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3. PRC-ASEAN Relations – the General International Structure 

This chapter serves as a backdrop and introduction to the following chapter 4, where 

two specific issue areas will be analyzed. It is divided into three subsections. In the first 

section Sino-ASEAN cooperation initiatives are lined out. In the second section the 

implications of the ASEAN-China rapprochement on the international power 

distribution are discussed. The last subsection discusses whether the concept of 

complex interdependence can reveal new insight into China-ASEAN relations in this 

general setting. 

 
3.1 Background of ASEAN-China Relations 

This chapter provides an overview over the development of China’s relations with 

Southeast Asia from the formation of ASEAN up to the current era. Special emphasis is 

paid to the intensifying of cooperation since the early 90s. The chapter serves as basis 

for the analysis of changes in the international structure in the next chapter. 

 

1967-78  

The ASEAN was founded in 1967. Founding members are Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines. In her study of ASEAN – PRC relations, Alice 

D. Ba (2003) defines four distinctive phases. During the first decade of ASEAN 

existence, its relations with China can be described as dominated by internal 

preoccupations both in ASEAN and the PRC. For China, factional struggles 

preoccupied its leaders. China’s view of the international system was still dominated by 

the Maoist concept of ‘Two Camps’ and “opposing imperialism, revisionism, and 

reactionaries.” In this sense, the ASEAN was a special organization as it could not be 

condemned as an instrument of imperialism as other international organizations. 

Nevertheless, there was an ideological gap between the PRC and ASEAN which can be 

illustrated by the fact that at that time some of the ASEAN member countries were 

worried about China’s support of local opposition communist movements. Relations 

were heavily charged with memories of alleged Chinese involvement in Indonesia’s 

coup of 1965.At the time of its founding in 1967, none of the ASEAN members had 

official contacts with the PRC. The first cautious steps toward engagement came with 

the People’s Republic of China’s ascendancy to the UN in late 1971. 
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 Before that, China’s tensions with the United States had already begun to ease. The 

rapprochement between Beijing and Washington was crucial as it indicated the 

softening of the Cold War East – West dichotomy. Ba (2003, p. 624) argues that this led 

the ASEAN countries “to adapt more equidistant stances towards the great powers.” In 

this sense, the decision of Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines to normalize relations 

with China in 1974/75 can be interpreted as an attempt to diversify the strategic 

contacts within the region. 

It has been argued that the normalization of China’s relations with some of its Southeast 

Asian neighbors went along with a change in the perception of gains and losses of 

international cooperation within the Chinese leadership. In 1974, both Mao Zedong and 

Deng Xiaoping both explained that the world could be divided into ‘Three Worlds’ 

(Chen, 1998). This interpretation of World Politics saw the United States and the USSR 

as the main exploiters which find themselves confronted with increasing opposition 

from the vast populations of the Third World. China would then take a leading role 

within this group of Third World countries in opposing the hegemons’ policies. This 

also meant that Beijing intensified contacts with regional Third World countries, e.g. 

the ASEAN. At that time, the PRC did neither fundamentally change its diplomatic 

strategy nor wholeheartedly embrace international cooperation. Nevertheless, the 

improvement of relations with a number of global and regional powers and the 

beginning interaction with the UN as well the ASEAN represent a considerable step 

away from the PRC’s self-reliance in a time of decreasing domestic self-absorption. 
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Figure 2: Overview of China-ASEAN Relations 

Sources: ASEAN Secretariat 2006, Ba 2003, Shambaugh 2005, Chen 1998
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1978-89 

The second phase of ASEAN – PRC relations extends from 1978 to 1989 and is largely 

determined by Vietnam’s invasion into Cambodia and the policy reactions to it (Ba, 

2003, p. 625). At about the same time, PRC – US relations were officially normalized. 

Domestically, the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee at the end 

of 1978 meant a major shift in the PRC’s strategic focus. It was there that Deng 

Xiaoping successfully used Mao’s dictum of ‘seeking truth from facts’ to upset Hua 

Guofeng and his position of ‘Two Whatevers’. Even though it did not have an 

immediate impact on the foreign strategy, “the meeting emphasized that China’s basic 

task was to develop its productive forces and that economic construction is the basis for 

solving all domestic and international problems” (Chen, 1998).  

From the ASEAN members’ perspective, the PRC became an important factor to 

consider because its actions were now seen as having the backing of the US. The PRC 

showed strong consideration with the Vietnamese invasion into Cambodia and this 

stance coincided with US and ASEAN opposition against a spread of Soviet influence. 

