54 . See Seng Tan, "Rescuing Constructivism from the Constructivists: a Critical Reading 
of Constructivist Interventions in Southeast Asian Security", in Amitav Acharya and 
Richard Stubbs, Theorizing Southeast Asian Relations. London: Routledge, 2008. 
55. Pavin Chachavalpongpun, “Insiders’s Insights into ASEAN and its future”, The 
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instead, due to their long colonial legacy are still very attached to national 

citizenship and show a reluctance in recognize themselves as a part of a regional 

group. In relation to this aspect the East Asia Barometer has conducted a survey 

on the issue of identity in four Southeast Asian countries, namely Indonesia 

(2006), Philippines (2005), Thailand (2005) and Vietnam (2005), which provides 

much empirical evidence of this trend. 

 

FIGURE 2.3. PEOPLE ATTACHMENT TO NATIONAL CITIZENSHIP AND TO THE REGIONAL GROUP  
Source: East Asia Barometer. 56 

 

 
 

 Yet social, cultural, mass media and communication elites of ASEAN countries 

may be aware of a common heritage and of common cultural traditions. 

Particularly all Southeast Asian countries were permeated by the external 

influences coming from India and China. All regional languages and dialects, with 

the exception of the Philippines, derive from ancient Sanskrit, and China has 

opened the region to trade and commerce. But common Indian and Chinese 

cultural traits have been adapted to fit in with the diverse indigenous systems. 
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ASEAN identity see: Kristina Jönsson, “Unity-in-diversity? Regional Identity-building in 
Southeast Asia”, Journal of Current Southeast Asia, vol. 29, no. 2, 2010 pp. 41-72. 
56. The East Asia Barometer is the largest comparative survey in East Asia and covers all 
major political systems in Asia. The survey procedure is face-to-face interview. The 
sample size is different for the four countries. The question addressed to interviewers was 
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___________R’s CITIZENSHIP and being a _________R’s ETNHIC/REGIONAL 
GROUP, which of these do you feel most attached to? The interviewers had amongst the 
following options to choose: 1) R’S citizenship 2) R’s ethnic/regional group 3) R’s 
another identity 4) do not understand the question 5) can’t chose 6) decline the answer.  
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Furthermore the question remains whether elite minorities may bring about a 

consciousness of ASEAN identity without a larger popular participation.57 To this 

regard the presence of multi-ethnic and multicultural societies as well as the 

difference between values and political systems may impede the making of 

common sense of belonging. States in the region, for example, have taken 

different positions with regard to the enlargement of ASEAN membership and a 

lack of cohesion is evident in the absence of solidarity in member states’ 

initiatives. For instance, in the last decade Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand 

have started to promote initiatives concerning democracy and human rights while 

Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar are still reluctant to implement these policies. The 

same long-lasting debate on how ASEAN should have treated the Burma issue 

confirms the elusiveness of the ASEAN identity and the sense of the “we”. 

 In other terms, if a “people-centred ASEAN is key to making the Association 

relevant to the public and to the attainment of the objectives of ASEAN 

Community,”
58 as argued by Indonesia’s Permanent Representative to ASEAN, 

Ambassador I Gede Ngurah Swajaya, the process of an identity in the making is 

rendered difficult by the complexity of the region so that the transition toward the 

formation of a shared identity might not be a linear process.  

 

2.2. A sociological institutionalist approach: ASEAN as a new regional 

security actor 

 

 In 2001 Stephen Krasner suggested rethinking the sovereign state model arguing 

that the idea that states “are independent and rational actors can be misleading 

because it obfuscates the existence in which rulers are in fact not autonomous”.59 

The lack of state autonomy has become even more significant with the expansion 
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57. Pathya Saihoo, “Problems in Cultural Development”, in Sandhu K.S.; Siddique, 
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of security threats, which mostly outruns the capacity of states to unilaterally find 

adequate responses to tackle them. In contemporary societies this trend is even 

more prominent as the majority of risks do not take place within the nation state 

boundaries. The “spatial dimension” (or territoriality) defined by John Hertz as 

the hard shell of the Westphalian system (Hertz 1957) has gradually lost its 

conceptual force as states are neither able to control their activities within their 

borders nor are they are immune to external threats coming from both traditional 

and new sources of insecurity, such as conflicts, humanitarian disasters, failing 

states, transnational crime, pandemic diseases, terrorism and climate change. 

Geographic proximity reinforces interconnections and the absence of effective 

barriers from one state to another risks externalizing domestic disturbances thus 

producing destabilizing effects beyond national states’ boundaries. Growing 

interdependence implies, in fact, that domestic disequilibria are often transformed 

into regional/global imbalances and that security threats cannot be simply 

confined to one single state but, on the contrary, have the potential to be 

transmitted to other areas.60 

 In the Southeast Asian region, for instance, the Khmer Rouge programme of 

massive domestic repression forced many Cambodians to flee to Thailand.61 By 

1978 the massive number of refugees strained border relations between Thailand 

and Cambodia and an armed conflict erupted, destabilizing the region. Large-

scale population movements and exodus from Kampuchea continued after the 

military action taken by Vietnam to overthrow Pol Pot's regime leading again to 

rising tensions with Thailand and along the Thai-Laos border. To this regard it is 

worth mentioning recent data collected by DeRouen and Bellamy, that counted 5 

conflicts between Cambodia and Thailand emanating from waves of refugees 

(1953-May 1975; December 1975-February 1976; November-December 1976; 

January 1977- October 1978; December 1979-October 1980).62 

The issue of refugee flows resulting from the presence of authoritarian political 

systems and, more recently, also from other sources of insecurity has continued to 
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be an important source of destabilization in Southeast Asian history. Furthermore, 

the 1997 Asian financial crisis showed the risk that a stronger economic 

integration may turn into the new transmission belt of exogenous shocks and 

negative externalities on national economies that go beyond the control of single 

national states. Finally, the ascendance of non-traditional security challenges, 

from terrorism, to transnational crime, climate change, pandemics and natural 

disasters is the new feature of growing regional interdependence. In the last 

decade, in fact, the latter has become the new and most severe threat crossing 

Southeast Asian countries and imposing uncompensated costs on states, people 

and communities. 

 All these factors, together with the economic and political uncertainties of the 

post Cold War required, therefore, the search of new forms of security 

arrangements for the management of common problems and the regulation of 

crises. In an era of heightened global and transnational challenges, many ASEAN 

states have thus attempted to improve collective responses to pressing global 

problems, which led ASEAN to embark in an array of cooperative projects in 

economics, disaster management, transnational crime and terrorism, legal 

cooperation and immigration. Some ASEAN members recognized also the need 

for a more flexible engagement (proposed by former Thai Foreign Minister 

Pitsuwan) to deal with "complex" domestic situations having a cross border effect. 

The ASEAN Charter is the latest effort to respond to these pressures and to try to 

improve coordination amongst intra-ASEAN positions and policies. 

 These efforts gave new breath to liberal institutional approaches, which largely 

benefited from the success of multilateralism in the Asia Pacific in the first half of 

the Nineties and of peaceful intra-ASEAN relations.63 Given the new context, 

according to neoliberal institutionalists, institutions turn into being the most 

appropriate vehicles of cooperation and promising instruments to mitigate 
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international anarchy.64 By providing information, reducing transaction costs and 

making commitments more credible, institutions can, in fact, offer a way forward 

for a benign political environment65, and prove to be useful coordinating 

mechanisms in complex situations involving many states as well as the 

“constructed focal points” that make cooperative outcomes more probable.66  

 The validity of these arguments came, however, under strong attack during the 

Asian financial shock that hit the region in 1997-1998, when the Association 

failed to be “a useful coordinating mechanism” to cope with the crisis. The 

scepticism on the theoretical usefulness of this paradigm was also fed by ASEAN 

preference for a shallow institutionalization, for the attachment to the principles of 

non-interference, sovereignty and consensus based decision-making processes. 

Furthermore, the fact that ASEAN members rejected to “pooling” state 

sovereignty to supranational structures and showed determination in defending, at 

least rhetorically, the Westphalian principles of "sovereignty" (despite the 

ASEAN security agenda being enlarged to include, at least formally, issues such 

as human rights and democracy) pushed scholars to consider ASEAN as a weak 

institution.67 The same Leifer described ASEAN as an “underdeveloped 

institution because of its lack of commitments to more legalistic mechanisms, that 

to its mind would restrain its members more effectively".68 ASEAN, in fact, unlike 

other regional institutions, neither relies on European-style legalistic mechanisms 

for collective action, nor put into force coercive instruments to push its members 

to comply with its principles.  

ASEAN, however, never had the ambition to engage in far-reaching institutional 

cooperation, like the EU. Consequently, Asian institutions should not be treated as 

other institutions of the Western world. Equally, the presence of a complex 

infrastructure and of a heavy bureaucratic system are not always synonymous or 
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the best approach to achieving international cooperation. Then, as noted by 

Finnemore, there are many ways to structure social action and institutions can 

become effective guides to social behaviour also in terms of roles, rituals, duties 

and obligations that are not consequentialist in a Western rational way.69 

Additionally, it is the same Krasner that divides institutionalist theory into two 

camps: those who focus on how institutions constrain agent choice given a 

constant set of preferences and those who focus on how institutional features and 

agent interests are mutually constitutive both evolving in a direction that was not 

fully anticipated at the start.70 According to this perspective, institutions do not 

simply place exogenous constraints on actors in the form of monitoring, 

rewarding or sanctioning, but they are equally important, as “social 

environments” where group interaction creates social pressures, incentives and 

environments conducive to persuasion. Alternatively, one could also say that 

ASEAN central constrain is neither material not legal but normative. In other 

terms, the mechanism of constraint is a kind of social sanction, resulting from the 

loss of credibility in cases of non compliance. 

