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Útdráttur 

Þessi lokaritgerð setur samrunaþróun í Suðaustur Asíu undir smásjána. Ritgerðin skoðar 

Samtök Suðaustur-Asískra Þjóða (ASEAN) og greinir stöðu sem og getu stofnunarinnar út frá 

sögu, strúktúr og stefnu hennar. ASEAN er síðan borið saman við Evrópusamrunann og litið 

er á einstök ríki nánar. 

ASEAN hefur það að yfirlýstu markmiði að setja á fót samtök sem eru skilvirk og djúpt 

samrunnin. ASEAN hefur náð langt þegar það kemur að efnahagslegum samruna þar sem 

tollar innan ASEAN eru nánast horfnir og hafa með því náð niðurstöðum svipuðum og því 

sem var gert í Evrópu með sameiginlega markaðnum. Meðlimir ASEAN stunda víxlhæði sem 

hefur stuðlað að því að engin stríð eða bein vopnuð átök hafa verið milli meðlima ASEAN. 

Þegar kemur að öryggismálum þá er ASEAN orðið að hlutlausri stofnun sem byggir upp 

traust milli ríkja og boðar frið. Þetta gera samtökin í Asíu sem er mjög spennuþrungin 

heimsálfa. 

Ritgerðin færir rök fyrir því að á meðan ASEAN hefur gert frábæra hluti, þá skortir 

stofnunninni strúktur, samhæfni og vilja til að ná sínum markmiðum. ASEAN leggur 

metnaðarlausar skylduer á ríkin, skyldur sem auðvelt er að forðast á tæknilegum atriðum og á 

hlutdrægri túlkun. ASEAN hundsar það að ef ríki fer ekki samkvæmt reglum og skyldum 

stofnunarinnar í stað þess að ýta á eftir þeim. Ríkin halda fast í “ASEANskö leiðina” og loka 

á gildi og áhrif frá öðrum ríkjum hvort sem þau eru fyrir innan eða utan ASEAN. Lýðræði á 

svæðinu er veikt, fátækt er mikil og spilling er mjög mikil. Öll ríki ASEAN þurfa að 

samþykkja málefni í sameiningu svo það fari í gegn og hafa því í raun allir meðlimir 

neitunarvald. Ríkin framselja valdi sínu ekki til æðri stofnanna eins og t.d. 

framkvæmdarstjórn Evrópusambandsins og eru það því ríkin sjálf sem taka ákvarðanir í einu 

og öllu sem heftir skilvirkni. 

Ritgerðin færir síðan rök fyrir því að það eru möguleikar fyrir frekari samruna sem eru 

helst fólgnir í því að efnahagsástand og spilling er að batna ásamt því að lýðræðishefðin er að 

styrkjast á svæðinu. Einnig sýna kenningar í alþjóðasamskiptum fram á möguleika sem gætu 

fært ASEAN í átt að dýpri samruna. Þetta eru t.d. hugmynd nýfrjálshyggjunnar um algildan 

ávinning, hugmynd nývirknihyggju um víxlverkun, hugmynd sögulegu stofnanahyggjunnar 

um “path dependency”, hugmynd félagslegu stofnanahyggjunnar um “skynseminni fólginni í 

því að breyta rétt” og fleira.  
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Abstract 

This thesis puts the regional integration process in South-East Asia under the scope. It looks 

at the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and analyses its position and 

potential by examining the history, structure and policies of the organization and the domestic 

policies of the member states, with a comparison between its integration process and that of 

the European Union. 

 ASEAN has a declared goal of establishing an organization that is highly integrated and 

cohesive. 

ASEAN has made strides in economic integration as intra-ASEAN tariffs are near zero, 

replicating in part what the results achieved by the Common Market in European integration. 

ASEAN has engaged in interdependence contributing to the fact that there have been no intra-

ASEAN wars or large-scale armed conflicts. In terms of security, ASEAN has become a 

neutral, peace-promoting, confidence-building entity in a region with much hostility. 

The thesis argues that while ASEAN has done remarkable things, it lacks the structure, will 

and cohesiveness to achieve its goals. ASEAN places vague, low-aiming obligations on the 

states, obligations that leave a lot of scope for evasion on technicalities and for selective 

interpretation. ASEAN turns a blind eye to non-compliance rather than enforcing compliance. 

The states firmly adhere to “the ASEAN Way” and refuse to be influenced by states either 

within or outside the organization. Democracy is weak, and poverty and corruption levels are 

still too high. The organization still makes decisions by consensus and is still 

intergovernmental in nature, as opposed to supranational. 

The thesis argues that there is still a chance for the organization to integrate deeper in the 

long term as poverty and corruption levels are improving steadily and through phenomena 

identified in international relations studies such as the neo-liberal concept of absolute gains, 

the neo-functionalist spillover effect, the path dependency theory introduced by historical 

institutionalism, the “logic of appropriateness” and more. 
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Formáli 

This thesis is a 30ECTS final project for the 120ECTS MA graduate program in international 

relations at the University of Iceland. 

The writing process has been both fun and challenging. It has made me a better researcher, 

improved my writing skills as well as my English skills. I would like to thank my supervisor 

Dr.Baldur Þórhallsson for his constructive criticism and patience. I would also like to thank 

Jeffrey Cosser for helping me with my English. 

I have learned a great deal about East Asian nations and their international relations 

because of my background in Japan studies but i did not want to write about something i was 

already knowledgeable about. I decided to stay in Asia but go a little bit south of my comfort 

zone to South-East Asia and combine that with one of the main subject in the international 

relations MA program which is the European Union and European integration. That is how i 

ended up with writing about the ASEAN integration and thus specializing further in Asian 

studies. 
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1. Introduction  

Looking at Europe today, many people are likely to think of the European Union (EU), a 

supranational organization that has brought the region together in both the political and 

economic sectors. They will probably also see the region as a very peaceful one. There 

have been some conflicts in Europe since WWII, but in states outside the EU. War 

between states within the European Union is now only a part of the region’s history. For 

that, and other contributions to world peace, the EU was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 

in 2011.1 European integration has brought the states of Western and Central Europe 

together in political and economic interdependence so tightly that war has become an 

unthinkable option. 

The success or failure of the EU is often discussed nowadays in the shadow of the 

Euro crisis, immigration issues and other troubles the EU has been through recently. 

Whether the EU is a success or failure depends on the criterion of the goal against which 

its record is measured. The original goal of the EU was peace in the region and economic 

growth through cooperation.2 Taking that into account it has to be said that the 

integration process is a huge success. Since the founding of the EU, the states have 

broadened its goals and it now faces the challenge of recovering after the Euro crisis and 

Brexit, but these are minor hurdles in terms of the region’s history or the challenges other 

regions face in the present day, which are often very bloody. Germany, the loser of 

WWII in the region, has emerged from the ashes of the devastating war and is now the 

most influential player in the region; more importantly, it is a peaceful and cooperative 

player in the international community. 

After Nazism and Fascism were defeated, the allied nations saw the necessity of 

further cooperation between the states for military, political and economic reasons. How 

this should be done was the subject of dispute but the most significant early step towards 

this cooperation was the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). 

The ECSC was a way of keeping an eye on the rebuilding of Germany and seeing how 

this kind of cooperation would evolve. This experiment was led by advocates of a 

peaceful unified Europe such as Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman of France, Konrad 

Adenauer of West Germany, and Alcide de Gasperi of Italy. Italy, Belgium, Luxembourg 

                                                
1 European Commission “Nobel Peace Prize 2012 for the European Union.”   10 Dec. 2012. 

2 Ibid. 
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and the Netherlands joined the ECSC along with France and Germany and together the 

states laid the foundation for free trade in some basic industrial materials including coal, 

iron ore, steel and scrap metal. The ECSC was considered a great success and it paved 

the way for the creation of the European Economic Community (EEC), the success of 

which would lead to the creation of the European Union (EU) that we know today.3 

The region of East Asia is a different story. The Empire of Japan conquered 

almost all the region in WWII including many European colonies in South-East Asia 

when the US decided to intervene and the fortunes of the Japanese were reversed. The 

Japanese had committed horrible war crimes comparable with those of Nazi Germany but 

were conquered themselves when the USA invaded and dropped two nuclear bombs on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The intention in the aftermath of the war was the rebuilding of 

a peaceful Japan and stability in the area but peace was not to come so easily.4  

The first bump in the road for East Asia was the communist uprising in China 

which led the previous pro-American government to flee to Taiwan. The next bump 

followed quickly after when a political division in Korea caused a major war in the 

Korean peninsula. The Korean War began in 1950 and was fought by a Korean 

communist party backed by China and Russia in the north, and a pro-American party in 

the south. That war technically never ended but resulted in a Korea divided into North 

Korea and South Korea. North Korea to this day continues to be a huge security problem 

in East Asia, especially after it became a nuclear state. Korea was only the first but not 

nearly the last state to be affected by the Cold War. A war of a similar nature took place 

in Vietnam, further destabilizing the region.  All of the colony-owning states lost almost 

all control of their colonies in South-East Asia during or after the WWII and civil wars 

raged through many of the states in the region, including Cambodia and Laos, making the 

region unable to cooperate to any significant degree until the last two decades5  

To summarize, the difference between the regions and their development after 

WWII is that the states in Western Europe were more politically stable and developed 

than the East Asian ones.  However, as states in Western Europe were rebuilding after the 

war they started losing their grasp on their colonies in South-East Asia, which were 

struggling with various insurgencies, the Cold War proxy wars, corruption and poverty. 

                                                
3 Nugent, Neill. The government and politics of the European Union, 7th ed. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 19. 

4 Schirokauer, Conrad. A brief history of Chinese and Japanese civilizations, 2nd ed. (Belmont CA: Wadsworth, 2006), 240. 

5 Ibid., 265. 
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South-East Asian states have now reached a more stable situation and have created a 

regional organization called the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) which has 

its headquarters in Jakarta. The current members of ASEAN are: Brunei Darussalam, 

Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and 

Vietnam. ASEAN has no formal political governing mechanism like the EU and relies on 

interstate cooperation and dialogue to resolve individual issues among member states. The 

politicl infarastructure within ASEAN is in its infancy compared to the now mature system of 

the EU. When it comes to political integration, the EU is a much more integrated organization 

than ASEAN. 

ASEAN has a goal of establishing an organization that is “highly integrated and 

cohesive; competitive, innovative and dynamic; with enhanced connectivity and sectoral 

cooperation; and a more resilient, inclusive, and people-oriented, people-centred community, 

integrated with the global economy” with the motto of having “One Vision, One Identity, One 

Community”.6 

ASEAN embraces more than 600 million people with a greater cultural diversity than 

is found in Europe. Despite this ASEAN is already in the process of creating a single market 

similar to the one we know in Europe, called “the ASEAN Economic Community” (AEC). 

The AEC is pursuing something similar to the four freedoms of Europe – the freedom of 

movement of goods, services, capital and labor – which would make ASEAN the third largest 

economy in Asia and the seventh largest in the world. The new AEC framework was agreed 

to in December 2015 and over 99% of all tariffs have been eliminated already within ASEAN 

since 2008. The aim is that the AEC will be 100% implemented by 2025.  

This goal is still far off, but considering the recent troubles the EU has been 

experiencing, the pragmatic thing to do might be to implement these goals slowly but steadily. 

The challenge of diversity alone is very difficult and the somewhat unstable democracies of 

Indonesia and the Philippines, the Communist dictatorship of Vietnam and the military 

government of Thailand and others make up a coalition that might be out of its depth. Even 

so, ASEAN has made a declaration that it aims at integration in the style of the EU, while 

forging an ASEAN identity. The AEC is a big step in that direction.7 ASEAN has made an 

effort to partly include China, Japan and Korea, for example by holding separate summits 

                                                
6 ASEAN “Overview - ASEAN | ONE VISION ONE IDENTITY ONE COMMUNITY." ASEAN | ONE VISION ONE IDENTITY ONE 

COMMUNITY. ASEAN. (Retrieved 20 Nov. 2016). 
7Conde, Carlos H. "Asean pursues EU-style regional integration - Asia - Pacific – 200 International Herald Tribune." 2007. 
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called ASEAN+3 (3 referring to China, Japan and Korea) with the aim of cultivating better 

economic and political relations in the area. 

This essay will seek to explore the various possibilities of integration and cooperation 

in the region of East Asia. The research questions are: 

1. Based on contemporary status and behavior, will the ASEAN states be able to 

work together and integrate in a liberal fashion according to their declarations or 

will they keep on struggling for their own interests and relative power in a realist 

fashion? 

2.  Can the states learn lessons from the integration process in Europe and aim for 

peace and stability in that manner?  

3. What level of integration is feasible for ASEAN considering the current state of 

the region?  

The goal of the thesis is to identify why the ASEAN states are not working 

together more closely and what factors have hindered closer integration. The goal is to 

seek realistic ways for the states of ASEAN to reach a prosperous political and economic 

stability through cooperation similar to the stability enjoyed by the states of the European 

Union.  

In order to answer these questions, the thesis begins with a chapter presenting an 

overview of the theories in international relations that are likely to prove useful. Theories 

will play a large role in defining the preferences of the ASEAN governments and nation 

states. Theories in international relations will be used as lenses to examine the state of 

affairs in the region from multiple viewpoints, and then these theories will be used to 

pinpoint the behavior of states and make tentative predictions regarding their future 

actions, based on what theory best explains their behavior.  

To pinpoint the most basic behavior of the nation states, attention will be given to 

the contrasting theories of realism and liberalism and their successors, neo-realism and 

neo-liberalism. Then detailed attention will be given to both grand and mid-level theories 

on European integration. Neo-functionalism and liberal institutionalism will represent the 

grand theories and historical institutionalism will represent the mid-level theories along 

with social institutionalism which will be examined to explore the human and social 

constructivist’s point of view. 
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Next follows a chapter on Europe, the circumstances in Europe after WWII and 

how and why the European Union became the important organization that it is today. The 

goal is to find and explain what made Western Europe such a fertile ground for starting 

an integration process and to compare and see if the ASEAN region resonates with those 

conditions and determine whether the integration of South-East Asia is feasible or not. 

This chapter will go into the history of the EU through the lenses of theories in 

international relations, especially the theories on European integration. 

Chapter 3 includes a detailed overview of the history of the ASEAN area, the 

current state of affairs in ASEAN itself and information on what the structure of ASEAN 

is like today and how ASEAN works as an organization. We will look at the ASEAN 

charter, the ASEAN Economic Cooperation and current level of integration in various 

categories. 

