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1. Introduction 

The rise of China has the potential to turn out to be the single most important 

development of international politics of the 21th century. China’s economy is scheduled 

to become the world’s second largest economy in the near future. Not at least thanks to 

its economic rise, China’s power in international politics and its ability to influence 

rules and international practices have increased. Not surprisingly, studies on Chinese 

foreign strategy have proliferated and numerous different interpretations of 

understanding Chinese foreign policy have been proposed in the last years. At the same 

time, Chinese foreign policy itself has evolved considerably in the last decade. China 

has extended its diplomatic activities, illustrated by the increasing number of state visits 

on the agenda of Chinese leaders and the amount official statements dealing with 

foreign affairs. It has endorsed the world and glutted it with its strategic, cordial, and 

economic partnership agreements. Some of the most prominent agreements have been 

reached between the ASEAN and China. In accordance with China’s policy of good 

neighborliness, China and the ASEAN countries reached an agreement on the conduct 

in the South China Sea in 2002, and only little later they signed the Framework 

Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation which led to the formation of the 

China ASEAN Free Trade Area (CAFTA) in 2004. These agreements only represent 

the latest stage of a process of rapid rapprochement between ASEAN and China. 

Meanwhile, the ASEAN has turned into the foremost venue for larger regional 

cooperation in Asia spinning off initiatives like the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), 

the ASEAN+1 and ASEAN+3 Dialogues, and the East Asian Summit.  

This study takes the ASEAN-China rapprochement as a starting point and asks about its 

implications for Chinese foreign policy in general and its policies towards Southeast 

Asia in specific. It seeks to develop an understanding of current international political 

processes between China and ASEAN by looking at the two issue areas of 

China-ASEAN cooperation in the Mekong River Basin and cooperation regarding 

energy resources. The study pursues three goals. First, it aims to describe China’s 

foreign policy towards ASEAN in the Mekong River Basin and in China-ASEAN 

cooperation in energy resources. Second, the concept of complex interdependence is 

scrutinized in light of empirical evidence. Finally this study explores the workings of 

the international political processes by applying the concept of complex 
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interdependence and asks what insights about general China-ASEAN relations can be 

gained from the analysis of these cases. 

In the second chapter, the theoretical framework is developed. Keohane and Nye’s 

(1977) concept of complex interdependence is critically analyzed and adapted to better 

serve the purpose of analyzing the two issue areas. The hypothesis is that 

ASEAN-China relations in general and in the two specific issue areas fit the description 

of complex interdependence by Keohane and Nye. Therefore, the concept is suitable to 

describe and analyze Sino-ASEAN relations. 

In the third chapter, an overview over the rapprochement between ASEAN and China 

and the resulting institutional framework is presented. 

The fourth chapter discusses the two issue areas: cooperation in the Mekong River 

Basin and energy resource cooperation. It is found that the political processes in the two 

issue areas only partly resemble the concept of complex interdependence. One 

important caveat is the high degree of concentration of foreign policy-making power in 

the hand of the high-level leadership and the central bureaucracy. On the other hand, the 

analysis has revealed that China’s foreign policy towards ASEAN can not just be 

interpreted as an expression of its foreign strategy, but is subject to constraints imposed 

on it by the international level. In the specific case, China is dependent on ASEAN 

regarding energy resource supplies and the security of sea lanes of communication 

(SOCs), which reduces China’s ability to independently formulate and conduct its 

foreign policy. 

 

 