Nevertheless, within ASEAN there were still forces (Malaysia and Indonesia) opposing 

an ASEAN - PRC rapprochement (Ba, 2003). But the common interest in containing 

Vietnamese expansion and keeping stability provided a basis for cooperation and 

coordination of policies. The Sino-Thai military cooperation can be interpreted as 

crucial, as it represents the first case of effective cooperation between the PRC and an 

ASEAN member and helped building confidence. On February 17 1979, a little more 

than one month after Vietnam-backed Cambodian forces had seized Phnom Penh, PRC 

troops crossed into northern Vietnam for a ‘punitive mission’ that lasted for roughly one 

month (McCarthy, 1999). 

For China, working with some of the ASEAN members against soviet-supported 

Vietnam went along well with important domestic and international changes that 

influenced its international strategy. The focus of domestic politics changed from class 

struggle towards economic reconstruction and modernization. One important element 

of the strategy of economic modernization was a more optimistic view of the world and 

the abandonment of the idea of an imminent world war. “The theme of the times should 

be peace and development, not war and revolution” (Chen, 1998). This led to the 

realization that “China could not develop itself in isolation; and that the world also 

needed China for its own development” (Chen, 1998). This was expressed in Deng 

Xiaoping’s foreign policy of peace: “We adhere to an independent foreign policy of 
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peace. We do not join any groups. We communicate and make friends with anybody. 

We combat whoever practices hegemony and whoever invades others” (Deng, 1993, p. 

163). The foreign policy of peace has often been cited to claim the importance of 

sovereignty in China’s foreign policy. Looking at the case of ASEAN, the foreign 

policy of peace has laid the cornerstone to an amelioration of relations between Beijing 

and the Southeast Asian countries, some of which historically had serious retentions 

about China’s intentions. In summary, the second phase of China-ASEAN relations 

from 1978-1989 was important for confidence building. The Sino-ASEAN alignment 

over Vietnam and Deng’s foreign policy of peace prepared the field for deeper 

cooperation in the future. 

 
1989-97  

In 1989 Vietnam withdrew from Cambodia, Indonesia signaled its desire to normalize 

relations with the PRC and the Tiananmen Incident upset Beijing’s domestic and 

international stability.  

For ASEAN, the basic challenge was further US retrenchment from South East Asia 

(Ba 2003, p. 626). Diminishing US importance could be felt in military-security and 

economic areas: Militarily, the US closed some of its bases in the Philippines. In 1992, 

the US, Canada and Mexico formed the NAFTA which in addition to the establishment 

of the European common market in 1991 increased fears of regional trade 

protectionism. These factors and China’s persistent economic growth “created the 

context for ASEAN to reconsider its relations with China and to engage Beijing” (Ba 

2003, p. 627). Notwithstanding persisting reservations towards China, especially 

because of Beijing’s dubious policy in the South China Sea, ASEAN began to consider 

economic benefits from deeper trade and security cooperation with China (Chen, 1994, 

p. 903).  

The ASEAN states did not join into the Western choir of condemnation and ostracism 

after the 1989 Tiananmen Incident. Their immediate reaction was either silence or as in 

the case of Thailand and Malaysia, reference to “internal affairs” (Shambaugh 2005, p. 

67). The ASEAN members were also among the first to follow a strategy of 

engagement rather then isolation of Beijing. This arguably “left an impression on the 

leadership in Beijing” (Shambaugh 2005, p. 68). Ba (2003, p. 630f.) points out that the 

PRC advocated different policies influenced by different sets of actors in response to 

the post-Tiananmen economic sanctions. On the one hand, there was a feeling of 
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heightened “insecurity about its relationship with the world and how those relationships 

would affect domestic legitimacy and stability.” It is argued, that the PLA faction was 

concerned about Chinese inferiority and was thus advocating stricter policies 

concerning the South China Sea and Sino-ASEAN cooperation. On the other hand, 

because of ASEAN’s supportive strategy after Tiananmen and similarities in questions 

of democracy and human rights, Beijing started to court ASEAN. For China, ASEAN 

represented an alternative developmental model, providing economic growth while 

sharing the PRCs “sensitivities about external interference” (Ba 2003, p. 632).  

