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Foreword
The ASEAN-Republic of Korea (ROK) relationship has progressed substantially since sectoral dialogue relations
were initiated in November 1989. In 2012, South Korea established its Mission to ASEAN in Jakarta and
appointed its first resident ambassador to the ASEAN region. In 2017, the first ASEAN Culture House including
the community's ten dialogue partners was established in Busan, South Korea. Furthermore, 2019 witnessed
significant progress in ASEAN-Korea relations more than ever before with positive development, as evidenced in
events such as the third ASEAN-ROK Commemorative Summit
The favorable global environment played a significant role in the development of ASEAN-Korea relations. Based
on the World Trade Organization, market economy has been operating to a remarkable degree, and economic
integration has been expanding from bilateral FTA to multilateral FTA. Progress was seen not only in terms of
cross-border trade but also people and cultural exchanges. ASEAN and Korea's rapid growth in tandem has
turned them into regional strongholds and heightened their potential influence.
However, the situation has changed. The US-China trade war took center stage and protectionism expanded; the
European Union, a prime model for ASEAN integration, started to crash; and the most recent outbreak and
spread of COVID-19 have all raised the barriers between countries and put their economies serious downturn.
The difficulties the world is experiencing are expected to surpass the severity of the 1997 and 2008 global
financial crises. How ASEAN and Korea should respond to such large scale disruptions and confusion remains an
underlying question.
Fortunately, ASEAN and Korea have a history of overcoming crises together while building diverse, ASEAN-led
multilateral mechanisms during the process. Both sides had experienced the 1997 East Asia Crisis together, and it
became a cause for holding the first China-Japan-Korea Trilateral Summit. South Korea was at the forefront for
the establishment of the East Asia Vision Group (EAVG) and the East Asia Study Group (EASG), which were
founded on the beliefs of East Asia's regional cooperation proposed by President Kim Dae-jung. These efforts
encouraged ASEAN to implement an ASEAN Centrality where it became the hub of regional cooperation.
ASEAN and Korea, as partners, should renew their commitments to bring the ASEAN-Korea relations to new
heights fully meeting the challenges. In this regard, this book addresses ASEAN and Korea’s situations amidst
global crisis. Each expert provides their respective vision on what ASEAN and Korea should promote together
based on a clear understanding of the current situation. I am confident that these collective work will surely
contribute to promoting ASEAN and Korea’s future as a community.
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Finally, I would like to express my deep gratitude to the editor of this book, Dr. Yoon Jung Choi of the Sejong
Institute who initiated this book project and oversaw the entire process of the publication. I would also like to
extend my sincere thanks to each and every contributor from ASEAN and Korea for sharing his or her expertise
and wisdom. My thanks also go to Ms. Kyeong Hee Lee at the Sejong Institute for her painstaking in-house
work for this publication. Thank you all again for your contribution and hard work.

Haksoon Paik, Ph.D.
President, The Sejong Institute
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Introduction
Yoon Jung Choi
Director, Center for ASEAN & Indian Studies - The Sejong Institute

In 2017, the Republic of Korea unveiled the New Southern Policy (NSP), a new foreign policy paradigm aiming
at growing and prospering together with ASEAN member states and India1). Highlighting the three Korea-ASEAN
communities of the envisioned shared future - a community for the 'people' with 'shared prosperity' and of
'peace' - the New Southern Policy seeks to elevate Korea's partnership with ASEAN member states and India to
the same level that Korea maintains with the four major powers surrounding it (the United States, China, Japan
and Russia)2).
The NSP has successfully laid the foundation for the relationship between the two sides to leap to an
unprecedented level. The increasing mutual interests and fruitful outcomes of the policy can be confirmed by
even a cursory look at statistics. With regards to the aspect of 'people,' ASEAN is the most visited travel
destination for Koreans; the number of visitors between the two regions reached 11.4 million in 2018. Regarding
the 'prosperity' pillar, ASEAN is Korea's second largest trading partner with a combined total of US$159.7 billion
between the region and the country as well as the second most popular foreign investment destination,
constituting 11.1% of the entire foreign investment ($6.1 billion). Finally, when looking at the 'peace' pillar,
President Moon fulfilled his pledge to visit all 10 ASEAN member states earlier than expected and carried out
summit diplomacy with ASEAN. Furthermore, Korea successfully hosted the 3rd Korea-ASEAN Commemorative
Summit and the 1st Korea-Mekong Summit in 2019.
Amid the worsening global situation, the Korean government seeks to further strengthen cooperative ties with
ASEAN. As of April 2020, the Korean government is promoting 19 Strategic Initiatives and 94 projects
reaffirming its willingness to further support the NSP despite grave challenges, one major hurdle being the
COVID-19 pandemic. To substantiate this goal, the Presidential Committee on NSP plans to improve the policy by
analyzing internal and external policy environments and incorporating the policy demands from ASEAN member
states (The Presidential Committee on New Southern Policy, 2020).
Against this backdrop, this book aims to contribute to the NSP's optimal enhancement by evaluating the current
status of the region and providing thorough direction and concrete, feasible, and practical policy suggestions to
the Korean government. The first discussion for the development of the NSP took place in Singapore with
Korean and ASEAN academics in October 2019. While there were diverse opinions from academics, the common
understanding among all scholars was that the most serious challenge that Korea and ASEAN are experiencing is
1) Keynote Speech by President Moon Jae-in at the korea-Indonesia Business Forum in Jakarta on November 9, 2017
2) Policy Information. The Presidential Committee on New Southern Policy. 2018.
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shaping the new role for both sides in coping with the changing regional order derived mainly from the
hegemonic competition between the US and China. Furthermore, although the NSP is introduced as Korea's
foreign policy initiative, it can also serve as great example of how small regional players can achieve mutual
understanding, prosperity, and peace with like-minded partners. This book anthologizes essays of those academics
that have focused their efforts into contemplating the better future that Korea and ASEAN can make together.
The first section by Yoon Jong Choi and Jaehyon Lee details the nature of US-China rivalry and subsequent policy
environment that Korea and ASEAN jointly face. The authors emphasize the need for a strategic and concerted
response from both Korea and ASEAN and the role of the NSP to concretize this vision.
Yoon Jung Choi - How We Achieve Peace, Prosperity for the People of the Region?: US-China Competition
and Korea-ASEAN Cooperation
The nature of the US-China rivalry can be best understood by focusing on the developments of their
strategic approaches to ASEAN, including the Indo-Pacific Strategy and the Belt Road Initiative (BRI), which
are the key foreign policies of the US and China in this region, respectively. Since the intensification of the
US-China competition was caused by structural imperfection on both sides, this war will continue far
beyond both Donald Trump's and Xi Jinping's administrations. In order for the US and China to become
the real powers within the region, gaining the trust of partner countries should be prioritized. Furthermore,
Korea and ASEAN, which sit at the epicenter of the unfolding geopolitical turmoil, should nurture a solid
partnership that allows them to create a joint space for multilateral cooperation instead of conflict for
hegemony. This cooperation can be further strengthened and substantiated in line with the three pillars
(3Ps) of Korea-ASEAN cooperation: People, Prosperity and Peace. In terms of people, the Korean Wave and
the ASEAN Wave should coalesce, creating and spreading a new Indo-Pacific culture. A fair and efficiently
functioning trade order in the region, including RCEP, is necessary for the second P, prosperity. Finally, a
more active multilateral platform based on the centrality of ASEAN should be promoted as a useful
peace-setting mechanism within the region.
Jaehyon Lee - The Choice of ASEAN and Korea in the Era of US-China Rivalry
ASEAN and Korea's strategic cooperation is required to protect their interests in the existing regional order
from the effects of the current superpower competition. Further developing peaceful cooperation between
ASEAN and ROK can be a promising means to overcoming both sides' strategic dilemmas that stem from
the US-China rivalry. For ASEAN, enhancing regional multilateral cooperation as well as ASEAN centrality is
crucial for maximizing their collective powers. South Korea must take the approach to implement the New
Southern Policy to fortify its strategic leverage. However, to fully utilize the New Southern Policy, South
Korea should attempt to build strategic networks with regional countries like those within ASEAN, with
whom Korea shares a similar strategic outlook.

8

The next section presents essays by Andrew W. Mantong, Herman Joseph S. Kraft, and Tai Wei Lim, all of which
emphasize the need for multi-layered cooperation composed of multilateral, bilateral, and minilateral dimensions.
In times of turbulence, each author argues that Korea and ASEAN should be more active and responsible
geopolitical players that proactively carry out multilateral diplomacy.
Andrew Wiguna Mantong - Finding Common Grounds between South Korea's New Southern Policy and
ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific: A Geopolitical View from Indonesia
Despite the changing regional order as a result of the ongoing competition for power, ASEAN and South
Korea should be more attentive to ideas that define their geopolitical outlook toward the region. The
actions of both parties have indicated their careful emphasis on the economy as a pivotal part of their
frameworks. Both should acknowledge that economic vision can lead to security engagement where their
relationship can be further elevated to an extensive level of cooperation within the regional order. However,
without having a coherent regional strategy, achieving a peaceful community can be challenging. South
Korea's New Southern Policy should implement a more ASEAN-specific policy, and both the ROK and
ASEAN should foster and sustain a multilateral and rule-based order in the region for reliability to create a
more optimistic future.
Herman Joseph S. Kraft - Korea's New Southern Policy, ASEAN, and the Philippines: Middle Power Dynamics
in Southeast Asia
As the regional environment is shifting due to a great power rivalry, South Korea seeks to leverage its
position as a middle power through the adoption of the New Southern Policy (NSP) and strengthening its
relations with ASEAN. While economic and social factors have been the ROK's primary focus, the NSP
should build a solid foundation for peace and regional security. To achieve this common goal, South Korea
should actively participate in boosting ASEAN centrality or a multilateral arrangement that emphasizes
cooperation on multiple issues at multiple levels. To further develop regional arrangements, the Philippines
and South Korea built upon military cooperation, a course of action that then made bilateral relations
particularly successful. Bilateral defense relations between the Philippines and South Korea can be seen as
an example of how the NSP can operate across the ASEAN region.
Tai Wei LIM - Two Major Middle Powers in East Asia: New Southern Policy of Republic of Korea (ROK) and
the Maritime "Fulcrum" of Indonesia
A middle power is described as a state that has a small population but possesses diverse leveraging
features such as advanced economies, abundant natural resources, and soft power influence. South Korea
and Indonesia are middle powers that are embedded in ASEAN-led regionalism and that can further
heighten bilateral and multilateral ties. South Korea exerts capacity-building efforts for ASEAN and
intensifies relations for economic and geopolitical influence. The continued success of the New Southern
Navigating Power Dynamics
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Policy will depend on the consensus for its sustainability. As for Indonesia, it shows a desire to become a
maritime "fulcrum" while strategically positioning itself as non-aligned middle power. Through the Belt and
Road and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank Initiatives, Indonesia both economically engages with China
and maintains security ties with the US.
The third section contains works that clearly show the constraints in the survival of and cooperation between
Korea and ASEAN. Based on thorough calculation, Kavi Chongkittavorn and Steven C. M. Wong respectively lay
out a range of insightful suggestions on which the ROK government should further improve the NSP.
Additionally, insightful suggestions that these papers provide for the NSP could be differentiated and further
developed from other powerful countries' respective initiatives.
Kavi Chongkittavorn - The Role of Korea and ASEAN in a Turbulent World
South Korea and ASEAN are expected to play more crucial roles in shaping regional orders as middle
power countries. In the Korean peace process, South Korea changed its diplomatic strategy with North
Korea and diversified engagements by involving ASEAN. Furthermore, ASEAN's ongoing response to the
US-China geopolitical is heavily reliant on confrontation by remaining persistent in supporting the ASEAN
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP), which prevents any one nation from emerging as a hegemon as well
as promotes an ASEAN-led mechanism. Unlike other Indo-Pacific frameworks, South Korea's New Southern
Policy focuses on the cooperation aspect and has a clear path to follow. ASEAN-Korea relations are also
expanding. As India is recognized as the focal point of the NSP, trilateral ties are expected to collaborate
for protection and development projects in the Mekong region.
Steven C. M. Wong - The New Southern Policy & A Middle Power Strategy for ASEAN-Korea: An ASEAN
Perspective
The ASEAN-ROK dialogue partnership is a constructive source of regional stability, and the New Southern
Policy (NSP) provides a framework for establishing that partnership's common goal. To better implement
the policy, first, Korea should address the specific context of the NSP and its sustainability by
communicating thoroughly and clearly with ASEAN. Second, the Korean government needs to provide
substantial and integrated initiatives for political, economic, and socio-cultural dimensions. Third, levels of
existing trade in goods, services and investment agreement within NSP must be further deepened. Fourth,
continuously engaging with relevant sectoral institutions such as transport, tourism, and technology should
not be neglected. Lastly, it is preferable to evaluate past and current efforts and get feedback for better
dialogue partnership. The regional initiatives require a cooperative venture, but they benefit both ASEAN
and Korea as reliable partners.
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These essays lay out the elements of a comprehensive strategy not just for the NSP itself but also for survival
strategies in which small countries can balance themselves without drifting as a result of the emerging regional
changes. The NSP is meant to foster stronger strategic ties in all areas including political security, economy,
sociocultural, and regional issues with these countries acting as partners who share the same vision. The
strengthened partnership should allow all of them to leap into a more multilateral system of peace and
prosperity for one and all. It is my hope that this book contributes to creating a system that helps people in the
region navigate the situation together as well as thrive in peace and prosperity beyond success of the NSP.
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How We Achieve Peace, Prosperity for the People of
the Region?: US-China Competition and Korea-ASEAN
Cooperation
Yoon Jung Choi
Director, Center for ASEAN & Indian Studies - The Sejong Institute

Indo-Pacific Strategy Report on June 1, 2019 that the

Introduction
Global perspective has slowly shifted its primary
interest onto the competition between the US and
China because of its huge economic ripple effect.
Chinese President Xi Jinping announced the “Chinese
Dream” in a speech given in 2012; later, in the 19th
National Congress of the Communist Party of China
held in October 2017, he asserted that "the great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation" could be achieved
by 2049, the centennial of the founding of the
country. China revealed its ambitions to become, at
the very least, a regional power, and ideally, a global
superpower. This goal runs in tandem with the fact
that the international order of politics and economic
liberalism that was established by the US since the
end of World War II is currently facing serious
challenges posed by the rise of China. In response to
this threat to the international order, the US explicitly
calls out China as a revisionist power, sending a
warning message by referring to the country as
imperialistic.

In

the

Indo-Pacific

Strategy,

a

key

strategy in defense and diplomacy of the US, China is
described as a "strategic competitor". The US considers
China a potential challenger to their global hegemony,
thereby unleashing relentless attacks on their reputation
in the East Asian region and in the world.
The battlefield on which this hegemonic competition

US implements the Indo-Pacific Strategy while respecting
ASEAN centrality. In 2018, the US declared that “ASEAN
is at the center of the Indo-Pacific Strategy” (The
White House 2018)3), which makes it highly sought
after by the US as key to its foreign policy. The
primary target of China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
or One Belt One Road, which intends to build a new
Silk Road, is also ASEAN. The fact that ASEAN plays
such a vital role in Chinese strategy, which continues
to pose a threat to US hegemony, further propels
US’s interest and intention to engage in the region.
Not only ASEAN itself is important, but it is positioned
in a geopolitically strategic location where superpowers
collide. ASEAN has become the world's 5th largest
economy as of 2018 and is expected to move up to
the 4th rank by 2030 if it continues with the 5%
growth that it has recorded in the past few years. As
ASEAN gained attention as a growth engine of the
global economy, there is mounting interest in the
steps that ASEAN takes toward its Community Vision
2025. As a community, ASEAN surely has greater
diplomatic bargaining power than the 10 countries
that compose it individually. Most of all, its geopolitical
importance is enormous. ASEAN is a key gate to the
sea for China, which seeks to expand itself as a
maritime power. In addition, it is located between

between the US and China is most profound is
ASEAN. The US Department of Defense revealed in its
12

3) The Indo-Pacific Strategy covers 50% of the global population, 60% of global
GDP, and 7 of the world's 10 military powers. 6 of them have nuclear weapons.

China and India, the latter being the other of the

To do so, it is first necessary to clarify the nature of

two powers in this region.

the US-China conflict. Without an accurate and
comprehensive understanding of the nature of this

However, Korea suffers even more than ASEAN from

war between powers, we may be swept away by

the US-China conflict. In April 2019, the International

strong currents without even realizing it. On the

Monetary Fund (IMF) published an analysis that

surface, the beginning of the US-China conflict looked

concluded with the idea that Korea is the country

like a trade war, including a tariff wall. The US even

that would suffer the most from a trade war between

imposed a ban on Huawei, a Chinese tech company.

the US and

China.4)

This is in large part because

It remains to be seen whether this set of conflicts

Korea heavily relies on the US for security, and China

occurs sporadically and ends up being resolved or

for

economy.5)

Hence, Korea is in an uncomfortable

whether it expands and worsens on various fronts.

position where it cannot take sides with either of the
two powers.