The final chapter will take a closer look at corruption, national identity and 

nationalism in the ASEAN states, on the one hand, and the ASEAN identity and ASEAN 

solidarity on the other. This chapter will provide an in-depth look at how actors in the 

area behave and how they perceive themselves within ASEAN integration and what they 

hope to get out of it. The chapter will then bring all this information together and seek to 

summarize what might be likely courses for the ASEAN integration process. It seeks to 

summarize some potential paths of development of ASEAN integration as in they may 

lead to successes and failures but the success of the venture will depend on whether 

ASEAN can learn from the successes and failures of the EU. The chapter will explore 

whether the area is properly prepared and stable enough to take on the challenge of 

integrating such a culturally diverse area or if ASEAN as an organization is capable of 

accomplishing such a feat at all. The research questions and the hypothesis will be 

answered. 

The hypothesis is that nationalism and corruption have greatly interfered with the goal 

of creating a single market and an ASEAN identity and will continue to do so. The 

ASEAN Charter will constrict further integration because of two of its main clauses: that 

all decisions require unanimous support and that all ASEAN states must respect each 

other’s sovereignty and not meddle in each other’s internal affairs. In other words, the 

ASEAN states will fail to integrate in the way they plan to because of their governments’ 

realist views and over-protection of their own sovereignty and interests.   
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This thesis will be a qualitative case study using cross-case methods and other 

general qualitative methods to increase credibility. Numerous sources will be examined 

to seek how and why states act the way they do. These will throw light on the question 

from the point of view of theories in International Relations, international institutions, 

international law and historical examples, including examinations of the integration 

process in the EU, with discussion of the situation in South-East Asia brought in to focus 

the discussion on the situation in that region.“  

Qualitative methods will be used to delve into why these states behave the way 

they do and whether that behavior is likely to change and compare that real-life behavior 

to the theories and see whether they match.8 

 

When a researcher compares two cases he must do a within-case, single case study of all 

relevant subjects, and then compare those subjects by thematic analysis across the cases and 

interpret the meaning and results of the comparison. This is called a cross-case analysis and it 

is a fitting methodology for this thesis because of the need of a variety of in-depth information 

on both the European and ASEAN cases.9 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 Hart, Chris. Doing your masters dissertation: realizing your potential as a social scientist, (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 308. 

9 John W. Creswell, and, Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches, (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2013), 97. 



  

13 

2. Theories in international relations 

In the field of international relations there are two basic theories on how states behave in 

the international community. These are the rival theories of realism and idealism. Most 

theories in international relations have their roots in either of these theories; examples are 

neo-liberalism and neo-realism, which are updated versions of them. They will be used to 

pinpoint the behavior of both European and ASEAN states in order to predict the future 

chances for further integration of the ASEAN states. European integration theories will 

also be examined to explore the nature of the integration process and to identify what 

factors are important when it comes to successful integration and see if these factors are 

present in ASEAN. 

2.1 The foundation of IR theory: Realism and idealism 

Idealism focuses on cooperation between states, the assumption that human behavior is 

grounded on benevolence and fairness and the importance of political institutions in 

promoting social progress. According to idealism, individuals are generally good and act 

towards meaningful cooperation to promote positive change. Idealism views states, non-

governmental organizations and inter-governmental organizations as key actors in the 

international system.10A notable early 20th century idealist was US president Woodrow 

Wilson, who compiled the fourteen points on which the Versailles treaty and the 

Covenant of the League of Nations were based. The fourteen points included the 

provision that states should rely on open diplomacy rather than secret agreements, the 

principle of free trade and peace. The League of Nations was a multilateral forum of most 

of the worlds’ nations that aimed for the abolition of war and the promotion of 

international cooperation. It was the predecessor of the UN. The League however failed 

to prevent WWII and idealist theory suffered a huge blow, making way for realism as the 

dominant theory in international relations.11 After WWII idealism evolved into 

liberalism, a tempered version of idealism which gained popularity and led to the creation 

of many international institutions like the United Nations, the Bretton Woods institutions 

and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) which formed the legal basis of 

the World Trade Organization (WTO).  

                                                
10 Karen A Mingst, International organizations: The politics and processes of global governance, (Boulser, Colorado: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, 2010), 35. 
11 Martin Hollis, and Steve Smith, Explaining and understanding international relations, (Oxford: Clarendon Paperbacks, 2009), 13. 
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Realism focuses on state security and power above all else. Hans Morgenthau, an early 

realist, said that states are self-interested, power-seeking rational actors, which always want to 

maximize their own security and chances of survival. The same is said about individuals, i.e., 

that they are power-seeking and self-interested. Realism depicts this as human nature. Realists 

are very skeptical about the possibility of eliminating wars and see cooperation between states 

as merely a way to maximize each individual state’s security. Realism states that international 

economic and political cooperation has a very limited effect on the international community. 

Realists agree that international law does have some calming effect on the anarchic system 

but they argue that states only abide by international law because it is in their interests to do 

so. They also maintain that if states were to decide that international cooperation no longer 

served their own interests, they would opt out of it very quickly. All acts by states are 

therefore based on self-interest, rather than on idealism, and the act of war between states is 

simply another example of such acts. According to the theory, states are not equal and will 

tend to make alliances and seek deterrence in order to keep a single state from becoming too 

powerful. Realists believe that deterrence and a balance of power are more effective than 

international organizations in keeping world peace.  

 

In a system of multi-lateral relations, states will work together to maintain mutual 

deterrence, but the balance of power can easily shift since states are always looking to 

increase their relative power. States that cooperate also do not fully trust each other and this 

mistrust can lead to a security dilemma. The mistrust is based on the same realist notion that 

all states will engage in a power struggle to increase their relative power in a zero-sum game 

to shift the balance of power in their favor. After WWII the balance shattered and the 

international landscape became bilateral with the USA and the Soviet Union on top.12  

 

Realism was mounted as an attack on the idealist theory that had dominated this new 

field of international relations. British historian E.H Carr led the attack with his book The 

Twenty Years’ Crisis in 1939. The title of the book refers to the period between the world 

wars where idealism was more dominant. While recognizing that realism is a cynical way of 

looking at things, he called idealism “utopianism” and criticized the theory for being too 

concentrated on the end to be achieved, i.e. world peace. In this aim, Carr argued, wishing 

prevailed over thinking, and generalization prevailed over observation in an attempt to make a 

critical analysis of existing factors or available means, as had been proved by the events since 
                                                
12 Karen A Mingst. International organizations: The politics and processes of global governance, 45. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realism_%28international_relations%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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1931. Carr referred to Machiavelli as “the first important political realist” and said that 

realism was based on three foundations, all of which were seen in the works of Machiavelli. 

The term “Machiavellian” is a well-known phrase in many languages and it refers to 

characteristics described in Machiavelli’s classic work “The Prince”. The phrase 

“conveniently encapsulates any number of pejorative adjectives into a single term, such as 

scheming, cunning, unscrupulous, amoral, duplicitous, deceitful and unethical. In short: 

someone who is dishonorable, a scoundrel, a cad or a bounder”.13  That says a lot about what 

Carr thinks about realism.14  

 

The foundation of realism is, firstly, that what happens in the world is a simple case of 

cause and effect, secondly, that theory does not create practice but the other way around, and 

thirdly, that politics is not the function of ethics but rather that ethics is the function of 

politics. Many realists saw World War II as the ultimate argument or even proof of their 

theory. It was on this foundation that the attack was launched on the liberal utopists, arguing 

that their faith in a timeless moral code only reflected the views and opinions of a few 

satisfied states, and even then, only the views of a certain elite within those nations. For them, 

peace is the desired state of affairs in order to maintain the status quo, but when the theory is 

applied to a political situation, according to Carr, it will be revealed as a transparent disguise 

of selfish interests. Realists saw the events of WWII as a confirmation or validation of their 

theory.15   

The theories of liberalism and realism have become outdated by recent changed 

circumstances and globalization; nevertheless they still serve as the foundation of the theories 

that will be referred to extensively in the thesis. These theories are neo-realism and neo-

liberalism. 

2.1.1 Neo-Realism vs. Neo-Liberalism 

Neo-realism was introduced by Kenneth Waltz during the Cold War. The liberalist way 

of thinking was in jeopardy when the cold war surfaced, so neo-realism was introduced. 

The main feature added to realism in neo-realism is that it includes economic matters.   

The assumption that the international community is anarchic is also given a lot more 

weight than in classical realism. The international community is said to be anarchic in 

                                                
13 Machiavelli, Niccolò, and Gerard Chesire. The Prince (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 2011), v. 
14 Martin Hollis, and Steve Smith. Explaining and understanding international relations, (Oxford: Clarendon Paperbacks, 2009), 20. 
15 Ibid. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II


  

16 

that there is no central authority and the international structure is decentralized. States are 

therefore in constant competition. Neo-realists therefore shift the blame partly from 

human nature and place the responsibility on the international structure.16 Although they 

admit that cooperation in the international community is possible, they still emphasize 

that there is little room for it. 

Neo-realists see states in a constant power struggle for relative gains. Competition 

for relative gains, or engagement in a zero-sum game, are typical patterns of behavior of 

states that are constantly seeking to maximize their own gains to become more powerful 

than others, and sometimes even at the expense of other states. The states are therefore 

always thinking that when engaging in cooperation they need to be sure that they are the 

major benefactor of that cooperation.17 One state’s win means a loss for the other states 

since the gaining state becomes more powerful, possibly shifting the balance of power 

and giving that state the chance to use that power to gain even more power at the expense 

of other states. Neo-realists, like classical realists, believe deterrence, or a balance of 

power, is more effective in peacekeeping than international organizations.  

Neo-realists mention three main forms the international community can take on; 

multipolar, bipolar and a unipolar system. These forms each bring with them a different 

form of deterrence. Morgenthau thought the multipolar system was the most stable, but 

that was before WWII happened. Neo-realists, more notably Kenneth Waltz, favors the 

bipolar system, since the engagement of two superpowers would be an all-out affair 

causing mutual destruction. This was especially true during the cold war and the USA-

Soviet nuclear deterrence. The Soviet Union collapsed before the superpowers engaged 

directly in combat or nuclear warfare so the theory of nuclear deterrence is still regarded 

as a strong one.18 After the collapse of the Soviet Union this system has become unipolar 

with the USA as hegemon.  

Now we see the decline of the USA and the rise of other states like China, India, 

Russia, Brazil and South Africa (the BRICS nations) which recently announced that they 

are interested in setting up their own monetary fund in direct competition to the IMF. 

Then there is the EU, so it seems the system will become multipolar once again in the 

                                                
16 Kenneth Waltz. Theory of international relations (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979), 132. 
17 Karen A Mingst. International organizations: The politics and processes of global governance, 48. 
18 Martin Hollis, and Steve Smith. Explaining and understanding international relations, 104. 
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near future. An example of a state that fits well into the theory of neo-realism would be 

the United States of America.19 

Neo-liberalism was introduced by Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye in the 1970s 

as a direct answer to neo-realism, but even so the theories share many assumptions about 

the international system. Both agree that the international community is in an anarchic 

condition and that states are self-interested, power-seeking rational actors which want to 

maximize their own security and chances of survival. Neo-liberalists, however, believe 

that states should focus more on absolute gains rather than relative gains and often refer 

to the prisoner’s dilemma in support of this argument. 20 The term “absolute gains” refers 

to the idea that states can work together for mutual gain in contrast to when one state’s 

gain is regarded as a loss for the other states. 

Complex interdependence in international relations is a fundamental point of the 

theory of neo-liberalism. States that engage in deep cooperation have their fortunes tied 

together in such a way that waging war would never be worth it. Neo-liberalism argues 

that even in an anarchic system of rational states, cooperation can emerge through the 

building of norms, regimes and institutions. Both theories agree that the international 

community is in an anarchic condition but neo-realists focus on security, while neo-

liberals focus more on the economy. Neo-liberals believe that states should maximize 

their economic welfare with military intervention as an option only. One important 

difference is that neo-realists focus on capabilities rather than intention. What this means 

is that no matter the intention, what matters is what states are capable of doing, regardless 

of any announced intention. This degree of mistrust is not the way of thinking for neo-

liberals.21 Examples of states that fit well into the theory of neo-liberalism would be the 

member states of the European Union.  

Neo-liberalism is the dominant way of thinking in the western world but even 

though the theory advocates a healthier way of living compared to neo-realism, the 

theory is often thought of as just the lesser of two evils. Embracing Neo-liberalistic 

capitalism and trade liberalization has benefitted many states and contributed to the 

growth of GDP and GDP per capita substantially but neo-liberalism is a market based 

idea which redefines citizens as consumers and is largely blamed for the financial 

                                                
19 Janani, Namrata. "BRICS Development Bank: Alternative to IMF and World Bank?" Future Foreign Policy, 24 June 2015. (Retrieved 27 
Dec. 2016). 
20 Robert Keohane. Neorealism and Its Critics, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986). 

21 Baldwin, David A. Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate, (New York: Columbia UP, 1993), 5. 
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meltdown of 2008, economic disparity, the amassing of private wealth in tax havens, as 

was revealed in the Panama Papers, the collapse of ecosystems and more.22  

As an appendix to the theory of neo-liberalism, democratic peace should be 

mentioned. The democratic peace theory posits that democracies are unlikely to wage 

war with other democracies. The democratic peace theory has not been very popular as of 

late but in its simplest form it can be used to explain the peace between states engaging in 

complex interdependence to some extent. 

Throughout the thesis these two “neo” theories will be used as a lens to examine 

states’ behavior in the two regions to establish which theory describes that behavior more 

accurately. Then the thesis will use those results to try and predict the states’ future 

behavior. The question is whether the states can show liberal behavior and work together 

or if they will engage in a Machiavellian power game for relative gains.           

2.2. European integration theory 

Deviating from the classic theories of international relations are the theories of European 

integration. They are more specific in their statements about the international community 

and seek to explain how and why the European Union has grown into what it is today. 

These theories are not necessarily only relevant to Europe or the EU, but to all states that 

seek close cooperation in any field. The rival grand theories of neo-functionalism and 

liberal intergovernmentalism will be examined. In addition, historical institutionalism 

and sociological institutionalism can also be used to examine some specific factors of an 

integration process. The latter theory brings the constructivist lens to the debate, while 

historical institutionalism points out how various institutions can evolve in the long run. 

Lastly, policy network analysis will be looked at; this aims to understand the policy 

making process of a regional organization and the links and interdependence between 

government’s branches and other societal actors. All theories are especially useful for 

their focus on integration and why integration takes place. 

