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Abstract 

 

The traditional explanation of the rapprochement between China and ASEAN has two 

elements: China is securing a peaceful environment to implement its strategy of 

‘develop first’, and/or China is engaging in courtship for the ASEAN countries out of 

strategic considerations, i.e. increasing control of its periphery. In contrary to these 

traditional perspectives, this study argues that the intensifying of cooperation between 

China and ASEAN is much more an expression of the recognition of asymmetrical 

dependencies than of calculated foreign policy decisions. This perspective not only 

enriches the understanding of current regional political processes but also leads to 

different expectations regarding the stability and future direction of ASEAN – China 

relations. Two issue areas have been selected to illustrate the asymmetrical 

dependencies and the resulting political processes between ASEAN and China. It has 

been found that both the ASEAN countries and China have accommodated to 

asymmetrical interdependence by engaging in pay-offs in areas of relative power. 

China has not been able to use its relative power in the economic and military area to 

impose its will in other areas of ASEAN-China relations. The bargaining has taken 

place within the existing ASEAN institutions. In their concrete rules and conventions 

lies considerable power. This explains the intensive bargaining regarding the 

importance of competing international organizations, not only in the Mekong River 

Basin, but also in broader regional politics. The ASEAN countries are in a favorable 

position, being in the center of these institutions, but China as a latecomer to many of 

the regional institutions is trying to renegotiate them. Further research is therefore 

indicated to better understand how the ASEAN countries and China are going to trade 

off potential gains from international cooperation and the loss of sovereign policy 

making power. 
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