In this regard, this article analyzes the nature of the
US-China conflict in which ASEAN and Korea are

ASEAN, which was reluctant to take sides either,

positioned at the center of the strategic competition.

announced the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific,

To this end, the developments of the key foreign

detailing its views on the Indo-Pacific Strategy, on

policies of the US and China directed towards in the

June 23, 2019. Korea also expressed its willingness to

region, Indo-Pacific Strategy and BRI respectively, will

cooperate with the Indo-Pacific Strategy in US President

be examined. Based on this analysis, this article further

Trump's visit to the country on June 30, 2019. Not

suggests a desirable external strategy to ASEAN on

only are ASEAN and Korea in a similar position, but

ways to dealing with the US and China, and proposes

their fates are also more connected to each other

the shared vision of Korea-ASEAN partnership.

than ever before. Not only are both countries deeply
entrenched in the political and economic movements
of both the US and China, but they are also constantly
required to maneuver wisely amidst pressure from
both countries to choose a side. Thus, it is in both

“US-China
ASEAN”

Hegemonic

Competition

over

Korea’s and ASEAN’s best interests for them to come
together and coexist harmoniously in the face of the
new foreign policies by the US and China.
4) In its World Economic Outlook published in April 2019, the IMF warned
that Korea is the country most vulnerable to increasing tariffs from the trade
war between the US and China. The IMF estimated that a 1 percentage
point increase in the global tariff rate would decrease Korea's GDP by
0.65%. It is because Korea is highly integrated with global value chain (a
series of processes where a company buys raw materials, processes and
sells them, and creates added value) in manufacturing (IMF, 2019a).
5) Korea's export dependence on China has slightly reduced from 25% in
2016, when China economically retaliated Korea for the US's deployment
of Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD), to 23% in 2018, which
is followed by ASEAN with 14% and the US with 13% (IMF 2019).
Recently, defense cost-sharing negotiations between Korea and the US are
becoming controversial, and it is true that Korea has war deterrence in the
Korean Peninsula thanks to its alliance with the US by spending less than
3% of its GDP for defense, which is below the world's average.

U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi on the sidelines of the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’
Meeting in Thailand on August 1, 2019. NATIONAL INTEREST
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China’s ‘Strive for Achievement’

presented his goal to establish a leading country by

The Chinese economy, which was only a tenth of the

“building a full-scale Xiaokang society from 2020 to

scale of the US economy at the time of the economic

2035” and by “establishing a modernized power with

reform in 1978, has now caught up to be equivalent

a wealthy and powerful democratic civilization from

to 65% of the US economy as of late 2018. Looking

2035 to the middle of this century and becoming a

at

leading nation in terms of overall national power and

their

current

state,

40

years

following

the

economic reform, China’s share of world trade has

international influence.”

risen from 0.5% to 10.2%, and its share of the
world economy has also risen from 1.75% to 15.2%.

Under

the

leadership

of

Deng

Xiaoping,

China

China surpassed Germany in 2007 and Japan in

adhered to its foreign policy of ‘tao guang yang hui,’

2010, becoming the world’s second-largest economy

which translates to ‘hide the light of the blade in the

at the time. In 2014, it surpassed the United States

sheath and build up strength in the dark,’ and

in Purchasing Power Parity and became the world’s

signaled to the rest of the world that it had no

greatest economic power (IMF 2019b).

ambition to show its expansionist or hegemonistic
side to the United States. On the other hand, Xi

It was the United States that helped China join the

Jinping declared a new foreign policy called ‘fen fa

WTO (World Trade Organization) and the world trade

you wei,’ which means ‘strive for achievement,’ and

system in 2001. Previously, the US Congress had

announced that China would be playing an active

determined the trade terms granted to China through

role in global

a voting system. However, after China joined the

interpreted that China joined the race for supremacy

WTO, it became subject to the same conditions as

to ‘survive’ after it failed to acquire the WTO’s Market

other countries, namely the MFN (Most Favored

Economy Status in 2016 and as a result of the

Nation) treatment, and was able to access the US

United States’ constant interference in its internal

market. Since then, China has grown at a rapid pace,

politics. After surpassing the scale of the US economy

increasing exports not only to the United States but

in 2014, albeit solely in terms of purchasing power

also to other major countries as a result of the

parity, China began to make its way into the South

United States’ acceptance of the China inclusion

China Sea despite conflicts with neighboring countries,

theory, which is based on the liberal logic that China

instigating great fear that it was attempting to

will become more politically flexible if it has a

become the hegemonic country in the region.

society in years to come.

It is

stronger connection with the global economy.
China’s Strategy Towards ASEAN
China, which has developed its military and security

At

capabilities through its economic power, is now the

People’s

Congress

world’s second-largest in terms of national defense

disclosed

China’s

power. It has also announced its goal of catching up

“promoting partnership diplomacy, or stability and

to the United States

science and

balance through cooperation with superpowers and

technology by 2050. In the opening speech of the

manageable and cooperative relations with neighboring

The 19th National Congress of the Communist Party

countries.” In this set of countries is the ASEAN,

of China in October 2017, President Xi Jinping

which not only has the southern transportation routes

14

in terms of

the

19th Chinese
in

Communist
2017,

foreign

Party

President

policy

as

Xi

National
Jinping

focused

on

but also borders on China’s southern frontier, giving it

connections with ASEAN is the ‘Trans-Asian Railway’

high strategic value in terms of China’s diplomatic

construction project that connects major Southeast

security, international economy, and management of

Asian countries from Kunming in Southern China to

neighboring countries.

Singapore. The internal railway construction in China

Ever since it implemented its open-door policy in full

that begins in Kunming has a central route that goes

scale, China has shown great interest in ASEAN,

through Thailand. Most of the 10 ASEAN countries

which is located in a strategic area that leads to the

are carrying out a considerable number of their

ocean. The relationship between China and ASEAN

infrastructure projects that are essential to their

has

the

development as a part of the BRI initiative. In

establishment of their strategic partnership in 2003.

addition, China uses the BRI as a means to increase

The ‘China-ASEAN 2+7 Cooperation Framework,’ signed

its influence on other countries by allowing countries

in 2013 with its two pillars of security and economic

that agree to the bilateral negotiations access to

cooperation, was upgraded to a ‘3+X Cooperation

disputed areas as well as to their resources to the

Framework’ that includes political security, economic,

countries that agree to the bilateral negotiations. For

social, and cultural community cooperation as well as

instance, China allowed Philippine fishing boats to

the

been

continuously

declaration

of

the

developing

since

‘China-ASEAN

Strategic

Partnership Vision 2030’ in 2018. It connects the BRI,
a representative project of China, with the ‘ASEAN
Vision 2025’ and emphasizes the activation of trade
through China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreements (FTA)
upgrade and the signing of the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement, the first-ever
mega FTA in the region.

BRI is the core axis of realizing Chinese globalization,
or the Chinese Dream, along with ‘Made in China
2025.’6) In order to promote the BRI, China is
encouraging participation and enforcement holding
top-level meetings. Especially the Chinese government
is actively pursuing the infrastructure-geared goals of
initiative

representative

with

each

business

2017, shortly after Philippine President Duterte agreed
to resume the BRI.8)
Moreover,

China

activated

the

“Lancang-Mekong

Cooperation Mechanism” to manage water resource
disputes

surrounding

Lancang-Mekong

the

Mekong

Cooperation

River.

Mechanism

The
is

in

collaborative relationship with China’s BRI, ‘ASEAN

ASEAN has a key position especially in China’s BRI.

this

fish around the Scarborough Shoal in late October

for

ASEAN

country.7)

strengthening

One

regional

6) ‘Made in China 2025,’ announced by Prime Minister Li Keqiang in 2015,
represents ‘the rise of technology’ in China.
7) At the ‘2017 BRI International Cooperation High-Level Forum’ in May 2015,
top-level officials in each country reaffirmed their intention to cooperate
with the BRI construction plan. In April In In 2019, the second BRI Forum
was held with delegates from 37 international organizations and 150
countries. According to the official statistics released by the Chinese
government, as of March 2019, 125 countries signed a collaboration
agreement with China.

Community Vision 2025,’ and ‘Master Plan on ASEAN
Connectivity 2025.’ This sub-regional mechanism aims
to

strengthen

Mekong

the

countries

self-sustaining
-

Cambodia,

power
Laos,

of

five

Myanmar,

Thailand and Vietnam - and help implement the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals.9)
In addition, China strives to strengthen its exchange
and cooperation with ASEAN countries in various
fields such as culture, academics, foreign aid, and
territorial disputes, in connection with the BRI’s ‘min
xin xiang tong’ strategy, also known as ‘strengthening
8) “The Belt and Road Initiative  The ASEAN Perspective,” EGMONT Royal
Institute, 2019.
9) “Five-Year Plan of Action on Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (2018-2022,)”
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, 2018.
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people-to-people communication.’ Since the mid-2000s,

To the United States, ASEAN was the frontline that

China has been attempting to subdue the so-called

blocked communist forces during the Cold War, then

China threat and to increase foreign influence by

its importance as a new market increased during the

actively promoting soft power policies around the

post-Cold War era. As China’s influence in Southeast

ASEAN region. China’s soft power policies include

Asia

fostering the culture industry, providing aid and support

administration announced their ‘Pivot to Asia,’ which

to

educational

focused primarily on rebalancing, and began to

institutions such as the Confucius Institute, establishing

strengthen its security and economic cooperation with

a cultural exchange system, and strengthening human

ASEAN. The US also began to actively seek to

exchange as a means of communication and policy.10)

strengthen bilateral relations not only with traditionally

developing

countries,

setting

up

increased

friendly

in

countries

the

late

such

as

2000s,

the

Indonesia,

Obama

Singapore,

While China’s soft power policies have contributed to

Thailand, and the Philippines but also Vietnam — a

the increase in the influence of Chinese culture in

key country involved in their territorial dispute with

some degree, it still has obvious constraints such as

China in relation to the South China Sea — and

the high dependence on government’s even in cultural

Myanmar, which had just begun its journey of

and human exchange activities, continued territorial

democratization.

disputes with neighboring countries, and so forth.
This is largely due to historically accumulated risk

One representative project is the Lower Mekong

factors such as the South China Sea issue, exertion of

Initiative (LMI), which was initiated by Secretary of

diplomatic influence and security threats, and exertion

State Hillary Clinton at the meeting with five lower

of domestic influence using overseas Chinese (David

Mekong

Shambaugh 2019).

Thailand and Vietnam) held in July 2009.11) At the

countries

(Myanmar,

Cambodia,

Laos,

time, the Mekong project was mainly focused on the
Crisis Awareness and ASEAN Strategy of the United

health

and

States

management, climate change adaptation, sustainable

At the time of the Obama administration, the United

river

States promoted ‘Pivot to Asia’ and Trans-Pacific

Moreover, the United States, which was ASEAN’s

Partnership (TPP), a Mega FTA between 12 countries

biggest offshore export partner until 2006 when it

in the Asia-Pacific region, to prevent the rise of China

gave way to China, Japan, and the EU, respectively,

as the regional hegemony. However, at the same

held a special

time, Obama sought to strengthen security cooperation

February 2016, and announced ‘US-ASEAN Connect

with China in global issues such as climate change,

Initiative’ aimed at strengthening bilateral economic

counter-terrorism, and nuclear nonproliferation. On

cooperation.12)

basin

environment
management,

issues

including

pollution

flood

management.

summit meeting in California in

the other hand, Trump began to raise the question of
how the current system for handling almost all global
issues is wrong. He also criticized China for exploiting
the system and confronted them.
10) “Implications for Japan and China’s Soft Power Policy and New Southern
Policy.” KIEP, 2018.
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11) Fact Sheet: The US and the Lower Mekong: Building Capacity to Manage
Natural Resources,” US Government, 2010.
12) ‘US-ASEAN Connect Initiative’ is an economic initiative implemented to
strengthen the economic relationship between the United States and
ASEAN. ‘US-ASEAN Connect Initiative’ is composed of four axes: △
Business Connect, △ Energy Connect, △Innovation Connect, and △Policy
Connect. (The White House 2016; ISEAS 2016).

However, in the 2010s, governments of Australia,

The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report of the Defense

India, Japan, and the United States began to use the

Department sets the identity of the United States as a

concept of the Indo-Pacific as the core principle in

‘Pacific country’ and defines the vision of Indo-Pacific

establishing new security relationships.13) It is safe to

Strategy as involving respect for the autonomy and

say that the emergence of such a concept signifies

independence

the transition from the previous economy-focused

resolution of disputes, free and fair trade, transparent

regional agenda to a security-focused regional agenda

and

in response to increased maritime aggression from

international norms. The report acknowledges the

China. The fact that the Indo-Pacific Strategy of the

security-centeredness and importance of ASEAN in the

United

region while emphasizing the necessity of upholding

States

possesses

the

characteristics

of

a

of

open

every

country,

investment,

and

the

peaceful

compliance

with

defense relations with individual ASEAN countries.16)

security policy is based on this background.

In

particular,

the

United

States

emphasizes

As China continued to expand its influence on

burden-sharing between allies and partner countries

Southeast Asia, the Trump administration announced

while considering itself as playing a leading role in

its Indo-Pacific Strategy, emphasizing the need to

large-scale

deter

strengthening

China’s

influence

more

explicitly.

President

investments
to

and

establish

a

military
free

power

and

open

Indo-Pacific

Indo-Pacific region. The burden-sharing proposed by

Strategy’ at the APEC Forum held in Da Nang,

the United States includes an increase in national

Vietnam on November 10, 2017. The Indo-Pacific

defense expense, support for the establishment of

Strategy

geographically

partnerships, support for the rule-based international

encompasses the existing Asia-Pacific region as well as

order, strengthening of mutual cooperation such as

the Indian Ocean and aims to contain the rise of

information

China by strengthening cooperation between the

measures for a free and open Indo-Pacific region (US

Trump

unveiled

his

proposed

United States,

Japan,

‘free

by

and

open

Trump

India,

and

Australia.14)

In

sharing,

and

response

to

protective

Department of Defense 2019).

particular, the United States, through its Indo-Pacific
Strategy, underscored the importance of freedom of

In reality, however, the project and budget plans

navigation, compliance with laws, mutual reciprocity,

announced by the United States to implement the

and fair trade. The more detailed plans for this

Indo-Pacific Strategy fall short of the ideal rhetoric.

strategy were released in Secretary of State Mike

The plans or projects that compose the Indo-Pacific

Pompeo’s vision announcement in 2018 and in the

Strategy

Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships,

Cybersecurity

include

the

Partnership

Digital

Connectivity

(DCCP),

Asia

and
EDGE,

and Promoting a Networked Region, published by the
U.S. Department of Defense in June 2019.15)

13) Jeffrey D. Wilson. 2018. “Rescaling to the Indo-Pacific: From Economic to
Security-Driven Regionalism in Asia.” East Asia: An International Quarterly.
14) Asia Pacific Regional Security, IISS, 2019.
15) America’s Indo-Pacific Economic Vision, US Department of State, 2018;
U.S. Security Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific Region, US Department of
State, 2018; Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnership, and
Promoting a Networked Region, US Department of Defense, 2019.