Neo-functionalism has deep roots in liberal and idealist theories. It is an updated 

version, or even a revival, of classical functionalism which was the first widely recognized 

grand theory of European integration studies. The theory examines supranational institutions 

as the main driving force behind the integration along with non-state actors and interest 

                                                
22 Monbiot, George. "Neoliberalism – the Ideology at the Root of All Our Problems." The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, 15 Apr. 

2016. (Retreived 27 Dec. 2016).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy


  

19 

groups rather than the nation states themselves. The spillover effect is the main aspect of this 

theory and will be a focal point of this thesis. This is a process where a certain integrative 

policy can only function properly if even further integrative action is taken.  One action leads 

to another and another, etc. An example of this is the common market leading to a monetary 

cooperation which led to the use of the common currency (the Euro). Jean Monet’s creation of 

the ECSC, the first supranational institution in Europe, eventually led to various other 

organizations being formed. According to neo-functionalists, there are two main kinds of 

spillover: functional and political. Functional spillover is the interconnection of various 

economic sectors or issue-areas, integration in one policy-area spilling over into others. 

Political spillover is the creation of supranational governance models. The conditions for each 

kind of spillover are listed in Niemann’s and Schmitter’s article on neo-functionalism. They 

say that perhaps the most important condition is that functional pressures have to be perceived 

as compelling. They mention the EU’s spillover from the internal market into the spheres of 

justice and home affairs in this regard. These pressures arise when an original issue area is 

“considered” salient, and when interdependence in areas where further action is “regarded” as 

strong. Quotation marks were placed around the words “considered” and “regarded” in 

Wiener’s article on neo-functionalism, so implying that an issue area is not necessarily 

“salient” or “strong” but they only need to be perceived that way.23 

                     

The spillover effect has met with a lot of criticism as it was said to be an autonomous 

process but in reality integration has been a long bumpy ride and therefore the spillover effect 

fails to explain limitations to integration put up by individual member states.  One of the 

conditions for the spillover effect, or even neo-functionalism as a whole, is that it assumes 

that nationalism is dying or is at a low ebb. This is not the case in today’s Europe but it is still 

unfair to dismiss the theory because there is evidence for the spillover effect, as in the 

examples mentioned above, and even though it has not been as autonomous as the theory 

originally predicted, the spillover effect is a very interesting process.24 

 

Liberal intergovernmentalism is the other empirical EU grand integration theory. It has 

roots in the realist tradition of international relations theory which means that liberal 

intergovernmentalism, like realism, looks at the state as a rational actor and the main actor in 

the anarchic international system, making this theory a direct contradiction of neo-

                                                
23 Wiener, Antje. European integration theory, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009), 56. 
24 Nugent, Neill. The government and politics of the European Union, 7th ed. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 418. 
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functionalism. States are therefore in control of the EU integration process and choose to 

integrate because it is the rational thing to do. Liberal intergovernmentalism views 

supranational institutions as passive and controlled facilitating devices. There is an 

intergovernmentalist interpretation of international relations, which emphasizes the key role 

of governments in determining the relations between states and that the outcome of 

negotiations between states as mostly being decided by their relative bargaining powers in a 

very realist light. 

The original theory of intergovernmentalism gained much prominence in the late 

1950s and the early 1960s when the integration process when the pace of integration was 

slowed down following de Gaulle’s veto against British membership and the “empty chair 

crisis” halting further development.25 That theory was later brought back in a new form as 

“liberal intergovernmentalism” which is best represented in Andrew Moravcsik-s book A 

Choice For Europe, where he recognizes some influence from supranational institutions but 

explains this by saying that states “pool their sovereignty” because it is in their interest to do 

so. According to Moravcsik’s theory, states are therefore still in control and try to use the 

institution to maximize their own potential. It is still argued that cooperation benefits states, 

so the philosophical background of the theory can be seen as a mix of neo-liberal and realist 

reasoning.26 

Both neo-functionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism have many good valid points 

on the EU integration process and these points can certainly be used for identifying policies 

that are likely to lead to deeper integration in the region. Both theories and their predecessors 

can be used to analyze the ASEAN integration process, but as grand theories they may claim 

to explain more than they do and both of them have flaws. It could be argued that the theories 

complement each other and maybe both of them are correct, in the sense that nation states 

probably have more say in the integration process than neo-functionalism admits, and the 

same can be said about liberal intergovernmentalism, and that the theorists underestimate the 

power of the supranational organizations within the EU.  They are usually macro explanations 

that do not go into details about what is happening at an everyday level in a contemporary 

international organization. To do that, other mid-level theories are a necessary addition to the 

theoretical debate.  

Theories of new institutionalism - more specifically, sociological institutionalism and 

historical institutionalism, bring up many very interesting points. Sociological institutionalism 
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is associated with neo-functionalism and constructivism; historical institutionalism is 

associated more with liberal institutionalism and rational choice theory. Historical 

institutionalism makes many of the same realist assumptions that liberal institutionalism does 

as the nation states try to utilize the institutions for their own benefit but the theory gives a 

better focus on discrediting the reasons for the neo-functionalist spillover effect and looks at 

the institutions of the EU over time. Historical Institutionalism borrows its basic ideology 

from the rational choice institution theory, as both theories say that nation states choose to 

integrate because it is the rational thing to do. In fact the theories are very similar apart from 

the fact that historical institutionalists look back at the history of the EU and reject the 

assumption of neo-functionalist incremental integration and explain the continued European 

integration rather as “path dependency”.  

            Path dependency occurs when a decision is made that is very difficult to overturn. 

Historical institutionalists argue that institutional choices made in the past can persist, or 

become locked in, therefore constricting institutions later in time. An initial policy leads to 

unintended consequences and therefore sets a path-dependent integration process in motion so 

actors in the EU today have a really hard time buying out of primary policies of the EU even 

though they really want policy change. This can occur when a member state agrees to a policy 

that leads to long-term loss of national control in favor of short-term growth or when an 

election results in a surprise result, leaving the country with a government with radically 

different goals having to administer agreements made by its predecessor.27 

Positive feedback over time on policies in this kind of system make a situation 

“sticky” and resistant to change, so the only way out is prolonged negative feedback and 

evidence of the ineffectiveness of the initial policies. This is said to be especially true in joint 

decision-making systems such as those in the German federal state or in the EU. Regarding 

joint decision-making systems, the historical institutionalist scholar Fritz Scharpf says that 

when policy change is contemplated due to the evident inefficiency or negative feedback on 

the existing policy, the situation may remain unchanged for three main reasons and lead to a 

joint decision trap. The reasons are that the systems are intergovernmental in nature (as 

opposed to supranational), or that they include a voting rule of unanimity (as opposed to a 

majority) or that they contain a default condition in which a policy or an institution persists 

(instead of being terminated) in the case of no agreement. Because of this, a policy like the 

EU’s Common Agricultural Policy could become locked in place despite its inefficiency 
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because a single state can oppose and block the policy reform or because one member has a 

vested interest in the status quo. ASEAN would be a perfect example of a grouping in which 

such problems are likely to arise because it meets all the conditions of a joint decision trap. 

Sociological institutionalism borrows its key features from social constructivism, so it 

focuses on the norms and identity of institutions. It does not make the same assumptions as 

realist school theories: social reality does not just fall from heaven, but people construct and 

reproduce it through daily practices and events. This is called by constructivist scholars 

Berger and Luckmann “the social construction of reality”. The behavior of actors, states or 

institutions is shaped by shared beliefs, socially constructed rules and cultural practices. 

Social constructivists show how identity and interests are socially constructed by norms, 

ideas, culture, domestic and international interactions.28  

Karen Mingst cites the example of how Germany shifted its identity towards 

multilateralism after WWII by strengthening relations with neighboring states and by taking a 

large role in organizations like NATO and the EU. Although not originally written with 

international institutions in mind, constructivism places great importance on international 

institutions as shapers of identity and norms and challenges the old Westphalian idea of 

sovereignty, saying that it is not unchanging and can be shaped by actors and non-state 

actors.29 

Sociological institutionalism insists that institutions are greatly underestimated as a 

driving force in political behavior and that they have a constitutive impact not only on actor 

preferences, but on their identities as well. March & Olsen, in their key work Rediscovering 

Institutions: the Organizational Basis of Politics, say that institutions have “rules and routines 

that define appropriate actions in terms of relations between roles and situations.”30 March & 

Olsen coin the phrase “the logic of appropriateness,” meaning that actors will make a biased 

decision toward what social norms deem right rather than what cost-benefit calculations 

indicate would be best. Actors act rationally if they do what is appropriate, i.e. what is 

socially expected of them. This is most likely to be the case in institutions or organizations 

with a long history and a strong, set identity.  States are likely change their attitudes if the 

spirit of the institution can shape the actors making them act on behalf of the group or 

institution and not on an individual basis or for a selfish purpose.31 
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Policy network analysis moves us away from the highest level of international politics 

to the decision-making process of a regional organization like the EU or ASEAN. Policy 

network analysis asks a crucial question: who are the actors involved in a specific policy-

making process? In other words: who governs, and how? Policy network analysis is a theory 

that argues that multiple informal networks matter when shaping policy outcomes. It states 

that governance no longer consists merely of a hierarchical process and that many policy 

decisions are made to a great extent in interactions between state actors and private actors. 

These policies can include very technical issues that are dependent on input and expertise 

from non-governmental actors and/or issues where a particular group or a private actor has 

many vested interests and needs which will determine whether the policy will be a success or 

a failure. 

In a huge complex system of governance such as the EU, politicians cannot be 

expected to know everything about everything, so they get advice from, for example, 

scientific experts, environmental NGOs and industrial actors. This benefits a huge system like 

the EU greatly and is being used increasingly.32  Peter M. Haas has compared the EU to an 

epistemic community where there is “a network of professionals with recognized expertise 

and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant 

knowledge within that domain or issue-area.”33 

Governance by policy networks still might give rise to management and legitimacy 

concerns; in a way, in non-hierarchical decision making systems where everyone is 

responsible, in practice no one is, and as policy networks are used more, they can increasingly 

become more of a deciding factor in weaker organizations. For example, John Peterson 

explains that “we should expect different kinds of outcome in sectors such as pharmaceuticals 

and agriculture, where tightly integrated, cabalistic policy communities are guardians of an 

agenda, than in sectors populated by loosely bound issue networks such as environmental 

policy.” 34 Where great interests are part of the issue someone will have to be responsible 

when an organization opens up to influence from the netherworld of corrupt officials, 

lobbyists and experts, all with their own agenda.35 Corruption is a real problem in the EU, as 

it is everywhere, and can affect policy making and the integration process as a whole.36 
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This chapter has covered a wide array of theories that can all be used to pinpoint the 

behavioral patterns of nation states that are thinking of regional integration. The reason why 

they are mentioned in this essay is to provide a conceptual basis, making possible a 

comparison between the behavior described in the theories and that of the ASEAN member 

states. Neo-realism and neo-liberalism are more generalized theories and focus on state 

behavior, while the European integration theories are created specifically with Europe in mind 

and the policy network theory looks at the decision making of the EU. 

The EU is widely regarded as a model which can be used in comparisons regarding 

regional integration. By using the theories mentioned above as a lens it is possible to establish 

what behavior has been beneficial to European integration through its history, what has been 

harmful and what causes staleness. By applying these theories it is possible to see in what 

situations integration can become autonomous or out of control, and in what situations it 

becomes obstructed. These lenses will then be used on ASEAN, more particularly on its  

history, structure, behavior and recent events to help answer the research questions and 

hypothesis. 
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3. The case of Europe: History, reasons and conditions for 

integration 

When aiming for integration in other regions, such as South-East Asia, it is very 

instructive to examine the conditions in Europe at the beginning of the integration 

process. What were those conditions?  World War II had left the continent of Europe in 

ruins, but the victorious allied nations laid the groundwork for the integration of Europe 

that has led to what is now the European Union.  After the Second World War ended, not 

many saw a reason to be optimistic. The continent was a complete mess. Winston 

Churchill said “What is Europe now? A rubble heap, a charnel house, a breeding ground 

for pestilence and hate.”37 He was very pessimistic, perhaps for a good reason. Four times 

more people died in direct combat than in the First World War, which was supposed to 

be “the war to end all wars” and even more died as an indirect consequence of the 

conflict.38 Whole cities around the continent had been leveled to the ground and soon 

everyone would find about the genocide of Jews by the Nazis. 

The rebuilding of the economy of Europe was an extremely difficult task and it 

even seemed impossible to some but the economy grew with remarkable speed. Rapid 

recovery took place even though other large economies, those of the USA, USSR, Japan 

and even China, were emerging at the time, making Europe less important than it was 

before the war. This growth was partly due to the Marshall Aid scheme involving an 

influx of money from the USA to help the Western European states recover, but that was 

not the main reason for the speedy recovery. The Marshall Plan only equaled to about 

6.5% of France’s gross national product and just 2.5% of the British gross national 

product during its span. This aid was a part of a plan by the United States that is known 

as the “Truman Doctrine” which proclaimed “the policy of the United States to support 

free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside 

pressures.” This was implemented mostly by the undermining of communist regimes 

wherever they were found and counteracting Soviet influence in Europe and other parts 
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of the world. This doctrine turned out to have a huge effect on states in East Asia during 

the Cold War.39 

The Soviet Union had already spread its communist area of influence in Eastern 

and Central Europe in1945 and all the way to Eastern Germany so the Western European 

states and the USA became concerned. There were concerns that Western Europe could 

become a battlefield once again so NATO was formed as a military alliance to oppose the 

Soviet Union. More importantly, some Western European states saw the need for more 

international cooperation and interdependence in economic and political matters. These 

states were France, West Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Italy. 

The Schuman Declaration, composed by Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, proclaimed 

cooperation between Western European states and suggested that coal and steel 

production would be placed under a common, supranational high authority that would 

regulate production and making the products available to all participating states at the 

same price. According to Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman this would lead to gradual 

political integration and pacification of Western Europe.  

The first institution in this scheme was the European Coal and Steel Community 

(ECSC).The ECSC was, from a realist standpoint not a rational choice for Germany since 

it was rich in both resources; membership was undertaken for the greater good. Coal and 

steel were, at the time, the most important substances for waging war so it made perfect 

sense to start co-operation in this sector for the purpose of rebuilding Germany’s image 

and to pave the way for further integration. Great Britain initially declined participation 

due to its reluctance to submit to a supranational authority, its abundance of coal and 

steel, strong ties to the Commonwealth states, its special relationship with the USA and 

its continued perception of its position as something of a superpower. The Benelux states 

saw the benefits of the cooperation very quickly; since they realized that after two major 

wars they would always be at the mercy of their larger neighbors. Italy saw benefits and 

wanted to redeem its image after the fall of fascism, while France and Germany wanted 

peace and economic prosperity.  