  The ASEAN institutional setting created, indeed, the proper environment to 

strengthen habits of cooperation amongst ASEAN members and between ASEAN 

and its external partners functional for the development of cooperative outcomes. 

In this sense the remarkable number of formal and informal meetings, also on 

issues of functional cooperation (energy, tourism, environment and agriculture) 

became the driving force behind a process of socialization, which is seen as a 

crucial component to build regional confidence and trust. Equally, the flow of 

communication and material transactions and the development of policies for 
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conflict prevention pushed ASEAN members to accommodate inter state tensions, 

avoid military confrontation and, hopefully in time, also find a way to act 

together, even if  short of a legalistic mechanism of compliance. However, in the 

last decade, the Association has also sought to refine its raison d'être to become a 

more rule-based organization. The new ASEAN architecture, founded on the three 

political-security, economic and socio-cultural pillar similar to the European 

Union structure, is intended to more actively address regional problems and to 

bring ASEAN to a new stage. 

 Despite its institutional constraints ASEAN thus emerged as a new international 

actor.71 Particularly, in the aftermath of the Cold War ASEAN enormously 

boosted its external role. Its institutionalized dialogues with industrialized 

countries,  the acquisition of observer status at the UN, the several visits of US 

President Obama and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to Southeast Asian 

countries, as well as the organization of two US-ASEAN meetings, one held in 

Singapore and the latter in New York in November 2010, are a clear reflection of 

the growing international "presence" of the Association. Equally significant is the 

improvement of ASEAN “capability”. ASEAN, in fact, has been able to formulate 

policies aimed at designing common principles and norms and a common code of 

conduct of interstate relations within ASEAN and also at a broader regional level, 

which suggest the possibility that the ASEAN model may become an alternative 

influential option to the dominant Western paradigm to “global governance”.72 

 Recent activities, such as the delivery of aid to Myanmar’s Cyclone Nargis in 

the face of the humanitarian disaster and the adoption of the ASEAN Convention 

to Counter Terrorism usher in the possibility of an increasing internal cohesion of 

the organization in the face of common problems. In agreement with Adler, one 

can thus argue that the ASEAN “development of a community of practices”, was 

instrumental to “the learning of new identities through negotiation and reification 
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of meanings”.73
 In other words, the Association, by setting common principles 

and the learning process of getting together was able to create a new formal 

relation founded on the adoption of CS measures. 

 

2.3. ASEAN and cooperative security: building a regional security 

partnership in Southeast Asia 

 

 In the Southeast Asia region the request for a regional approach for the co-

management of security problems and, in order to facilitate cooperation ranging 

from the attending of the traditional security agenda to the attending of the new 

security agenda was already present before the end of the Cold war. In this 

perspective, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) signed at the first 

ASEAN Summit held in Bali in 1976, was the first instrument to define an 

embryonic CS framework resting on ASEAN principles to conflict management, 

notably known as the "ASEAN way". In the same year the ASEAN Secretariat 

was established to coordinate ASEAN organs and implement ASEAN projects 

and activities.  

 Regional CS was, nonetheless, obfuscated by great power competition and by 

the establishment of a network of bilateral and multilateral alliances focused on 

nuclear deterrence. New opportunities to strengthen CS initiatives were offered in 

the Nineties with the vacuum left by the great powers' declining commitment in 

the region. To this regard, in 1992, at the 25th AMM of Manila, the Foreign 

Ministers of ASEAN countries noted that the profound impact of the end of the 

Cold War and of the East-West confrontation was bringing "strategic 

uncertainties" but also "fresh opportunities".74 ASEAN was called, in fact, to 

confront itself with the emergence  of the multifaceted nature of threats to security 

and also with the ascending opportunity to shape the parameters of its own 
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security. The new environment gave, therefore, a new impetus to regional 

cooperation offering the proper terrain for the development and consolidation of 

the ASEAN CSS, notably the ASEAN regional security partnership (RSP).  

  CS thus become one of the most popular idea of the post Cold War era.75 

Particularly, the notion started to be employed to underline the progressive 

replacement of traditional military alliances by arrangements “with other partners 

as opposed to the notion of cooperative security against an enemy”.76 The notion, 

however, was used rather loosely and without having a precise connotation. For 

instance, some academic contributions have pointed out the idiosyncratic nature 

of CSS centred on the efforts of countries to “manage their security choices 

through discussion, negotiation, and cooperation”. Notably these scholars have 

highlighted that in CSS communication and dialogue are primary sources for the 

co-management of areas of mutual interest so that “consultation is preferred to 

confrontation, reassurance to deterrence, transparency to secrecy, prevention to 

correction, and interdependence to unilateralism.”77 

  Another way to deal with the notion of CS was more recently proposed by 

Dunn. To the scholar CS not only “emphasizes a shared readiness of countries to 

accommodate their interests” but also “to manage state interactions 

acknowledging the security interests and perspectives of partners". In this view 

“cooperative security does not imply a full convergence of security interests, but a 

general disposition to manage areas of disagreement, and to contain the negative 

spillovers effects on areas of mutual interests.78 In so doing Dunn remarks the 

importance of states’ disposition to manage intra-mural issues even when their 
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security interests differ, thus offering important insights into the study of this 

field. In fact, the agreement to manage state interactions and mutual interests is 

not preconditioned by the homogeneity of states' political stances and goals nor by 

the similarity of values and political systems. That suggests that even in those 

regions characterized by complex mosaics of institutions, languages, cultures and 

divergent security interests, states can be disposed to search for common solutions 

without recurring to coercive or military means and with the intention to avoid 

potential negative consequences caused by the lack of reciprocal interactions. In 

other terms, to Dunn it is the expectation to get mutual benefits from cooperation 

that acts as the driving force behind the construction of CSS.  

 An alternative approach to CS is then proposed by the Indian scholar Acharya, 

who underlines the "Asia Pacific" version of CS marked by its less-legalistic 

nature, by the lack of formal commitments against aggression from within a group 

and by the attitude to encourage confidence building and preventive diplomacy as 

mechanisms to achieve intra-group understanding and reduce tensions and 

conflicts.79 Along the same lines Leifer argues that the distinctive modality of CS 

is the centrality of suasion (through peer group pressure and dialogue) rather than 

economic and military sanctions to obtain the adhererence to standard 

international norms.80 Finally, the notion of CS as developed by the Canadian- 

initiated North Pacific Cooperative Security Dialogue came to be known as 

complementary to the notion of comprehensive security in dealing with a post 

Cold war environment increasingly challenged by non-military threats affecting 

the security of individuals, communities, societies and nation-states as well as the 

international system.81 

 The large number of definitions and approaches, bear witness to the volatility of 

the notion of CS, which apparently fails to capture the level of security 

institutionalization and security cooperation that the members of the system are 
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able to attain. To this regard, a promising way to overcome the weakness of the 

concept is proposed by Attinà, who suggests distinguishing CSS along a line from 

a zero level of coordination to the most institutionalized form of security 

cooperation, which is a security community.82 This distinction provides a useful 

analytical lens to put under scrutiny the Southeast Asian process of regional 

security cooperation. Indeed by utilising this approach it should be possible to 

draw the kind of CSS that is taking place in Southeast Asia.  

  To Attinà, the most traditional and oldest forms of security cooperation are 

alliances, designed for both defence and attack purposes and usually conceived 

against a commonly perceived external threat. In the Southeast Asia region 

alliances reflected the post Second World War environment and the balance of 

power system. Bilateral defence arrangements provided the basis for defending 

against the perceived communist threat, but in the world of today their importance 

is less relevant as alliance theory fails to capture contemporary security dilemma 

and those situations, which are not characterized by a specific antagonist posing a 

constant threat. 

 Next, there are collective security systems, which reflect a higher degree of 

security cooperation. Collective security is aimed at preventing, or containing, 

war by assuring a response to any act of aggression or threat to peace among its 

members. In the Southeast Asian region, the only multilateral collective security 

arrangement was the SEATO organization that provided only a marginal 

contribution to regional security lacking the regional coherence and credibility 

and having only a minimal US guarantee. At a multilateral level, instead, the UN 

collective security system, has just worked on two occasions: East Timor and 

Cambodia. The United Nations Advance Mission in Cambodia (UNAMIC) was 

established in 1991 to assist the Cambodian parties to secure their cease-fire and 

to initiate mine awareness training of the civilian population. In 1992 the mission 

and its functions were subsumed by the United Nations Transitional Authority in 

Cambodia (UNTAC), which had the mandate to protect human rights, to organize 
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elections, civil administration, law and order, the repatriation of refugees and 

rehabilitation of Cambodian infrastructure. In East Timor, the deployment of the 

Australian-led peace keeping mission International Force for East Timor 

(INTERFET) in September 1999 was crucial to control violence and large scale 

humanitarian relief and was the necessary step for the establishment of UNTAET 

(United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor), the civilian mission, 

to administer the Territory, exercise legislative and executive authority during the 

transition period and support capacity building for self-government. UNTAET 

was succeeded by the United Mission of Support East Timor (UNMISET) 

established by the Security Council resolution of 2002 to provide assistance to the 

core administrative structures critical to the viability and political stability of East 

Timor. 

 Following along the line of CSS, the most developed form of CS includes those 

systems, which are not exclusively directed against any specific state/challenge 

and coalition and that are characterized by the adoption of measures aimed 

uniquely at the reduction of the risk of war, namely security communities. As 

argued before, the key feature of a security community is the presence of common 

values, which render possible the development of a sense of belonging, 

accompanied by formal or informal institutions or practices, capable of assuring 

peaceful change over a long period of time.83 Resuscitating this model Adler and 

Barnet made also the distinction between "loosely pluralist security communities" 

where states maintain their legal independence and "tightly coupled security 

communities" that are characterized by emerging government centralization. The 

existence of these security communities is recognized in the EU and in the North 

Atlantic region. But it is difficult to recognize ASEAN as a pluralist security 

community, mostly due to cultural diversities among its members “ASEAN, in 

fact, is an association with great diversity that is composed of societies and 

political constituencies ... marshalled in the cause of ASEAN solidarity and 

cooperation, behind the validity of the ASEAN idea”.84  
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 Only by relying on an alternative concept we can hence encapsulate the ASEAN 

CS enterprise, and the instruments and means set up among its members to 

accommodate their interests. Thus we propose to analyse the regulation of the 

ASEAN regional security cooperation under the lens of an alternative security 

framework, the regional security partnership (RSP), which better fits the set of 

Southeast Asian security relations that stand between unstructured regional 

relations and security community structured relations.  