16) In the aforementioned report, the US Department of Defense emphasized
continuous security cooperating relations with ASEAN. It reaffirmed the
Philippines’ intention to sign Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement
(EDCA) and Mutual Defense Treaty; confirmed Thailand as an ally with
common goals including strengthening of regional security, public health,
transnational crimes, human trafficking, refugee protection, and anti-drug
efforts; appreciated Singapore’s role as the regional stabilizer; called for a
continuous strengthening of defense relations with Vietnam, including the
visit to US aircraft carriers in March 2018; highlighted the fact that
Indonesia, as the country with common strategic interests, is the biggest
beneficiary of regional International Military Education and Training (IMET)
fund; emphasized defense relations with Malaysia; and expressed hope to
build more active relationship with Laos and Cambodia.
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Infrastructure

Network

interests. This is evident in the speech given by US

(ITAN), Indo-Pacific Transparency Initiative (IPTI), Lower

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson at CSIS in October

Mekong Initiative (LMI), and BUILD Act for the

2017, in the NSS17) that was announced in December

establishment

International

2017 as well as in the NDS announced in 2018. Such

Development Finance Corporation (USIDFC) in the

announcements are contrary to the previous US

field of economic development. There are also plans

government statements or publications that state that

in

China’s

place

Transaction

in

of

the

and

Assistance

United

relation

to

States

the

field

of

security

economic

support

is

helping

developing

cooperation, such as transnational measures against

countries and that the financial institutions established

crime,

security

by China, such as AIIB, are increasing the role of

assurance, military education, and establishment of

similar Western financial institutions.18) The return of

the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies. In terms

the QUAD and the Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United

of governance improvement, there are also goals

States

concerned with fair election support and refugee

reminiscent of the Cold War era and the start of the

support under the Indo-Pacific Transparency Initiative

great game between major powers in the Southeast

(IPTI) as development aid. Excluding the $60 billion

Asia region.19)

budget

maritime

of

separately

the
while

security,

USIDFC,

environment

which

inheriting

the

was

creates

a

fear

of

a

blockade

strategy

established

function

of

the

In the Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United States,

Overseas Private Investment Corporation, loan and

ASEAN is clearly a very critical partner, but the reason

capital investment previously carried out by US-based

lies within the American desire for the containment

foreign private investment support institution, the

and even possible blockade of China’s power in the

total project spending is insignificant.

region. Therefore, the primary concern of the United
States is to prevent ASEAN from turning to China’s
influence through the establishment of a democratic

Toward Regional Co-Prosperity and Peace

system in place of regional economic development.
This is evident not only from the fact that it is

The United States
On the surface, the Indo-Pacific Strategy appears to
be a response to China’s threat against rule-based
global order, universal liberal values, and access to
free maritime common assets. However, the Trump
administration’s ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ strategy
can provoke China, which would then destabilize the
countries in the region and draw them into a zero-sum

difficult to find a project to implement within ASEAN
under the Indo-Pacific Strategy but also from the plan
to execute the strategy by utilizing development aid
funds such as existing ODA rather than new funds.
Furthermore, ever since he took office, President
Trump has not participated in the ASEAN-led East
Asia Summit for three years in a row.

competition. Furthermore, the Trump administration is
taking

an

ideological

and

confrontational

stance

toward China, establishing a confrontational structure
reminiscent of the Cold War era. The Indo-Pacific
Strategy describes China as a hostile country that
violates

18

regional

order,

prosperity,

and

Western

17) “China and Russia challenge American power, influence, and interests,
attempting to erode American security and prosperity. They are
determined to make economies less free and less fair, to grow their
militaries, and to control information and data to repress their societies
and expand their influence (White House statement, 2017).”
18) MICHAEL D. SWAINE. 2018. “Creating an Unstable Asia: The US ”Free
and Open Indo-Pacific“ Strategy.” Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace.
19) Rohan Mukherjee. 2019. “Looking West, Acting East: India’s Indo-Pacific
Strategy.” Southeast Asian Affairs.

As made clear in the Indo-Pacific Strategy Report of

environment since its inception, felt the need to

the Department of Defense, the United States is

create a new vision for cooperation and leadership

urging allies and partner countries to share the

within the Indo-Pacific region. AOIP emphasizes the

burden while leading the strategy. In doing so, the

centrality of ASEAN and presents four key elements:

United States seeks to turn China into an enemy and

the integration of the Asia-Pacific region and Indian

sides with its allies and partner countries to create a

Ocean,

regional wall that confronts China. To this end,

competition, development and prosperity for all, and

cooperation

the importance of the maritime territory within the

on

various

fronts

such

as

military,

security, trade, and economy between four countries

dialogue

and

cooperation

instead

of

regional structure.

(United States, Japan, India, Australia) has been
introduced. However, it remains uncertain whether

Many discussions took place over a long period of

the Trump administration, which fundamentally places

time before ASEAN announced the AOIP. This is due

emphasis on bilateral relations and distrusts multilateral

to the concern regarding ASEAN centrality as well as

cooperation, will actively drive multilateral cooperation

the consensus principle. The reception of this outlook

between four countries and, if so, how it will

was positive as it was inclusive in its reflection of the

incorporate India and Australia in

particular.20)

needs of all ASEAN members, and the AOIP is likely
to be further developed and announced again in the

The regional insecurity is expected to intensify due to

future as a ‘statement’ or ‘strategy,’ rather than just a

the uncertainty of President Trump’s alliance strategy

simple outlook.

and the expansion of the US-China competition front.
For the United States to exert its influence as a true

China

hegemonic power in this region, it should be a

Threatened by China’s rapid rise, the ASEAN member

trustworthy partner, not condemning or confronting a

states use a hedging strategy through their pursuits

particular country. If the United States fails to exercise

towards deeper relationships with the United States.

its

economic

This, in turn, amplifies China’s sense of crisis, thereby

inducement and strengthen the connection between

the security dilemma in the Asia-Pacific region.22) In

countries, it will drive into a situation in which

order to expand the area of trust to fields other than

countries are forced to choose between China and

the

the United States, ultimately adding to the difficulties

communication,

in the region.

people-to-people

leadership

to

provide

sufficient

economy,

BRI

comprises

5

sectors:

policy

free trade, circulation of money,
connectivity,

and

physical

infrastructure. However, the lack of trust is also
In response to the continuous demand of the United

evident in policy implementation.

States for the participation of Indo-Pacific Strategy,

be making good use of ASEAN’s need for economic

ASEAN

the

development and its complicated regional political

Indo-Pacific (AOIP)21) on June 23, 2019. ASEAN,

situation to use a dual strategy of ‘coercion and

which has been striving to create an inclusive regional

inducement.’ However, this poses a serious challenge

20) Bae Keung-chan 2018. US The Indo-Pacific Plan and ASEAN. 「Diplomacy
Square」, Korea Council on Foreign Relations
21) ASEAN, 2019. “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.”

22) Huang Haitao. 2017. “The Role of Trust in China-ASEAN RelationsTowards a Multi-level Trust Building for China and ASEAN.” International
Journal of China Studies.
23) ibid

announced

the

ASEAN

Outlook

on

23)

China seems to
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to ASEAN’s ‘consensus principle’ and reduces reliabilit

poverty (World Bank 2019). The World Bank pointed

y.24) The situation in which distrust grows and, thus,

out that, while the structure of the BRI project is

amplifies conflict does not help anyone.

focused on China’s state-owned banks and businesses
for now, if private participation can be activated, it

After the Cold War, ASEAN formed the consensus

can increase the project’s long-term sustainability. In

that it is desirable for the stability of the region to

other words, it pointed out the opacity of the

properly embrace rather than antagonize China, which

selection process of the companies participating in the

had emerged on the Asian diplomatic stage. Many

BRI project and stated that if China can follow

ASEAN countries established diplomatic relations with

international practice such as open and transparent

China in the early 1990s and included it as a

public procurement, the business will be conducted by

member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994

optimally qualified companies, thereby increasing the

to build trust with the country and integrate its

reliability and sustainability of the BRI.

constructive role within the region. In particular, after
China supported countries in the region that suffered

It goes without saying that participating countries

the

must

financial

perceptions

of

crisis

in

1997,

Southeast

the

attitude

Asian countries

and

toward

also

investment

implement

reforms

to

improve

such

as

strong

environment,

the
legal

China gradually began to shift positively following the

protections and systems. This is because the purpose

latter’s

must

of ASEAN is to maintain peaceful coexistence, rather

recognize this trust relationship that has been built up

than hostile polarization (Shambaugh 2018). The

for a long time as a valuable asset.

United States and China will achieve success in their

active

diplomatic

offensive.

China

partnership

with

ASEAN

when

they

show

the

As the threat against China continues to grow due to

willingness to seek solutions for regional challenges

the South China Sea issue, Southeast Asian countries

such as the South China Sea dispute and regional

have become more aware of the negative aspects of

economic

China’s economic support in 2018. As national debt

relationship (Rifawa and Ameila 2018) rather than

has become a critical issue among countries that

forcing ASEAN countries to pick a side.

connectivity

in

the

context

of

the

received support of the BRI project, concerns about it
increased throughout Southeast Asia. The tendency to

ASEAN and Korea

use

also

There are two possible opportunities that must be

concerning. The BRI must shift to transparent and

taken into account. The first is that competition itself

healthy governance.

for hegemony may not be that easy. The current

the

BRI

as

leverage

for

disputes

is

situation is different from the one in the Cold War in
The World Bank in its BRI report of June 2019

the 20th century where communism and capitalism

estimated that building proper infrastructure such as

were clearly divided. Furthermore, there is opportunity

ports, railways, roads, and bridges that connect China,

along with risk in that what China and the US intend

Central Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia and Europe

to achieve are not necessarily realized in the process

will help approximately 32 million people escape from

of their hegemonic competition.

24) Huong Le Thu. 2019. “China’s Dual Strategy of Coercion and Inducement
towards ASEAN. “The Pacific Review.
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China lacks the necessary elements of soft power that

January 2018, Indonesian Minister of Foreign Affairs

are meant to be used to expand a Chinese way of

Retno

globalization across the world. As pointed out by the

international law and multilateralism are important in

report from the World Bank, China has yet to present

preventing superpowers from taking everything for

itself

and

themselves and that Indonesia and other ASEAN

well-established governance and compliance with rule

countries should be the major players that create a

of law. Due to mounting economic problems in China

new

such as supply overcapacity and accumulated debt,

Indo-Pacific Strategy (Bae, 2018). South ASEAN and

continuing competition internationally is a possible

Korea should become partners to build this system

burden for them.

together.

Domestically, the US lacks diplomatic and strategic

ASEAN and Korea chose prosperity, people, and

fine-tuning

the

peace as the three pillars of their cooperation. Based

Indo-Pacific Strategy was developed mainly by the

on these three pillars, this article would like to

Department of Defense. In addition, the presidential

suggest a vision for cooperation between ASEAN and

election is scheduled to be held in Nov. 2020, and

Korea.

as

a

stable

and

leader

specific

with

action

transparent

plans

as

Lestari

regional

Priansari

Marsudi

cooperation

argued

framework

like

that

the

US economy is slowing down; it is uncertain how
committed it will be to the Indo-Pacific Strategy.

First, in terms of prosperity, both parties should

Internationally, a risk factor is that Japan, India, and

protect the liberal market economy. The reason why

Australia — key partners in this strategy — all have

ASEAN

different ideas. Even India, which emerges at center

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) without

stage as the focus is shifted from the Asia-Pacific to

India in November 2019 is that the liberal trading

the Indo-Pacific, is not responding as positively to the

system is crucial for ASEAN's economic growth.

rushed

to

conclude

the

Regional

strategy as the US had initially expected.
If a country exploits and modifies the system to its
The second opportunity can be created by ASEAN

own advantage and reaps additional benefits, it will

and Korea on their own. It is based on the

put other participants at a disadvantage. If a country

assumption that hegemonic competition may soften if

has a large market that absorbs products with regard

discussion

to

to demand while pouring vast amounts of goods

prevent the US and China from fierce rise to global

based on enormous capital concerning production, it

power. ASEAN and Korea, which cannot take sides

will gradually take a dominant position. To ensure a

with either of them competing for hegemony in the

fair

region, should be the ones that create a space for

together; specifically, ASEAN and Korea should join

such discussion and cooperation.

forces to establish a liberal market economy in the

and

cooperation

work

sufficiently

trading

system,

other

players

should

work

region, including the RCEP. In particular, RCEP still
For ASEAN and Korea, the system based on liberal

has a potential to further improve its details. In

international order is a prerequisite for seeking shared

addition to pursue its interests in traditional trade

prosperity peacefully and for all people in the region.

measures, such as tariffs and rules of origin, actors

In a speech explaining Indonesia's foreign policy in

should pay more deliberate attention to explore
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constructive approach to encourage trade and economic

Furthermore, people in ASEAN like South Korean

growth of participating countries. Furthermore, it is

culture,

important for ASEAN and Korea cohesively aim to

throughout this region. Likewise, in South Korea,

form an

ASEAN culture is gradually spreading. As a variety of

innovative

framework

to

minimize

the

possible damages caused by free trade.

and

the

Korean

Wave

is

expanding

cultural events inviting ASEAN pop stars and artists
were

successfully

held in the

3rd ASEANKorea

At the same time, ASEAN and Korea also need to

Commemorative Summit in 2019, the importance of

work together to solve the problems that have

culture has exponentially increased in this bilateral

emerged so far from a liberal market economy. The

relationship. It would be a wise decision to promote

effect of liberal trade varies depending on the

the ASEAN Wave in tandem with the already existing

country, industry, and occupation. ASEAN and Korea

and visibly successful Korean Wave.

should think together about ‘all-out’ and ‘extensive’
changes in the domestic industrial/economic structure

Third,

and prepare measures

the countries,

economic and cultural power will be a prerequisite

comparative

for ASEAN and Korea to ultimately build a peaceful

industries,

and

to protect

workers

on

a

in

terms

of

peace,

regional

established, the global value chain (GVC) works once

mechanisms in ASEAN should work as a platform on

again as the engine that drives prosperity in the

which countries with different interests can build trust

region.

GVC

through dialogue. ASEAN's principles of centrality and

participation rate and used it as an economic growth

neutrality should work as intended, and Korea should

engine, can actively help ASEAN to build its GVC and

also support them.

which

has

recorded

high

The

aforementioned

disadvantage. When this kind of fair trade order is

Korea,

community.

the

existing

consultative

share its strategy to expand economic growth.
In this regard, what ASEAN and Korea can work on
Second, in terms of people, ASEAN and Korea should

together is dialogue with North Korea. To ensure

establish a culture that values the people themselves

ASEAN's diplomatic influence once again, ASEAN

more than ideological factor. In addition to concepts

needs

like communism and capitalism that turn ideology into

denuclearization talks with North Korea. The six-party

action, any kind of logic that compartmentalizes

talks

people based on specific categories, such as religion

participation would likely be significant at a time

and ethnicity, is likely to suppress people. Already,

when the North Korea-US Summit failed to produce

ASEAN and Korea have declared that they put

tangible outcomes.

to

play

have

a

more

essentially

proactive

halted,

and

role

in

ASEAN's

‘people’ at the center; thus, they should be the
advocates that spread ‘people-centric culture’ around
the world while achieving prosperity through the
system of a liberal market economy. Along with other
like-minded countries, ASEAN and Korea should create
an Indo-Pacific culture where people are the main
actors and prosper peacefully together.
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Conclusion
ASEAN is a battlefield for hegemonic competition
between the US and China. Both expect ASEAN to
actively engage in their strategy. However, centrality
and

neutrality

are

core

values

for

the

ASEAN

community, which has built security and prosperity by

culture.

In

terms

of

peace,

participants

should

consistently employing a hedging strategy between

continue to establish and develop a network of the

superpowers since its inception in 1967. Hence, both

neutral platform based on the ASEAN centrality to

the US and China should emphasize a positive policy

resolve ‘uncertainty in mutual intentions.’

framework of freedom, prosperity, transparency, and
rule of law instead of requiring ASEAN to take sides.

Korea has played a substantial role for ASEAN

Furthermore, they should create a visible partnership

becoming the center of regional cooperation as Korea

that seeks solutions to key challenges in the region

triggered

such as conflicts in the South China Sea and

mechanism, East Asia Summit (EAS), and establish

connectivity between economies.

economic community vision by creating an ASEAN

to

form

the

ASEAN-led

multilateral

Free Trade Are (AFTA) as a result of proposing and
To ensure cooperation based on trust rather than

presiding the first East Asia Vision Group (EAVG) 1 in

hegemonic

multilateral

1998, the East Asia Study Group (EASG) in 2001,

system should be put into effect. South ASEAN and

and the EAVG 2 in 2011 respectively, which became

Korea, which are not engaged in political and

the backbone of EAS and AFTA. In this regards,

diplomatic conflicts or territorial disputes, are the best

Korea is seen as an ardent partner for ASEAN in this

partners that can build a multilateral system based on

turbulent times to grow into the pivot of peace and

mutual trust. In addition, ASEAN and Korea are in a

prosperity in the region, and powerfully navigate with

community-like position in which they should increase

ASEAN to seek peace and prosperity in the future.

competition,

a

progressive

their collaboration in navigating the current situation
and its challenges. Both parties should be aware of
and actively encourage the production of benefits
from a multilateral system and then spread it across
the world.
ASEAN's community vision for 2025, which strongly
involves a socio-cultural, economically prosperous, and
politically-secure community, is in line with 3Ps in
South Korea's New Southern Policy (NSP). ASEAN and
Korea should create an anchoring foundation that will
ultimately give rise to a multilateral system that
achieves prosperity and peace together with people at
the center. Fifteen countries, including ASEAN and
Korea, are moving towards the success of the RCEP.
To let the global value chain operate once again
based on fair trade order, all participants should strive
for the success of RCEP together. In terms of people,
the Korean Wave and ASEAN Wave should coalesce
and lay the foundation of a peaceful Indo-Pacific
Navigating Power Dynamics
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serve their interests. No one can guarantee that the

Introduction
Uncertainty and instability have been the keywords
that have described the strategic scene of this part of
the word in the past 10 years since 2009. The
uncertain and unstable strategic situation, if it lasts
long enough, could be established as the new normal
in the region. Perhaps, ASEAN and South Korea are
already so accustomed to such a strategic situation of
the region in the past decade; they now seem to
accept

the

prolonged

strategic

uncertainty

and

instability as the new normal in the region. In other
words, rather than making attempts to overcome the
unstable and uncertain strategic circumstance, the
countries are slowly accepting it and are individually
trying to adjust to and survive in such a precarious
context.
The future of strategic competition between the US
and China would lead to a few scenarios at the end
of the day. If the competition concludes with a
victory for either the US or China or, alternatively, if
the two continue to compete without a clear-cut
winner, the scenarios will not be advantageous for
small and medium regional powers such as ASEAN
countries and South Korea. It means the continuation
of strategic burden for regional small and medium
power, and what would be a somewhat better
scenario for them would be the compromise between
the two competing superpowers. There is, however, a
big question on if the compromise or the regional
order as a consequence of the compromise would

new rule written as a result of the compromise
reflects their views; it prioritizes the interests of the
two superpowers that are likely to impose the new
order unilaterally to the regional countries.
The strategic competition between the US and China,
now unfolding in the form of a trade war, is a grave
strategic burden for regional countries. Joint efforts
among regional small and medium powers, however,
are not very apparent. This paper argues that regional
small and medium powers such as ASEAN countries
and South Korea have to make a concerted effort to
secure their interests and survival in the context of a
superpower competition. This paper first examines
strategic competition in the region focusing on the
US-China rivalry. The competition is not a recent
development, nor is it simply a trade and technology
war. The rivalry has been in place for at least a
decade since China's sudden assertive behavior in the
South China Sea and the US' Pivot to Asia during the
Obama administration.
Second, this paper explores the strategy of ASEAN
countries.