To oversee this process, several supranational institutions were formed. The High 

Authority was one of these. It was composed of nine members, including at least one 

from each member state. They were all supposed to be independent in their performance 

and not to look upon themselves as national delegates or representative of a particular 
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state. Their duties involved deciding whether or not an agreement between actors was 

permissible. There was a Council of Ministers, one from each nation state, which they 

would represent to harmonize the actions of the High Authority and the governments.  

The Common Assembly was chosen by the national parliaments to serve in what 

was essentially an advisory role. Last but certainly not least is the Court of Justice. Since 

many decisions within the ECSC would have a legal status, a court was necessary to 

resolve any disputes on the implementation of the decisions of the ECSC. This court had 

one judge from each member state and their judgments would be enforceable within the 

territory of all the member states.  The ECSC’s court and the High Authority clearly have 

supranational features that involve sacrificing a part of a nation’s sovereignty and were 

groundbreaking at the time. 40 

The ECSC was considered a great success and provided an impetus for further 

integration. Euratom was established in 1958 as a an insurance of the peaceful 

application of atomic energy, but more importantly at the same time the foundations for 

the common market and European Economic Community (EEC) were laid down. The 

European common market was based on four main points: 

1. The abolition of all tariffs and quantitative restrictions on internal trade. This 

would make the community a free trade area. 

2. The establishment of a Common External Tariff (CET). This would mean that 

goods entering the Community would do so on the same tariff basis no matter the 

point of entry.  

3. The prohibition of a range of practices having as their effect the distortion or 

prevention of competition between member states. 

4. Measures to promote not only the free movement of goods between the member 

states but also the free movement of persons, services and capital.41 

These principles were enshrined in the Treaty of Rome, which was signed in 1957 

and served as groundwork for even faster economic growth for the EEC states, and other 

European states started to take notice. A neo-functionalist would have argued that the 

economic cooperation in the coal and steel industry had spilled over into all trades and 

sectors.  
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Within the Common Market, trade barriers and tariffs between the EEC nations 

were eliminated smoothly step by step, and common policies regarding transportation 

and agriculture were implemented. Very similar institutions were made for overseeing 

the EEC as had been set up for the ECSC although they were considered to be more 

intergovernmental in form.  

In the 1960s, Britain and other countries started to see the great benefits of the EEC 

and wanted to join, but in order to do so, they were required to meet conditions set by the 

EEC. The Copenhagen criteria requires all applicants to have achieved stability of institutions 

guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, respect for and protection of 

minorities and the economic capacity to cope with the market forces within the EEC. The 

EEC encouraged, and the EU of today still encourages, states to better themselves if they want 

to enjoy the benefits that accrue from being members of the EU. This is perhaps the most 

underrated positive aspect of the European integration process. In fact, the carefully managed 

process of enlargement has been one of the EU’s most powerful policy tools, and over the 

years, it has helped transform many European countries into functioning democracies and 

more affluent societies because of the perceived gains of being a part of the EU.42 

It is safe to say that the Western European nation states chose to integrate because 

it was the rational thing to do, but the way it was done is what makes European 

integration special. By rejecting the realist outlook that had been dominating the region 

for so long and devoting themselves to long-term peace, the founding states (France, 

West Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg) had done something 

revolutionary in founding the ECSC. Clearly, they set aside the struggle for realist 

relative gains in favor of the liberal idea of absolute gains. By letting go a piece of their 

sovereignty and monitoring each other in the coal and steel industries, and later in nuclear 

matters, the states had achieved transparency and equal distribution.  The member states 

made it near impossible to wage war with each other as they were integrating in such a 

way that their interdependency was so great that it would never be worth breaking. This 

was revolutionary.  

The idea of the European identity had also suddenly become such an intriguing 

option after the old nationalist ideals had all been deeply humbled in the war. The first six 

states were on board, and the Schuman Plan had started rolling and it could be argued 

that the neo-functionalist spillover effect was in full motion. This occurred under 
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favorable conditions with US military and economic support in the form of NATO and 

the Marshall Plan. 

US help and the security aspect of the whole matter is a part of the integration that 

may be underestimated. Marshall Aid was a big help but also the Soviet threat in the east 

loomed over all and Western leaders knew that Stalin would stop at nothing to increase 

Soviet influence in the region. The Western European states knew that they had to think 

bigger with the US and Soviet Union emerging as the two superpowers of the world, so 

they pooled their sovereignty for a greater purpose.  

That seems realist enough; however, in the debate between neo-functionalism and 

liberal intergovernmentalism, the effects of political entrepreneurs, the European identity 

and supranational institutions seem to have been greatly underestimated and thus liberal 

intergovernmentalism fails to mention the small but important things that initially drove 

the integration process.  

The supranational institutions within the EEC or EU have, through the years, acted on 

their own and not merely as tools of the nation states. When integration on this huge scale 

takes place, it has proven vital to have this battery of supranational bodies to regulate and to 

sort out any issues causing friction between integrating actors. Having decisions made by 

majority or a qualified majority vote (QMV), as opposed to making decisions through 

consensus, has also proven important. Decision-making in the EU has taken many forms 

through the years but now, depending on the issue under discussion, the Council of the EU 

takes its decisions by: 

 Simple majority (15 member states vote in favor). 

 Qualified majority (55% of member states, representing at least 65% of the EU 

population, vote in favor). 

 Unanimous vote (all votes are in favor).43 

The requirement of a unanimous vote only applies to a handful of issues, which are 

important nonetheless. These include, for example, granting a new state EU membership, EU 

finances and some aspects of the Common Foreign and Security Policy.44 It should be 

mentioned that the member states often try to reach consensus before voting is even 

necessary. 
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When new EEC or EU law is passed on to the nation states they are expected to 

comply. By joining the EEC, the states submitted to EEC law and the jurisdiction of the 

European Court of Justice and are obligated to implement its decisions. States are 

therefore liable for breaches of EC/EU law. For example, Italy once failed to implement 

EEC Directive 80/987 on the protection of workers in the event of insolvency. A 

bankrupt company in Italy owed its workers wages for a period of employment and 

would not pay because Italian laws at the time contained no provision on compensation 

in the event of insolvency. According to EEC Directive 80/987, such provisions should 

have been in place; the directive had not been properly implemented into Italian law. 

Italy was therefore sentenced to pay compensation to the workers under EEC law and of 

course, to implement the law into its own domestic system.45 Another example is when 

the British government was forced to clean up air pollution that had reached serious 

levels in British cities after a ruling by the European Court of Justice.46 These two 

examples would have never been decided in favor of anyone other than the states 

themselves if the EEC had only had intergovernmental forums instead of supranational 

institutions acting on behalf of the whole of Europe.  

If the governments of Western Europe originally intended the EEC simply to be 

an instrument for their own interests, as is suggested in the theories of liberal 

intergovernmentalism and historical institutionalism, then it can be argues that it got out 

of hand. The states acted in a very liberal manner and took into account the changes in 

European identity and norms. The logic of appropriateness and absolute gains reigned 

supreme in the early years of the EEC, as opposed to realism, relative gains and 

nationalism. Even so, some thought that integration was getting out of hand.  

Charles de Gaulle was a French nationalist who differed greatly in thought from 

the original advocates of the EEC such as Monet and Schuman. He caused the “empty 

chair crisis” in 1965 which proved to be a great hurdle for European Integration. Charles 

de Gaulle was very much against the Commission of that time because it had intended to 

increase supranational governance in the community at the expense of the nation states’ 

sovereignty. He recalled the French delegates and commission member and the 

community was at a stalemate. As a compromise to de Gaulle, all states were able to veto 

all decisions made by the EEC that were considered vital to state interests.  
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This made the EEC a lot more intergovernmental in nature, which is exactly what 

de Gaulle wanted. This right to veto was called the Luxembourg compromise since it was 

suggested by the prime minister of Luxembourg. The intergovernmental shift of the EEC 

caused the integration process to slow down significantly for the next two decades or so. 

Now decisions had to be made in unanimity instead of by a qualified majority vote; 

suddenly the EEC corresponded closely to the definition of a joint decision trap coined 

by the theory of historical institutionalism.47 Policy changes became a lot harder to make 

and the EEC had become a “[System] that [was] intergovernmental in nature (as opposed 

to supranational), [a system] with a voting rule of unanimity (as opposed to majority) and 

a default condition in which a policy or an institution [persisted] (instead of being 

terminated) in the case of no agreement.”48 Historical institutionalism offers us a few 

insights on the status of European integration at that time. Initial policies made by 

integration entrepreneurs had become locked in and persisted. This made decisions 

difficult to overturn even in the event of nation electing a government that subsequently 

rejected them. Even if a member state wanted to bow out, integration was still slowly 

moving forward, as it had become somewhat path dependent. The Luxembourg 

compromise was used several times until it was completely abolished by the Single 

European Act, which brought new life and power to the integration process once again 

and completed the inner market, leading to the creation of a common currency (the Euro). 

Then in 1993 the formation of the European Union that we know today was completed as 

a structure similar to the EEC but of larger proportions, its most important organs being 

the Commission, the Council of Ministers, the European Parliament and the European 

Court of Justice. Shortly after this, European identity, the economic advantages and other 

perceived gains of joining the EU led to its expansion to the current total of 28 member 

states. 

 Now, following the recession of 2008 and the Euro Zone debt crisis, the EU is 

again experiencing tough times. This could be because integration happened too quickly; 

current opposition to the EU could be seen as “stretch marks.” Greece is on the brink of 

bankruptcy and other Mediterranean states are in great debt. In the case of Greece and 

other states in a similar situation, it is difficult to say who is at fault: the state, the EU, 

corruption or other actors. Most likely it is all of the above to some extent. Of course 
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Greek politicians were very reckless in taking loans they could not realistically pay back, 

but it takes two to make a bad loan. 

The decision of Great Britain to exit the European Union (“Brexit”) then came as 

a shock to everyone, demonstrating that the new wave of Euro skepticism is real. Even 

the British themselves were caught off guard despite having been a Euro skeptic nation 

through history. 

Integration is a delicate process that can get out of hand: policies may be 

implemented recklessly and then backfire. European integration is generally seen as a 

good thing and a process that has done a lot for the region but it is not a perfect process.49 

There are problems that arise with such a complicated process and it cannot happen 

smoothly if the member states or potential member states are not politically willing 

and/or if integration is undertaken against public opinion. The economic gap between the 

richer and the poorer states in Europe makes a common currency a tricky situation and 

this is a problem in ASEAN too. Not that ASEAN is even close to achieving the 

integration level of having a common currency, but like Europe, ASEAN is also a very 

diverse region economically. 

The successes and struggles of the EU can be a valuable learning experience, and 

a lesson for others in the process of integration like ASEAN, who seem more wary of 

further integration because of the EU’s current difficulties. But it is a fact that European 

integration has put the member states in a better position in terms of record breaking 

years of peace, economic growth and the freedom of citizens. 
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4. ASEAN: Background and structure 

The years leading up to the creation of ASEAN in 1967 had been stained by blood, 

corruption and power struggles in various states in the region. Just like Europe and 

WWII, the ASEAN Region became a major battleground of the Cold War.  

Today, ASEAN has no concrete structure and institutions, which begs the 

question: where does it fit in the context of international organizations?  Ian Hurd even 

goes as far as to say that ASEAN only operates in the realm of symbolic politics rather 

than established obligations and policies. He states that “all international organizations 

exist in the conceptual and legal space between state sovereignty and legal obligation. 

They are created by the commitments made by sovereign states, and their purpose is to 

bind those states to their commitments.”50 Looking at international organizations he 

structures his coverage around three main questions:  

1. What are the obligations that countries consent to when they join the 

organization? 

2. Do states in practice comply with these obligations? 

3. What powers of enforcement does the organization have? 51 

            This chapter aims to provide information on the background of ASEAN and identify 

the structure and current state of affairs in the association.  Finally, the three questions above 

will be answered from ASEAN’s perspective. 

4.1 Background of ASEAN 

After WWII and the defeat of the Japanese Empire, the region of South-East Asia was in the 

process of decolonization. Japanese occupation ended and European states were trying to re-

establish their control of the area. They were met by scores of nationalist movements and 

without proper support from the US they ultimately proved not to have enough resources to 

return to their former level of influence.  

These attempts at re-colonization played out very differently.  Indonesia declared 

independence in 1945 just days after the Japanese occupation ended but its declaration was 

not recognized until after four years of armed conflict and diplomatic struggle between the 
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belligerents of the Indonesian National Revolution and the Netherlands. France struggled 

heavily to maintain power in Vietnam and ended up having to withdraw in 1954 which led to 

Vietnam being divided into a communist North Vietnam and a nationalist South Vietnam. 

North Vietnam then invaded the south which marked the start of the Vietnam War, a war that 

also took place in the newly-independent states of Cambodia and Laos, resulting in all three 

states being taken over by communist regimes. The Khmer Rouge, who governed Cambodia 

in 1975-1979 committed multiple war crimes and genocide resulting in over a million deaths 

by execution and over another million due to starvation. Burma gained independence in 1948 

but has always been very unstable. Multiple civil wars have taken place since then which has 

led to many atrocities committed including mass killings of civilians.The Philippines went 

through years being colonized by Spain, the US, Japan and then the US again in 1945 but 

gained independence from the US in 1946 without conflict since the Americans were 

confident that the Philippines would remain within their informal empire in the Pacific 

regardless of constitutional concessions. Thailand was always independent but has also been 

very unstable with many military juntas and weak democracies taking turns governing the 

country.The British fought Malayan guerillas acting on behalf of the communist party of 

Malaysia but relinquished control and gave independence to a non-communist government 

that was originally supposed to include Singapore as a Malaysian state but Singapore declared 

independence in 1965 and has grown into a stable, wealthy state. Lastly, Brunei did not gain 

full independence until 1984 but the small monarchy is very wealthy do to an abundance of 

oil and natural gas. That makes the move to introduce sharia law in Brunei even more of a 

puzzling decision.52, 53  

ASEAN is now an organization of ten states in South-East Asia and is the home 

of a diverse population of around 625 million people. Not only do the states in ASEAN 

have many different political systems, such as various types of democracy, communism 

and monarchies, but there are three major religions in the region: Buddhism, Islam and 

Christianity.54 

Before the formation of ASEAN there were tensions in the region and many of 

the nation states were perhaps rightfully concerned over the stability of their 

governments. Malaysia, the Philippines and Thailand formed the Association of South-

East Asia (ASA) which was later replaced by ASEAN in 1967. The Malaysian prime 
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minister suggested forming a bloc against communism in the region but Indonesia’s 

Prime Minister Sukarno was against cooperation based on such a negative policy. In fact 

Indonesia perceived itself as being alone in a region it felt was comprised of neo-colonial 

states under too much western influence from the US and Britain (Malaysia, Thailand, 

Philippines, Singapore, Burma, Brunei), on the one hand, and communist states 

(Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) on the other.  