By 1991, all ASEAN members had normalized their relations with the PRC. After 

establishing diplomatic relations with the last ASEAN country — Singapore — in late 

1990, China pushed for official ties with the ASEAN grouping. On 19 July 1991, 

Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen attended the opening session of the 24th 

ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM) in Kuala Lumpur as a guest of the Malaysian 

Government, where he expressed China’s interest in cooperating with ASEAN, 

particularly in the field of science and technology. In September 1993, ASEAN 

Secretary-General Dato’ Ajit Singh visited Beijing where he agreed to establish two 

joint committees, one on co-operation in science and technology, and the other one on 

economic and trade co-operation. An exchange of letters between the ASEAN 

secretary-general and the Chinese Foreign Minister on 23 July 1994 in Bangkok 

formalized the establishment of the two committees. At the same time, ASEAN and 

China agreed to engage in consultations on political and security issues at senior 

officials level. Later on in July 1996, ASEAN accorded China full Dialogue Partner 

status at the 29th AMM in Jakarta. By early 1997, there were already five parallel 

frameworks for dialogue between China and ASEAN. China participated in a series of 

consultative meetings with ASEAN. In December 1997, Chinese President Jiang 

Zemin and the ASEAN leaders had their first informal summit (ASEAN+1) and issued 

a joint statement to establish a partnership of good neighbourliness and mutual trust 

oriented towards the 21st century (see Sheng 2003, ASEAN Secretariat 2006, p. 1 -16). 

The process described above illustrates the importance of the developments in the year 

1991, when the PRC began participating in one of the ASEAN newly established 

Post-Ministerial Conferences. This represents the first time Chinese foreign policy 

moved away from its strict preference of bilateral dialogues. Since 1994 Beijing also 

participates in the ASEAN regional forum (ARF), comprised of the ASEAN members, 

seven dialogue partners (Canada, US, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, South Korea and 
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the European Union), and five consultative partners and observers (Russia, China, 

Vietnam, Laos and Papua New Guinea). Kuik (2005, p. 106) argues that the decision to 

engage in this multilateral forum was a “product of careful consideration over strategic 

benefits and political costs.” The PRC took a skeptical stance toward the ARF because 

of worries about sovereignty and inclusion of a number of ‘internal affairs’ (e.g. 

Inclusion of Taiwan Straits issues into the ARF’s agenda). Nevertheless, Beijing 

decided to join the ARF because it saw the development of multilateral security 

cooperation mechanism in Asia Pacific as an unstoppable trend and sought to 

participate in the development of the mechanisms from within. 

The importance Beijing attached to its good relations with ASEAN can be further 

highlighted by looking at the crisis of 1995/96 in the Taiwan Strait. The PRC firing 

missiles towards Taiwan was certainly emboldening skeptics questioning Beijing’s 

peaceful rise. But at the same time, the PRC showed greater flexibility in the South 

China Sea dispute. As will be discussed in more detail later, the PRC agreed to discuss 

the dispute over territorial claims in an international forum, moving away from a 

longstanding claim only to negotiate bilaterally.  

In summary, the 1989-1997 phase of China-ASEAN relations brought deeper and 

broader cooperation. Even though the third phase raised serious challenges to 

Sino-ASEAN cooperation, economic and political exchanges increased. Most 

remarkable was the commitment from Beijing’s side to its good relations with ASEAN. 

Beijing for the first time agreed to use multilateral fora to coordinate policies. 
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1997-now  

In July 1997 the Asian Financial Crisis erupted in Thailand. When it ended in 1998, it 

had not only shaken the ASEAN and China’s economies, but also changed the 

alignment of international affinities in Asia. The Asian financial crisis gave the PRC the 

chance to demonstrate regional leadership and commitment to Southeast Asia. The 

assistance Beijing provided the crisis countries in form of a non-devaluation of the 

RMB and loans “punctured the prevailing image of China in the region as either aloof 

or hegemonic and began to replace it with an image of China as a responsible power” 

(Shambaugh 2005, p. 68). The supportive Chinese policy focused on concrete and 

short-term alleviation of the crisis. The pragmatic character of Beijing’s help contrasts 

sharply with the IMF, US and Japan’s role in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis. 

The PRC successfully strengthened its position as a good neighbor and partner of the 

ASEAN. 

As Cheng and Zhang (2004) point out, while still taking Deng’s foreign policy of peace 

as a guideline, since 1996 Beijing has increasingly shifted its foreign policy strategy 

towards building a network of partnerships. Shambaugh (2005) also elaborates this 

shift in Beijings foreign strategy: “A consensus emerged within the Chinese leadership 

that, despite some notable “global contradictions” […], Deng’s general thesis was still 

accurate as an overall assessment of and guide to China’s foreign policy. Importantly, 

however, Chinese international affairs experts concluded that for a peaceful 

environment conducive to domestic development to emerge, China needed to be less 

passive and more proactive in shaping its regional milieu.” In 1997, Jiang Zemin 

emphasized that the Chinese foreign policy would rely on the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence put forward in 1954 to de-escalate border disputes between China 

and India (1. Mutual respect for each other's territorial integrity and sovereignty, 2. 

Mutual non-aggression, 3. Mutual non-interference in each other's internal affairs, 4. 