What

postures

and

strategies

ASEAN

countries have adopted towards superpowers and the
rivalry between the two superpowers today through
concepts like hedging, ASEAN Unity, and ASEAN
Centrality, among others will be explored. In addition,
the

perceptions

on

the

US,

China,

and

their

competition that the ASEAN countries collectively and
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individually

have

should

be

analyzed,

as

an

It is necessary to revisit the Cold War period to fully

understanding of this will be the foundation of

understand the rivalry between the US and China.

ASEAN-South Korea strategic cooperation.

The Cold War ended in the late 1980s; The United
States maintained an unrivaled unipolar system from

Finally, South Korea's strategy is examined. As was

this

the case of ASEAN, South Korea has been facing the

(Mastanduno 1998; Brands 2016). The American

same strategic dilemma, caught between the US and

unipolarity then faced with the challenge of newly

China in the past decade. One of the latest strategies

emerging China after approximately a decade since

to overcome the negative impacts of the superpower

the end of the Cold War. China sped up its growth

competition is South Korea's New Southern Policy or

and emerged as a variable that had to be counted in

NSP. This paper discusses the way in which the Moon

international dynamics. Again, ten years after that,

Jae-in

China has now grown as a rival of the once

administration

navigates

the

superpower

competition through the New Southern Policy and

point

to

the

early

2000s,

at

the

least

unchallenged unipolar force, the US.

what the strategic calculations of the administration
were in introducing it. Following this, suggestions on

The Chinese challenge to the US in the 2000s was

how the South Korean government should cooperate

not an immediate one. There had initially been doubt

with ASEAN countries to fully utilize its New Southern

on China's competition to US supremacy in the

Policy to overcome the negative impacts of the

foreseeable future although no one could dismiss

superpower

such a scenario completely.

competition,

even

partially,

for

the

interests of both ASEAN and Korea will be presented.

Meanwhile,

the US

regarded the growth of China as a success story of
the US-led capitalist system since the US held the
belief that it introduced China to the international

The Environment of the US-China Strategic
Rivalry

economic system and helped the latter pursue a path
of capitalist economic growth (Christensen 2006:1).

The currently unfolding US-China trade war is the

The US's optimistic view on China put into question

most recent manifestation of a more fundamental

in the late 2000s. The wariness towards the optimistic

and long-term strategic competition between the two,

view now turned into a pessimistic view on China's

which has been ongoing for ten years at least. The

rise. The US expected that a stronger China could be

rivalry has been unfolding since the late 2000s in

a responsible stakeholder in existing international

many different aspects such as military, diplomacy,

order, sharing the burden of maintaining such an

strategy, economy, sociocultural area, and more. It

order with the US. Since China's growth was made

has been carried out in the form of a trade war,

possible in this context, the US predicted that the

starting in 2018, when President Trump put economic

country would stick to the existing order to maintain

pressure on China. Thus, the trade war between the

their prosperity. The unrealized expectation of the US

two is just an aspect of a wider strategic rivalry

by the late 2000s led to a revision of its perception

between them.

on China.
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The US's suspicion towards China on the East Asian

strategic competition. It was during the Xi Jinping

front around the late 2000s started with the latter's

administration that China reacted to the US strategy.

assertive behavior in the South China Sea. China

The first of this kind by Chinese government was the

enjoyed an unrivaled economic influence in Southeast

New Type of Major Power Relations; China observed

Asia; on top of this, China began to challenge US

that the Pacific was vast enough to accommodate

hegemony in this part of the world by exerting

both China and the US. Xi's proposal of a new type

security and military pressure on Southeast Asian

of major power relations was, in reality, a division of

countries that had territorial disputes with China in

the sphere of influence between the US and China

the South China Sea. The declining US economic

from the perspective of both the US and third-party

power since the 2008 global economic crisis, of

observers. In doing so, clash between the two

course, made China more assertive in the region,

superpowers could be avoided (Inghan and Breslin

thereby competing with US hegemony.

2016). This might be the best option for a China
that had not been able to outmaneuver the US yet.

The US response to the rising threats from China
began during the Obama administration through the

The US ignored the proposal; thereafter, Chinese

idea of the Pivot to Asia or Rebalancing to Asia. The

economic and military power grew further in the

pivot policy, as far as its perception on China is

region,

concerned,

strategic

is

different

from

what

is

currently

and Beijing took
influence

in

the

measures
region.

to limit
Some

US

typical

unfolding under the Trump administration. Then, the

examples of this include the Belt and Road Initiative

US saw China a responsible stakeholder in the

(BRI) and New Asia Security. The latter was proposed

existing world order rather than a revisionist power.

by China in the 2014 Conference on Interaction and

The Obama administration saw China as a challenge;

Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA). The

still, at the same time, Washington still held the

New Asia Security perspective suggested common,

belief that the US could direct China towards the

comprehensive, and cooperation security in Asia. The

right path (Campbell 2016:230-250). The pivot policy

core of the argument is that the security matters of

was thus a policy to change China through healthy

Asia should be discussed primarily among Asian

competition rather than explicit conflict.

countries (Wuthnow 2014). With this, the US, a
non-Asian power, would effectively be excluded from

This US strategy brought about Chinese response;

the Asian security system.

Chinese counteraction to the Obama administration's
policy

was

Meanwhile, the BRI is an attempt to enhance Chinese

(Dong

and

economic influence in the region. Its main goal was

perspective,

to build infrastructure in developing Asian countries

containing China competes with the rebalancing policy

so that it could contribute to the economic growth of

in military strategy and with Trans-Pacific Partnership

the

or TPP in economic field. The rise of China, the US's

welcomed

Chinese

reaction, and Chinese counteraction to the reaction

investment,

which

have escalated mutual suspicion and tension between

dependency

on

the US and China to the level of currently on-going

dependency created potential channels for Chinese

pivot

held

the

essentially

about

Chengzhi

2014).

assumption

that

US

containing

China

From

Chinese

the

beneficiaries.

Regional

developing

economic
later

China

in

resulted
some

countries

assistance
in

economic

countries.
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political influence to take hold in those countries. It

The US-China competition is not simply about trade

was an attempt to get those developing countries out

and economic gains. The superpower competition has

of the US sphere of influence. If it sees continued

transformed from one that simply puts some pressure

success, China would become a super economic hub

to change others' behaviors to one where one nation

to which regional developing countries are bilaterally

attempts to defeat their competitor. ASEAN-South

linked as economic spokes of China. It is an economic

Korea strategic cooperation is situated in the two

reincarnation of the Cold War hub and spoke system

decades of Sino-US rivalry. One needs to understand

(Lee 2015).

the nature and context of the superpower competition
to build an effective cooperation between regional

The US-China competition faced a turning point when

small and medium countries. On top of this, one has

Donald Trump was elected as the US president.

to consider how ASEAN and South Korea understand

President Trump had raised the issue of China's unfair

the US, China, and their competition to figure out a

economic

desirable direction for effective strategic cooperation.

behavior

during

his

election

campaign

(Knott 2019). The trade war in the second year of his
term was not a surprise; the only question had been
when it would happen. The nature of competition
between

the

superpowers

during

Obama

administration and that during Trump administration
are quite different. Obama administration put pressure
on China; some said the strategy mainly focused on
containing China. Even if the strategy was about
containment, it was more to persuade China by
applying some pressure. Meanwhile, Trump's China
strategy, as was seen in the trade and technology
war, is to make China surrender and unable to
challenge the US again (Liu and Woo 2018).

ASEAN's Perception and Strategy
Small and medium sized countries cannot avoid the
danger of intervention by bigger powers or the
negative impacts of superpower competition in an
anarchic international system. ASEAN countries are no
exception.

Maybe

ASEAN

countries,

from

the

beginning, have struggled to secure their survival in
the context of intervention by superpowers and
superpower competition. In fact, the formation of
ASEAN

itself

was

a

Southeast

Asian

countries'

response to such a threat and was an attempt to
expand their own space of autonomous maneuvering.
ASEAN has thus had to develop various strategies of
survival facing the threat.
Southeast Asian countries have been under influence
of the US and the Soviet during the Cold War. As
soon as these countries achieved independence, they
were put into the Cold War order. The communist
bloc led by the Soviet Union and China and the
liberal bloc led by the US divided the Southeast Asian
region into two. Countries individually aligned either
with the US or with the communist big brothers as
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they strived to maximize their autonomous space.

went beyond simple trade, and it began to make

One of the notable examples of this was the

substantial infrastructure investment in the region. It

Non-Aligned

was said that Southeast Asian region was then

Movement

(NAM);

Indonesia,

under

Sukarno, had been one of the leading countries in

divided into two groups

those economically subject

the NAM although, after 1965, post-coup Suharto

to China and those not by the end of 2000s (Wade

went for a capitalist path of growth, leaning more

2010).

towards the US. Likewise, Malaysia has been one of
the

central

countries

in

the

movement

(Ba

2009a:160-171).

Southeast Asia once again became a venue for
superpower rivalry when China began its assertive
behavior in the South China Sea and the US

The end of the Cold War in the 1990s put ASEAN

announced its Pivot to Asia in the late 2000s.

countries in a whole new context. The US withdrew

Southeast Asia is a place where the Chinese BRI, the

from the region; the Soviet Union collapsed, and

US Pivot, and, later, Trump's Indo-Pacific overlap and

China had yet to grow to what it is now. This

compete. These create dilemmas for ASEAN countries

situation created a big power vacuum in Southeast

that are mostly dependent on China for economy and

Asia.

on the US for security. If the US and China clash

ASEAN

countries

had

to

find

a

new

arrangement, and the answer was multilateralism.

militarily, the battlefield will be Southeast Asia

ASEAN countries developed multilateral cooperation in

more

an

the

Southeast Asian countries would benefit economically

superpowers' intervention. They tried to prevent the

because of the capital exodus from China as a result

unwanted

of the trade war. The economic pressure the US

attempt

norms

to

pressure

and rules

protect

themselves

from bigger
of

from

powers

multilateralism.

through

The

ASEAN

specifically,

places

on

the

China

South

could

China

mean

Sea.

more

or,
Some

market

strategy culminated into the ASEAN regional Forum

opportunities for some countries like Vietnam, filling

(ARF) in the security field and the East Asian

the vacuum left by Chinese products in the US

Economic

field,

market. At the same time, however, Southeast Asian

proposed by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir in

countries face US pressure on trade, although it is

1991.

not as strong as the one that the US placed on

Group (EAEG)

in the economic

China. Furthermore, those Southeast Asian countries
The Southeast Asian experiment with multilateralism

cannot avoid the negative impacts such as weakening

did not last long. The US focused on the war against

free trade order caused by the US-China trade war.

terrorism in the Middle East after the 9/11 terrorist
attack in the 2000s. Meanwhile, geographically close

Today, ASEAN countries try their best to maintain

China had been working hard on Southeast Asia

their autonomy in between the US and China based

since

on

1990s

(Ba

2009b:195-198).

China

earned

their

past

experiences.

Collectively,

ASEAN

Asian

countries take a strategy of typical realist balance of

Financial Crisis. Taking this opportunity, it made an

power between the US and China. When China's rise

economic approach to ASEAN countries, the very start

threatens ASEAN's autonomy, ASEAN countries attract

of which being the China-ASEAN FTA. In a few years,

the US to create balance in the region. A typical

the Chinese economic approach to ASEAN countries

example of this strategy is ASEAN's invitation of the

ASEAN

countries'

confidence

during

the
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US to the East Asia Summit (EAS) in the late 2000s

ASEAN countries. They cannot easily understand the

to counter-balance Chinese power in the region

strategic positions of individual countries.

(Sukma 2010). Individual countries adopt a typical
hedging strategy, which means that a country does

This very flexible, fluid, and complicated strategy of

not lean on either superpower too much while

ASEAN and individual ASEAN countries has two

keeping close relations with both of the superpowers.

important assumptions: ASEAN unity and ASEAN

Some

two

centrality. ASEAN unity means a single voice and

superpowers' camps while they apply hedging strategy

action for all 10 countries included. When these

to the superpowers. The Philippines's sudden change

rather small and medium countries come together,

of camps from one close to the US to one close to

they are not a simple sum of 10 countries, but

China when President Rodrigo Duterte came into

become more than that. This united front is quite a

power following the Aquino administration is a typical

useful tool especially when they negotiate their own

example.

strategic

countries

move

Another

fast

example

between

is

the

the

Najib

Razak

and

autonomous

space

against

a

administration in Malaysia, which had been initially

superpower. This is why some ASEAN countries

close to the US, but later slowly moved closer to

attempt to ASEANize the South China Sea territorial

China.

dispute against China, i.e. ASEAN versus China.

The

Mahathir

government,

immediately

following Najib government, kept its distance from
both superpowers and instead emphasized Malaysia's

ASEAN

centrality

and

unity

are

mutually

close relations with the Muslim world (Sukumaran

strengthening. Maintenance of ASEAN centrality is

2019).

closely related to the strength of ASEAN unity. When
ASEAN unity is undermined, ASEAN centrality is not

On top of this layer of individual states' strategy,

respected by non-ASEAN countries. On the contrary, if

there is ASEAN collective strategy as well. The two

regional powers do not recognize ASEAN centrality,

layers

a

ASEAN unity is hard to sustain. To put it simply,

superpower tries to approach ASEAN as a whole.

ASEAN centrality asserts that ASEAN, as the longest

Usually, a superpower sees 10 ASEAN countries as a

multilateral cooperation in the region, has to be the

single unit. Although the internal unity is not strong

center of all regional multilateral cooperation. In

among ASEAN states, they often make a united or

addition, Caballero-Anthony (2014) states that all

concerted move and voice when it comes to their

regional multilateral cooperation has to accept the

relations with superpowers. Any big countries trying

'ASEAN way' as its operating principle.

overlap

and

create

confusion

when

to achieve hegemonic position in the region or to
expand their influence are tempted to get 10 ASEAN

This principle of ASEAN centrality is invariably accepted

countries as a group into their own fold. However,

by most regional powers. One such illustration of this

the 10 ASEAN countries have different levels of

is the fact that all the official documents on the

engagements with competing superpowers depending

relations between regional dialogue partners and

on each country. In addition, when they are pressured

ASEAN put respect for ASEAN centrality' in the

by a superpower, they hide behind the collective

documents. ASEAN centrality is a weapon of ASEAN

strategy

creates

countries navigating in international relations in a

confusion when a superpower approaches individual

region dominated by much bigger powers. The worst
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of

ASEAN.

This

phenomenon

nightmare for these countries is a situation when

The prediction of a strategic dilemma was not

their unity is undermined, and they are individually

considered serious despite South Korea's security

co-opted by superpowers. If this happens, then the

dependency on the US and economic dependency on

superpower does not need to lure 10 ASEAN countries

China. Even after the trade dispute with China caused

as a group, and it weakens ASEAN centrality as well.

by Chinese garlic import, South Korea still regarded it
as an economic opportunity. Their bilateral relations
recovered soon after the trade dispute and thereafter

Korea's Perception on Superpower
Competition and New Southern Policy
The Republic of Korea's strategic dilemma in the
context of superpower competition has both similarities
with and differences from that of Southeast Asian
countries. South Korea has been free from the dilemma
during the Cold War; unlike most Southeast Asian
countries, it has been clearly in the liberal bloc led by
the US since the division of the Korean Peninsula. It
was able to avoid the dilemma that ASEAN countries
experienced in between the US-led bloc and the
Soviet-led bloc. It was after the end of the Cold War
that South Korea made inroad into the other bloc,

South Korea's economic dependency on China steadily
deepened.25) China emerged as the second biggest
economy

in

the

world,

beating

Japan

in

the

mid-2000s. It was expected that military-wise, China
would outclass the US in foreseeable future, and it
showed assertive behavior in the South China Sea on
top of that. Worries that South Korea, which had
bifurcating dependency on the US and China, would
experience a significant strategic dilemma became
even stronger. After the global economic crisis and
the weakening economic power of the US, the
question on what South Korea's choice between the
US and China should be was frequently asked.

unveiling its Nordpolitik to find new opportunities in
the former communist countries and at the same time
to locate a solution for the Korean Peninsula issue.