Indonesia opposed the formation of Malaysia and attempted to invade Malaysia 

with weapons supplied by the Soviet Union in order to “crush” the formation of 

Malaysia. This conflict, known as Konfrontasi, ultimately failed but after it, Indonesia 

continued to follow an anti-western policy. After Sukarno stepped down, relations 

between Indonesia and Malaysia began to normalize and Indonesia eventually became 

open to the idea of ASEAN55.  

Five states formed ASEAN in 1967. The co-founding states were all the 

democratic states in the region: Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia and the 

Philippines. The initial goals of ASEAN were peace, economic cooperation, 

consolidation of their current forms of government and opposition to the aggressive 

North Vietnam. ASEAN had limited connections with the unstable South Vietnamese 

government whose main allies were the US and France. ASEAN of that time was 

powerless to stop the Vietnam War as no cohesive operation was prepared to prevent it.  

North Vietnam conquered South Vietnam after a long grueling war and following 

the US decision to stop providing aid to the South Vietnamese government as the war 

was becoming increasingly unpopular domestically. Saigon fell on 30 April 1975 and the 

people of South Vietnam were left to their fate. Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge took 

control in Cambodia as a result of the war and a communist regime stayed in control in 

Laos, making the Vietnam War a complete loss for the US, which had tried 

unsuccessfully to implement the Trumann Doctrine to stop the spread of communism in 

the region.  

The collapse of other states as predicted (by a ‘domino effect’) if Vietnam, Laos 

and Cambodia were to be taken over by communist regimes never happened. The Pol Pot 

regime in Cambodia made provocative attacks on Vietnamese borders which resulted in 

the invasion of Cambodia by Vietnam, which caused great concern because of the buffer 

zone that Cambodia provided between Vietnam and Thailand. Vietnam then became 
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known as the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and started focusing on domestic 

reconstruction rather than the international spread of communism, much to the relief of 

the USA and ASEAN. The states in the region were busy nation-building in the late 

1970s and the 80s and did so relatively peacefully.  

Two blocs formed in the region: the communist bloc and the ASEAN bloc, and 

tension remained present. Thailand and the Philippines had actively supported the US in 

the conflict against the North Vietnamese government, leaving a very awkward situation 

after the war.56 

By the late 1980s, the ASEAN states had achieved fairly strong and stable 

governments though various forms of autocratic or quasi-autocratic regimes. ASEAN 

states realized that the most effective way to battle communist subversion and to keep 

power was to increase living standards.  During the 1980s, ASEAN states had received a 

lot of economic aid and support through their relations with Japan, then a growing 

economic superpower, and solidified themselves further as independent nation states.  

Their people seemed content with sacrificing personal freedom in the interest of stability 

and strong government for the time being and democracy and human rights issues 

continued to be a secondary objective.  

In 1976 the Treaty of Amity and Co-operation (TAC) was signed, leading to the 

creation of a permanent ASEAN secretariat in Jakarta, to be headed by a secretary-

general elected for a three-year term, the seat revolving between the member states. TAC 

is where “the ASEAN Way” of non-interference in domestic matters has its roots. 

 ASEAN continued its role as a forum for economic cooperation and as a 

confidence-building forum and the states achieved the same goal as the founding EU 

states set for themselves, as no armed conflicts took place between them and they 

engaged in economic cooperation. The goal of lowering tariffs was still not realized and 

conflicts still raged in the future ASEAN states.57 

Tensions in the region had normalized by the mid to late 1980s with the fall of the 

Soviet Union, so Brunei Darussalam joined ASEAN on 7 January 1984, followed by 

Vietnam on 28 July 1995, Laos and Burma on 23 July 1997, and Cambodia on 30 April 

1999. 
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4.2 Structure of ASEAN 

Despite its ineffectiveness in the past, ASEAN seems to be coming to life and may be 

reaching its potential with the ASEAN Charter in 2008 and the establishment of the 

ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015. The AEC is supposed to become similar 

in nature to the European single market.  So far, over 99% of all internal tariff barriers 

have been taken down, which goal was set for 2015, contributing to a large extent to the 

fact that ASEAN was the second-fastest growing economy in Asia in the period 2001-

2013. ASEAN’s economy was behind only China, which is especially impressive 

because ASEAN, as an organization, has no real institutions to oversee the process. In 

fact ASEAN’s structure is practically non-existent.58  

The ASEAN Charter is the agreement that made ASEAN a concrete international 

organization with a legal personality and a corporate existence in 2008. While many were 

disappointed with the results of the charter, arguing that it does not encourage enough change 

in the political and human rights sectors, it still has positive points.59 Along with the 

economic goals of the region, the charter provides political momentum for ASEAN’s 

objectives. It clarifies and solidifies ASEAN’s position in the international community and 

elevates the member states to where they can voice a common interest as a regional 

organization much more loudly and more effectively than they ever could as individual states. 

ASEAN became a legal body that can sue and can be sued. The charter makes the member 

states a bloc on the international scene where they display common standards of principles 

and conduct. The charter stipulates that the member states should demonstrate “adherence to 

the principles of democracy, the rule of law and good governance and respect for and 

protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms.”60 This helps to forge ASEAN’s 

identity and norms and makes the association accountable domestically as well as credible 

externally. 

ASEAN holds periodic meetings of the heads of government (the ASEAN 

Summits) and meetings of its Coordinating Council, which is composed of ministers 

from all member states. This is the supreme authority in ASEAN under the ASEAN 

Charter. Their mandate is to “maintain and enhance peace, security and stability and 

further strengthen peace-oriented values in the region,” to “ensure that the peoples and 
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Member States of ASEAN live…in a just, democratic and harmonious environment” and 

to “create a single market and production base which is prosperous.”61  

Decisions made at the ASEAN Summit represent the consensus (unanimous vote) 

among ASEAN nations. This is in contrast to decisions made through majority vote or a 

qualified majority vote as is practiced in the EU. The ASEAN Secretariat provides 

administrative support to ASEAN and employs 350-400 people. It has a Secretary-

General, this position being held in rotation every 5 years; the individual is determined 

by each member state in alphabetical order. The Secretary-General speaks on behalf of 

ASEAN and is the “face” of ASEAN to the rest of the world. The ASEAN Charter states 

that the secretariat as a whole enjoys the usual privileges and immunities of working for a 

supranational institution such as the EU Commission, but unlike the EU Commission, the 

ASEAN Charter gives the secretariat no coercive authority. The power of decision 

making therefore lies solely in the hands of the heads of government with no 

supranational influence whatsoever.62 

At one point, the EU and ASEAN were working on a free trade agreement, but the 

negotiation fizzled out and the EU opted to make bilateral agreements with some of the 

ASEAN states, such as Singapore, citing as the reason for this the fact that ASEAN 

simply had insufficient institutional development. Internal ASEAN trade disputes go to 

the WTO for conflict resolution and territorial disputes go to the International Court of 

Justice.63 

One of the key clauses of the ASEAN Charter is that members are to comply by 

the following: “respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity 

and national identity of all ASEAN member states”. This clause is sometimes referred to 

as “the ASEAN Way” and it basically means “mind your own business”. By refusing its 

members the right to comment on or to condemn domestic issues of other member states, 

ASEAN declines to have norms affect the governance of the state. This, together with the 

lack of structure, is perhaps the greatest hurdle ASEAN has to overcome in order to 

continue growing as a regional organization.64  
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4.2.1 The ASEAN Charter: The problem with having no supranational 

institutions  

The shortcomings of the ASEAN Charter are what stood out at its introduction, since the level 

of integration suggested was on a much smaller scale many had hoped. ASEAN’s failure to 

deal with human rights issues that are all too common in the region was a major reason why 

the Charter was criticized. For too long, human rights issues had been either ignored or 

evaded but that was to be addressed in the 2012 ASEAN Human Rights Declaration.65   

Human Rights Watch issued a statement on the declaration: “Disregarding the deep 

concerns expressed by senior United Nations officials, human rights experts and hundreds of 

civil society and grassroots organizations at the national, regional and international levels, 

ASEAN leaders nonetheless adopted yesterday an “ASEAN Human Rights Declaration” that 

undermines, rather than affirms, international human rights law and standards. The document 

is a declaration of government powers disguised as a declaration of human rights.”66 This 

view was due to the inclusion of clauses like the following in the Declaration: “the realization 

of human rights must be considered in the regional and national context” and provisions to the 

effect that human rights might be limited to preserve "national security" or a narrowly defined 

“public morality.”67  

The member states make all kinds of fine-sounding statements in the Declaration, 

including “the right to safe drinking water and sanitation”, “the right to a safe, clean and 

sustainable environment”, “protection from discrimination,” etc., but at the same time it 

contains obvious loopholes so that it does not encroach on the member states’ sovereignty or 

their freedom to act as they wish.68 

The ASEAN Charter did not change the fact that ASEAN makes decisions strictly 

on consensus and on an intergovernmental basis; nor did it discourage the 

implementation of the ASEAN Way. Similarly, “the ASEAN Way” highlights the 

perpetual ineffectiveness of all human rights policies implemented and the lack of all 

supranational institutions highlights the other huge problem the ASEAN Charter fails to 

recognize: protection of the environment.  

Perhaps the least celebrated achievement of the European Union is the European 

Court of Justice.  A good example of its effectiveness was mentioned in a previous 
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chapter when the Italian factory that still owed its workers pay after bankruptcy, and 

when the British government was forced to clean up air pollution that had reached serious 

levels in British cities. Rulings such as those that have been made against the nation 

states at the European Court of Justice are happenings that are totally unheard of in 

ASEAN. 

 If we compare the governance of ASEAN to that of the EU, it is not too much to 

say that ASEAN is in a constant state of the empty chair crisis that Charles de Gaulle 

imposed on the EEC during his time French President. All decision-making in ASEAN is 

slow, since reaching a consensus is often close to impossible. This is especially 

unfortunate in the context of solving problems that cannot wait, such as environmental 

issues, which call for a supranational approach.   

In fact, in recent years Indonesia has taken over as world leader in deforestation 

and now has the highest rate of annual loss in primary forest in the world resulting in 

smog and haze that has cost Indonesia and neighboring states the equivalent of billions of 

US dollars every year.69 The deforestation can be linked to the good price Indonesian 

industries receive for rubber and palm oil; the latter is a very versatile product since it can 

be used as oil for cooking, cosmetics and bio-fuel for example, but it comes at significant 

costs.  

Palm oil plantations are replacing forests, placing endangered species in even 

more danger; they are uprooting local communities, with the forced movement of 

citizens, and contributing heavily to the release of greenhouse gases. Largely because of 

oil palm production, Indonesia now emits more greenhouse gases than any country in the 

world besides China and the United States.70 What is worse is that the cheapest and a 

widely used method of clearing forest is burning. This has caused the haze around 

Indonesia and neighboring countries to reach record levels. Burning to clear forests is, of 

course, illegal but protection does not seem high on the government’s priorities and the 

law is not properly enforced. Corrupt municipal politicians, the police force and even 

army officers are still involved in selling off forest land to be illegally cleared for palm-

oil and paper-pulp plantations.71  

ASEAN’s response to this has been very weak. The forum on the subject quickly 

degenerated into finger-pointing, with Agung Laksono, the minister in charge of 
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Indonesia’s response to the crisis, saying that Singaporeans were behaving “like 

children“72 while Singapore and Malaysia pointed out that Indonesia was the only 

ASEAN state that had not ratified the Transboundary Haze Pollution treaty of 2002. It 

was not until January 2015 that Indonesia ratified the treaty, which is still said to be 

lackluster in clarity and level of action that is needed. The situation has been reported in 

the “Reporting ASEAN: 2015 and beyond” series, which described the agreement as 

“Clear as smoke.”73  

Activists do not place much trust or hope in the agreement or ASEAN-s ability or 

will to hold its own members accountable for their own commitments. “The agreement is 

said to be legally binding, but ASEAN has no court to try offenders,” 74 said Nur 

Hidayati, head of the advocacy department of the Indonesian Forum for Environment, 

and therein lies the real problem with ASEAN. There is no power of enforcement and the 

member states do not have to comply with the obligations agreed on by the organization. 

4.2.2 The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 

The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) is a pillar of the structure of ASEAN that 

could catapult ASEAN to the next level. The AEC is ultimately designed to create a 

single market and production base within the 10 ASEAN member states. The plan is to 

establish the free movement of goods, services, skilled labor and investment among all of 

the ASEAN member states and to encourage the free flow of capital. This plan is set out 

in the AEC Blueprint which contains “broad directions through strategic measures for the 

AEC from 2016 to 2025.”75 The AEC Blueprint for 2025 is “aimed towards achieving the 

vision of having an AEC by 2025 that is highly integrated and cohesive; competitive, 

innovative and dynamic; with enhanced connectivity and sectoral cooperation; and a 

more resilient, inclusive, and people-oriented, people-centred community, integrated with 

the global economy.”76 The AEC could be the “awakening” of what might soon be 

recognized as a new Asian power bloc. 
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The ASEAN Economy and the Single Market 

The AEC Blueprint provides for the implementation of the AEC and is expected to add to the 

already rising economic growth in ASEAN through trade liberalization. In addition to the 

single market and production base, the AEC Blueprint is aimed at making ASEAN a 

competitive economic region. It includes an outlining of a competition policy, consumer 

protection, infrastructure development, taxation and E-commerce. It aims at equitable 

economic development, meaning launching an initiative to narrow the development gap 

between the more and the less developed states of ASEAN (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and 

Vietnam). The final key element of the AEC Blueprint is to integrate ASEAN into the global 

economy with a coherent approach to external relations and to enhance participation in global 

supply networks. The AEC Blueprint is not a legal document but rather a set of guidelines 

like the European Commission’s 1985 White Paper on completing the inner market.77  

The economy in ASEAN has made remarkable progress since the East Asian financial 

crisis of 1997. ASEAN economic ministers saw the need to deepen ASEAN integration as 

early as the 1990s with the establishment of the ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (AFTA) and 

worked on this while taking part in other international economic cooperative programs such 

as NAFTA and APEC. The crisis in fact stimulated greater economic cooperation and this all 

eventually went under the AEC pillar.  