Equality and mutual benefit, 5. Peaceful co-existence) and the United Nations Charter. 

Chen (1998) summarizes the basic points of Jiang’s foreign strategy as follows: First, 

all countries are entitled to choose the social systems, development strategies, and 

lifestyles that suit their own situations. Its own people should decide the affairs of a 

country. Global issues should be dealt with through consultations with all countries. 

Second, all countries are equal members of the international community regardless of 

their size, strength, or wealth, and no country should seek hegemony and practice 

power politics. Third, all disputes between countries can be solved by peaceful means 
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instead of resorting to military force or the threat of it. No country should interfere in 

the internal affairs of other countries under any pretext, bully the weak, and invade or 

subvert other countries. Countries should work to increase mutual trust through 

dialogue and solve problems through bilateral and multilateral coordination and 

cooperation.  

Meanwhile in China-ASEAN relations, the first ASEAN–China summit in 1997 

proved highly successful, resulting in the lining out of five parallel mechanisms to form 

the overall structure of ASEAN-China dialogue: “ASEAN-China Senior Officials 

Political Consultations, ACJCC, ASEAN-China Joint Committee on Economic and 

Trade Cooperation, ASEAN-China Joint Science and Technology Committee and 

ASEAN Committee in Beijing. The ACJCC would act as the coordinator of all the 

ASEAN-China mechanisms at the working level. The ACJCC oversees the 

ASEAN-China Joint Management Committee of the ASEAN-China Cooperation Fund, 

and would work closely with ASEAN-China Business Council (ACBC). The ACJCC 

will review and approve cooperation projects to be financed by the fund.” (Joint Press 

Release of the First ASEAN-China Joint Cooperation Committee Meeting. ASEAN 

Secretariat 2006). At the same occasion, Jiang Zemin once again affirmed Beijing’s 

foreign policy strategy and position towards its Southeast Asian neighbours: “China 

will forever be a good neighbor, a good partner and a good friend with ASEAN 

countries” (cited in: Ba 2003, 637). 

Upon taking over the PRC’s leadership, Hu and Wen stressed that they would follow 

the path of modernization by building on the peaceful on independent foreign policy of 

their predecessors. Because of China rapid economic development, Beijing had gained 

considerable leverage in international politics. While still focusing on further economic 

growth, Hu and Wen met new challenges as China took a more proactive role in the 

international arena. Liu (2003, p. 107) summarizes the contemporary foreign strategy 

as follows: First, Beijing continues its pursuit of an independent foreign policy. “In 

international affairs, China shall decide its own stand according to its national interests 

and shall not yield to pressure from any big countries”. Second, China is willing to 

establish and develop good relations with all countries on the basis of five principles. 

Third, China actively develops friendly relations with its surrounding countries, 

safeguards the peace and stability of the region, and promotes economic cooperation at 

the regional level. Fourth, China opens to developed countries as well as to developing 

countries. On the basis of equality and mutual benefit, China actively conducts 
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extensive international cooperation to promote common development. China is willing 

to make unremitting efforts for world peace and development, and the establishment of 

a new peaceful, stable, fair and reasonable international political and economic order 

(Liu 2003).  

Wen Jiabao’s speech at the 2006 ASEAN China Summit perfectly mirrors this strategy 

and illustrates its application in China’s relations with ASEAN. “First, peaceful 

development is the prerequisite for the growth of China-ASEAN relations. [..] Second, 

equality and mutual trust are the foundation of China-ASEAN relations. […] Third, 

win-win cooperation is the goal for China-ASEAN relations. We will adhere to the 

policies of ‘pursuing good neighborly relations and partnership with neighbors’ and 

‘fostering a harmonious, secure and prosperous neighborly environment’. China will 

remain a good neighbor, good partner and good friend of ASEAN” (Premier Wen 

Jiabao's speech at China-ASEAN summit 2006). 

The Asian financial crisis and China’s rapid economic growth have tipped the balance 

in ASEAN – Sino relations. Whilst ASEAN was engaging Beijing after Tiananmen, 

starting from 1997, Beijing more and more became the motor of the China – ASEAN 

cooperation process (Ba, 2003, p. 638). Most prominently, Beijing has pushed the 

proposal for an ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA). ASEAN had decided in 

1992 to form a FTA by 2008, and in 1995 they advanced its start to 2003. The idea of a 

broader Asian free trade area had been discussed in the early nineties within the APEC 

framework. Increasing opposition against US-lead liberalization repeatedly slowed 

down negotiations before the Asian financial crisis and its aftermath halted the process 

completely. In response, the ASEAN emerged as a new forum for integration. Since the 

third ASEAN+3 summit in 1999 and the release of a joint statement on East Asian 

cooperation, Beijing has encouraged a number of initiatives springing out of the 

ASEAN plus three forum such as the East Asian Vision Group (Cheng 2004, p. 268ff.).  