South Korea began to face strategic and security
pressure

from

China

in

the

2010s.

The

most

well-known and notable example of this is the
South Korea got involved in the superpower strategic
competition in the 2000s. Like ASEAN countries, it
enjoyed some level of strategic autonomy in the
1990s when US engagement weakened in the region
except for on the Korean Peninsula and Japan
alongside the Soviet Union's collapse but before China
had emerge. In the 2000s, as China's rise became a
reality, it was predicted that Korea could be squeezed
between the US and China. South Korea, nevertheless,
saw China more as a source of economic opportunity

dispute surrounding the deployment of THAAD (Meick
and Salidjanova 2017). Setting aside the relevance of
THAAD

deployment,

the

controversy

and

the

economic retaliation that China engaged in gave
South Korea opportunities to think twice about the
security and strategic threat originating from China. It
was around this time that China put pressure on
South Korea to join the Belt and Road Initiative that
China themselves spearheaded as well as the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB).

than a strategic burden before Beijing's assertive
behavior came out in the last 2000s. Indeed, South
Korea continues to record substantial trade surplus in
its trade with China.

25) Bilateral trade volume between Korea and China was 268 billion US
dollars in 2019 and Kore recorded trade surplus of 69 billion US dollars.
The two countries established diplomatic tie in 1992 and since 1993
Korea had unbroken trade surplus record in its trade with China for 26
years. For the statics, refer to K-Stat
(http://stat.kita.net/stat/kts/ctr/CtrTotalImpExpList.screen).
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Meanwhile, the US demanded South Korea to make

called the 'four

more contributions to the US effort in the aspect of

Korean Peninsula. It was a strategy to manage the

regional security

specifically, for their military alliance

security situation in the Peninsula and to achieve

to have a more active role. It was generally accepted

eventual unification of the two Koreas. It was an

by the South Korean audience that the US wanted to

inevitable choice of South Korea as a developing

the US-ROK alliance involved in the South China Sea

country that

dispute and to push South Korea to make more

diplomatic resources. Nevertheless, there has been

contribution

maritime

criticism on this over-dependency on the four major

dispute, among other things. Given South Korea's

power in South Korean foreign policy, which did not

economic dependency on China, their involvement in

make a big impact to change the trend for many

the dispute was not an easy option. If the operation

years.26)

in deterring

China

in the

major

did not

powers'

surrounding the

have enough power

and

utilized the US-ROK military alliance, it would weaken
the overall military posture in deterring the threat

A smart solution to secure South Korea's interests

from North Korea. On top of that, joining the

and to overcome strategic dilemma coming from the

Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOP) led by the

superpower strategic competition, including trade war,

US meant that South Korea would have to stand

is to build a strong strategic network with regional

against China in the South China Sea issue.

countries of similar strategic outlook. Given the
strategic rivalry happening in the region, South Korea

The pressure from the US is not much different in

has to increase its diplomatic and strategic leverage

the Trump administration. The administration adopted

by strengthening its own strategic network. It is also

a new strategy called the Indo-Pacific Strategy, but the

a

strategic objective of the Indo-Pacific is not markedly

dependency on superpowers. If this is the right

different from the pivot or rebalancing. Furthermore,

answer for South Korea, the first partners to build

the Indo-Pacific has a more hostile and negative view

such a strategic network with are proximal ASEAN

on China as a revisionist power in the region, which

countries and India of similar strategic perspective.27)

way

to

overcome

the

country's

unhealthy

puts South Korea in a deeper strategic dilemma in
between the US and China. The net consequence of
these developments between the US and China is
that the room for autonomous maneuvering for
South Korea becomes increasingly narrower.
The

New

Southern

Policy

from

Moon

Jae-in

administration was, in part, an attempt to manage
the ever-increasing strategic burden and dilemma that
South Korea is facing. The goal of the policy was to
fortify South Korea's strategic leverage by cooperation
with other regional small and medium powers such
as ASEAN countries and India. Traditionally, South
Korea's foreign policy is heavily dependent on what is
32

26) There have been many similar arguments before, but it was not easy to
overcome the constraint put on Korea's strategic thinking by the reality
of division in the Korean Peninsula. Refer to the following for similar
arguments (all written originally in Korean). Han Sung Joo. 1992. New
Global Order and Korea's Choice Sasang. 13: 235-269; Chun Hwang-Soo.
1996. Korea's Foreign Policy towards Southeast Asia: Possibility and
Limitation Korean Political Science Review. 30(1): 391-414; Lee Dong
Hwi. 1998. Korea's Economic Diplomacy: A New Challenge Journal of
International Politics. 2(4): 25-63; Choi Young Jong. 2009. The
Deepening and Diversification of South Korea's Military Diplomacy
Strategic Studies. 47: 139-165; Lee Sang Woo. 2017. A Study on
Disappointment of Disappointment in Defense -Based on Southeast Asia
Military Research and Development. 11(2): 104-118.
27) It is widely believed that the Presidential Transition Team of the
president-elect Moon Jae-in conceived the concept of Northeast Asia Plus
Community Initiative, of which New Southern Policy is a part. According
to a report (unpublished) by the team, widespread anti-globalism and
weakening cooperation in Northeast Asia would narrow Korea's room for
autonomous maneuvering. ASEAN is consolidating itself as a regional
community despite the US-China rivalry in the era of new Cold War.
Consequently, Korea has to build a strategic network with ASEAN which
will open a new strategic space for Korea and will enhance Korea's
leverage.

Conclusion: Way Forwards for New Southern

However,

Policy

government's job from the beginning to the end; it

Political-security cooperation in ASEAN-ROK bilateral
cooperation was renamed as 'Peace Cooperation' in
the New Southern Policy. The new naming is very
relevant;

small

sensitive

to

and

medium powers

building

security

are

usually

cooperation

among

themselves. They are particularly concerned with the
responses from bigger powers with whom they have
close partnership. ASEAN and South Korea are not an
exception. Peace cooperation removes this sensitivity;
normatively, peace is not objectionable by anybody
including superpowers. When 'security' is a word for
superpowers or the powerful, 'peace' is a word for
small

and

medium

powers.

Security

cooperation

necessarily implies that the cooperation parties have a
common and shared source of threat. When security
cooperation is renamed as peace cooperation, the
parties can avoid the sensitive connotation of security
cooperation.

It

could

reduce

potential

negative

responses from powers surrounding ASEAN and South
Korea. When they do not share such a common
threat, peace cooperation in the region that involves
joint efforts is a better option than security cooperation.
Other than terminology, when it comes to concrete
results or achievement under the peace cooperation
of New Southern Policy in the past two years, the
performance

is

rather

disappointing.

The

poor

performance of political-security cooperation has been
chronic

throughout

the

history

of

the

bilateral

partnership between ASEAN and South Korea. The
performance of economic cooperation is visible when
the

achievement

is

put

forwards

in

numbers.

Furthermore, while socio-cultural cooperation is not
politically

sensitive,

political-security

cooperation

is

sensitive and invisible. Other areas have a track two
that could follow up the government's initiatives.

has

no

political-security
track

two

cooperation

entities

to

follow

is

the

up

the

government initiatives.
Given all these facts, the South Korean government
has to pay more attention to political-security or
peace

cooperation.

A

promising

topic

in

peace

cooperation at the moment is strategic cooperation,
which involves what ASEAN and South Korea can do
together to overcome the strategic dilemma coming
from the superpowers' rivalry that both parties are
concerned with. They are plagued by the US-China
competition, symbolized by the Indo-Pacific and BRI,
respectively; the trade war; and weakening regional
order in the long-term. The unfavorable strategic
environment would not go away any time soon, but
is likely to last quite long time. In this context, that
ASEAN and South Korea speak in one voice and act
together to secure the interests of small and medium
powers and to sustain existing regional order is
extremely important.
If South Korea and ASEAN governments feel sensitive
towards a direct strategic dialogue, then they can
utilize track 1.5 network. The New Southern Policy
needs to set up a track 1.5 regular strategic dialogue
to discuss common strategic concerns and to build an
epistemic community between ASEAN and South
Korea.

The

dialogue

cannot

build

an

epistemic

community in one or two years of effort alone; it
needs sustained efforts. In addition, serious attention
has to be given to developing the discussion agenda.
It must not only include some conventional topics of
bilateral cooperation but also has to look at the
broader strategic picture of the region such as big
power competition, a desirable regional order, and so
on.
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There should be a blueprint for South Korea to

towards

strengthen

destabilize the existing rule-based order

regional

multilateralism

in

the

New

South Korea are all

developments

that

particularly,

Southern Policy. The policy does not consider regional

regional free trade order is under threat. Both South

multilateral cooperation in a serious way. Existing

Korea and ASEAN, as countries heavily dependent on

regional multilateral cooperation frameworks are both

trade for their economic prosperity, see the trend as

direct and indirect products of the 1997-98 Asian

threatening to their economic future. Thus, both must

Financial

re-strengthen

Crisis.

Today,

the

frameworks

have

regional

multilateralism

and

sustain

intergovernmental meetings for various issues and of

existing free trade order for their own economic

varying levels. However, it is questionable if the

interests.

institutions are effective and if regional countries have
the same passion for multilateral cooperation that
they

had

right

after

the

financial

crisis.

Re-strengthening regional multilateral cooperation is
crucial not just for South Korea's interests but also
for ASEAN's. The latter has put forwarded the ASEAN
centrality concept in regional multilateral frameworks.
Without

regional

multilateral

cooperation,

ASEAN

centrality, which sustains the power and role of
ASEAN in regional international relations, becomes
meaningless. It is also a way to maximize ASEAN's
bargaining power against big powers.
It is vital for South Korea to strengthen multilateral
cooperation

in which they

can reduce

strategic

pressure from big powers and minimize the negative
impacts of superpower rivalry. South Korea and
ASEAN, as small and medium powers in the region,
have

to

involve

bigger

powers

in

multilateral

frameworks and have to cap potential unilateral
behavior
established

of

the

norms

bigger
and

powers

rules

of

through
the

the

multilateral

institution.
Multilateralism is also useful to sustain and fortify
regional rule-based order. Regional superpowers such
as the US, China, and even Japan are undermining
the existing rule-based order. The US's unilateral
behavior
intention,
34

and
and

US-first
Japan's

policy,
recent

Chinese

revisionist

trade

regulations
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Finding Common Grounds between South Korea’s New
Southern Policy and ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific:
A Geopolitical View from Indonesia
Andrew W. Mantong
Researcher - Center for Strategic and International Studies

Introduction
The commemoration of the 30th Anniversary of the
dialogue relationship between the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the Republic of
Korea happened at a very interesting point in history.
There is an ongoing remaking of geopolitics today as
countries, at least in the region, have increasingly
come up with their own narrative about what the
world looks like in their eyes and how they place
themselves amidst rapid global changes. Countries
rewrite doctrines about their mission and role in
regional and global dynamics. Leaders compete by
making sense of the world and justifying their
position as they engage in political struggles both
home and abroad. Barriers between security and
economic affairs have been blurred, creating new
arrays of foreign policy in which countries seek
influence and utilize webs of forum and decision
channels. In short, there is a remodeling of the
international order as we know it. Despite being
limited in terms of their global ambition, ASEAN and
South Korea are now placed in the middle of a new
strategic narrative and competing spheres of influence
that might soon test the reliability of both sides’
diplomatic conduct and habits.
The 2019 ASEAN-ROK Commemorative Summit surely
marked and celebrated the extent of cooperation
ASEAN and South Korea have been engaged in thus
far. It may acted as a stepping stone to realize the

full potential of what both sides could do for the
world. Given current global challenges, the Summit
may actually played a role in creating such a
partnership that would help the region stay secure,
peaceful, open, and prosperous. There are several
factors that may help this vision become a reality.
However, there are also some challenges related to
embedded ideas about what both ASEAN and the
Republic of Korea can do for the region.
This paper will outline the geopolitical context under
which ASEAN-ROK partnership occurs today and in
the near future. It will argue that despite the
inevitable

narrative

of

great

power

competition

looming large in the region today, ASEAN and South
Korea should pay more attention to a source of ideas
that define their geopolitical attitude toward the
region. After discussing such context, the paper will
proceed

by

asking

to

what

extent

ASEAN-ROK

relations within the framework of the New Southern
Policy and an outlook on the Indo-Pacific share
common ground. Is the relationship only relevant in
terms of complementary synchronization between the
countries, or should it be upgraded to contribute to
the regional order? To answer such question, the
paper will discuss how economic thinking drives the
redrawing of the geopolitical map for South Korea
and ASEAN. In so doing, the paper also briefs readers
on what challenges and modalities remain in order to
reach the ultimate vision set in the Korean Policy and
ASEAN Outlook.
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The Making (and Unmaking) of Geopolitics

share our values,” which would include their regional

in the Region Today

allies — Australia, Japan, South Korea, the Philippines,
and Thailand (i.e. ASEAN) — as the geographical

There is growing discussion about the changing

center of both the Indo-Pacific region and the

regional order where ASEAN and Korea live today.

American vision; important partner India and “joining”

Major powers in the region have increasingly adopted

Mekong states; Pacific Island countries; South Asian

new geopolitical terms in describing their foreign

nations; Taiwan; and many others facing emerging

policy today. Korea has adopted its “New Southern

challenges (The US Department of State 2019:6).

Policy,” and India has come up with their “Look East

Korea’s New Southern Policy will combine ASEAN and

Policy.” Taiwan has coined the “New Southbound

India into a single task which will then continue to

Policy,” while China outlines its vision of the new

shape a functional unit in the bureaucracy of foreign

order under the “Belt and Road Initiatives,” which is

affairs. However, being skeptical about India, ASEAN

aimed at connecting different locals and nationals

would probably send over the argument to the South

into a mega regional construct of connectivity in the

Korean counterpart that they are too big to be

future. Japan and the United States share the same

treated alone and too different from India to be put

construct of “Indo-Pacific” to point toward a new

under the umbrella of a single policy.

region of influence as well as a strategic theater in
which their regional, even global, role would be

When talking about geopolitics, one might refer to

played in the future.

how geography plays a role in determining the
foreign policy of a country. However, it is not always

What does such proliferation of geographical terms

about place alone but also space. A space can shrink

mean for regional politics today? Among other things,

or enlarge depending on who is seeing it, and it can

it means that policy makers are trying to reshape

mean different things for different people. For some,

their foreign policy by adopting a spatial outlook in

a place can be dangerous space, like the Indo-Pacific

their strategy.28) They mean to focus their attention

for some countries could mean “containment,” and for

and shape their agenda. The outlook might be

others “a center of growth.” Today we have even yet

strategic, economic, or both, but variety of the terms

to agree what the Indo-Pacific region constitutes. Is it

as well as different perceptions and reception of

a certainly delimited geographical scope, or is it a

these terms reflect another thing: whatever policy

region of values where democratic maritime countries

makers are trying to do geographically do not often

lie at the edge of its sides in the North (Japan), East

automatically translate into an objective reality where

(United States), South (Australia), and West (India)?

we can take the place for granted anymore. Consider
the

delimitation

of

the

Indo-Pacific

region;

the

These questions tend to adhere with the critical

Japanese would likely want to adopt a vision where

geopolitics perspective that treats geopolitics as a

the region extends to the west coast of Africa. In

virtual reality. It refers to the use of geography in

contrast, for Americans, the delineation would be

such a declarative statement about what makes the

rather blurry, especially if defined as “countries that

world today and what we should do about it

28) Geopolitics, considering its entire dimensions, in contemporary terms,
“identifies the sources, practices, and representations that allow for the
control of territory and the extraction of resources” (Fint 2006:16).
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(Tuathail 1999:107-24). It is highly subjective, directly
meant as identity question about who we are and

where to go. Such a subjective view on geopolitics

primacy of national interests in determining the future

could actually contribute less to policy making, but

of regional and multilateral institutions. The belief

the attitude may help us anticipate the neglected

that norms and rules will fade away and soon make

elements when states increasingly involve geography

a room for the coming back of power and force as

in their policy.

the universal language of interaction between states
has become increasingly popular. No one can fully

Many geopolitical narratives often tend to subsume

prove the accuracy of the outcomes as imagined in

various regional dynamics under a single description

various

that reduces the entire complexity into a singular

another angle, the United States-China competition

picture. For ASEAN, the Indo-Pacific region might be

may somewhat be exaggerated as the main feature

one of maritime, sustainability, and connectivity issues.

of geopolitics.

outlooks

today.