Intra-ASEAN tariffs have been lowered to near zero but by a slightly different method 

from what was done in the European Union. ASEAN does not implement a common external 

tariff, mainly because some of the member states already have a working free trade agreement 

with other states, like the FTA between Singapore and the USA.78 The intra-ASEAN trade 

agreement is called the “Common Effective Preferential Tariff” or “CEPT” for short. Products 

that are traded outside the CEPT account for only a tiny 0.04% of all products for the more 

developed ASEAN-6 states (i.e. Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

Thailand and Singapore), and 1.33% of products for the less developed CLMV states (i.e. 

Cambodia, Laos PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam).79 

The nations of ASEAN have not only engaged in free-trade talks among themselves: 

ASEAN has also engaged economically strong neighbors with free-trade deals to gain a 

favorable market status in the region. These neighbors are China, Japan, South Korea and 
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India, all of which are economic powerhouses in their own right, and ASEAN has arguably 

gained much by making these deals. ASEAN’s long lasting neutrality stance in the region has 

therefore paid off handsomely since many of the states in the region around ASEAN bear 

long, historical and even brutal grudges against each other, making ASEAN gain an 

advantage over for example India‘s and China‘s exports. Investment in ASEAN from these 

neighbors has increased significantly and at the same time the agreements have established 

and further reinforced complex interdependence between the liberalizing parties, melding 

them as allies in all sectors. 

A good example of an ASEAN free trade agreement is the ASEAN-Korea Free Trade 

Area (AKFTA) agreement which was signed in 2005. The establishment of the AKFTA set in 

motion the opportunity for the 670 million people (GDP of USD 2.9 trillion) of ASEAN and 

South Korea to facilitate market access, and investment regimes. Since the AKFTA was 

signed, bilateral trade volume between Korea and ASEAN per year nearly tripled from 2001-

2010 from US$32 billion to US$98.1 billion, and in the first year alone it increased by over 

23%. Tourists from South Korea to ASEAN per year also tripled in volume from 1995 to 

2010 which is due, of course, to other factors as well, such as the growing middle and upper-

middle classes in South Korea. South Korean companies must also be delighted about deals 

such as this since this, for example, gives Samsung an advantage over Apple when selling 

electronic devices to the now growing middle class consumer base in ASEAN 80 

 

One of the core goals of the AEC is the “free flow of skilled labor”. The immediate 

reaction to that is to think of the free movement of workers and people inside the EU but in 

reality, the difference between the EU policies and the AEC’s free flow of skilled workers is 

tremendous. In the case of the EU, citizens can move freely within the EEA and, accept 

employment without having to deal with an immigration bureau regardless of whether they 

are skilled workers or not. Under the AEC, only eight skilled professions fall under the free-

movement clause: engineering, nursing, architecture, medicine, dentistry, tourism, surveying 

and accounting. They account for less than 1.5% of the ASEAN labor force. In addition, 

skilled workers have to meet additional criteria such as minimum length of working 

experience, labor-market tests and other requirements such as health clearances. 

As for those workers in ASEAN who are not working in their state of origin, it is 

estimated that about 87% of them are low-skill workers who do not meet the criteria of the 
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AEC agreement regarding free movement of skilled labor. A large ratio of these workers is in 

the richest state of ASEAN which is Singapore. There they do low-skill work such as 

construction work, cleaning and looking after residents’ households, for example, and they are 

under very strict surveillance, which is unlikely to change with the ever-growing nationalistic 

tendencies in the region.81 

One very interesting thing about the AEC Blueprint is the monitoring and enforcement 

tools included in the provision. It states that the Economic Ministers of ASEAN are first and 

foremost accountable for the implementation of the Blueprint. In addition they have the duty 

of reporting the process of the implementation of the AEC in the states which they represent. 

The ASEAN Secretariat has implemented a scorecard system for the goals of the AEC and 

therefore plan to: “Develop and maintain a set of statistical indicators, including an integrated 

tariff and trade data database system, address harmonization of statistics and data quality 

issues, and the AEC scorecard, to monitor and assess the progress of implementation of each 

element of the AEC82.”  

This scorecard therefore has become the sole way for the ASEAN Secretariat to monitor 

the progress and development of the AEC. More importantly, it monitors the compliance of 

the states with the AEC Blueprint. The Blueprint offers nothing new in terms of direct 

enforcement of compliance by the member states, but it will offer some means of indirect 

enforcement through the force of peer pressure and negative publicity.  Even in the neo-realist 

environment that ASEAN is, the emergence of the scorecard opens ASEAN up to the logic of 

appropriateness, giving the individual states an incentive to do what is expected of them 

instead of working towards relative gains. This method might still prove ultimately 

insufficient since the scorecard only really takes quantitative statistics into account and 

ignores the qualitative reasons behind the results. These results have mostly been handled in 

secret and the information is rarely released to the public. That being said, ASEAN’s current 

state of affairs involving institutions (supranational or not) and its way of handling things will 

make it very hard to implement the AEC and progress might be slowed or even be brought to 

a halt. 83 
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If ASEAN is serious about the AEC then prolonged ineffectiveness might eventually lead 

to the ASEAN member states finally placing more trust in institutions. The sheer volume of 

surveillance needed for the single market and production base might then spill over to the 

creation of a supranational institution or even into an institution with powers of enforcement 

such as the institutions that have had a key role in the success of the European Union. The 

authors of the book Foundation of the ASEAN Economic Community, Stefano Inama and 

Edmund W. Sim, name a number of things that ASEAN will have to do if it is to keep up with 

the goals set by the AEC. First of all, they say the status quo will not do since the undertaking 

is far too complicated to be regulated without a single regional authority to regulate the 

creation of single market. Their suggestion is that ASEAN should think much more about 

integrating to a point where it has an institution like the European Commission and an active 

dispute settlement mechanism similar to what NAFTA has before it starts to implement the 

AEC.84 This is important not merely for the AEC and the economy but for the environment 

and human rights as well. 

4.3 What does this mean for ASEAN and its future? 

What supranationalism and the logic of appropriateness have done in Europe has been 

indispensible for faster decision making, transparency and civil rights. The member states of 

the European Union have made the sacrifice of transferring a part of their sovereignty to a 

supranational institution for the greater good. They can no longer act selfishly in every 

situation because there are real consequences to actions that affect others. Member states 

perceive the gains of membership of the EU as being far greater than those of acting alone 

with complete sovereignty. What the ASEAN states are trying to do here is eating their cake 

and having it too.  

Joseph Cherian and Ang Swee Hoon recently asked in the Jakarta Post 

newspaper: “If the most powerful three members of ASEAN (Indonesia, Singapore and 

Malaysia) are not able to address a recurring and predictable problem (haze), what hope 

does the region have for economic integration with the ASEAN Economic Community 

that is going to be finalized end of this year?”85 This is a good question and a genuine 

concern for the future of ASEAN. If the haze issue and other issues regarding human 

rights or the AEC in its beginning stages start to surface, the leaders of ASEAN might 
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have to reevaluate their stance on the ASEAN Way and loosen their tight grip on their 

sovereignty , both of which currently prevents the supranational institutionalizing of 

ASEAN.  

To put ASEAN into Ian Hurd’s critiques for international institutions, this can be said 

based on what has been discussed in this chapter: ASEAN imposes vague obligations with 

little actual commitment on the states, obligations that leave a lot of scope for evasion on 

technicalities, and for selective interpretation. In, the member states comply with these 

obligations for the most part, but examples of non-compliance can be found in the case of 

human rights, environmental issues and other matters when interests are high. ASEAN has no 

powers of enforcement and prefers to turn a blind eye to non-compliance rather than to 

enforce compliance. That being said, Ian Hurd’s statement on ASEAN only operating in the 

realm of symbolic politics rather than established obligations and policies might not be so far 

from the truth, and thus ASEAN’s current institutions and the ASEAN Summit might not be 

able to oversee and enforce the implementation of the AEC as it is supposed to do according 

to the Blueprint. 

It might be expecting too much of the ASEAN member states to require them to relinquish 

power to supranational institutions since many of them are only just emerging from being a 

Third World countries and their democracies are still young or weak. Corruption levels are 

also still very high, but despite all this, ASEAN is still a promising regional organization and 

as economic growth continues, and as the ASEAN middle class becomes larger, a richer 

ASEAN might have more liberal ideas on deeper regional integration. The shift from neo-

realism to neo-liberalist capitalism that appears to be happening with the AEC might then 

eventually make the region stronger economically and politically, resulting in stronger 

democracy and greater capacity for handling the region’s most demanding problems.  A 

similar shift worked for Japan, it worked for South Korea and it is working for China but it 

may prove to be rough on the environment. 

The first step should be for ASEAN to reconsider the “ASEAN Way” of non-interference 

on domestic issues and then it should move towards implementing decision-making based on 

Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) or a similar system that does not require consensus in all 

decision-making so that ASEAN can move on. 

These decisions need to be made at the national level. Therefore, any attempt to determine 

the prospects for ASEAN and the future directions of ASEAN will require an examination of 

domestic national politics in the member states. 
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5. The Prospects for ASEAN: Democracy, Nationalism and 

Corruption 

The aim of this final chapter is to investigate and to answer the question of whether the 

ASEAN states are politically ready and/or willing to make the adjustments pointed out in 

the previous chapter that should help the region integrate and prosper. In this chapter, key 

member states of ASEAN will be closely looked at. More specifically, their domestic 

policies, level of effectiveness, corruption, strength of democracy and national identity. 

These states will be Indonesia, the Philippines and Burma. 

5.1 Indonesia: A rising Democracy In the leader role 

Indonesia in by far the largest state in ASEAN with a population of about 260 million 

which is roughly 40% of ASEAN’s total population. Indonesia accounts for almost 36% 

of the region’s GDP yet it comes in 5th in the GDP per capita ranking amongst the 

ASEAN states with USD 3,600 per capita, lagging behind Singapore, Brunei, Malaysia 

and Thailand, in that order.86 

Indonesia is the fourth most populous country in the world and is the largest 

Muslim majority state. It is the third most populous democratic state and its economy is 

the tenth largest on a global scale. Indonesia is the only state in ASEAN that is a member 

of the G20 group, so its significance in the world should therefore be recognized further. 

A great example of such recognition comes from Hillary Clinton, twice the Democratic 

Party’s presidential candidate in the United States of America and former Secretary of 

State. 

“If you want to know whether Islam, democracy, modernity and women’s rights can co-exist, 

go to Indonesia.”87 

Hillary Clinton, February 2009 

Indonesia is a state on the rise and has in the last few years been mentioned in the 

same context as the “emerging” “BRICS” states (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 

Africa). Yet it has not followed the traditional path towards this position. The term 

“emerging power” primarily incorporates the growth of economic power but also takes 

into account the political and strategic position of the emerging state. The term is used in 
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relation to states that have thrived because they have started to embrace the neo-liberalist 

ideas of capitalism and democracy. Indonesia’s emergence has been recognized partly 

due to an economic upswing but mainly in political and strategic terms.88 

Indonesia’s pathway to “emerging power” status can be found in its success in 

developing a positive correlation between three factors: democracy, development and 

stability; in this, it differs from the BRICS states, which have seen emergence in 

economic and/or military terms. Indonesia can be viewed as a middle power, not 

comparable with military powerhouses such as South Korea, Nigeria and Saudi Arabia, 

but in a more diplomatic and political role, comparable with, for example, the 

Scandinavian states, Canada or Australia. 

 Indonesia’s foreign policy exercises restraint towards neighbors and pursues 

active engagement with the world and despite being relatively weak militarily, Indonesia 

enjoys comparable or even in some cases greater regional leadership legitimacy than its 

neighbors. Indonesia has done much as a regional mediator and facilitator in disputes 

between major powers such as China, Japan and India. Engagements between major 

states in the region are often stained by mistrust and conflict or as Indonesian Foreign 

Minister Marty Natelegawa describes it, they can suffer from a “regional trust deficit.” 

This is where Indonesia plays a role, as its input is, far more often than not, met with trust 

and confidence. This is an important asset, especially when it comes to facilitating 

regional integration in the way Indonesia is doing in ASEAN.89 

Indonesia has been showing major improvements in many aspects since the 

adoption of democracy in 1999, but the democratic tradition in Indonesia is very short, as 

has been stated in earlier chapters. The main worry here is that people have become 

disappointed with their elected officials and their way of handling the economy, with the 

result that voter turnout has dropped from 90% to 70% and public support for democracy 

dwindles while the military and the old authoritarian ways receive more favorable ratings 

in polls. Democracy and the decentralization of power in Indonesia have made the 

average Indonesia skeptical about the system as corruption runs wild in both the national 

government and the local authorities. Despite the voter displeasure and corruption in the 

new democracy, Indonesia’s scores in the Transparency International’s Corruption 

Perceptions Index (CPI) have improved since 1998. The CPI is measured by 

Transparency International, “the global coalition against corruption,” an NGO whose 
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mission is to “stop corruption and promote transparency, accountability and integrity at 

all levels and across all sectors of society.”90 

Transparency International defines corruption generally as “the abuse of entrusted 

power for private gain”91 and it promotes transparency, i.e. putting all information on the 

table and shedding light on shady deals, weak enforcement practices and other factors 

that are considered to undermine good governance. The CPI scores and ratings are based 

on how corrupt a state’s public sectors are perceived to be. This is measured both through 

surveys and assessments on corruption, using data collected by a number of prestigious 

institutions. The CPI is the most used indicator of corruption in the world.92 

Indonesia’s CPI score hit an all-time low of 17 (out of 100) in 1999-2000 which 

ranked Indonesia among the 20 most corrupt states in the world. In 2013 its score was 32; 

in 2015 it was 36, placing Indonesia currently at number 88 in the global CPI ranking. 

This is a big improvement from the 143rd place Indonesia was measured at in 2007. There 

is still a lot of work to do in Indonesia considering the company that surrounds Indonesia 

in 88th place. Troubled states such as Mexico, Egypt and Albania have a similar ranking. 