  The RSP is the arrangement created by the majority of states in the region, 

which act together through a variety of  "flexible means" that can be either formal 

or informal (military and non military, internal and international measures) in 

order to co-manage security problems.85 Contrary to security communities, which 

require collective identity and shared norms, the development of a RSP does not 

require homogenous cultures and institutional values as preconditions to further 

cooperation and policy coordination. On the contrary, regional security cultures 

can be diverse. Nonetheless, states are bound together by the awareness of 

common problems, by mutual interdependence and by the imperative necessity of 

collective action. So as in other regions of the world (like the Euro Mediterranean 

region, Northeast Asia and the Asia-Pacific), geographic proximity, political and 

economic interdependence as well as geopolitical burdens became the 

transmission belt for the development and consolidation of common projects and 

common institutions to better respond to mutual challenges. That is to say the 

recognition of shared interests strengthens the willingness to cooperate in order to 

increase economic and social transactions and reduce the risk of violence. Equally 
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the widening, and eventually also the deepening of regional institutions, grew out 

of the awareness that common challenges call for common efforts and growing 

cooperation at a regional level. 

 Attina's framework is thus very pertinent to describe the CS building that is 

taking place in the Southeast Asian region. Indeed, from the outset, the ASEAN 

RSP, is marked by the common endeavour to develop intra-mural cooperative 

arrangements in the absence of similarity of culture, institutions and under 

different strategic threat perceptions. 86 

  These differences and limitations have, in fact, not prevented Southeast Asian 

states from pursuing common goals for managing and containing interstate 

tensions and develop a core structure for regional collaboration even if during the 

process of negotiation of the Bangkok Declaration strong divergences of views 

and interests emerged amongst ASEAN states, which reflected the experience of 

the Konfrontasi as well as the sense of vulnerability of some of the prospective 

regional partners.87 To this regard it is then worth noting that the ambition to 

manage the regional order constituted the basis to converge around some agreed 

principles of regional cooperation and to foster shared security goals. The 

Association thus primarily came to life under the common understanding that a 

regional approach to problem solving was indispensable due to geographic 

proximity, the presence of common political and economic burdens,  and similar 

security threats. Remarkably, as argued by H.E. S. Rajaratnam, Foreign Minister 

of Singapore at the 2nd AMM: "We know that the self regarding nationalism, 

which was essential to sustain and inspire us during our struggles for 

independence has to be modified and transformed to cope with the reality of 

interdependence of nations". It is, then, under the stimulus of this growing 

interdependence that a new way for the governing of regional affairs was allowed.  
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Paraphrasing, in fact, the words of the first Declaration of ASEAN Leaders the 

establishment of a regional Association was functional to the strengthening of 

cooperative ties, necessary to ensure peace, progress and stability:  

 

“MINDFUL of the existence of mutual interests and common problems among 

countries of Southeast Asia and convinced of the need to strengthen further the 

existing bonds of regional solidarity and cooperation" 

 

Bangkok Declaration, Bangkok, Thailand, 8 August 1967. 

  

 However the construction of the ASEAN RSP in 1967 goes beyond a statement 

of ideas. This can be witnessed in the cautious building of the first instruments of 

cooperation and multilateral offices:  the Annual Meetings of Foreign Ministers 

(AMM); the Standing Committee, having as its members the accredited 

Ambassadors, and aimed at carrying out the work of the Association between 

Meetings of Foreign Meetings; the Ad hoc Committee and Permanent 

Committees of Specialist and Officials; and the National Secretariat in each 

member country to carry out the work of the Association.   

 Nevertheless, only in 1976, did the new international scenario offered the 

necessary political space to develop the ASEAN RSP.88 In that year, indeed, on 

one hand, the ASEAN institutional infrastructure was improved, in particular with 

the establishment of the ASEAN Secretariat, created to provide greater efficiency 

and coordination among ASEAN organs.89 

 FIGURE 2.4.ASEAN SECRETARIAT ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
Source: ASEAN Website, July 2010. 
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88. On this issue see also pp. 44-45. 
89. In the run of the years the Secretariat has acquired a crucial centrality into ASEAN 
structure.  During the Sixth ASEAN Summit of 1998 it was decided to “review its role, 

functions and capacity to meet the increasing demands of ASEAN and to support the 

implementation of the Hanoi Plan of Action” and to pursue this mandate the ASEAN 
Standing Committee established Special Directors-General Working Group on the 
Review of the Role and Functions of the ASEAN Secretariat that agreed that the ASEAN 
Secretariat should function as coordinating Secretariat to help facilitate effective 
decision-making within and amongst ASEAN bodies. 
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  On the other, as will be argued in the next chapter, the 1976 has viewed the 

adoption of the TAC, which is the agreement that defines the core principles of 

the "ASEAN way" to conflict avoidance and co-management of security. 

Significantly, with the adoption of the TAC ASEAN members defined the first 

regional diplomatic instrument that allows for a common code of conduct of their 

relations. Furthermore, they agreed to “maintain regular contacts and 

consultations with one another on international and regional matters with a view 

to coordinating their views actions and police” (art. 9. TAC) and to settle disputes 

through regional processes. 

 The ASEAN RSP could, however, consolidate only in the wake of the Cold War 

when the condition for a more relaxed competition between major powers was 

finally met.  

 

2.4. The consolidation of the ASEAN partnership in the post Cold War era 

 

 Only in the course of the Nineties did the ASEAN RSP grow and strengthen 

itself against the backdrop of changes in ASEAN's environment marked by 



�

� �	�

decreasing power competition. In fact, the end of the Cold War left a political 

vacuum characterized by the transformation of the distribution of power, notably, 

the Soviet Union withdrew from its bases in Cambodia and Vietnam and then 

collapsed, China and India experienced an unprecedented economic rise and 

political dynamism, and ASEAN ended up being one of the bulwarks of US 

foreign policy. To this regard, ASEAN countries had to confront significant 

changes, which led them gradually to reconceptualise their relationship. On one 

side, US budget constraints forced the US administration to reduce its troops in 

Southeast Asia and to close its naval bases. Furthermore, during the Asian 

financial crisis in 1997 the US did not offer financial aid to the region thus 

feeding the image that its role in Southeast Asia was declining. On the other side, 

the ascendance of China started to be perceived as both a threat and an 

opportunity. The threat was the potential dominant influence of the PRC over the 

political systems and economies of the small Southeast Asian countries. The 

opportunity was to take advantage of China's booming economy and market size. 

Soon China's domestic oriented policy and its focus on its internal development 

turned ASEAN members to consider their Northern neighbour as an opportunity, 

particularly in terms of trade and potential growth. 

 The wide range of transformations touched the Southeast Asian region also at an 

internal level. Political change and democratization in Indonesia, the Philippines 

and Thailand had a far-reaching impact, while the former Indochinese states 

welcomed the opportunity to be involved in a new framework of cooperative 

arrangements.90 Significantly also at the global level the emergence of multilateral 

security fora, culminating in the establishment of the ARF, with a membership 

that comprises all regional countries and major powers opened the way towards a 

new climate, more relaxed and apparently disposed to cooperation. Finally, the 

network of overlapping frameworks for security cooperation among countries of 
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90. Jörn Dosch, The Changing Dynamics of Southeast Asian Politics. Boulder, Colorado: 
Lynne Rinner, 2007. The process of norm localisation is well explained by the study of 
Amitav Acharya that explains the complex and dynamic process and outcome by which 
norms takers build congruence between foreign norms and local beliefs and practises to 
ensure the norm fits with the cognitive priors and identities. See Amitav Acharya, "How 
Ideas Spread: Whose Norms Matter? Norm Localisation and Institutional Change in 
Asian Regionalism", International Organization, vol. 58, Spring 2004, pp. 239-275. 
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North-East and Southeast Asia and South Asia, usher an era of interlocking 

security networks of security cooperation across Asia. This development 

reflected, indeed, a growing trend towards less reliance on military alliances and 

bases by major powers and more emphasis on cooperative arrangements to work 

for the common security of countries.91 

 Therefore, it is no surprise that ASEAN members tried to strengthened their 

intra-mural partnership, habits of cooperation and conflict avoidance mechanisms  

through a process of localization, marked  by the strengthening of the "ASEAN 

values" as an alternative model to the West.92 The ASEAN RSP was thus 

consolidated with new agreements, norms and mechanisms to solve disputes and 

foster regional security cooperation. Particularly, the most relevant aspect of the 

new consolidated partnership is the process of community building launched at 

the ASEAN Summit of Bali in 2003. The Summit gave the start to an ASEAN 

Community centred on three pillars: the ASEAN Security Community (ASC) 

(defined until 2007 as ASEAN Political Security Community-APSC) to enhance 

peace, stability, democracy and prosperity in the region through comprehensive 

political and security cooperation; the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) to 

enhance competiveness for economic growth and development to closer economic 

cooperation; the ASEAN Socio-cultural Community (ASCC) to sustain social and 

functional cooperation.  