At the 2001 ASEAN plus China Summit Premier Zhu Rongji proposed the Framework 

on Economic Cooperation and to establish an ASEAN-China Free Trade Area within 

10 years with special and differential treatment and flexibility to the newer ASEAN 

members (Excerpts from the Press Statement by the Chairman of the 7th ASEAN 

Summit and the Three ASEAN + 1 Summits, ASEAN Secretariat 2006), The proposal, 

signed in 2002, included the Early Harvest Program and mentioned agriculture, 

information technology, human resources development, investment and Mekong River 

basin as five priority areas for cooperation. The China ASEAN Free Trade Area has 
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definitely attracted the most interest and is generally seen as the most important piece 

of cooperation between China and ASEAN. Sheng (2003) argues that “this FTA is an 

application of China’s New Security Concept that advocates a multi-polar world and 

multilateralism to dilute US unilateralism in world and regional affairs.” The progress 

in the field of economic cooperation was possible because of remarkable agreements in 

political and security issues: Before the agreement on the Framework on Economic 

Cooperation, China and ASEAN signed the Declaration on Conduct in the South China 

Sea and the Joint Declaration on Cooperation in the Field of Nontraditional Security 

Issues. At the 2004 summit, Wen Jiaobao presented the idea of expanding the 2002 

Framework Agreement on Economic Cooperation to create a similar free trade area in 

East Asia and to expand its focus beyond economic integration, establishing an East 

Asian political community (Shambaugh 2004, p. 75).  

The tables and figures in Appendices 1 and 2 report China-ASEAN trade numbers for 

the years 2000 and 2005. Most strikingly, the numbers show the rapid expansion of 

overall trade between China and the ASEAN countries. Exports and imports have 

increased more than four-fold. But the numbers also show that the growth in trade is 

only just matching the overall growth of Chinese foreign trade. The ASEAN economic 

area only supplied 7.4 percent of Chinese imports in 2000 and 8.3 percent in 2005. On 

the other hand, both in 2000 and 2005, only 5.9 percent of Chinese exports were 

destined to ASEAN countries. Appendices 3 and 4 report on the ASEAN-China trade 

flows. Looking at ASEAN’s trade dependency on the Chinese economy reveals a 

similar picture, only 4.6 and 5.3 percent of ASEAN’s total imports came from China in 

2000 and 2005. In terms of exports, the share of ASEAN exports going to China has 

even decreased from 9 percent in 2000 to 8 percent in 2005. Another noteworthy point 

is that at this very aggregate level, China’s and ASEAN’s trade seem to be competitive, 

as both entities mainly export and import ‘processed industrial supplies’ and ‘parts and 

accessories of capital goods’ to each other (for an extensive analysis of China- ASEAN 

economic relations and the impact of the FTA arrangement on ASEAN and Chinese 

economies please refer to Chia 2005). One can therefore conclude that at the current 

stage (before the implementation of the ASEAN-China FTA) China’s and ASEAN’s 

economies are not as deeply integrated to infer that there is a mutual vulnerability or 

dependency in the economic realm. Looking at trade in mineral fuels and distillate 

products, even though China is also exporting these products to ASEAN countries, 

ASEAN is still a net exporter to China. Concerns over trade imbalances have been 
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voiced in the political arena: at the 15
th 

China-ASEAN Commemorative Summit in 

Nanning ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng Yong noted that trade numbers only 

suggest ‘modest’ FDI flows from China to ASEAN countries. Widespread concern has 

also been voiced over trade and investment diversion from ASEAN to China once the 

FTA agreement will be fully implemented in 2010 (Chia 2005). 

Apart from economic agreements, China became the first non-ASEAN state to accede 

to ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 2003. This marks an important 

increase in trust between ASEAN members and China and binds China to the core 

elements of ASEAN’s 1967 charter (Shaumbaugh, 2004). At the same occasion the 

Heads of State of China and ASEAN signed the Joint Declaration on Strategic 

Partnership for Peace and Prosperity. It outlines and stresses the congruence in Chinese 

and ASEAN political philosophy building on sovereignty, territorial integrity; and it 

explicitly refers to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. The strategic 

partnership for peace and prosperity is “to foster friendly relations, mutually beneficial 

cooperation and good neighbourliness between ASEAN and China by deepening and 

expanding ASEAN-China cooperative relations in a comprehensive manner in the 21st 

century, thereby contributing further to the region’s long-term peace, development and 

cooperation. This strategic partnership is non-aligned, nonmilitary, and non-exclusive, 

and does not prevent the participants from developing their all-directional ties of 

friendship and cooperation with others” (ASEAN Secretariat 2006). The five priority 

areas for cooperation were reiterated: agriculture, information and telecommunications, 

human resources development, two-way investment and the Mekong River Basin 

development. 