However,

looking

from

It puts the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean into a
single dynamic that places ASEAN at the center of

The Asia-Pacific region, or the current Indo-Pacific, is

attention. The outlook was adopted as a result of

also a home for another story that might set the

activism that involved the Indonesian Foreign Minister

course of the shift in regional dynamics. Countries in

at the ASEAN level. Thus, it somehow echoes the

Southeast Asia are pursuing different paths towards

Indonesian notion of Global Maritime Fulcrum, which

modernity. States plug themselves in globalization in

make it a region of maritime agenda.29) However,

such different ways and different paces. Likewise, the

one might forget that it is also a region where

way each national realm enjoys global and regional

identity politics, terrorism, and radicalism still count as

connectivity is also different. Nation building in some

major issues. Having a strategy of geopolitics means

countries is complicated by intricate links between

one adopts a major goal where one could avoid

race and class politics. A state’s ability to penetrate

being trapped in a small issue that means nothing for

and regulate society’s life is different from one local

their greater purposes. This is a valid goal, but in

to another local in the region, creating such unequal

doing so, one should not fail to anticipate small

position

things that can eventually pose a major problem to

internalization of all dimensions of life while others

the bigger picture.

remains secluded from the effects of globalization.

from

which

some

societies

enjoy

This condition creates a rather awkward position that
The main discourses in various new geopolitical

sometimes

make

interstate

narratives today revolve around the issue of the

unpredictable. As much as state wants to seek

United States-China competition. Some documents

survival and prosperity engendered from their links

have been published to anticipate its consequences

with other

for the future international and regional order. The

governments that aim to utilize and expand state

vocabulary of power politics seems to dominate the

administrative and military capacities tend to do

narrative as countries are now worried about the

things to make sure that they stay in power.

weakening of the existing rule-based order and the

Countries like Indonesia, for example, really believe

countries

relations

and multilateral

somewhat

institutions,

that regional stability is a critical factor in their
29) Such view is reflected, for example, in a speech made by Indonesian
Ambassador to the United Kingdom, Ireland, and the International
Maritime Organization, Dr. Rizal Sukma (2019).

survival, but how much energy and resources could
be devoted to these purposes might first need to be
Navigating Power Dynamics
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Meanwhile, the European Union always champions its
normative power built upon such universal norms,
being critical over the Cambodian development of
democracy, even though they had already signed a
trade

deal

with

an

undemocratic

Vietnam.

The

international game is now marred by the domestic
picture, adding another source of complexity to our
geopolitical map today.
Thus, the entire story of current geopolitics looks
balanced with its need to expand state presence and
control to remote areas of the country that still do
not enjoy the same quality of radiant state institutions.
Putting the United States and China at the center of
the story might also cause the oversight of another
dimension of politics. In the past, Japan was a
significant player in the region, creating such a vast
network and hubs of production and investment in
Southeast Asia. The United States began to “pivot” to
Asia, but it is not certain whether President Barack
Obama was successful enough to get traction for this
idea and sell it to the American business community.
The United States might increasingly be interested in
Asia, but it is constantly being pulled away by the
dynamics in the Middle East, which also find their
way into American domestic affairs. On the economic
dimension, people now talk about the future of trade
and multilateralism as well

as assess what the

American-Chinese Trade War does for the future.
However, the issue of trade dispute between Korea
and Japan, which are both U.S. allies and champions
of free trade, is sometimes neglected from the story
of

multilateralism

in

the

region.

Countries

like

Indonesia and Malaysia certainly observe a degree of
democracy and human rights norms but are also
currently geared to engage in trade dispute with the
European Union over the issues involving palm oil.
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increasingly fuzzy. In times like this, we should wish
to understand better about what power and rules do
and don’t do in the region. We should also be more
diligent in gaining an understanding of how actions
translate into success and how strategy, especially
when underlying policy that brings them about,
adopts such geographical attributes. We should not
wish to only end up making only a series of outputs
without making any desirable outcomes in the region
in accordance to our shared interests and values. This
is precisely where we should vigilantly recheck the
uses of geographical terminology in the new strategic
initiatives adopted by both ASEAN and South Korea.
We should first ask where they come from and what
their development includes in the process so we can
avoid the risk of oversimplifying problems to find
effective solutions. Dominant themes have neglected
the possible consequences of a single picture on the
realization of multiple agendas that might somehow
become vital and relevant to the needs of both sides.
Both “New Southern,” adopted into a policy by South
Korea, and “Indo-Pacific,” adopted into an outlook by
ASEAN, can be considered geopolitical constructs. An
inquiry to find intersubjective meaning for both
declarative statements is needed to find common
grounds and anticipate the future.

New Southern Policy Meets ASEAN Outlook

policy paradigm and ROK’s core diplomatic initiative.
The NSP is aimed at realizing mutual prosperity and

on Indo-Pacific

peace not only on the Korean Peninsula but in East

South Korea’s New Southern Policy began as an

Asia and the world. To this end, the policy seeks to

initiative to expand its traditional foreign counterparts

elevate Korea’s relations with ASEAN member states

from only United States, China, Japan, and Russia to

and India in the political, economic, social and cultural

include ASEAN and India. The development of the
ideas

could not

be dissociated from a specific

moment in the history when THAAD issues somewhat

spheres, among others, to the same level Korea
maintains with the four major powers (the United
States, China, Japan, and Russia). (P. 4) [emphasis
added]

disrupt South Korea’s link with China, immediately
putting into question Korea’s foreign trade relations,

The coherent meaning and interpretation of how

which

ASEAN was included in the new Korean geographical

have

helped

sustain

economic

growth

(Kamaruddin and Deivasagayam 2019). At the same

outlook was also apparent in a series of publications

time, growing nationalist sentiment in the U.S. added

made by news media agencies as well as by scholars

to a more anxious situation experienced in South

who closely observed ASEAN-ROK relationship. Take,

Korea about the future link of security and prosperity.

for example, a publication made by Korea.net; When

Expansion to ASEAN and India could then enable

President Moon Jae-in unveiled the Policy in his visit

Korea to put its eggs in more baskets, preventing

to Jakarta on November 2017, Sohn Ji Ae (2017)

them from being suffocated when one channel is
disrupted.

reported that the President’s goal is “to elevate
Korea’s relationship with the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) to the level of its relations

The way the policy unfolded in its initial period shows

with the four major powers around the Korean

its geopolitical nature. Dynamics mentioned above

Peninsula.” By saying so, President Moon acknowledged

have been arguably encapsulated in South Korea’s

that “Korean diplomacy in Asia has been more

outlook to find “new” territory as the current traditional

towards Japan, China, and Russia” and that was

space had been shrinking. Various texts ranging from

about to change by expanding the scope to new

official documents, academic assessments, and opinion

horizons (Silvania and Munthe 2017). Lee Jaehyon

as well as news framing the policy constantly use the

(2019a) wrote:

same phrase: elevating South Korea’s relationship with
ASEAN. See a quotation below from the official

[m]ore specifically, the NSP aims to elevate Korea's

publication made recently by the Presidential Committee

strategic ties with the Association of Southeast Asian

on New Southern Policy (2019):

Nations (ASEAN), including its member countries, and
with India par on with Korea's four major diplomatic

The

common

description

about

the

Korea’s

New

Southern Policy usually begins, as seen in some of
public and official documents, by using word “elevate.”
A publication of policy information made by the
Presidential Committee on New Southern Policy, for
example, states that “the New Southern Policy is a new

partners: the United States, China, Japan and Russia. It
is a novel attempt to put ASEAN countries and India at
the center of Korea's foreign policy agenda, which so
far has been almost exclusively dominated by the
Korean Peninsula and the role of these four major
powers.
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These words and frames mean that ASEAN is the

debates on whether the region should be expanded

new geostrategic focus of South Korea and that it

from the Asia-Pacific into the Indo-Pacific, and these

had never been in the past. Looking deeper at how

discussions carry on to today. Some would be

ideas were expressed when President Moon unveiled

concerned if the addition of “Indo-” to the “Pacific”

the policy, Lee Jaehyon (2019) argues that among the

would eventually mean that ASEAN will be dragged

three guiding principles of the policy  people,

down under narrative play waged by superpowers.

prosperity, and peace  “people” comes first to reflect

When the Indonesian Foreign Minister introduced the

the core features of the policy and to echo the

concept at the national level, some academics reacted

ASEAN

of

strongly,30) then brought up some highly subjective

socio-cultural, political-security, and economic pillars.

arguments, placing the proponent of the outlook as

What does the inclusion mean for South Korean

“optimistic” and the opponent as “pessimistic”31). Such

strategic policy? Making more options and opportunity

debates and attributes used by parties to delegitimize

is, among others, a strategic reason why it needs to

each other’s positions have revealed one thing: that

“elevate” its relations with ASEAN. However, the new

the making of the geopolitics in the region today is

diplomacy also means further realization of South

virtual instead of actual.

Korean

Community,

“middle

confidence

on

which

power
its

is

diplomacy”

economic

and

comprised

based

on

its

technological

capability (Lee 2019).

The way the idea travelled from national to regional
level could offer an interesting story, especially when
it comes to understanding the corresponding ideas

To understand how these declarative statements are

that go along the narrative on the Indo-Pacific in

seen in the eyes of ASEAN — or ASEAN member

ASEAN. The process, coming from an agency-based

states, for that matter — it is important to see

perspective of Indonesian nationals, was an extension

geopolitical dynamics occurring in the region as well.

of an existing idea about ideal regional order. For

A recent adjustment of the scope and the geopolitical

Indonesia, ASEAN centrality means the establishment

outlook in ASEAN occurred when Indonesia launched

of an ASEAN-led regional order that allows Indonesia

a proposal for ASEAN to strengthen the regional

to exercise its regional influence as well as Jakarta’s

architecture by jumping into the growing strategic

“aspirations toward national and regional resilience”

narratives of the Indo-Pacific. According to Indonesian

(Singh et al. 2019:33). It is through ASEAN that

Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi, ASEAN “must all

Indonesia becomes confident in being a “middle

ensure that the Indian and Pacific oceans do not

power” in the international community (Singh et al.

become a site of battle for natural resources, regional

2019).

conflicts and maritime supremacy” (Yulisman 2019).

Indonesia’s outlook toward ASEAN has always involved

The adoption of the ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific

a scenario in which the absence of ASEAN leadership

document in June 2019 was seen, at least by some

is

an

The

open

underlying

invitation

assumption

for

that

extra-regional

shapes

power

of its supporters, as reaffirmation of ASEAN central
role in the new expanding region of the Indo-Pacific.
However, when ASEAN were in the process to adopt
its own version of Indo-Pacific, there were some
42

30) For example, the word “bahaya” used in the title literally means “the
danger.”
Dinna Wisnu (2019) described the reason why using
terminology of “Indo-Pacific” was actually a dangerous policy.
31) For example, Ida Humaidah (2019), who is an Indonesian diplomat,
published this article in reaction against Dinna Wisnu. Instead of “bahaya”
(danger), she portrayed the Indo-Pacific as a region of “peluang”, which
literally means “opportunity.”

interference that could endanger regional order. Thus,

ASEAN's centrality, preserve ASEAN's unity, and sustain

the strategy to translate such middle-powermanship as

Southeast Asia's strategic autonomy. And, our ability to

seen from Jakarta is to institutionalize great-power

fulfill that task would require an understanding of the

relations via an ASEAN-based multilateral mechanism,
such as ADMM+ and East Asia Summit (Emmers and
Teo 2015:197). For instance, Jakarta believes that the
future

dynamics

of

the

Indo-Pacific

should

be

domestic origins of the Indonesian Indo-Pacific outlook.
For Indonesia, articulating its vision for the Indo-Pacific
constitute

a

logical

outcome

of

the

need

to

operationalize the GMF (Global Maritime Fulcrum) as a
foreign policy doctrine. Seen in this light, Indonesia's

conducted under mechanism of East Asia Summit, or,

embrace

to some extent, ASEAN Regional Forum.

operationalization of a national maritime vision (Sukma

of

Indo-Pacific

idea

is

a

foreign

policy

2019).

The initial idea was to make the Indo-Pacific a new
strategic document, but ASEAN can only manage to

The speech demonstrates the logical sequences behind

produce an outlook, which, on several occasions, was

Jakarta’s foreign policy establishment about how an

referred to as a “living document.” It is still open to

Indo-Pacific strategy fits into the bigger picture of

adjustment and revision in the future. However, it has

Indonesia’s foreign policy. However, as the geographical

been acknowledged that

key

space is now extended, consensus about what the

initiative that made it possible at the very first place.

agenda is and how to achieve certain goals in the

The sense of ownership of the ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific

region, especially with regard to utilizing ASEAN

from Jakarta have already been apparent in various

mechanism, has not yet to be reached.

it

was

Indonesia’s

occasions and texts ranging from media to official
ones, from policy documents to speeches made by

In Indonesia, the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific,

public officials and academics. One of the illustrations

despite the fact that it has been initiated by Jakarta,

might be found in a speech made by Dr. Rizal

has

Sukma, who was among one of the architects of the

supporter, the Outlook has already become an ASEAN

President Joko Widodo’s vision of Global Maritime

achievement, like ASEAN has always done in the past

Fulcrum and is now the Indonesian Ambassador to

when the question about great power relations were

the United Kingdom, Ireland, and the International

high. What was remarkable about the adoption,

Maritime Organization. He states that,

according to some news reports, was the speed at

yet

to

conclusively

end

debates.

For

the

which the process took from Indonesia’s proposal for
The AOIP (ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific) would not

endorsement by the ten ASEAN member states,

have been possible without Indonesia's initiative and

defying the usual slow process within the ASEAN

determination. Indonesia hopes and expects AOIP [1] to

mechanism (Bayuni 2019). However, for some critics,

address strategic challenges in the region, and give

the usual modus operandi of ASEAN will not be

impetus for greater regional cooperation. In strategic
terms, it hopes the AOIP could serve as a platform
through which rivalries among great powers can be
mitigated and conflict prevented[;] [2] to serve as an

sufficient vis-à-vis current strategic challenges in the
Indo-Pacific.

Some

doubt

the

reliability

of

multilateralism when tackling issues such as Kashmir

inclusive meeting place for the competing visions of

between India and Pakistan, Rohingya in Myanmar,

regional order offered by great and regional players[;]

the Taiwan Strait, the Korean Peninsula, and the

[and

South and East China Sea, which already tested the

3]

to

maintain

ASEAN's

relevance,

uphold
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sufficiency of ASEAN-led mechanism (Laksmana 2019).

noteworthy elements. First, the Policy has set, as the

Skepticism is directed towards whether Jakarta, along

official

with key players in the region, is willing to exercise

Committee on New Southern Policy stated, “ASEAN

leadership and devote resources to enhance the

Member States and India” as the target of the new

Indo-Pacific strategy from merely an outlook to a

diplomatic initiative (2019:4). Meanwhile, it envisioned

workable policy framework (Laksmana 2019).

to establish a “community” of “people, prosperity, and

brochure

published

by

the

Presidential

peace” (The Presidential Committee on New Southern
These circumstances create a necessity where the

Policy 2019:5). The policy characterizes both ASEAN

geopolitical outlook of the New Southern Policy and

and India as a young and dynamic region (The

the

Presidential

ASEAN

Outlook

on

Indo-Pacific

should

be

Committee

on

New

Southern

Policy

interrogated further. An Indonesian view is somewhat

2019:6-7) with promising population and median age

important in this matter for several reasons. First, in

citizens who can promise future global growth. It also

the near future, it is likely that Jakarta will try to

emphasizes the ASEAN context as the fastest growing

exercise its natural leadership position in the region

and biggest consumer market that can create more

through

Indo-Pacific

opportunities for Korean companies (The Presidential

concepts. Second, it is clear that President Moon used

Committee on New Southern Policy 2019:8-9). By

the chance of visiting Jakarta to unveil the New

setting up the policy as “a new beginning for

Southern Policy back in 2017. That visit alone has

people-to-people and economic exchanges,” Seoul

already set the tone about the nature and character

seek to use trade volume, foreign direct investments

of the New Southern Policy, which reflects a lot of

flow,

commonalities between Korean and ASEAN outlook.

countries,

As an article published by the Singapore’s Straits

exchanges as fundamental indicators of current and

Times

Joko

future links between the two sides (The Presidential

Indonesian

Committee on New Southern Policy 2019:12-13). In

foreign policy has echoed the noble ideas of the NSP”

so doing, South Korea seeks to draw up “a new

(Lee 2019b). His interest to elevate bilateral relations

economic map on the Korean Peninsula by building a

has already been making positive externalities both for

people-centered community of peace and prosperity”

the New Southern Policy as well as for the ASEAN as

(The Presidential Committee on New Southern Policy

a whole. The next section will discuss how ideas from

2019:10-11). This is, in essence, a new geopolitical

both sides meet and create such a common ground

declarative statement for the Republic of Korea.

further

expressed,

Widodo,

the

elaboration

“under

president

the
of

of

the

leadership of
Indonesia,

the

number
and

of

people

ROK-ASEAN

traveling

between

people-to-people

that might play a critical role in determining the
future of relationship between Korea and ASEAN and

The logic of such a new diplomatic initiative could

its contribution to greater regional order.

create a fertile ground of understanding between
South Korea and ASEAN. The usual and popular
interpretation about increasing commonalities between

From Economics to Security,
From Bilateralism to Multilateralism

the two parties sometimes refers to the wave of
Korean Pop Culture and gadgets that already made
ideas

South Korea attractive to ASEAN people. However,

embedded in the New Southern Policy contain several

the logic seems to run deeper that the soft power

From

44

an

Indonesian

point

of

view,

the

explanation of South Korean diplomatic success in

Korea has always been able to uniquely enjoy when it

Southeast Asia. The identity that South Korea presents

engages with ASEAN.