 The need to rejuvenate ASEAN through the launching of the Community was 

largely the result of the growing regional interdependence and of necessity to find 

common approaches to regional issues. Indeed, the ASEAN Community conveys 

the idea of certain economic, social and security bonds stemming from proximity, 

moral ties, common interests, neighbourhood, friendship and so forth.93 In 

particular, the catalyst for community building efforts was the ASEAN economic 

crisis of 1997/8 that severely tested ASEAN capacity thus putting under question 

the Association's capability to provide a concerted response to the turmoil. 
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91. Mushaid Ali, “Fresh Impetus for an Asian Security Community”, The Straits Times, 
Singapore, 26 November, 2003. 
92. Anya Jetschke and Jürgen Rüland, “Decoupling Rhetoric and Practise: the cultural 
limits of ASEAN cooperation”, The Pacific Review,  vol. 22, no. 2, 2009, pp. 179-203. 
93. Jakarta Post, “From Bali with a deeper sense of community”, Jakarta Post, October 
18, 2003. 
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Besides this, the terrorist attacks in Indonesia from extremist Islamist groups 

connected to Al Qaeda made security a central focus of Southeast Asia.  Thus, as 

Sukma's argued, the proposal of the ASC was based on the recognition of the 

ASEAN's declining status following the Asian economic crisis and the growing 

threat to terrorism.94 

 In the wake of these events, Indonesia, as chair of the ASEAN Standing 

Committee, submitted a proposal to create an ASC by 2020. The proposal called 

for a framework that allows member states to work together on sensitive security 

issues, especially those, which are transnational in nature.95 Driving the plan was 

also an understanding that in parallel with major economic integration there was a 

need to build a framework for political and security cooperation. The framework 

of security cooperation remained embedded in ASEAN's existing norms. But the 

Declaration of Bali Concord II gives major emphasis to the principle of 

comprehensive security, which committed more actively to address the broad 

spectrum of political, economic, cultural, environmental challenges to security in 

the building of the ASEAN Community (ASEAN Security Community Plan of 

Action). The notion of comprehensive is, in fact, intended to go beyond the 

exclusive military dimension of security to capture the holistic and interdependent 

nature of insecurity processes. An example of this new vision is the introduction 

of instruments of regional cooperation on various non traditional security issues, 

such as transnational crime, maritime cooperation, terrorism, environment, that 

can make it easier for member states to request assistance.  

 Additionally, with the ASC, the ASEAN RSP was strengthened by the 

development of a variety of multilateral offices to build a new regional capacity 

for security and defence cooperation. In relation to this aspect the most notable 

effort is the foundation of the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting (ADDM) to be 

the highest ministerial defence and security consultative and cooperative 

mechanism for regional security issues among the ASEAN member states. The 

ADMM is aimed at increasing the synergies amongst Southeast Asian military 
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94. Rizal Sukma, "The Future of ASEAN: Towards a Security Community", Paper 
presented at a seminar on ASEAN Cooperation: Challenges and Prospects in the Current 

International Situation, New York, 3 June 2003. 
95. Leonard Sebastian and Chon Ja Ian, "Towards and Asean Security Community", The 

Straits Times, Singapore, 7 October, 2003. 
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forces. In fact, for years military-to-military cooperative activities were conducted 

at various levels, including on a bilateral basis, and were lacking in significant 

coordination. In particular, ASEAN Defence Ministers and Service in Chief were 

involved in a variety of security dialogues through the participation in the Annual 

ASEAN Senior Official Meeting, (ASEAN Special SOM) and in the Meetings of 

the ARF (Ministerial Meeting, ARF Senior Official Meeting, Intersessional group 

on confidence building measures, the Security Policy Conference and Defence 

Officials’ dialogue). Some attempts to enhance regional coordination were put 

into place in the course of the last decade, and meetings between ASEAN Chief 

Defence Forces, Chiefs of Armies, Navies and Air Forces started to be held 

regularly in the form of ASEAN Chiefs Defence Forces Informal Meeting- 

ACDFIM (since 2001), ASEAN Chiefs of Army Multilateral Meeting- ACAMM 

(since 2000), the ASEAN Navy Interaction- ANI (since 2001) the ASEAN Air 

Force Chiefs Conference- AACC (since 2004) and the ASEAN Military 

Intelligent Informal Meeting- AMIIM. 

  With the creation of the ADMM as the highest forum of dialogue and security 

cooperation, the ASEAN RSP could leap forward. Then by creating a framework 

for practical cooperation among ASEAN militaries on defence and security 

ASEAN was first enabled to overcome the difficulties caused by the lack of 

coordination and to achieve a greater capacity to respond to contemporary threats 

and coordinate disaster relief. The positive result of the ADMM in building 

confidence, consolidating solidarity and defence cooperation can already be seen. 

In fact, after only five years of development, Defence Ministers of ASEAN 

countries have had an annual exchange of views on regional and international 

security, and among other initiatives, Ministers have adopted three concept papers 

on: "The use of ASEAN Military Assets and Capacities in Humanitarian 

Assistance and Disaster Relief", "ASEAN Defence Establishment and Civil 

Society Organization Cooperation on Non Traditional Security" and the "Concept 

Paper on ADMMPlus: Principles for Membership". This last paves the way for 

broadening cooperation between ASEAN and its external partners with the aim of 

facilitating strategic dialogues and promote practical cooperation, through 

levering resources, experience and expertise. 
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 In addition to these initiatives the ASEAN RSP was further strengthened by the 

adoption of the ASEAN Charter on 20th November 2007, which gave the 

Association a legal personality and designed its new institutional framework. 

With the ASEAN Charter, ASEAN plans to become a more rule-based 

organization characterized by the commitment to intensify community building 

through the enhancement of regional cooperation and integration. New operative 

instruments are set up for the settlement of disputes and to guarantee the 

compliance of ASEAN members to its principles, giving a major role to the 

ASEAN Chair, to the ASEAN Secretary General and to the ASEAN Summit to 

which states have to refer unresolved disputes. A new restructuring of the ASEAN 

Secretariat has also taken place to coordinate the activities undertaken by the three 

Communities.   

 Finally, besides intra-ASEAN initiatives, the construction of the ASEAN RSP 

was marked by the growing involvement of extra-regional actors resulting from 

the ambition to strengthen ASEAN centrality in the security architecture of the 

Asia Pacific. In this perspective, the Association intensified its efforts to move 

from an “inward looking community" to a “Southeast Asian concert open and 

outward looking” 96 and, with this goal in mind, framed cooperation projects with 

external partners. 

The ASEAN Dialogues involve nowadays major regional and international 

powers: Australia, Canada, China, the European Union, India, Japan, the Republic 

of Korea, New Zealand, Russia, United States and Pakistan. Other important 

external relations are conducted through the frameworks of ASEAN+3, East 

Asian Summit, the Asian Development Initiative, the ARF and the Transboundary 

River Cooperation in the Mekong. Defence cooperation at a broader level has also 

intensified with the establishment of the ADMM-Plus, which became a forum of 

dialogue between the Defence Ministers of ASEAN, and the Defence Ministers of 

Australia, the People Republic of China, the Republic of India, Japan, the 

Republic of Korea, New Zealand, the Russian Federation and the United States. 

The first ADMM-Plus was held in Hanoi on October 2010 and led to a Joint 
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96. ASEAN Secretariat, ASEAN Vision, Kuala Lumpur, 15th December 1997. Available 
at ASEAN website: http://www.aseansec.org/1814.htm 
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Declaration affirming the commitment to enhance peace and stability at a regional 

level, promote the ADMM-Plus as a useful platform of cooperation to enhance 

trust and confidence, strengthen defence and security cooperation through 

practical cooperation and coordination and to establish the ASEAN Defence 

Senior Officials' meeting -Plus (ADSOM Plus). 
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FIGURE 2.5. ASEAN COMMUNITY SNAPSHOT 
 
 

 

 

2.4.1. Building security and the challenge of the Southeast Asian cultural divide 

 

 Having detailed the ASEAN approach in the building of a RSP we have 

attempted to show how the ASEAN way of incremental interactions and frequent 

meetings produced common institutions, instruments and norms for the co-

management of security problems as well as common habits and attitudes to the 

management of regional security, which became the prominent features of the 

ASEAN RSP. However, one could also argue that many of the new initiatives 

undertaken by the Association risk remaining declaratory in nature if ASEAN 

states do not develop a common understanding of how to deal with security issues 

and do not successfully implement the new measures outlined in the ASC 

Blueprint and in the ASEAN Charter. To this regard one of the major obstacles 

for the further development of the ASEAN RSP is the increasing difficulty of 

ASEAN members to reach a consensus on a wide set of issues (particularly 

democracy, good governance, human rights and dispute settlement mechanisms), 

which represent a limit for the realization of a truly effective ASEAN. 

 The divide between older and newer ASEAN members is one of the most 

serious problems. In fact, the political diversity between the five founding 

members and the new members, especially the socialist Vietnam and Laos and the 
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still military ruled Myanmar might give rise to political divisions and impede 

further cooperation in the security field. Remarkably, there is still a strong 

distance between former Indochinese states Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and 

Myanmar that are very attached to a strict interpretation of the principle of non-

interference and new emerging democracies, which are more supportative of good 

governance and civil society engagement.97 Whether, in fact, former Indochinese 

states reject institutionalizing bolder security measures, since the end of the 

Nineties, Thailand and the Philippines, through respectively the former Thai 

Foreign Minister Pitsuwan and the Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Ibrahim, 

called for “flexible engagement” to allow ASEAN members to discuss domestic 

issues having cross border implications. Equally important, the works for the 

ASEAN Charter have been marked by differences and faultlines. On one hand, 

Indonesia pushed for a stronger move towards more proactive ASEAN in the field 

of conflict management promoting the inclusion of sanctions for those members 

who do not comply with ASEAN principles and strongly expressed its concern 

that ASEAN institutional development may be constrained by its “illiberal 

members”.98 On the other hand, the efforts to institutionalize an ASEAN “minus X 

mechanism” provoked the reaction of newer members who feared being 

marginalized.  