Examples of states that rank above Indonesia are China, India, Thailand, Panama and 

Turkey. Indonesia is very much behind its neighbor states which it has been seeking to 

catch up with economically: South Korea is ranked in 37th place and Japan comes in at 

number 18.93 

Supporters of the current President of Indonesia, Joko Widodo, coined the slogan 

“honest, clean and humble.” Joko Widodo, unlike many of his opponents, comes from a 

humble background and was free of all accusations or suspicion of corruption. A large 

part of his campaign involved his promise to make the government more transparent and 

to weed out corruption, a stance which is extremely valuable in this kind of campaign. 94  

Of course, this has proved to be easier said than done, but Ilham Saenong, the director of 

Transparency International’s Indonesian program, stated that Widodo’s “extensive efforts 

to conduct reforms in state institutions had contributed greatly to Indonesia’s good 

performance in the 2015 CPI.”95 
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Hand in hand with the corruption are the human rights violations; here, President 

Widodo has at best achieved mixed results. His government has made promises about 

protecting the rights of Indonesia’s religious minorities who have been targeted by 

Islamist militants and discriminatory laws alike but in reality no real policy changes or 

laws have been implemented. Since gaining independence, Indonesia has launched 

several military campaigns in East Timor and West Papua, some horrific enough to be 

classified at genocide.96 The Indonesian government has strictly enforced restrictions on 

foreign media access to Papua; President Widodo announced the lifting of that restriction 

in May 2015 but in the end he did not follow through. Another example of human rights 

violations, and in direct contradiction to Hillary Clinton’s statement, is that female 

applicants to the Indonesian police force and military have to undergo “abusive, 

discriminatory, and unscientific ‘virginity tests’.” Military spokesman Major General 

Fuad Basya then stated that “We need to examine the mentality of these [female] 

applicants. If they are no longer virgins, if they are naughty, it means their mentality is 

not good.” 97 This was in 2015 and is, of course, completely ludicrous and extremely 

discriminatory against women. 

At 78, Sidarto Danusubroto is the oldest law-maker in the Indonesian parliament. 

He has lived through both the downfall and revival of democracy in Indonesia and is 

without a doubt the most experienced Member of Parliament in the state. When asked 

about the state of democracy in Indonesia and how well democracy is working he states: 

“Not so well.” Asked to elaborate, he says, “Successful working of democracy requires a 

knowledgeable society and relatively high income levels. Indonesia’s knowledge base and 

literacy levels are too low and the poverty level is too high.”98 

He also points out other examples such as low-quality parliamentary debates and 

low-quality candidates. Some of those low-quality candidates he refers to as “beautiful 

people” who are “silent all the time.” This “beautiful silent people” reference is to 

celebrity legislators, including actors and actresses who cannot do technical work. His 

overall point however was that: 

“The process of democracy in Indonesia has emerged but the substance of democracy is yet to 

be created.”99 
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Most importantly, however, is the fact that Danusubroto had no doubts that 

today’s democratic Indonesia is much better than it was in the authoritarian period under 

Suharto. At that time the corrupt were “untouchable,” and the country’s provincial 

governors were picked from the army, according to Danusubroto. The justice system was 

also a military tribunal system. He completely dismisses the yearning for Suharto’s old 

Indonesia and states that the public is much happier with a democratic Indonesia and that 

Indonesians are overwhelmingly choosing to take part in the democratization to change 

Indonesia. This process has slowly been redistributing power from the hands of a small 

number of the elite to the hands of the many. At the same time, Indonesia’s positive 

economic development, external openness and internal stability have opened up 

opportunities to embark on positive reform programs.100 

Many believe that Indonesia holds the key to ASEAN’s future. In Amitav’s book 

“Indonesia Matters” it is stated that while  

“the future of ASEAN… does not only depend on the ‘Indonesia’ factor, but also on how the 

idea of regionalism embedded in the region and to the extent ASEAN countries’ ability to 

overcome domestic impediments. Indonesia will be a central force deciding ASEAN’s future. The 

‘Indonesia’ factor… indeed has a big influence in determining the future of ASEAN. If Indonesia 

is keeping its leadership pace towards the future then it is likely the APSC [ASEAN Political-

Security Community] will be strengthened and become a more integrated political security 

community that has a permanent dispute settlement mechanism. In sum, the role Indonesia seeks 

to play in ASEAN will determine the future of ASEAN.”101 

ASEAN has been the cornerstone of Indonesia’s foreign policy for a long time 

and it will be interesting to see whether Indonesia can deal with its domestic issues and 

become the driving force of the regional integration process. 

5.2 The ASEAN Way: Burma and the “constructive” approach 

The state of Burma changed its name to Myanmar in 1989, and it had been controlled by 

a military government from 1962 to 2011 that government heavily suppressed views on 

democracy. Poverty and the alienation of educated youths erupted in violence in 1988, 

killing thousands of civilians; General “Ne Win” stepped down as a result but continued 

to govern from behind the scenes.  The military government has imprisoned thousands of 

people as they try to suppress those who oppose them or speak out. The most famous of 
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them was Aung San Suu Kyi, the leader of the National League for Democracy (NDL). 

Her party won 80% of the of the seats in a parliamentary election in 1989 that the 

military junta refused to recognize and ruled null and void, and Aung San Suu Kyi was 

imprisoned until 2010 when democratic reforms finally started to take place.102 During 

her time of imprisonment, many people who expressed their opposition to the military 

government faced harassment, arbitrary arrest, torture, imprisonment and in some cases 

execution. Now there have been some democratic reforms since 2011 and onwards, but 

they are being implemented slowly and in opposition to the military.103 

ASEAN’s “constructive” approach towards the trouble in Myanmar in the late 1980s 

is very different from what the UN and the international community proposed at the time 

which was sanctions. ASEAN on the other hand decided to approach the issue with 

“constructive engagement,” which means involving Myanmar in regional cooperation and 

using the perceived gains of joining ASEAN as leverage to persuade the state to raise living 

standards.  Accepting Myanmar as a full member is the most fundamental part of this policy. 

ASEAN does this in hope that Myanmar will open up more to the international community 

and implement reforms necessary to introduce ASEAN’s values, code of conduct and 

traditional practices into its society so it can move its human rights status to the next level and 

speed up the democratization process. In its contacts with Myanmar, ASEAN has used weak 

persuasion methods, some encouragement and advising, never making harsh critical 

statements.104 

The result of this policy is debatable, however. Myanmar has not been totally 

indifferent to outside pressure and encouragement: in 2003 it began the process of 

implementing what it calls the “Seven-point Roadmap”, with the aim of achieving “orderly 

democracy”. As the name implies, this was supposed to be done in seven stages. The Seven-

point Roadmap allows for recalling the National Convention, which had not come together 

since 1996; drafting a new constitution in accordance with basic principles and detailed basic 

principles laid down by the National Convention, holding a free and fair election and 

ultimately building a modern, developed and a democratic state.105  

                                                
102 United for Human Rights. "Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Peace Prize, Burma Freedom Fighter. “ (Retrieved 21 Nov. 2016). 
103 Human Rights Watch. "World Report 2015: Burma. “ 25 Jan. 2016. (Retrieved 21 Nov. 2016).  
104 Masilamani, Logan. "The “ASEAN Way”: The Structural Underpinnings of Constructive Engagement." Foreign Policy Journal, 05 Sept. 
2016. (Retrieved 21 Nov. 2016).  
105 Khin, Win Huang. "Myanmar Roadmap to Democracy: The Way Forward." Burma Today. MYANMAR INSTITUTE OF STRATEGIC 

AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, 27 Jan. 2004. (Retrieved 21 Nov. 2016).  



  

53 

As promised a referendum was held in 2008 deciding if a new constitution drafted by 

the military would enter force. Human Rights Watch insists that the conditions for having a 

free and fair constitutional referendum did not exist in Myanmar because of widespread fear 

of arrests, bans on political meetings, repression of minorities, media censorship and the lack 

of a supervising body. Brad Adams, Asia director at Human Rights Watch, said “The 

Burmese generals are showing their true colors by continuing to arrest anyone opposed to 

their sham referendum, and denying the population the right to a public discussion of the 

merits of the draft constitution,” and that “International acceptance of this process will be a 

big step backward.”106  The constitution itself has obvious loopholes in it and makes sure that 

most of the political power in the state stays with the military regardless of how many votes 

the opposition gets. As an example, it guarantees 25% of parliamentary seats to the military’s 

nominees, and conveniently, it requires a vote of more than 75% of parliamentarians to amend 

the constitution. The constitution was amended with an unbelievable 92% of the votes. 107  

The NDL won the general elections in 2015 by a landslide, allowing it to nominate its 

own members to the Myanmar cabinet. But much of the power is still in the hands of the 

military because of the 2008 constitution. There it is stated that the military sets its own 

budget free of control by the president and parliament, that the military is still in full control 

of national defense and the police force, and that it has the right to veto decisions of the 

executive, legislative and judicial branches of the government. The newly-elected government 

therefore has no tools to oversee what the military does, since it have the right to 

independently administer and mobilize all affairs of the armed forces.108, 109 

More surprising than the constitution and the referendum of 2008 being a sham is the 

reaction from ASEAN. While it announced its distaste regarding the crackdown on the 

opposition demonstrations in the wake of the referendum, ASEAN was still divided on the 

subject. The ASEAN Secretary-General expressed support for the constitution itself, saying: 

“It has to begin somewhere and now it has a clear, definite beginning. It is a development in 

the right direction.”110 At the same time the EU and the UN said the opposite, that this 
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referendum was not in the right direction and that the constitution was designed to keep the 

military junta in power and to keep the NDL leader Aung San Suu Kyi out of politics.111 

 The reason for the stance ASEAN took on the Myanmar issue is not simply the state’s 

poor record on human rights. ASEAN and other regional powers, such as India, were afraid 

that if full sanctions had been implemented, then Myanmar would be too dependent on China, 

which was allegedly trying to secure naval access to the Indian Ocean via Myanmar. Instead, 

ASEAN saw an opportunity to establish a more cohesive ASEAN by involving Myanmar in 

the regional integration process. Constructive engagement would serve member states’ 

national economic interests, since Myanmar is rich in resources such as natural gas, fish, 

timber, gems and cheap labor forces. Thailand, which shares borders with Myanmar, looked 

to tackle the drug trade and wanted to avoid having Myanmar as a hostile neighbor at the 

same time as at the same time as growing aggression from Cambodia and Vietnam was 

causing concern. The constructive engagement policy was therefore based on very realist 

security reasons but with absolute gains in mind. ASEAN and Myanmar have gained 

economically from the policy and Myanmar is now a full member of ASEAN, making the 

association into a more complete bloc able to balance against other regional powers such as 

China and India.  

Although quality of life has been steadily improving in the last few years, the reforms 

in Myanmar have experienced significant slowdowns in basic freedoms and the democratic 

reform process. In 2015, child soldiers continued to be illegally deployed, journalists and 

peaceful protesters are still being arrested and abuses against the Muslim minority continue as 

they are denied citizenship and all basic freedoms that come with having citizenship such as 

the right to vote. About 140,000 people were internally displaced and forced out of their 

homes during the violence in 2012, and around one million still face serious restrictions on 

movement and religious freedom. With an unchanged constitution it can be argued that the 

democratic reform is just a façade and an attempt by the military to put on a democratic mask. 

So despite some democratic progress, the constructive engagement policy was a failure in 

democracy and for human rights. 

The constructive engagement policy, how it was implemented and the realist reasons 

behind it are the embodiment of “the ASEAN Way” and this is the way ASEAN operates. The 
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mandate of not interfering in domestic issues of individual states and respecting all member 

states’ identity and sovereignty has made human rights a secondary objective; those who 

suffer as a result are the poor and all minorities in the region. 

5.3 The Philippines 

The Philippines are an important member state of ASEAN. The Philippines is the 13th 

most populous state in the world at 102 million people and is the 30th largest economy in 

the world, 1 place above the G20 member and “BRICS” state South Africa.112 The 

Philippines have been in the middle of some hot topics concerning ASEAN which will be 

examined in this section: the South China Sea dispute, the new extremely controversial, 

nationalist and populist President of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, and the move of 

the ASEAN chairmanship to the Philippines in 2017. 

The South China Sea dispute is, and will be, one of the largest issues facing 

ASEAN in the near future. The dispute is intra-ASEAN in some aspects but the largest 

conflicts have been between ASEAN states, on the one hand, and an aggressive, 

superpower neighbor, China, on the other. In addition to other disputes it has with the 

Philippines and Vietnam, China is also involved in a fierce dispute with Japan over the 

Senkaku Islands. In essence, this concerns islands west of the Philippines and their 

respective Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) which, according to the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), is an area that under normal 

circumstances would extend 200 nautical miles from a state’s coastline; in the case of the 

South China Sea, there is simply not enough space for every state to enjoy a full EEZ and 

consequently they will have to reach a compromise, which they have not been able to do.   

A coastal state does not have complete sovereignty over its EEZ but it does have many 

sovereign rights. These are the rights “for the purpose of exploring and exploiting, conserving 

and managing the natural resources whether living or non-living, of the seabed and subsoil 

and the superjacent waters.”113 This shows why it is crucial for the disputing states to have a 

large EEZ and small otherwise unimportant islands because islands grant a status of a 

territorial sea and an EEZ. The Convention on the Law of the Sea clarified the status of 
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islands in Article 121 by confirming that they in fact enjoy a territorial sea, EEZ and a 

continental shelf.114  

ASEAN has not been able to reach a consensus on the matter as the member states 

seem divided on the subject for various reasons but in 2016 the Philippines took matters into 

their own hands and brought their claims before the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The 

Hague under the provisions of UNCLOS. The court ruled against China’s claims saying that 

they were “contrary to the Convention and without lawful effect.”115 China’s reaction to the 

ruling was simply to reject it. This highlights the realist anarchic international system in 

which such rulings are supposed to be considered binding but in the end there are no direct 

enforcement methods. 

ASEAN made a statement which stated that the ASEAN states supported and agreed 

with the ruling made by court, but it was forced to withdraw this statement because of 

opposition by Cambodia, placing ASEAN in a deadlock situation. That situation is very 

serious since it shows that ASEAN lacks a coordinated approach to one of the biggest issues 

in the region and sets an example where China can continue to press claims for the concession 

of more territory in the South China Sea from Vietnam, Brunei and Indonesia without 

intervention from ASEAN and the international community. What the Philippines gained with 

the favorable ruling is only the moral high ground in a dispute that still continues.116 

Rodrigo Duterte was then elected as President of the Philippines in 2016 after a 

convincing victory receiving 38% of the total votes in a five-candidate race and since 

then he has made frequent appearances in international media and has become known for 

his controversial statements and actions. He made a populist promise in his presidential 

campaign to go to the disputed Spratly Islands on a jet ski and plant the national flag of 

the Philippines there himself, but his biggest promise in the election run was to wage war 

on crime and that is exactly what he has done. The world cannot really say that this is 

surprising, since Duterte’s words used in his campaign were: “All of you who are into 

drugs, you sons of bitches, I will really kill you.”117 His war on drugs had already left 

3,500 people killed without trial as of 16 October 2016 after around 100 days in office.118 

This has sparked international outrage, especially in the western world where his actions 
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have been heavily criticized by the United States, the United Nations and the EU. Duterte 

has responded to this criticism in a very harsh manner saying that United States President 

Barack Obama can “go to hell” and that the EU “better choose purgatory, hell is filled 

up.”119 This cannot be considered as proper conduct for a head of state and is very 

alarming considering that the words are coming from the next chairman and 

representative of ASEAN. Rodrigo Duterte’s harsh way of speaking may be foreign to 

the western world and completely inappropriate, but it is completely in line with how 

ASEAN and the “ASEAN Way” work. “Mind your own business” is his message and he 

expresses the displeasure felt by ASEAN states when they encounter external 

interference in their internal affairs. 