to ASEAN has revolved around the idea that the
former could bridge a developing economy to a

As a geopolitical outlook, such nature might also

developed one (Teo 2017:197). It is more nuanced in

shape further common grounds between Korea’s New

terms of economic sense; thus, as the so-called

Southern Policy and the ASEAN Outlook on the

“middle power”, South Korea's strength has so much

Indo-Pacific. From ASEAN countries’ perspective, it

to do with its economic capacity and democratization

points to the revival of the idea of comprehensive

process (Teo 2017:197). This is, to some extent, good

security in the region. By adopting such a concept of

news for ASEAN.

comprehensive

security,

countries

intend

to

see

security as a total well-being, like when ASEAN
about

countries define security beyond military objectives

advantages South Korea has that other extra-regional

and instruments and link it to other dimensions such

powers do not with regard to engagement with

as political stability, economic success, and social

ASEAN is the fact that there has never been any

harmony (Dewitt 1994:1-4). For Indonesia, the idea

strong opposition towards South Korean investment

once related to a need to focus more on domestic

and flows coming into the region. This is markedly

problems and on economic development (Dewitt

different from China’s investment, which has been

1994:3). To some extent, when Indonesia proposed

heavily criticized due to issues like transparency as

ASEAN to have its own Indo-Pacific version, the idea

well

region

stems from the effort to ensure that domestic focus

accompanying its investment, for example. Back in the

to accelerate national market integration as well as

early period of penetration, Japanese investment in

infrastructure development will not plunge the region

ASEAN was also met by some major demonstration.

into a spiral of great power competition over spheres

Such

never

of influence. For example, when the idea was still

occurred in any forms of South Korean inflow to

being created, various papers written and presented

ASEAN. South Korean soft power might have won

in seminars by officials and academics who supported

ASEAN hearts and minds, but the nature of its

the ideas touched upon some security-development

middle-powermanship might also helped the flow run

nexus in the region. They consisted several points of

smoothly. South Korean presence in the region has

discourse such as “avoiding middle income trap,”

never been associated with colonialism; its path

“addressing the problem of state failure,” and “the

towards development was closer to many of the

promise of GDP growth” that somewhere in the

experiences Southeast

had when

future could turn ASEAN into “engines of global

considering their respective economic growth and

growth.” Thus, for Indonesia, endorsement of the

development.

and

outlook could be seen as a means to ensure that the

politico-economic structure that have already allowed

second administration of President Joko Widodo could

its national industry blossomed and benefited from

be a one that continuously allows the top executive

foreign investment have become a major lesson for

leader to still focus on domestic issues (Sapiie 2019).

An

increasingly

as

common

Chinese

contentious

Its

labors

political

understanding

influx

to

dynamics

Asian countries
industrial

the

have

success

ASEAN countries for their economic visions to take
off. These are major sources of similarities that South
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Foundational

aspirations

embedded within the ASEAN

more attractive image for greater South Korean
presence in the region.

Outlook on the Indo-Pacific
present a parallel case with

Scholars from Southeast Asia have already assessed

the New Southern Policy.

and, to some extent, presented their hopes for the

Both have something to do

New Southern Policy. South Korean footprints in

with

had

building highly reputable landmarks in Southeast Asia,

occurred, at least partially, at the domestic level,

like the Raflles City complex in Singapore and the

which had been primarily economic driven. This is not

Petronas Twin Towers and Penang Bridge in Malaysia,

to say that the primary impetus does not come from

are already modalities for it to expand its presence to

the international level. It does, since we cannot simply

include more initiatives like cyber infrastructure, the

deny the importance of the U.S.-China competition

development of small and medium enterprises (SMEs),

that already began in multiple issues other than naval

smart city development, health care, and tourism (Ho

and diplomatic realm into new ones, such as trade

and

and technology. However, we must also acknowledge

infrastructure diplomacy initiatives as a primary focus

that the changing structure of the political economy

of the New Southern Policy since it can become a

experienced at the national level has leveled up a

highly feasible alternative to China’s Belt and Road

new game as found both sides of policies. The

Initiative, for example, as it is believed that South

international system impacts the domestic level and,

Korea has no hegemonic agenda whatsoever (Hoo

in turn, gives feedback to foreign policy making with

2019). For this matter, and for economic purposes,

a great focus on the economic aspect. For South

the New Southern Policy is a very promising initiative.

dynamics

that

Sa

2017).

South

Korea

increase

can

its

Korea, ASEAN is the new economically significant
region. For ASEAN and contrary to major strategic

At the moment, South Korea has already engaged in

discourse, the Indo-Pacific region is also an economic

a

region where interest-driven behavior may not result

member states. Projects include “light rail expansion

in a zero-sum situation. There has been disagreements

and renewable energy projects in Indonesia, plant

about the scope and political nature of the making of

construction in Vietnam, a new harbor construction in

new geopolitics in the region, but at least by

the Philippines, and electrical station construction in

adopting the outlook, all ASEAN member states can

Myanmar, smart city development in Singapore, and

argue a principle of inclusivity — the more players,

the

the merrier. ASEAN development needs and future

communication technology master plan in Cambodia”

potential as a center of growth are too big to be

(Diplomacy Korea n.d.). The Middle East had been

handled by a single extra-regional power. More

the top destinations of South Korean construction

infrastructure players in the region will not make the

project overseas or such time. However, observing

region too crowded, as its needs are even bigger that

these recent trends, ASEAN may soon replace the

what any party can supply. This is a major source of

Middle East as the number one destination for the

mutual understanding between ASEAN and South

South Korean construction industry, a trend that has

Korea. The fact that, despite being a United States

already

ally, South Korea is not part of the Quad offers a

(Abdullah
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series

of

bilateral

implementation

been

collaborations

of

an

acknowledged

2018).

The

trend

with

information

by

President

is

what

has

ASEAN

and

Moon
been

expected by the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.

directorate within Korean Foreign Ministry bureaucracy

If we look back at how the Outlook was written, we

could, to some extent, prove Korean seriousness in

can easily find that the growing initiatives like this are

elevating relations with ASEAN. However, academic

what

the

and officials here in the region have begun to

region. An inclusive region is one of development.

question the sustainability of the policy as, one day,

However, it should be further scrutinized if these

the Moon administration will end and be replaced by

good things about economics will be able to work

a new government. They are looking forward to

together to lead to the ideal vision as imagined both

knowing whether the traditional outlook of South

by the New Southern Policy and the ASEAN Outlook.

Korean foreign policy could one day trump its new

compose the way ASEAN approaches

enthusiasm for ASEAN. Meanwhile, it has become
Furthermore, as much as economy is pivotal, the

increasingly common knowledge in the region that a

current problem of international order based on free

decline in investment made in the construction sector

trade, rules, and multilateralism is that it lacks

from 2017 to 2019 has prompted the South Korean

domestic

Developed

construction industry to look for market opportunities

countries from the United Kingdom to United States

overseas. ASEAN then immediately becomes the new

have gone through a series of elections that continue

destination since countries in Southeast Asia need to

to

ambitious

boost up their infrastructure development and prefer

international missions and economic integration. Some

to choose private investments due to their limited

discussion in Indonesia about the New Southern Policy

financial infrastructure (Kang 2019). For this mission,

has already shown that what Indonesians understand

South Korean officials have already realized that

the Policy is that it is mainly driven by the domestic

South Korean companies generally have a lack of

and economic needs of South Korean amidst new

experience in engaging in such projects (Kang 2019).

regional dynamics. As my discussions with some of

However, the Moon Administration plans to create a

Indonesian diplomats have shown recently, South

global infrastructure with a funding of US$ 200

Korean initiatives are seen as more competitive when

million by 2020 could be seen as a good signal for

compared to Japanese and Chinese ones as they have

long term commitment to ASEAN (Jung 2019).

supporters

show

decreasing

and

constituents.

support

toward

more potential for transfer of technology. Projects are
also perceived as not too many strings attached as

While

the

“people-centered

community”

or

“a

compared to Japanese and Chinese projects. However,

community with shared prosperity” as imagined by the

they are still not certain of whether South Korea will

New Southern Policy is highly achievable in the near

be fully committed in terms of funding to ensure

future, the vision of a “community that supports

project sustainability and whether South Korea could

regional peace and security” is more challenging.

move forward from being merely a market seeker

Some liberals in the past may believe that political

player to become a public goods enabler in the

and economic development are easy and all good

region.

things shall go together, eventually leading to peace
(Packenham 1973). Based on this assumption, it is

There

have

already

been

good

signs

of

this.

how peace could be achieved if we focus on

Institutionalization of the New Southern Policy by

economy

and

development.

Despite

not

establishing a single ASEAN and India dedicated

sharing the assumptions of a liberal peace doctrine,
Navigating Power Dynamics
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the New Southern Policy and the ASEAN Outlook on

connectivity at an international level. In such context,

the Indo-Pacific also rest, to some extent, on such

it is quite difficult to imagine that a comprehensive

assumptions. Here is where challenges could be found

security approach may prove effective to bring about

in the common ground between the Korean Policy

peace via a principle of inclusivity and development in

and ASEAN Outlook.

the region as imagined by the ASEAN Outlook on the
Indo-Pacific and Indonesia’s proposal to the region

Various

infrastructure

diplomacy

in

the

region,

that once backed it. The implementation of the New

especially if we investigate how the Chinese Belt and

Southern Policy in the region should not add to

Road Initiative is conducted under bilateral framework,

unwanted tension in the future about technological

may spark issues pertaining to transparency and

competition.

impact to environmental concerns which could be

officials in Jakarta have already questioned whether

greatly neglected due to lack of multi-stakeholder

South Korean initiatives to enhance state capacity to

perspectives in terms of the rules of the game. The

tackle transnational crimes using more sophisticated

New Southern Policy, without any serious effort to

technological

underwrite rules and norms at regional level about

market-seeking driven behavior or also attempts made

what qualifies as good infrastructure project, could be

by the South Korean middle power capacity to

no exception to the existing games. The rising

provide

bilateral pattern of bargaining and diplomacy could

perspective, it is important for the New Southern

bypass multilateral necessities and eventually would be

Policy to invest more in creating such regional public

able to weaken the systemic incentives to sustain and

good initiatives in the region.

Furthermore,

devices

public

goods

some

are

diplomats

merely

in the

products

region.

and

of

From this

maintain multilateral and rule-based order in the
region. Both ASEAN and South Korea should find

As one of the pillars of the New Southern Policy,

ways to prevent this trend from happening in the

“peace” must also be achieved not merely by default,

future, especially since any regional power might use

but also, at times, by design. The main problem of

infrastructure opportunities as leverages to alter its

the New Southern Policy in the eyes of many

partner's positions in multilateral issues.

academics and officials in ASEAN is the question if
this is merely a compilation of a series of bilateral

Furthermore, business competition today has touched

diplomacy points between South Korea and ASEAN

upon issues of whether companies, even in the

Member states or indeed a coherent policy on

United States, still maintain interest in sustaining

ASEAN. This is not to say that bilateral approach does

openness in trade and investment, especially in the

not matter; it does, as it is a channel that allows

cyber and high-technology realm where countries are

ideas to find traction amidst intricate links between

increasingly competing against each other to lead the

the international, regional, and national levels in the

industry shift forward into the next era. Concerned

so-called

that foreign counterparts might steal business secret

cooperation,

and technological competitive edge, companies in the

toward different ASEAN member states according to

United States, for example, might feel safe under the

their

protectionist and nationalist campaign waged by the

strengths of their administrative capacity, is necessary

government

as
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with

regards

to

free

trade

and

Indo-Pacific

level

the

which
of

bedrock

region
adopts

development
of

peace

today.

different
and
and

Bilateral
approaches

the
further

respective
regional

initiatives. However, they might turn out to be

New Southern Policy, already pledges to increase the

insufficient.

number of summits and high-level exchanges to boost
cooperation, to bring peace and prosperity to the

Debates in Indonesia at the national level may, to

Korean Peninsula, to strengthen cooperation with

some

be

regard to national defense and the defense industry,

neglected in a geopolitical construct attached to

to jointly respond to terrorism as well as cyber and

certain ideas. In an ASEAN-led framework, ideas such

maritime security threats in the region, and to

as comprehensive security or even community building

enhance emergency response capabilities of the NSP

might be sound, but at the same time, they could

target countries (2019:19). Among several of their

also be taken for granted, utilized only to enable

tasks related to “building a community of peace and

intersubjective understanding without being followed

security”, is their hosting of the 2019 Commemorative

up with careful planning and the setting of goals

Summit,

with clear strategy. This is also the problem of the

Ministerial

current

Indo-Pacific.

Center for Transnational Crime Investigation Capacity

Meanwhile, scholars from ASEAN have also expressed

Building, implementing marine litter monitoring and

some concerns over substances that could trigger

collection

another question about the meaning of “community”

ASEAN+3 Emergency Rice Reserve, implementing a

as used in the New Southern Policy. As Chiew-Ping

pilot project related to establishing a Forest Fire

Hoo (2019) has expressed, “despite decades-long

Disaster

investment

protecting

extent,

shed

ASEAN

and

light

onto

Outlook

on

economic

what

the

relations,

could

there

is

a

holding an annual
Meeting,

projects,

Management
damaged

ASEAN-ROK Defense

establishing

providing

the

ASEAN-ROK

support

Center,

and

wetlands

for

restoring

(The

the

and

Presidential

tendency to treat all ASEAN member states as a

Committee on New Southern Policy 2019:21). These

single culture or identity by the Koreans.” Meanwhile,

all make for a good start where the two parties

as also further indicated by Shawn Ho and Harry Sa

could work together in the future.

(2017), the task of the current South Korean policy is
to address the “missing piece” in its foreign economic

In the near future, the New Southern Policy needs a

policy:

more explicit vision on ASEAN. It has to clearly state

a

coherent

ASEAN

strategy

and

the future of ASEAN Centrality and what South Korea

implementation.

can do to help boost it up if the latter really shares
To some extent, this is not an insurmountable

principles embedded in ASEAN geopolitical outlook of

problem. Some of the policy initiatives have already

the

shown South Korea’s willingness to invest more in the

transparency, and respect for international law. To do

ASEAN multilateral framework. For example, it has

so, South Korea needs to go beyond enhancing the

pledged US$350 million for co-financing and a US$5

ASEAN market and production base and work with

million grant to provide assistance for the ASEAN

ASEAN to secure access and distribution of goods as

Catalytic Green Finance Facility, which is a part of the

well as to ensure that cyber development in the

ASEAN

by

region will not make the region spiral downwards

(Asia

into mistrust and conflict. In the maritime domain,

Development Bank 2019). South Korea, as written in

South Korea might be interested in investing more on

the official brochure of the Presidential Committee on

maritime safety issues and try to work with ASEAN in

ASEAN

Infrastructure
and

Asian

Fund

established

Development

jointly

Bank

Indo-Pacific

—

namely

openness,
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enhancing related standards, such as ship standards,

must work harder to make sure that an economic

human resources at sea, weather anticipation, and

vision can translate into paths that lead to safety and

sustainability of the ocean environment used by

security. The geopolitics of ASEAN-Indo-Pacific and

shipping activities. It might also work creatively and

South Korea’s New Southern region start as an

innovatively through an ASEAN mechanism, such as

economic-driven initiative and hope for later peace as

the ASEAN Regional Forum,

in order to bring North

the by-product of the increasing engagement built

Korea along with South Korea in discussing elements

upon mutual interests of all parties involved. However,

of peace such as economic development, openness,

as some critics have already expressed, the absence of

and state institutional reform conducive to open

a coherent regional strategy from both sides is the

economy as means to engage North Korea in the

biggest challenge in realizing a community of peace.

broader regional framework. By doing so, the New

This is arguably the main task that South Korea

Southern Policy could enhance ASEAN-Korea relations

should act upon to implement its New Southern

to a position that give positive externalities not only

Policy and that ASEAN countries should tackle to

to the region, but also to the world, including

make sure that growing initiatives from different

contributions that will help sustain multilateral-based

extra-regional power will not make bilateral ties

and rule-based regional and international order.

disrupt regional-based multilateral future and reliability.