 A final aspect that has to be considered is the different forms and characteristics 

of strategic cultures in Southeast Asia given the mix of large and small states with 

varying geostrategic circumstances, historical experiences, cultures and  

civilization traditions.99 These cleavages are mostly manifested in the diverse 

security perceptions of maritime and mainland Southeast Asia. Singapore's sense 

of vulnerability led its leaders to define regional security in more inclusive terms 

of balance of power. Malaysia, on one hand, championed  a policy of neutrality in 

Southeast Asia, on the other, its traditional preoccupation with internal security 
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97 Nicholas Thomas, "Understanding regional governance in Asia", in Nicholas Tomas 

Governance and Regionalism in Asia. New York: Routeldge, 2009, p. 18.  
98. Personal interview with Pek Koon Heng, Director of the ASEAN Studies Center, 
American University, School of International Service, Washington DC, May 27th 2010.  
99. Chin Kin Wah, "Reflections on the Shaping of Strategic Cultures in Southeast Asia", 
in Derek de Cunha, Southeast Asian Perspectives on Security. Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 2000. See also Donald Emmerson, et al., “Critical Terms, 
Security Democracy and Regionalism in Southeast Asia”, cited. 
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and stability pushed the country to an inward-directed strategic culture and to 

pursue a land-based defence strategy.100 Finally, Indonesia's notion of regional 

resilience is seen as the sum of the national resilience of ASEAN members that 

have to secure the region through their common efforts rather than with the help 

of outside powers.101 On the other side of the spectrum, the strategic cultures of 

Vietnam and Thailand have been traditionally defined by the concern of land-

ward threats from Indochinese states, which emphasized the utility of obtaining 

security through a balance of power relationship. In the case of Vietnam 

geostrategic circumstances have particularly resulted from the complex 

relationship with China.102 Thailand, conversely, was mainly concerned with the 

distribution of power so that, on one hand, strengthened ties with the United 

States and Japan, on the other, didn't abdicate developing relations with former 

Indochinese states. 

 ASEAN tried to bridge these security cultures through a development of a 

security discourse that tried to de-emphasize the threat or use of force in intra-

mural relations and the respect for national sovereignty. This way has served its 

members well, however, the new security challenges, which emerged in the last 

two decades, are increasingly requesting to move beyond the principles rooted in 

the ASEAN way to enhance new operational capabilities to address problems 

more effectively. But, in contrast to the loose mechanisms of the "ASEAN way", 

the deepening of new institutional mechanisms for managing regional crises has 

found major obstacles and appears to be affected by the different characteristics of 

Southeast Asian strategic and political cultures, which are split over the relations 

with external powers, the mechanisms to deal with domestic situations and the 

ways to assure the compliance to the ASEAN norms. 

��������������������������������������������������������

100. ibidem. 
101. ibidem.  
102. ibidem.  



�

� ���

FIGURE 2.6. THE ASEAN REGIONAL SECURITY PARTNERSHIP    
Source: adapted from Fulvio Attinà, Regional security partnership: the concept, 

the model, practise and a preliminary comparative scheme, cited. 
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2.5. An analytical framework to assess the ASEAN RSP performance on 

regional peace and stability 

 

Contrary to pessimistic assessments made by realist scholars, in the course of the 

last forty years ASEAN has been pivotal in encouraging frameworks of CS in the 

Southeast Asian region even if the Association was not purely born as a security 

actor. As a result, as highlighted by the Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Tan 

Dung ASEAN is today recognized as "the top important element in maintaining 

peace, security cooperation, mutual understanding and trust."103 If ASEAN 

members opted for a RSP system founded on the principles of the "ASEAN way" 

to increase regional peace and stability, it should, however, better discussed how 

does the construction of the ASEAN partnership has helped the creation of a more 

peaceful regional environment. The effectiveness of RSP projects can, in fact, be 

variable depending on their institutional structure as well as on the instruments 

and mechanisms identified to target sources of threats. 

To this regard it is worth mentioning a paper published in 2005 by Attinà, which 

by putting in comparison five cases of RSP - the Euromediterranean region, in 

East Asia (ARF), in Central Asia (Shanghai Cooperation Organization) in Africa 

(namely the Peace and Security Council of the African Union) and in the EU  

Neighbouring area- reveals their important differences and dissimilarities.104 

Particularly, the work highlights that regions are not on the same foot regarding 

the fulfilment of the requisites pre-conditions and conditions to realize mature 

RSP systems as well as in putting on the ground the instruments and mechanisms 

to make RSP operative. But above all, variance is shown in terms of the RSPs 

capability to project regional peace and stability. In this perspective, what should 

be posed under closer scrutiny is to what extent the RSPs processes are capable of 

influencing state behaviour. The RSP theory is, however, flawed on this count as 

it is more devoted to the analysis of the preconditions/conditions pushing states to 
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coordinate their relations to achieve peace and security rather than on the security 

tasks that the partnership itself has to fulfil. To overcome this gap, we propose, 

therefore, to integrate and operazionalize the RSP framework with a more analytic 

device, able to explain how institutions impact on regional security. To this regard 

the Kirchner and Sperling SG model is very pertinent to peel off the layers of the 

ASEAN security system. 

Similarly to Attinà, the two scholars draw attention to the progressive 

development of a SG at a European Union level, resulting from the changing 

nature of the state, the expansion of the security agenda, the presence of new 

threats and the disappearance of traditional regional security systems. In academic 

literature, governance has been alternatively conceptualized in many ways. 

Roseneau describes governance as "the activities of government and of any actors 

who resort to command mechanisms to make demands, frame goals, issue 

directives and pursue policies".105 Governance has also been treated as a generic 

synonym for the concept of political system. Weiss suggests that "a concept of 

governance refers to the complex set of values, norms, processes and institutions 

by which the society manage its development and resolvers conflicts, formally and 

informally".106 To Kirchner and Sperling, instead, the SG is defined as “the 

coordinated management and regulation of issues by multiple and separate 

authorities…directed towards particular policy outcomes”.107 

The Kirchner and Sperling SG model shares, therefore, strong similarities with 

Attinà's RSP given the idea that in contemporary world politics states need to 

accommodate their interests by making use of multiple instruments for the 

management of common problems. Nevertheless, while the RSP offers a 

theoretical lens to analyse under what conditions and premises states are involved 

in a process of incremental cooperation to regulate the management of disorder 

and reduce the likelihood of war, Kirchner and Sperling's effort is not oriented 
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towards framing a theory but at designing what they call a heuristic device, which 

is largely pre-theoretical and flexible enough to accommodate diverse theoretical 

frameworks. In so doing, SG is treated as a model, which intends to provide a 

valuable research method of analysis that offers a functional and instrumental 

categorization of security policy, which permits a clear investigation on the role of 

institutions in the security domain. 

Particularly, in their work Kirchner and Sperling underscore the tasks that a SG 

has to perform through the use of both persuasive (economic, political, 

diplomatic) and coercive instruments (military intervention and internal policing). 

These instruments taken together are summed in the four functions of 

“prevention, protection, assurance,  and compellence”,108 where preventive 

engagement implies the need to engage before the unstable situation deteriorate 

into a military confrontation; protection, refers to the capability to provide internal 

security; assurance is the exercise of peace building with the aim of disseminating 

norms and rules to create a community of interests and values; and compellence is 

linked to the aspiration to acquire military capabilities that would enable the actor 

to engage in activities of peace making.109 

 

FIGURE 2.7. THE SECURITY GOVERNANCE MODEL 
Source, Emil Kirchner and James Sperling, EU Security Governance, p. 7. 
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strong institution and by the lack of enforcement mechanisms. Furthermore, 

contrary to the EU, ASEAN is not equipped with stable economic and financial 

assets and civilian and defence capabilities to mitigate the sources of anarchy. The 

Association is affected by its limited resources, by the refusal of its members to 

renounce to sovereignty prerogatives and by the attachment to the sacrosanct 

respect of non-interference, which risks hampering further security 

institutionalization and action-oriented responses to pressing problems. 

Nonetheless, ASEAN diplomatic credentials improved in the course of the 

Eighties through its role in the settlement of the Cambodian conflict following 

Vietnam’s 1978 occupation. And significantly, since the Nineties, important 

changes have consolidated the Southeast Asian RSP. As a result even if major 

powers continue to maintain a key regional role, bilateral arrangements have been 

gradually supplemented by multilateral initiatives, which led the ASEAN RSP to 

acquire new functions and responsibilities for maintaining the order of the 

Southeast Asian region. Against this background it is, therefore, worth paying 

stronger attention to the new capabilities of the ASEAN security system by 

narrowing our study through the Kirchner and Sperling SG model. In utilising this 

approach, it should then be possible to draw linkages between ASEAN and the 

attainment of regional security. Under the lens of the four functions identified by 

Kirchner and Sperling the following discussion will be addressed towards testing 

to what extent the ASEAN RSP has been able to perform these security tasks in 

order to increase regional peace and security. From the outset it has, however, to 

be noted that ASEAN never manifested the ambition to create its own military 

capability so that the "compellence" dimension is not a feature of the ASEAN 

RSP. Equally, lack of resources prevented the Association from developing 

autonomous peace building initiatives. The other two SG tasks of "prevention" 

and "protection" will reveal the potentials and limitations of the ASEAN RSP, 

particularly the inherent tension between the widening of regionalism and the 

deepening of institutional functionality, non-interference and sovereignty and the 

imperative to strengthen regional cooperation and greater capacity to build 

security and stability in a post Cold War and post Westphalian era. 
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2.6. Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has attempted to highlight that the framework provided by the RSP 

better locates the incremental building of CS that has taken place in the Southeast 

Asian region since the formation of ASEAN in 1967. In so doing we have tried to 

hasher the gaps of the realist and constructivist scholarship in depicting Southeast 

Asian security dynamics. And alternately we have proposed an institutional 

sociological approach, centred on the role of ASEAN as the proper locus for the 

development of bilateral and multilateral encounters. Throughout its history 

ASEAN has shown that is able to forge cooperation among its members by 

creating a various set of agreements, instruments of cooperation and multilateral 

offices.  