At the 12th ASEAN summit held from January 10 to January 15 2007 in Cebu, 

Philippines, a total of 28 different meetings were scheduled. Besides ASEAN internal 

meetings, four separate summits of ASEAN Leaders with the leaders of China, Japan, 

Republic of Korea and India, the ASEAN Plus Three Summit and the East Asia Summit 

(EAS), which brings together the leaders of ASEAN, China, South Korea, India, 

Australia and New Zealand, were held. Among the new agreements reached were the 

Memorandum of Understanding Between the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) Secretariat and the Ministry of Agriculture of the People's Republic of China 

on Agricultural Cooperation, the Plan of Action to Implement the Beijing Declaration 

on ASEAN – China ICT Cooperative Partnership for Common Development as well as 
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an economic cooperation deal liberalizing sectors ranging from tourism and telecoms to 

energy and computers by the end of the year 2007, building on the 2002 Framework 

Agreement on Economic Cooperation. Finally, China — along with the other members 

of East Asia Summit — was amongst the signatories of the Cebu Declaration on East 

Asian Energy Security.  

 
Table 1: Agreements and Treaties Governing ASEAN-China Relations 

 Agreement/Treaty Founded China’s time of 
accession 

Economic 
Agreements 

Framework Agreement on 
Comprehensive Economic 
Cooperation 

2002 2002 

Security 
Agreements 

China – ASEAN Joint 
Declaration on Cooperation 
in the Field of 
Non-Traditional Security 
Issues 

2002 2002 

Declaration on the Conduct 
of the Parties in the South 
China Sea 

2002 2002 

Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation in Southeast 
Asia 

1967 2003 

China – ASEAN Joint 
Declaration of Strategic 
Partnership for Peace and 
Prosperity 

2003 2003 

Basic Framework of 
ASEAN- Mekong Basin 
Development Cooperation 

1996 China not core 
group member, but 
participant 

Cebu Declaration on East 
Asian Energy Security 

2007 2007 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat 2006, Sheng 2003, Ba 2003 

Table 1 reports China’s most important agreements with ASEAN, their date of 

foundation and China’s accession date. Recalling the historical difficulties between 

Beijing and ASEAN members, the agreements that had been reached since 1997 are 

stunning. One remarkable trait of recent ASEAN – China relations has been Beijing’s 

proactive role in promoting new multilateral bodies and fora for interaction that have 

the potential of increasing regional interdependence and interfering with national 

sovereignty. 
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3.2 The Rise of China and the International Power Structure 

Complex interdependence is concerned with the structural distribution of power on the 

systemic level of international relations, and China’s rapprochement with ASEAN and 

the Southeast countries has often been interpreted as an expression of the rise in China’s 

power against the traditional great powers in the area. Building on the previous section, 

this chapter therefore tries to depict the international structure in Southeast Asia. This 

understanding serves as a background for the detailed analysis of the issue areas in later 

sections.  

It has been shown how China’s recent approach to ASEAN and the Southeast Asian 

governments seemed to fit well with the political principles endorsed by ASEAN, 

namely dialogue, inclusiveness, and patience, with decisions resting on a gradual 

process that is comfortable for all concerned parties and respecting the primacy of 

noninterference in internal affairs and agreement by consensus. These priorities 

correspond well with China’s emphasis on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 

support for greater democracy in international decision making, and respect for 

diversity of civilizations in world politics (Sutter and Huang 2006). Southeast Asian 

nations have much to gain by accommodating China, especially economically. Indeed, 

the fact that Sino-ASEAN relations have greatly improved is not contested, but there 

are a number of points that put the improvements in to perspective. ASEAN’s economic 

ties to the United States, Japan, and the European Union in sum outweigh those of 

China (Sutter 2004). China’s rapidly growing trade will soon surpass that of the US, 