 On the international stage however Duterte has been showing that he can be civil 

when he accepted the ASEAN chairmanship for 2017. On that occasion he said: “With great 

honor and humility, I accept the chairmanship of the ASEAN from our excellent host, the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic. I look forward to seeing you all in the Philippines in 2017,”120 

and added: “During the Philippines’ chairmanship, we will highlight ASEAN as a model of 

regionalism and a global player, with the interest of the people at its core.”121 Despite this, it 

is most likely that Duterte‘s main influence on ASEAN will take the form of a campaign for a 

drug-free ASEAN. The measures taken to achieve this are not likely to resemble what has 

been happening in the Philippines, which by various definitions borders on genocide or at 

least mass murder.122  

Other than pressing for a drug-free ASEAN, Duterte is more likely to prioritize 

domestic governance, economic development and domestic security as a nationalist, anti-elite 

politician and he is not likely to become a major destabilizing force in ASEAN or beyond 

ASEAN in international politics. He has planned to engage with China in bilateral 

negotiations and is likely to keep peace with China for the sake of domestic economic 

interests, just as he is likely to keep peace with the United States for security reasons. 

Duterte’s chairmanship is a step backwards for ASEAN as it will have an impact on the 

direction ASEAN will be taking in the next few years, but the ASEAN chairmanship itself 

still has no decisive powers. Rodrigo Duterte and nationalist characters of his ilk seem to be 

gaining popularity in the region and might become for ASEAN what Charles de Gaulle was 

for the European Community and slow down the regional integration process. 
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5.4 Prospects of ASEAN: Identity and Corruption 

ASEAN’s states have many problems but unlike the situation in Europe these do not have 

much to do with nationalism or xenophobia. Nationalism in Europe has risen to an 

alarming high in the last few years since the Euro crisis, and the more recent refugee 

crisis, largely contributed to some anti-integration actions such as Brexit. The states in 

ASEAN have a rather recent sense of nationality which was formed during the many 

independence struggles following WWII. Nationalism inspired the population of the 

colonized ASEAN states to take action and fight for their independence and then, when it 

was firmly in place, to unify against rebellion or foreign aggression. 

Since the end of the Cold War, nationalism in the region has been at low ebb but 

it seems to be on the rise again because of big issues such as the South China Sea 

problem. There exist examples of major displays of nationalism in ASEAN, such as 

Rodrigo Duterte saying that he would ride a jet ski to the Spratly Islands and plant a 

Philippine flag there himself. Other examples include anti-Muslim sentiments in Burma, 

Singaporeans believing that the recent influx of foreigners is to blame for rising prices 

and the deterioration of traffic management and other points of dispute, such as Malaysia 

allegedly stealing Indonesia’s cultural heritage by claiming a Balinese dance as its 

own.123 

At its current level, nationalism is a contributory, but not a decisive factor when it 

comes to further integration in ASEAN. What could however become a huge contributor 

to the integration process is the forging of an ASEAN identity. Singaporean foreign 

Minister Kasiviswanathan Shanmugam said at the ASEAN day reception in 2015 that 

efforts to build a regional identity must complement the economic integration of 

ASEAN. He then added “We are on the right track when our youths see themselves as 

part of the ASEAN community and feel a shared sense of responsibility for ASEAN’s 

future.”124 He cited a survey that was conducted among ASEAN undergraduate students 

in which most expressed a positive attitude towards ASEAN and 80% considered 

themselves as “citizens of ASEAN.” That focus group is of course very small and only 

represents a small, and relatively rich, minority of the population of the ASEAN 

countries. 
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Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong talks in the same vein. He considers forging a 

shared ASEAN identity a top priority but admits that this is in its beginning stages and 

people in ASEAN have no strong sense of a regional identity as they still identify 

themselves strongly with their state and their nation. This is a long-term plan and Lee 

says he looks forward to the progress made “decade by decade.”125 

The great problems that ASEAN is facing here are poverty and corruption, with 

corruption being one of the main reasons for poverty. In states such as Burma, Cambodia 

or even Indonesia, corruption is by far the largest contributor to poverty and economic 

disparity. This is not entirely the ASEAN states’ fault; it is necessary to bear in mind that 

these are young states which had to deal with the instabilities following the Cold War and 

the region also faces imported corruption from states in Europe that are perceived as 

“clean.”126 

This problem is the reason why “the ASEAN Way” is still dominant in the region 

and why ASEAN states are not likely to yield part of their sovereignty to supranational 

institutions and a spillover is unlikely to happen. Human rights violations, killing without 

trial, use of the death penalty and child soldiers are all traits of an actor that is not likely 

to partake in regional cooperation unless there are obvious benefits. The stakeholders in 

ASEAN have a tight grip on the policy-making in the states of ASEAN and it is in their 

interests to keep the region corrupt and to keep ASEAN free of all liberal institutions that 

would promote “the logic of appropriateness” or would want improve the current 

situation. 

Despite the dire situation, corruption and poverty in the region are receding. 

According to Transparency International’s CPI indicator, for example, Indonesia moved 

from 26 (out of 100) points in 2008, when the ASEAN Charter was made formal, to 36 

points in 2015 and Burma from 13 points to a slightly less dreadful 22 points.127, 128 At 

the same time, the IMF estimates that GDP (PPP) per capita in the ASEAN-5 (Indonesia, 

Thailand, Singapore, Philippines, Malaysia) countries will rise by about 33% from USD 

11,055 in 2015 to an estimated USD 14,794 in 2020, which should lead to a more 

dynamic economy and higher living standards. ASEAN is getting better and will keep 

getting better; this will just take time. Years or even decades might pass until the states of 
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ASEAN will be ready to integrate as suggested in the previous chapter. This is a process 

that has no magic solution so it is important for the more liberal leaders in ASEAN, and 

ordinary citizens, to show perseverance and patience.  

The most important point in this chapter is the one made by Member of Parliament 

Sidarto Danusubroto about democracy in Indonesia: a successful democracy needs a 

knowledgeable society with relatively high income levels. He continued by saying that 

the knowledge base and literacy levels are too low and poverty is too high and that 

democracy is not yet rooted in Indonesia’s culture. If the AEC and economic growth 

continues at the same rate and corruption levels continue to fall then the solutions to all 

these problems will just be a matter of time and perseverance.  
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6. Conclusion 

In conclusion the research questions will be answered and the most relevant findings of 

the thesis will be presented as arguments for the results. Finally the hypothesis will be 

discussed and matched with the results of the research questions. There were three 

research questions: Based on their contemporary status and behavior, will the ASEAN 

states be able to work together and integrate in a liberal fashion according to their 

declarations or will they keep on struggling for their own interests and relative power in 

a realist fashion? Can the states learn lessons from the integration process in Europe 

and aim for peace and stability in that manner? What level of integration is feasible for 

ASEAN considering the current state of the region?   

 

The chapter will be divided into four sections, one for each research question and 

then the hypothesis will be discussed in the last section. All questions will be examined 

using theories of international relations. 

Based on their contemporary status and behavior, will the ASEAN 

states be able to work together and integrate in a liberal fashion 

according to their declarations or will they keep on struggling for 

their own interests and relative power in a realist fashion? 

Based on their contemporary status and behavior, the ASEAN states will have 

difficulty working together and a tough time integrating in a liberal fashion according to 

their declarations. They will keep on struggling for their own interests and relative power 

in a realist fashion. They will try to implement the AEC within the status quo and the 

integration process faces stagnation as the member states are resorting to more realist 

behavior in international relations. 

Chapter four concluded with Ian Hurd’s model for international organizations as a 

model to determine what kind of organization ASEAN is. The outcome of an application 

of that model was that ASEAN places vague, low-aiming obligations on the states, 

obligations that leave a lot of scope for evasion on technicalities, and for selective 

interpretation. ASEAN turns a blind eye to non-compliance rather than enforcing 

compliance. The states firmly adhere to “the ASEAN way” and refuse to be influenced 

by states either within or outside ASEAN, so the sociological institutionalist “logic of 

appropriateness” is heavily suppressed. States such as Indonesia and Singapore are 
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interested in deepening the integration in a liberal way while others, such as the 

Philippines, have taken a huge step backwards and are showing alarming nationalist 

tendencies, thinking domestically while wanting to keep the status quo in international 

relations. The less developed states in ASEAN seem to be ready to sacrifice the stability 

of ASEAN for relative gains, as is demonstrated in the issue with Cambodia and the 

retraction of the South China Sea declaration. 

Can the states learn lessons from the integration process in 

Europe and aim for peace and stability in that manner? 

Despite the two regions being vastly different and despite completely different initial 

circumstances at the beginning stages of integration, ASEAN has already shown that it is 

learning from the history of European integration. An extremely overlooked point of both 

integration processes is that there has been no armed conflict between states in either 

organization, in addition to which ASEAN has been able to replicate the European 

common market to a large degree. 

Another aspect of European integration that has been emulated by ASEAN is the 

policy of the Copenhagen criteria, by which the more developed states encourage the less 

developed states to improve their infrastructure, economic compatibility, human rights 

status and other things by making perceived gains of integration salient. ASEAN has 

done this through the implementation of the AEC, indirectly forcing Vietnam, Cambodia, 

Laos and Burma to improve, synchronize and liberalize their infrastructure but that is as 

far as this has gone. ASEAN has lost all their tools now when all have become members.  

ASEAN has no way of using sanctions, and it has no courts to resolve issues or otherwise 

pressure its members to improve their behavior. The European Court of Justice is one of 

the vital organs in the European integration structure; the union needed a dispute 

settlement body with the volume of integration that was intended. Having a supranational 

body such as the European Commission, which works for the good of organization as a 

whole, as distinct from that of individual member states, has also been very important for 

the policy-making in the EU and should be emulated. 

Another major lesson that should be taken from Europe is that making decisions 

by consensus can be paralyzing to organizations on the international level. An ASEAN 

shift from making decisions by consensus to making decisions by QMV would make it 

easier to take major decisions, but it might come with a cost. ASEAN has to take into 

consideration the smooth years of the EU and why integration went so well in certain 
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periods, and not to focus excessively on the difficulties manifested in the “empty chair 

crisis,” the Euro crisis and Brexit. 

What level of integration is feasible for ASEAN considering the 

current state of the region? 

The previous chapter asked the question whether functional spillover from the customs 

agreements and the abolition of tariffs could lead to the creation of supranational institutions. 

At this stage this seems very unlikely, since too many states are stuck in the realist way of 

thinking when it comes to sovereignty, due mostly to corruption and unstable governments. 

States such as the Philippines and Burma are examples of such states which are just too 

unstable domestically and too corrupt to yield a part of their sovereignty to a supranational 

institution. 

Making a huge decision involving a transfer of sovereignty in a consensus-based 

decision-making system such as ASEAN uses would be close to impossible at this point. 

As long as the free-trade areas and lowering of tariffs generates positive feedback and 

economic growth continues, the situation might become “sticky,” as it is described in the 

theory of historical institutionalism, making the situation resistant to change. ASEAN fits 

perfectly the definition of what the theory calls a “joint decision trap,” meaning that it is 

intergovernmental in nature (as opposed to supranational): in order for proposals to be 

adopted as decisions, they must receive unanimous support (as opposed to the support of 

a majority or even a qualified majority) and in the case of no agreement the default 

condition persists instead of being terminated. 

The structure of ASEAN today would be likely to run into trouble with 

overseeing and implementing the single market and single production base according to 

the AEC Blueprint for 2025, so for the time being ASEAN should concentrate on 

developing the overseeing and implementing body of the secretariat and furnishing it 

with more manpower to expand its capacity before launching any major new integration 

plan. Unless further integration will someday be perceived as desirable, and status quo 

proves to be insufficient as a basis for implementing the AEC, ASEAN’s progress 

towards fuller integration will be held back. 

Despite the overwhelmingly neo-realist tendencies of the ASEAN states, it cannot 

be denied that advocates of ASEAN integration or “integration entrepreneurs” are to be 

found there; they represent the liberal wing of opinion in the ASEAN states. With 

patience and perseverance, it is likely that they eventually be in a position, and find an 
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opportunity, to deepen interdependence between the ASEAN states. This could make 

ASEAN path-dependent and might lead to further integration through the neo-functional 

spillover effect.  

The Hypothesis 

The hypothesis put forth in the introduction of this thesis was stated as follows: The 

hypothesis is that nationalism and corruption have greatly interfered with the goal of creating 

a single market and an ASEAN identity and will continue to do so. The ASEAN Charter will 

constrict further integration because of two of its main clauses; that all decisions require 

unanimous support and that all ASEAN states must respect each other’s sovereignty and not 

meddle in each other’s internal affairs. In other words, the ASEAN states will fail to integrate 

in the way they plan to because of their governments’ realist views and over-protection of 

their own sovereignty and interests.   

ASEAN has done remarkable things, for which it deserves credit.  The economy is still 

growing at a fast pace and the results of research show no concrete evidence of that changing. 

However ASEAN’s progress in terms of level of integration is disappointing, i.e., “the 

ASEAN Way” is still the ASEAN norm and Member states are too protective of their 

sovereignty and too concerned with their relative power. Democracy is weak, and poverty and 

corruption levels are still too high. The organization still makes decisions by consensus and is 

still intergovernmental in nature. 

The hypothesis thus still stands, at least if the focus is on ASEAN in the short term. In the 

long term, however, there is hope for an economically stronger ASEAN that has better 

informed citizens and a stronger tradition of democracy. Corruption is slowly but steadily 

being eradicated in the region, which may open the door to “the logic of appropriateness” and 

the neo-functional spillover effect into supranational institutions comparable with the 

European Commission or a supranational dispute settlement body. 

For this to happen, the ASEAN states must reject their realist ways, engage in honest self-

criticism and address both human rights abuses and environmental issues, while at the same 

time they must make sure that the all economic gains end up in the right hands and raise the 

standard of living in ASEAN countries. 
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