 Remarkably, the end of the Cold war opened a window of opportunity for the 

Association. The more relaxed power competition caused by the collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the decreasing presence of the United States gave ASEAN the 

space to better define the parameters of its own security and consolidate the 

construction of a RSP. ASEAN responded by instituting a number of agreements 

and multilateral offices that resulted in the establishment of new regional 

initiatives to encourage closer regional cooperation and meet the challenges of 

contemporary world system. Nevertheless, it is also true that the ascendance of 

new economic and military powers, such as India and China and the emergence of 

non traditional sources of threats, begun also to challenge ASEAN centrality 

requiring new capabilities that go beyond the traditional ASEAN informal 

mechanisms of cooperation and conflict avoidance. 

 To what extend is the ASEAN RSP capable to address the multifaceted nature of 

security threats? What is the degree of effectiveness of the ASEAN RSP in 

managing internal and external sources of insecurity? How can we assess ASEAN 

as a regional security provider? The SG model presented in the last paragraph of 

this chapter has been considered as the most appropriate devise to help us to 

answer to these questions. Thus by concentrating on the SG functions the next 

chapters seek to draw linkages between ASEAN and the attainment of regional 
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security as well as the extend to which ASEAN norms have been regionally 

performed. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ASEAN POLICIES OF PREVENTION:  MITIGATING SOURCES OF 

TENSIONS IN THE SOUTHEAST ASIAN REGION 

 

  Institutional efforts of prevention are increasingly becoming viable paths 

towards sustainable peace. In particular, recent studies acknowledge that regional 

organizations, due to their inherent attachment to the local reality, the presence of 

personal and professional contacts, the background knowledge of the territory, 

experience and some resources, also in terms of personnel, can perform the task of 

prevention and help to project regional stability better than other actors.  

 In line with these general premises, this chapter concentrates on ASEAN 

policies of prevention arguing that the Association impacts on regional 

cooperation and security creating the proper conditions to turn conflictive 

behaviour into cooperative outcomes. That is to say, the central hypothesis 

guiding this chapter is that ASEAN tends to affect regional security in terms of 

conflict prevention. In this perspective it has been argued that ASEAN has 

performed two complementary functions: improving economic growth and 

building regional security through the development of a wide set of principles to 

better enhance regional security. This implies that at an "external" level ASEAN 

membership is positively correlated to the reduction of states' propensity to 

engage in militarized battle death interstate disputes, and that at a domestic level, 

when domestic conflicts deflagrate it is more likely for ASEAN to achieve a joint 

position or take a joint action to condition state behaviour in order to reduce the 

escalation of violence. 

 In order to explore these dynamics we will proceed as follows: after having 

conceptualized what it is intended for conflict prevention, the rationale and main 

principles behind ASEAN conflict prevention policies, we will first draw attention 

to the economic dimension, then the focus will be addressed to ASEAN conflict 

prevention policies, their recent development, and finally to their impact on inter 

state and domestic disputes. More specifically, to better discover ASEAN 
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performance in preserving the territorial integrity of states and containing inter 

state and domestic disputes, a quantitative analysis on the linkage between 

ASEAN membership and battle death conflicts will be provided. Then three case 

studies, concerning three types of military dispute - intra-mural, extra mural and 

domestic- will be used as test cases to evaluate how ASEAN conflict prevention 

instruments serve to avoid military escalation. The dispute on the South China Sea 

is presented as a test case to measure ASEAN effort in preventing inter-state 

conflicts. Instead, to what regard domestic conflicts where ASEAN performance 

has proved to be rather weak due to the “sacrosanct” principle of non-interference, 

the case study on Cambodia will be examined to analyse ASEAN effort to slightly 

move beyond “non-interference” when domestic tensions turn into severe crises. 

Lastly, the ongoing intra-mural dispute along the Thailand-Cambodia border is 

introduced to show the ambiguity of the ASEAN effort between the strengthening 

of its mechanisms and its internal constraints. 

 

3.1. Defining Prevention 
 

 In academic literature, conflict prevention remains a elusive concept, which has 

been, not rarely, used as a catch-all word connoting each activity to reduce the 

possibility of conflict. A major contribution to the concept has come from the 

former UN Secretary General Boutrous Ghali, who defined "preventive 

diplomacy" as "the action to prevent disputes from arising among parties, existing 

disputes from escalating and to limit the spread of the latter when they occur".110  

Accordingly, also other scholars, such as Kirchner and Sperling have defined 

conflict prevention as an ongoing process that helps generate an environment and 

produce mechanisms that, on one hand, prevent the outbreak of hostilities, on the 

other, help to solve hostilities through non-violent means. In the opinion of the 

two scholars, indeed, there is often a fluid continuum between conflict prevention 

activities, the management of crises and the post conflict activities. More 

specifically, to the two scholars prevention includes: 1) those policies that prevent 
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110. United Nations, An Agenda for Peace 1992. Preventive diplomacy, peace-making 

and peace-keeping. Report of the Secretary-General pursuant to the statement adopted by 
the Summit Meeting of the Security Council on 31 January 1992. 
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the occurrence of a major conflict; 2) the policy instruments that consist of 

economic cooperation, financial assistance in the form of trade agreements and 

associations, the promise of membership, national building efforts and support for 

internal democratization.111 In the case of the EU, the UN and the G8 these 

instruments have largely been employed for decades. To prevent the spread of 

both intrastate and interstate conflicts, regional strategies to prevention have 

included special relations with neighbours, international cooperation, trade 

agreements, development policies, measures to support democracy, the rule of 

law, the reform of the security system, the promotion of healthy macroeconomic 

systems, a set of measures to combat transnational activities and mechanisms of 

surveillance and the creation of dispute settlement bodies. 

 But, unlike other regional organizations, ASEAN has traditionally been 

characterized by a preference for loose arrangements and informality rather than 

treaties and formal agreements, its dependence on personal relations among 

leaders, ministers and officials rather than on institutions and its reliance on 

consensus and common interests rather than on binding instruments as vehicles to 

pursue conflict avoidance, ameliorate trust and improve the status of regional 

relations.112 Furthermore, ASEAN budget constraints, impeded the adoption of 

policies founded on conditionality, particularly economic conditionality and 

development assistance. Aid assistance programs are barely existent and only in 

2005, was the Association able to launch the ASEAN Development Fund to 

bridge the economic gap among its members. Finally, it has to be noted, that also 

the new changes entailed in the ASC and in the ASEAN Charter, which are aimed 

at encouraging ASEAN to become a more-rule based organization are not putting 

into question ASEAN traditional informal mechanisms of conflict management. 

 Nevertheless, the absence of EU-like instruments of prevention and the 

weakness of the Association infrastructure, should not lead neglecting the 

existence of an ASEAN role in the arena of conflict prevention. Policies of 

prevention, in fact, cannot simply be confined to activities of conventional 
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111. Emile Kirchner and  James Sperling, EU Security Governance, cited. p. 27. 
112. Rodolfo Severino, Southeast Asia in Search of an ASEAN Community: Insights from 

the former ASEAN Secretary General, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Singapore: 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2006, p.11. 
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intervention. On the contrary, prevention encompasses also those activities aimed 

at mitigating interstate tensions, managing conflict avoidance and reducing 

weapons of mass destruction. Accordingly, by bringing the moment for taking 

action back to a stage when disputes have not already escalated into a war, the 

task of conflict prevention can be distinguished from other approaches to conflict 

and the instruments, employed by regional institutions to improve acrimonious 

relationships (early prevention) as well as to contain a potential deflagration of a 

dispute into a military confrontation (late prevention), can be better identified.113 

By utilising this approach, it is possible to avoid downplaying the role of those 

regional institutions, such as ASEAN, that have only a limited capacity in terms 

of operational prevention, but nonetheless dispose of other instruments to project 

their influence.114 For instance, the ASEAN RSP has made strong efforts to 

reduce violence and enhance stability through the diffusion of supranational 

regulations (structural a priori prevention measures e.g. the ASEAN norms) 

aimed at addressing the institutional and economic environment and, on some 

particular occasions, has also put into place some ad hoc measures to target 

specific countries facing conflicts.115 

 Against these considerations, within this study, conflict prevention will be thus 

defined as the ensemble of actions aimed at avoiding the eruption of social and 

political disputes into substantial violence giving prominence to the instruments 

that are adopted before conflicts escalate to a major level.116 Alternatively, 

prevention will be also considered as the "goal to forestall conflict situations and 

prevent the outbreak of hostilities through policies and instruments to create a 

social, economic and political environment in which conflicts between states and 
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113. Connie Peck cited by Michael Lund, "Conflict Prevention: Theory in Pursuit of 
Policy and Practise", in Jakob Bercovitch, Viktor Kremenyuk and William Zartman, The 

Sage Handbook of Conflict Resolution. London: Sage Publications: 2009. 
114. Michael Lund, Preventing Violent Conflicts. Washington DC: US Institute of Peace, 
1996. 
115. This distinction rests on a chapter published by Michael Lund, "Conflict Prevention: 
Theory in Pursuit of Policy and Practise", cited, pp. 289-291. 
116. This differentiation is based on the KOSIMO database of the Heidelberg Institute of 
International Conflict Research (HIIK), which distinguishes amongst five levels of 
intensity of conflicts: latent, manifest, crisis, severe crisis and war. 
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groups can be solved peacefully".117 Particularly, in the context of this analysis 

ASEAN performance as a conflict prevention provider will be focused on the 

mechanisms employed by the Association to improve regional security and 

stimulate regional cooperation in terms of institution building, joint actions and 

development of common norms. 