ASEAN’s leading trading partner, but Chinese investment and aid in the region are very 

small in comparison to that of developed countries, with the US in the top position in 

both categories (Sutter 2004). 
One reason for the common perception of China rapidly gaining influence in ASEAN 

might be the different models China, the US and Japan have adopted in cooperating 

with ASEAN. The ASEAN promoted multilateral cooperation instead of the US model 

of bilateral agreements to ascertain security in the region. The US had traditionally been 

opposing multilateral security agreements, but since the Clinton administration, a more 

constructive role towards the Asean Regional Forum (ARF) has been taken. On the 

other hand, due to a more centralized foreign policy making process in China, 

ASEAN-China agreements have been made on the top level of politics, therefore 

receiving much more public attention. In the meanwhile, US agreements and presence 
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in trade, investment and military presence is low-key, but exceeds China’s. The 

majority of ASEAN States want to keep the United States engaged in the region and 

according to Singh (2000), the ARF has served as a good instrument to do so. It has 

been suggested that the ASEAN countries do not want to be seen as satellites of China 

and are using their ties to Beijing to convince other big powers to come in (Asia Times 

Online, Dec 10, 2005).  

The US, Japan, and India are seen as playing catch up in response to the Chinese 

diplomatic and economic offensive in Southeast Asia. These powers’ efforts are 

encouraged by regional governments that seek to create a “hub and spoke” system of 

multiple ASEAN Plus One connections in which both Washington and Beijing are 

important in a regional distribution of power that can promote the interests of China, the 

US, and ASEAN. On the other hand, the US has come to acknowledge that multilateral 

dialogue must supplement its links at the bilateral level. In light of repeated declarations 

of Asian’s crucial position in US foreign strategy, the foundation of a multilateral 

cooperation (ARF) which is organized by and named after a organization were the US 

only is a ‘dialogue partner’ must be seen as an exceptional case in US foreign policy. 

The situation is self-inflicted by its foreign policy in the region. 

 
3.3 The International Structure and the Concept of Complex Interdependence 

This chapter discusses the general ASEAN-China relations as lined out above in 

light of Keohane and Nye’s concept of complex interdependence. 

 

Goals of the Actors 

Complex interdependence as a framework where goals are determined in different ways 

and power is not homogeneous can give interesting insights and perspectives on the 

history of China’s relations to Southeast Asia. Relations have indeed become more and 

more multifaceted. Even though border issues persist not only concerning the South 

China Sea, but also in other China-Vietnam, China-Myanmar-Laos, China-Bhutan 

border demarcation questions, the use of force can be ruled out as the peaceful character 

of relations is an integral part of both Chinese foreign policy as well as of the central 

agreements of China-ASEAN relations (e.g. the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, the 

Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity). As laid out above, the goals of Chinese 

foreign policy have increasingly moved towards promotion of economic growth and 
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the fostering of an environment conducive to the attainment of this goal. As one 

motivation of ASEAN’s rapprochement with China is accommodating the (perceived) 

increase in Chinese power, the goals of the ASEAN member states might be closer to 

the traditional military foreign policy goals than China’s. 

 

Roles of International Organizations  

The Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea can be seen as an 

outstanding example of the increasing importance of international regimes and 

institutions in China – ASEAN relations. As will be discussed in debt in a later section, 

the agreement has transformed a question characterized by complicated bilateral 

conflicts into a question discussed in a multilateral forum. This transformation has 

changed the power distribution and the likelihood of possible bargaining outcomes. But 

the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea is only one example 

where Sino-ASEAN questions are discussed in a multilateral forum. The theoretical 

section above has also mentioned the possibility of regimes and institutions to develop 

a dynamic on their own that can alter not only related behavior and outcomes but also 

the basic causal variable. Such a pattern is not observable (Hirsch et al. 2006. p. 40). 

The main reason being that both the ASEAN members and China emphasize national 

sovereignty; even though technical tier-two meetings are widespread, evidence of these 

feeding back into the top-level cooperation processes has not been found, mainly 

because the delegates are not independent technocrats, but politically controlled 

bureaucrats. Nevertheless, the diversity of ASEAN institutions and meetings has 

steadily increased and brought an intensity and frequency of exchanges which build 

mutual understanding and open room for new cooperation. 

 
Instruments of State Policy 

In line with the extension of issues discussed in ASEAN-China relations, instruments 

of state policy have become more diverse. Communication between China and the 

ASEAN started in 1991 with a simple exchange of letters between H.E. Qian Qichen, 

State Councilor and Foreign Minister of the People’s Republic of China and H.E. Datuk 

Abdullah Badawi, Foreign Minister of Malaysia and Chairman of the ASEAN 

Ministerial Meeting. Even though high-level exchanges and diplomacy at the occasion 

of ASEAN +1 Summits remain the foremost driver of international policy making, a 

number of specialized working level meetings and projects illustrate the extension of 
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policy instruments available. 