 We cannot avoid observing that threats to territorial security and to national 

independence of the state are only one of the components of the much more 

multifaceted nature of contemporary sources of insecurity. Increasingly, besides 

military threats a large number of non-military challenges are triggering the 

emergence of destabilizing phenomena. Southeast Asia has not escaped from this 

general trend. On the contrary the complex spectrum of NTS challenges are 

calling for stronger regional  efforts. The new regional involvement to tackle these 

new sources of insecurity will, however, not be discussed within this chapter. In 

fact, policies concerning NTS are most strongly related to initiatives aimed at 

protecting the internal society, and are therefore associated with the capability of 

the regional institution to play a role as provider of internal security. These 

mechanisms will be, then, remanded to the analysis on ASEAN emerging role as a 

provider of the internal security of its members. 

 

3.2. The rationale and the principles behind ASEAN conflict prevention role 

 

 Before turning the focus of the analysis to regional mechanisms of conflict 

prevention, this paragraph will draw attention to ASEAN rationale and core 

principles behind a greater involvement in this area. The need for ASEAN to take 

action in the arena of prevention dates back to the institutionalisation of ASEAN 

in 1967 motivated by the need to assure greater territorial security for the weak 

Southeast Asian states. The long campaign of Confrontation "Konfrontasi" led by 

Sukarno, the leader of Indonesia, against the new established Federation of 

Malaysia, suspected of being a vehicle of the British influence in the region, and 

more in general, of the Western and neo-colonialist imperialism, and the 
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117. David Carment and Albrecht Schnabel, Conflict Prevention from Rhetoric to 

Reality. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2004, p. 8. 
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Philippines dispute over the British colony of Sabah were in fact threatening 

regional stability as well as the economic well being of Southeast Asian nations. It 

is therefore no surprise that conflicts became pivotal events behind the 

development of an intense diplomacy among Southeast Asian leaders, capable of 

creating a new communication network, which became the engine behind the 

promotion of regional efforts of cooperation functional to mitigate inter-state 

tensions.118 

  The first outcome of the improvement of the regional climate, was the creation 

of the Association Southeast Asia (ASA) formed in Bangkok on July 1961 and 

composed of Thailand, Philippines and Malaysia. ASA's objectives emphasized 

cooperation in the economic, social, cultural and scientific realm. However, the 

Association remained low profile and was soon neutralized by its apparent 

connection with SEATO and by the territorial dispute between the Philippines and 

Malaysia (at that time known as Malaya). In 1962 ASA was supplanted by 

another regional project, called Maphilindo, formed to provide a framework for 

relations between Malaysia, Philippines and Indonesia. Similarly to ASA, 

Maphilindo was short lived and collapsed under the policy of Konfrontasi led by 

Indonesia. The talks held in Bangkok between Malaysia’s Deputy Prime Mister 

Malik and Thai Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman on the normalisation of 

Indonesian-Malaysian relations had major success.119 Through these discussions, 

in fact, ASEAN came to life in 1967 as the first successful attempt to put aside 

mutual suspicions and antagonism and to respond to regional concerns through 

the setting of embryonic mechanisms of regional cooperation. 

 With the birth of ASEAN, the five founding members shared a new commitment 

to accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural development in order 

to strengthen the foundation of a prosperous regional community. Military 

considerations were, however, "carefully" excluded from ASEAN agenda, no 

mention was made of security cooperation, and ASEAN elites, expressively 

denied the nature of ASEAN as a military organization. Nevertheless, beyond 
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118. Rodrigo Tavares, Regional Security: the capacity of international institutions. 
London: Routledge, 2010.  
119. Ralf Emmers, Cooperative Security and the Balance of Power in Asean and the 

ARF, cited. 
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rhetorical affirmations, as argued by Indonesia's third Vice President Malik 

"whether consciously or unconsciously considerations on national and regional 

security figured largely in the minds of ASEAN founding fathers" 
120 so that under 

the rubric of regional peace and stability ASEAN progressively engaged in 

activities of prevention. It was indeed, the same Foreign Minister of Thailand, 

Thanat, who encouraged “the replacement of the old concept of security founded 

on military power and alliance by a new concept based on concerted and 

coordinated political actions based not so much on formal treaties but on joint 

undertakings”.121 

 The common glue of the Sixties very much explains the impetus to form 

ASEAN. Most Southeast Asian states shared, in fact, domestic troubles linked to 

the new experience of becoming independent, which required the development of 

new tasks to consolidate state security and face problems caused by the weak 

socio-political cohesion, ideological polarisation, influence of external powers, 

interstate and intrastate disputes, regional suspicion and mistrust. Thus, ASEAN 

primary goal was to carry Southeast Asian states towards stability and to protect 

the security of the region's regimes by mitigating regional tensions and containing 

conflicts.  

 Particularly, three interrelated issues can be seen as having a significant impact 

in shaping ASEAN rationale in the conflict prevention domain. First, the regional 

demand of avoiding the return to Konfrontasi-like situations, reducing the sense 

of vulnerability of smaller countries, such as Singapore and Brunei, against their 

bigger neighbours, and containing existing disputes. To this regard it is worth 

remembering the complex status of relations between Southeast Asian states. 

Malaysia and the Philippines suffered from several crises, which severely tested 

the limits of the Association. In 1968 the execution of two Indonesian marines in 

Singapore caused wide uproar in Jakarta, while the Singapore - Philippine dispute 

over the hanging of a Filipina maid, triggered an unexpected outcry in the 
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120. ibidem.  
121. Thanat Khoman, “Asean Conception and Evolution”, in K.S. Sandhu; Chandran 
Jeshurun; Ananda Raja; J.L.H. Tan; and Pushpa Thambipillai, The ASEAN Reader. 
Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1992. 
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Philippines to cut relations with Singapore.122 Additionally long lasting territorial 

and border disputes have been continuous occasions to feed a sense of mistrust 

and mutual animosities. The need to cooperate became indispensable to  avoid the 

risk of another confrontation and the potential high costs associated to the 

settlement of inter-regional conflicts. 

  Second, ASEAN conflict prevention policy is closely related to the fear that the 

withdrawal of colonial powers leaving a vacuum would attract outsiders looking 

for political gains. Cooperation was thus intended to become the proper vehicle to 

protect the region against big power rivalry and against the potential spread of 

communist insurgencies. Indeed, the overarching concern that the "domino 

theory" could become a reality continued to be at the core of ASEAN thinking in 

the course of the years. This thinking was fuelled by the three Indo-China wars, 

that crossing the region from the Forties to the Seventies caused great anxiety to 

the weak post-colonial Southeast Asian states, suspicious of the neighbouring 

China and of its relationship with ethnic Chinese from whom they feared potential 

communist insurgencies within the region. In particular, the fear that the region 

could fall under the competitive balance of power of the Soviet Union and China, 

sustaining respectively Vietnam and Cambodia, exploded during the Vietnam 

invasion of Cambodia, in consequence of the pending threat coming from the 

revolutionary communist governments of Indochina. 

 The third key rationale behind ASEAN policies was the regional economic 

downturn caused by the persistence of interstate conflicts. Conflicts, indeed, were  

severely affecting the economic development and economic growth of Southeast 

Asia reducing investment flows and the flux of foreign capital. Notably in 

Indonesia the policy of Confrontation produced high costs in the economic realm, 

in terms of reduction of investments, loss of the financial support from foreign 

actors- in particular from the United States, the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund- a strong decline of economic ties and a consequent collapse of 
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122. Mely Caballero Anthony, "Mechanisms of Dispute Settlement: The ASEAN 
Experience", Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 20, no.1, April 1998. pp. 38-66. 
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trade.123 The same emphasis that the Association gave to economic growth was 

functional to assure the security imperative . 

 Against the backdrop of these events, Southeast Asian states have thus 

acknowledged the importance of building a framework of mechanisms and 

policies to prevent territorial disputes from escalating and to create the conditions 

for greater regional cooperation and stability. Nevertheless it is only after the 

reduction of the US power in Southeast Asia under President Nixon and the 

collapse of the communist government in South Vietnam and Cambodia that 

ASEAN could more effectively push forward its political development.124 In fact, 

when international interferences became less salient ASEAN was, finally, able to 

shape the core of its security thinking and develop a clear set of principles and 

mechanisms for conflict prevention through the adoption of the TAC and the 

norms in the field of conflict management, notably known as the "ASEAN way". 

 This process has however not been without difficulty as the difference amongst 

ASEAN members in terms of political and governmental systems, levels of 

economic developments, religious and cultural traditions required a strong effort 

to find a common ground and understanding towards promoting new mutual 

acceptable principles of CS. The TAC thus came into existence as a political 

compromise, which clearly resulted in the choice of a "light institutional 

framework" of cooperation that, on one side, allowed its members to retain and 

sometimes also pursue their specific interests, while on the other, framed ASEAN 

rules for conflict prevention and pacific settlement of disputes. These rules reflect 

a peculiar "Asian way" of prevention as shown by the clear preference for 

mechanisms of consultation and consensus, norm building activity, commitment 

to solidarity and economic cooperation rather than binding and legalistic 

treaties.125  
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123. Yoram Haftel, “Conflict, regional Cooperation and Foreign Capital: Indonesian 
Foreign Policy and the Formation of ASEAN”, Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 6, 2010, pp. 
87-106. 
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 These mechanisms still dominate the "ASEAN way" to prevention and worked 

alongside other initiatives from the creation of new economic arrangements, to the 

enlargement of membership to former Indochinese states, to new frameworks of 

cooperation with dialogue partners and the widening of functional cooperation. 

Not of less importance, the attempts to bridge the economic gap among ASEAN 

members by the creation of the ASEAN Development Fund in 2005 is another 

important way to address deeper social and structural conditions that are generally 

amongst the principal sources of conflicts and instability. But above all, in the 

course of the Nineties under the resurgence of domestic disputes linked to ethnic, 

political, resource and boundary issues in the Southern part of Thailand, the 

Philippines, Papua, Myanmar and Timor Leste, ASEAN underwent a gradual shift 

towards new forms of prevention. The critics of the stringent attachment to the 

principles of sovereignty and non interference, as well as of the other ASEAN 

mechanisms considered to be inadequate to prevent and effectively respond to 

internal crises and destabilizing phenomena, led to the adoption of new operative 

measures, which are becoming the new features of the ASEAN RSP. The 

Declaration of Bali Concord II, which stated that: "ASEAN shall explore 

innovative ways to increase its security and establish modalities for the ASEAN 

Security Community, which include inter alia, norm setting, conflict prevention..." 

offered the new framework that underpin ASEAN prevention policies (art 12. Bali 

Concord II 2003).126 Under this framework ASEAN members tried to revitalize 

institutional dispute settlement mechanisms, such as the High Council. 

Additionally, the ASEAN Charter called for a greater role of the ASEAN Chair 

and of the ASEAN Secretary General in the settlement of disputes as parties to the 

dispute may request these two bodies "to provide good offices, conciliation or 

mediation" (art. 23 ASEAN Charter). To this regard it is also worth noting that the 

ASEAN Chair acquired a new centrality as it is called "to actively promote and 

enhance the interests and well being of ASEAN" (art 32.a. ASEAN Charter). 
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2003. Available on ASEAN website http://www.aseansec.org/15159.htm. 
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Finally a specific program of action in the field of prevention was outlined in the 

ASEAN Security Blueprint (See Annex 3.1).127 
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3.3. The economic and security dimension in the Southeast Asian context 

3.3.1. The linkage between the economic and security imperative in ASEAN 

political discourse 

 

 International scholarship has long observed the interaction between economic 

growth, trade and security. Part of the academic literature demonstrated that 

vigorous structural measures can help to alleviate the socio-economic sources of 

conflicts. The democratic peace hypothesis argues that liberal democratic states 

rarely go to war with one another and the more liberal and democratic a country 

is, the less likely a war will occur. Recent academic studies have also highlighted 

the following aspects. First, among nations the greater the interdependence the 

greater the probability that nations will not seek political demand through 

conflicts.128 Second, the expectation to get political gains from economic 

cooperation helps to dampen political tensions and deter the likelihood of 

hostilities.129 In consequence membership in preferential trade agreements tends 

to inhibit sources of conflicts. Third, economic and security arrangements 

increase opportunities for communication, establishing personal ties between 

people and habits of dialogue among nations, which in the long term are able to 

turn conflictive behaviour into cooperative relations. Finally, economic 

liberalization is highly correlated with lower levels of poverty and development is 

correlated with lower levels of conflicts. 

 Since ASEAN was formed the regional political discourse has been marked by 

the strong linkage between economic and security imperatives, which led political 

leaders to favour domestic stability through global access, liberalization and the 

promotion of models of political economy sensitive to synergies across the 

domestic, regional and international spheres.130 The development of a 
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cooperative, peaceful regional framework was considered, in fact, as the better 

way to attract foreign capital, financial aid and promote economic 

development.131 Moreover, the improvement of economic growth was deemed to 

be the most appropriate antidote to problems linked to domestic or regional 

stability and the best way to turn mistrust and rivalries into greater regional 

cooperation. 

 Against these considerations, since 1967, ASEAN's leaders emphasized the 

importance of improving economic growth and trade to achieve regional stability.  

Already at the Second ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, Mr. S. Rajaratnam, Foreign 

Minister of the Republic of Singapore, observed that, “security and integrity of 

the countries of Southeast Asia are more likely to be jeopardized through 

economic stagnation and collapse within the region”.132 And even more explicit 

were the words of Tun Ismail, Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, in his 

Statement at the Fourth ASEAN Ministerial Meeting: “… regional cooperation is 

more than an instrument of economic progress...it is an instrument for the 

evolution of regional solidarity and enduring stability in the region.133 Finally, 

also in the course of the last two decades the nexus between the two dimensions 

of trade and security was considered to be crucial. As argued by Lee Kuan Yew, 

Singapore’s President: “...the most enduring lesson of history is that ambitious 

growing countries can expand either by grabbing territory, people and resources, 

or by trading with other countries. The alternative to free trade is not just poverty 

but war”.134 Similarly Mohathir Mohamad, former Prime Minister of Malaysia 

argued: "...We in ASEAN strongly believed that the strength and stability of a 

country depends not so much on its armed forces but on our ability to intensify 
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economic development and provide for a better quality of life for our 

people...Countries are subjugated through internal upheavals. We in ASEAN are 

acutely aware of the need to remove the causes of such upheavals. Our economic 

policies are designed so as to contribute to political stability".135 

 

3.3.2. The impact of ASEAN economic reform on growth and regional 

cooperation 

 
 The Bangkok Declaration was the first political document stating economic 

growth as one of the main objectives of the nascent ASEAN. However, initial 

preferential trade and investments programs started only in 1976. In the early 

years of ASEAN foundation, economic growth was mainly the result of unilateral 

country-based liberalization programs rather than of a regionally driven process 

and only in the course of the Seventies were superficial measures to reduce intra-

regional barriers adopted. These measures have included long-term-quantity 

contracts, liberalization of non-tariff barriers on a preferential basis, exchange of 

tariff preferences, preferential terms for financing imports, and preference for 

ASEAN products.136 The latter have, nonetheless, been successful. Since the 

1970s, in fact, the 5-ASEAN countries have managed to achieve a rate of growth 

of real GNP between 7% and 12% per annum137 and even in 1974 and 1975, the 

years in which industrial countries were hit by a major recession, the performance 

of ASEAN was remarkably good. 138 

 Subsequently, ASEAN states have seen the development of economic 

cooperation as a tool to enhance ASEAN as a political entity, and have advanced 

a strategy of renovation of member states’ political economies and the promotion 
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of free trade increasingly became a vehicle for enhancing stability and regional 

cooperation. ASEAN states, thus, experimented preferential trade agreements to 

allow access to ASEAN markets and embarked into new projects such as the 

ASEAN Industrial Project and the ASEAN Industrial Joint Venture. It is 

particularly during the Eighties that political economic reforms started to be 

linked to regionally oriented projects and proposals aimed at liberalizing intra-

ASEAN trade appeared on ASEAN agenda.139 Then, in December 1990, the 

ASEAN leaders began to discuss bold and innovative approaches to intra-regional 

economic cooperation. The result was the decision at the 4th Summit in January 

1992 to create an ASEAN Free Trade (AFTA). With the Agreement on the 

Common Preferential Trading Scheme (CEPT) for AFTA, ASEAN members have 

lowered intra-regional tariffs to no more than 5% on a wide range of products. 

Lower barriers to trade, liberalisation and facilitation policies became vehicles of 

a stronger economic growth, increased investments and improved prospects for 

production network building and fragmented trade.140 

 This story of success encountered, however, a major setback in 1997, when the 

financial crisis dramatically hit the region. On this occasion the Association 

proved  its incapability to effectively cope with the crisis and massive domestic 

imbalances  widened the gap between the most developed ASEAN economies and 

the CMLV. ASEAN harmonious inter state relations were thus severely damaged 

and the Association had to reconsider itself. Consequently, in the ASEAN Vision 

2020 ASEAN Leaders resolved to: 1) maintain regional macroeconomic and 

financial stability by promoting closer consultations on macroeconomic and 

financial policies; 2) to continue to liberalize the financial sector and closely 

cooperate in money and capital markets, tax, insurance and customer markets.141 

In relation to the first aspect, in 1998, the ASEAN Finance Ministers formalized 

the ASEAN Surveillance Process (ASP) to monitor the macroeconomic and 

financial developments of member countries and a peer review process. The ASP 

is meant to be an informal process based on a peer review system that would 
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complement the regular surveillance by the IMF. Furthermore other initiatives to 

support these goals have been taken with the adoption of the Chiang Mai Initiative 

where the ASEAN Plus Three group expressed "the need to establish a regional 

financing arrangement to supplement the existing international facilities", and 

reached agreement on an expansion of swap facilities among the ASEAN member 

countries (the ASEAN Swap Arrangement, ASA) and to include bilateral swap 

arrangements with members of the Plus Three.  

  Liberalization, instead, was pursued through a twofold strategy. On one hand,  

through the transformation of AFTA from a free trade area to a single market and 

production base, on the other, through the strengthening of competiveness with 

the development of bilateral and pluri-lateral trade agreements, in particular 

profiting from the economic ties with China. Hence during the Bali Summit of 

October 2003 the AEC was established "to create a stable, prosperous and highly 

competitive ASEAN economic region in which there is a free flow of goods, 

services, investment and a freer flow of capital, suitable economic development 

and reduced poverty and socio-economic disparities in year 2020" (Bali Concord 

II 2003). Through this initiative ASEAN leaders attempted to establish a single 

market and production base capable of making ASEAN a more dynamic and 

stronger segment of the global supply chain. In January 2007 they reiterated their 

commitment to accelerate the ASEAN Community by 2015 and to transform 

ASEAN into a region of free movement of goods, services, investments, capitals 

and labour and to this aim the ASEAN Economic Blueprint was adopted to serve 

as a guideline for the establishment of the AEC.  

  Significantly, economic data reveal that, even if many Southeast Asian countries 

are still export dependent due to their similar resource inputs and competitive 

products  (mostly high tech and labour intensive products), ASEAN intra-regional 

trade has increased steadily moving from 19,2% of total ASEAN trade in 1993 to 

almost 27% in 2008 (figure 3.2.). Equally, intra ASEAN Investment flows, 

despite remaining quite low, increased from 11,9 % in 1998 to a level of 18,3% in 

2008.  

 
 

 