Nevertheless, as will be elaborated in depth when discussing cooperation in the 

Mekong River, a caveat regarding the strength of complex interdependence theory 

explaining China – ASEAN relations must be made: civil society and non-state 

organizations only have very limited influence on policy making. The establishment of 

institutions in China - ASEAN relations is still heavily dependent on top-level interest 

and support. The same can be said about content and range of issues discussed in these 

fora. 

 
Agenda Formation 

As noted above, complex interdependence argues that different issue areas are 

structured differently in terms of hierarchies of goals and characteristics of actors. This 

also implies that factors in the agenda formation process are very diverse. Beijing’s 

ability to unilaterally control the agenda formation will be further discussed in the 

analysis of the two issue areas. Nevertheless, looking at the outline of Sino-ASEAN 

relations as presented above, one can infer some preliminary findings on the relevance 

of the claim that the political agenda-setting power of national governments is reduced. 

Building on the basic alignment of interest derived above, China would have liked to 

discuss issues that enhance economic growth, such as the forming of the 

China-ASEAN FTA in 2004 and supported the formation of institutions such as the 

Joint Committee on Trade and Economic Cooperation. ASEAN is primarily interested 

in the integration of China into security-related cooperation. Even though this position 

might be contested as being simplistic, it can show a possible pattern of bargaining in 

the formation of China-ASEAN cooperation. Some of China’s actions in the late 90s 

have been interpreted as acts of courting. The simplified analysis presented here 

suggests that China made serious commitments in sensitive policy areas, i.e. the South 

China Sea in order to reach agreements such as the Framework for Economic 

Cooperation. Such a view can be further supported by pointing out that the initial 1993 

proposal for ASEAN-China cooperation as mentioned in the ‘Press Statement of the 

Meeting to Explore the Establishment of the Consultative Relationship with the 

People’s Republic of China’ only mentions the fields of trade, economic relations, 

science and technology as fields for future cooperation (ASEAN Secretariat 2006, p. 4 

f.). 
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Linkage of Issues 

This example leads us directly to the last political process Keohane and Nye argued 

would be different under complex interdependence, linkages of issues. With military 

force not applicable in current Sino-ASEAN relations, Keohane and Nye argue that 

powerful states might “try to secure much the same result (consistent dominance) by 

using overall economic power to affect results on other issues” (p. 31), a thought that 

could be readily applied to China-ASEAN relations. Keohane and Nye further predict 

that because of the political implications of economic cooperation as well as domestic 

and transnational actors who resist having their interests traded off, the powerful state 

faces problems in imposing his will on other states. The weaker state is much freer in 

linking unrelated issues to extract concession or side payments from rich and powerful 

states. Such a view would surely fit the pattern of ASEAN tying its approval to the 

Agreement on Economic Cooperation to the Declaration on the Conduct of the Parties 

in the South China Sea, thereby meeting their goal of increased security in the region.  

On the other hand, one can also argue that the trade-off between China and ASEAN 

might not be as clear cut as portrayed above. China’s foreign policy also seeks to 

increase international security and also reaps considerable gains from it and ASEAN 

also profits from deeper economic integration with China. As repeatedly suggested in 

connection with China’s accession to the WTO, conditions imposed by bargaining on 

the international level might help the Chinese leadership mitigating internal opposition. 

Keohane and Nye argue that big powers face more intensive opposition against 

trade-offs through issue linkages. Connecting this thought with the factional character 

of Chinese politics, one could argue that China’s leadership might not have been able to 

successfully defend a more conciliatory approach towards ASEAN (the Declaration on 

the Conduct in the South China Sea) domestically, if it were not an outcome of an 

international bargaining package. The hypothesis that will have to be further 

scrutinized is that multilateral negotiations across different issue areas enable China’s 

leadership push through policies against internal opposition. 

Figure 5 shows the institutional bargaining game in general China-ASEAN relations. 

The impetus for a change in the overall China-ASEAN relations came from the turn 

towards multilateralism in Chinese foreign policy. On the international level, the end of 

the Cold War, events around the Asian financial crisis and the (perceived) decrease of 

US interest in the area led ASEAN to seek closer relations with China. The game 

outcome, e.g. the ASEAN-China FTA, new security agreements, Chinese commitments 
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to infrastructure developments in ASEAN countries, increased China-ASEAN 

consultations on international issues (SARS, water levels of the Mekong River) can be 

seen as expression of the individual situations, the goods at hands and the peculiar 

bargaining processes inherent in ASEAN institutions (dialogue, inclusiveness, and 

patience, with decisions resting on a gradual process that is comfortable for all 

concerned parties and that respected the primacy of noninterference in internal affairs 

and agreement by consensus). 

 
Figure 3: The Institutional Bargaining Game in General China-ASEAN Relations 

Source: adopted from Aggarwal 1998 
 
 