Conclusion
The ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific and South
Korea’s New Southern Policy are examples of the
making of geopolitics in the region today. As the two
sides are now trying to redraw their strategic map,
they are both engaged in defining what constitute
space meaningful for their purposes and ideals. It has
been clearly indicated in various official statements,
speeches,

and

academic

judgement

on

both

documents

that

they have already shared some

common visions and meaning about what the region
looks like now and would become in the future. Both
ASEAN and South Korea believe in the primacy of
economy that defines the region. Furthermore, some
national context understanding also demonstrates that
there has already been by-default harmony between
middle power strategy pursued by officials from both
sides — at least as the essay has described —
between Seoul and Jakarta.
However, to realize the greater vision of peace, both
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Korea’s New Southern Policy, ASEAN, and the Philippines:
Middle Power dynamics in Southeast Asia
Herman Joseph S. Kraft
Associate Professor, Department of Political Science - University of the Philippines, Diliman

for South Korea's being able to leverage its position

Introduction
In an attempt to stake out a place in a swiftly
changing regional order, South Korea has initiated a
New Southern Policy (NSP) intended to expand its
relations with Southeast Asian countries. South Korea
has always set itself out as the democratic of the two
Koreas in a way that distinguishes it from the North.

as a middle power with Southeast Asian countries.
Philippine-South

Korean

relations

have

been

consistently good over the several decades that have
passed since the establishment of diplomatic ties
between the two countries. In fact, South Korea has
been one of the major economic partners of the
Philippines since the early 1990s, and the Philippines

However, as North Korea is not really interested in
expanding its own external relations, this new policy
should be seen not as an attempt to differentiate
itself but as an assertive step forward in progressing
South Korea's involvement in the region alongside
other economic powerhouses, i.e. China and Japan.
The New Southern Policy pushes South Korea's brand
into a region that is intent on establishing its own
identity as an economic player while ASEAN continues
strengthening the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC).
However, even as the NSP is framed largely in
economic terms, there are different aspects of it that
emphasize a rationale that goes beyond simply trying
to carve out a market share. South Korea's interest in
the region goes hand in hand with changing power
relations, particularly the nature of political alignments
in the region. Caught in shifting power balances, it
needs to ground its position in the region as a
middle

power,

which can be best

achieved in

conjunction with ASEAN.

has been one of the major entry points for Korean
economic interests into Southeast Asia. Those ties
have remained and promise to remain strong when
looking at the goals of the NSP. One point to
consider, however, is that the broadening of Korean
involvement in the region through the NSP might
lead to a stagnation or perhaps even a diminution of
bilateral relations between the Philippines and Korea.
And yet, such a policy can potentially redound to the
betterment of intra-ASEAN relations as it promises to
help in one of the key goals of ASEAN community
building:

reducing

the

development

gap

within

ASEAN. The relationship between South Korea and
ASEAN constitute what is potentially a key element in
the maintenance of this security architecture. This
paper assesses how the NSP contributes to regional
security by helping to strengthen the current regional
security architecture organized around the interlocking
ASEAN-driven multilateral arrangements. Furthermore,
the

relationship

between

South

Korea

and

the

Philippines will be discussed as a potential illustration
In this context, relations between the Philippines and
South Korea are an important metric of the prospect

of how the NSP can operate bilaterally across the
ASEAN states.
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The New Southern Policy of South Korea

precisely given the intensifying competition between

in a changing strategic environment32)

China and the United States.

On 9 November 2017, during his state visit to

The rise of China and its attainment of a notable

Jakarta, Indonesia, South Korean President Moon

level

Jae-In

preeminence in Asia-Pacific relations makes it

introduced

emphasized

New

of

Policy.

of

global

prominence

and

subsequent
a

significant, if not the most significant, player in
regional affairs. This fact is emphasized in various

Nations (ASEAN) to the level of its relations with the

economic affairs where it has either overtaken the

four major powers around the Korean Peninsula, and

United States as the world's largest economy (Carter

guide the

2014; Patton 2016) or will likely do so by 2030

Korean government

(Colvin 2017). What was seen as China's benign and
peaceful rise in the 1990s, however, has placed them

(Sohn 2017). While the ASEAN states were the

in a geopolitical position from which to challenge the

principal targets of the new policy, India was later

United States for dominance in the Asian-Pacific

included when President Moon went there for a state

region as well as extend and expand its global reach.

visit. The key components of the NSP were expressed

Whether by design or not, China has successfully

in terms of community building of three P's: a

leveraged its economic strength into making it one

community for the people that connect people to

of, if not the most important economic partner of

people

of

practically every country in the region. What is

co-existence and co-prosperity where ASEAN countries

worrisome is its apparent insouciance about the

thrive together with reciprocal economic cooperation,

consequences of using this economic position to push

and a community of peace that can contribute to

China's political agenda on regional stability, even

peace across Asia. The first two are understandably

with regards to seemingly mundane matters (such as

given primacy of place. According to Easley (2018),

how flight destinations are identified by airlines

for instance, the NSP is an economic and diplomatic

around the region).

to

Policy

mind,

a

in

push

dramatically improve cooperative ties with ASEAN

minds

Southern

to strongly

to

and

New

elevating

He

relationship with the Association of South-East Asian

its

objective

Southern

Korea's

forward

his

the

order

community

diversification strategy intended to reduce dependence
on the great powers. It is, however, the goal of

This segues into a second point. Two overarching

regional peace that finds resonance in a regional

projects

environment that is increasingly characterized by the

around the region: the Belt and Road Initiative, which

growing preeminence of great power rivalry and the

one Filipino military analyst has characterized as a

uncertainty that this brings with it. It is also where

strategic reach for dominance using an economic

the NSP needs to be clearly enunciated and clarified

platform, and the Asian Infrastructure Investment

underpin

Chinese

economic

engagement

Bank (AIIB). What is significant about these two
32) The points raised in this section of the paper were adapted from remarks
from The 2019 Academic Forum on the New Southern Policy and the
Middle Power Strategy of ASEAN-Korea, organized by the Sejong Institute
and held in Singapore on 2 October 2019, as well as on presentations
delivered at the Forum on Philippines-China Relations: Geopolitical
Perspectives and Realities held at Miriam College, Quezon City on 8
November 2018, and a talk on Philippine Foreign Policy in a Changed
Strategic Environment given at the AEAN Studies Centre of the
Chung-Hua Institute for Economic Research on 20 June 2018.
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projects is their representation of China's intention to
offer alternative institutional arrangements in place of
existing
economic

regional
reach,

ones.

By

influence,

institutionalizing
and

the

its

increased

dependence of a number of countries upon it, China

has effectively made it more difficult for these nations

impacts on the Asia Pacific strategic environment is

to push the hedging strategies that many seek to

further

adopt in dealing with the US and China (Haacke

American

2019; Ciorciari 2019). In other words, despite its

Schweller and Pu 2011; Rachman 2011; Luce, 2012).

complaints about the containment strategy the US is

This is not the first time that US dominance of the

using against it, China itself uses a containment

international system had been reported as diminished.

strategy to limit the extent to which countries can

However,

operate in the region. This is especially true for the

exaggerated (Russett 1985). In The Persistent Myth of

smaller ones, which can work through selective but

Lost Hegemony, Susan Strange (1988) made the

nonetheless increasing political pressure. They have

argument that US hegemony is built around its

become more aggressive in their attempts to shape

dominance in four global structures

regional norms and processes (e.g. promoting bilateral

production, finance, and knowledge (Strange 1988;

mechanisms

support

Russett 1985; Milner and Snyder 1988). At the time

multilateralism), more insistent in terms of stance and

of the article's publication, her argument was that

engagement on disputes from these norms and

then-prevalent claims of US hegemonic decline were

processes (e.g. South China Sea and cross-Straits

wrong as the US remained dominant in all these four

relations), and more adamant about the legitimacy (or

structures.

even

as

China

seems

to

magnified

by

hegemony

such

past

the

apparent

(Layne

2006;

reports

had

decline
Lake

been

of

2006;

highly

namely security,

lack thereof) of the participation of countries in these
norms and processes (e.g. only those who were

However, the state of US hegemony has changed

directly involved in disputes could be involved in

especially when compared to the period in the

discussions about these disputes). Through demands

aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990

that range from innocuous to explicit, China sought

(Krauthammer 1990/91). Again, there is an argument

to limit allowance for hedging strategies. Economic

to be made about these fears being exaggerated. The

carrots and sticks were combined with normative

United States maintains the most powerful military in

structures that favor China's structural advantages.

the world (Global Firepower Index 2017; The Top

Furthermore,

emphasized

Countries for Military Expenditure in 2016). It still has

China's strengths but seem to point to the limitations

the largest economy in the world and the largest

of existing security structures.

share of the world's GDP (Gross domestic product

these

actions

not

only

ranking 2017) and is also the leading producer of
The emergence of China as a regional power with

scientific and applied research. China may have the

hegemonic characteristics has raised questions about

largest

the kind of order that would characterize a region

Comparison: Reserves of Foreign Exchange and Gold

projected

2016), but the largest amount of global financial

to

production

be

and

the

hub

of

global

economic

trade

in

this

century

Beyond

the

(Asian

foreign

transactions

still

exchange

takes

place

reserves

in

(Country

New York

City

economic

(Desjardins 2017). By these indicators alone, the US

implications, however, the situation has opened up to

still appears dominant in most of the key metrics that

significant discussion on how China's emergence

Strange (1987) had identified. In his State of the

affects regional security in East Asia and the broader

Union Address on 24 January 2012, President Barack

Asia-Pacific. The significance of this emergence and its

Obama mentioned the continuing strength of the

Development

Bank

2012).
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United States and claimed that those who talk about

relations with the United States and their understanding

US decline do not know what they are talking about.

of the sustainability of current structures of international

However, the fact that he found it necessary to

relations.

mention this in his speech indicates that China's
emergence as an economic power and the overspill

The final two points above point to the most

effect that it has had in the Asia-Pacific (and through

significant questions concerning the durability of US

the Belt and Road Initiative even in Africa, the South

hegemony. The latter point has always been most

Pacific, and Latin America) has made an a significant

strongly exhibited in the United States's ability to

impression on America's policy makers and foreign

inform and enforce global norms, values, and culture,

policy observers. More importantly, there is a growing

and it is in these areas that some degree of US

sense

American

decline becomes apparent, largely because of a fragile

hegemony is not just psychosomatic and this time, it's

national consensus on the question of what America

for real (Rachman 2011).

stands for (i.e. the so-called culture war in America)

that

the

Chinese

challenge

to

and, consequently, an increasingly polarized political
This sense is only fortified by the fact that China's

community (Goodman 2019). The election of Donald

rise comes at a time when the idea that the United

Trump and his pandering to populist or nationalist

States

was

sentiments seem to indicate that there is at best

emphatically brought into public consciousness by

fatigue and at worst deep-seated dissatisfaction with

factors such as the United States's slow economic

the globalist policies that have been the bedrock of

recovery from the September 2008 economic crisis,

US foreign policy for the last seventy years, regardless

which had opened up widespread discussion on the

of presidential administrations and political party lines.

issue (Zakaria 2008; Acharya 2012; Clark and Hoque

This is a domestic political debate, but one that has

2012; Ipek 2013) as well as its large fiscal deficits.

implications for what role the US will play in what is

The belief that the United States had lost influence

clearly a changing global and regional order. After

because of its overstretched commitments emanating

decades of hegemony over international relations

from its responses to the attacks on September 11,

(including more than 20 when it had practically

2001 also contributed to this decline in its reputation.

undisputed dominance of global affairs), the growing

The way it has handled questions about the detainee

voices in the United States that call for less involvement

facilities in Guantanamo (i.e. the use of torture

internationally will have repercussions for how countries

against the detainees in these facilities as a way of

around the region appreciate their geopolitical options.

was

no

longer

a

global

hegemon

getting intelligence) and the larger problem that was
the invasion of Iraq in 2003 had led to a loss of its
international

moral

standing

and

weakened

the

impact of its soft power (Kagan 2012). More recently,
the ostensible drift of American foreign policy away
from their support of conditions that trace their
origins back to the end of the Second World War
and that emphasized an internationalist/globalist world
view is forcing long-term allies to review their
56

South Korea's Middle Power Diplomacy:
Cooperation with ASEAN on regional
security
The NSP is not something that is being implemented
on new ground. It builds upon what has been an
expanding interaction between South Korea and the

the

denuclearization. Third, and perhaps most significantly,

ASEAN-Korea FTA in 2006. Trade has grown to the

that same casual look would reveal how much South

extent that each country is a top trading partner for

Korea support for the ASEAN-led security architecture

the other, with a number of ASEAN states also being

of overlapping multilateral arrangements has increased.

ASEAN

states

since

the

establishment

of

hubs for socio-cultural exchanges that have seen the
growth of a significant Korean population. As such,

In October 2010, the member-states of ASEAN and

the ASEAN region has become a geographic space

the Republic of Korea adopted the Joint Declaration

where South Korea's national interests need to be

on ASEAN-Republic of Korea (ROK) Strategic Partnership

protected. Cooperation with ASEAN has become the

for Peace and Prosperity in Hanoi, Vietnam. The

favored approach towards the attainment of this goal.

purpose of the Declaration was to deepen and

However, in the context of the evolving relationship

enhance the strategic partnership, friendly relations,

between South Korea and ASEAN, it is ironic that in

mutually

the face of the emerging great power competition

between ASEAN and the ROK (ASEAN-Republic of

noted in the previous section, the third P of the NSP

Korea Plan of Action 2016). It is now on its second

formula (i.e. peace) is the least thought out of the

plan of action, which became effective in 2016 and

entire

policy.33)

beneficial

and

meaningful

cooperation

will remain so until 2020. A key element is the
commitment of both sides to strengthen cooperation

This is not to say that there has been very little

in ASEAN-led regional processes and arrangements in

engagement between South Korea and ASEAN on

order to promote peace, stability, security, development

security matters. In 2019, South Korea and ASEAN

and prosperity in the region (ASEAN-Republic of

celebrated 30 years of cooperation, an increasingly

Korea Plan of Action 2016). This indicates a sense of,

significant part of which has been in the field of

if not full confidence in, the acceptance of the

political and security affairs. This can be ascertained

appropriateness of the approach taken by ASEAN

by looking at the involvement of the Republic of

towards regional security, at the very least.

Korea in ASEAN mechanisms, which would indicate
an extensive list of activities, dialogues, and meetings

ASEAN's approach to regional security has evolved

on matters of regional security concern (Overview

over time. At its inception, regional security for

2019). Doing so would reveal that the engagement

ASEAN was meant to insulate the region from great

has largely been a recent thing. Despite its involvement

power competition

in the ASEAN Regional Forum since its inception in

from becoming an arena of the rivalry between the

1994, South Korea's more direct involvement in these

United States and the Soviet Union. Thus, the idea of

mechanisms have occurred within the last ten years.

non-interference also had a regional context that was

Secondly, the issues that are presented as mutual

based on keeping the region as a whole and the five

concerns have expanded beyond discussions which

members of ASEAN in 1967 free from the ideologically-

used to be dominated by developments in the Korean

based machinations of the two superpowers (Kraft

peninsula,

2012). Since 1994, however, this context of regional

particularly

the

moves

towards

that is, keeping Southeast Asia

security has shifted into a policy of engagement. With
33) In a talk given at Quezon City before a Filipino audience on 22 July
2019, Lee Jae-hyon of the Asan Institute for Policy Studies pointed out
that security and strategic cooperation lags behind the other areas of
cooperation that are targeted by the NSP.

the establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF), regional security dynamics were slowly filtered
Navigating Power Dynamics
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through

concentric

of

what constituted common concerns and how to deal

multilateral arrangements that emphasized cooperation

with them. As such, ASEAN provided the venue for

on multiple issues at multiple levels. According to

these meetings (e.g. the East Asia Summit, the ASEAN

Huisken (2009), these arrangements formed part of a

Plus 3, and others), the agenda, and the rules of

regional

participation (Caballero-Anthony 2014).

security

and

overlapping

architecture

that

circles

provided

the

foundations for the maintenance of regional stability
in the last twenty-five years. He noted that:

To a great extent, support for ASEAN and the
regional security architecture built around ASEAN

“... familiar approach to assessing the reliability of a

constitutes

region's 'security architecture' is to weigh the strength

growing

of potential challenges to security and stability against

Chapnick (1999) has discussed the variety of ways by

the authority of the institutions, mechanisms and
processes available to develop instincts to accommodate
national

preferences

to

the

collective

interests

of

regional states, to resolve instances of conflicting

a

significant

self-identification

part
as

of
a

South

Korea's

Middle

Power.

which being a middle power has been discussed and
understood in the literature of International Relations
and International Security. It is, of course, juxtaposed

aspirations, and to deter any inclinations to use national

against what being a major power is

power to intimidate or coerce others into line in a

the material capacity to essentially awe, coerce, or

manner that falls outside accepted norms of diplomatic

bribe other countries into behaving in a way that is

interaction between states. This architecture is typically

consistent with how one wants them to behave or in

seen

ways

as

composed

of

three

elements:

bilateral

relationships, alliances, and multilateral institutions and
processes. Common sense (and scientific principles)
allows the inference that the most robust architectural
form is one that incorporates all three elements and
where all the elements are of equal weight and

that

one's

interests

are

not

that is, having

compromised

(Mearsheimer 2001). In the case of South Korea,
however, the discussion over its middle power status
has revolved around either alliance politics (Kim 2015)
or its diplomatic role in the Korean peninsula issue
(Cha and Dumond 2017). However, Robertson (2018)

importance” (Huisken 2009:7).

has noted that even though South Korea exhibits
Since the establishment of the ARF, ASEAN-driven

middle power characteristics, it has yet to display its

multilateral arrangements have played an increasingly

capacity

important role in the maintenance of the East

intellectually creative middle power policy initiatives. In

Asian/Asia-Pacific security architecture. In this context,

this context, South Korea's NSP, particularly its peace

ASEAN played the role of the institutional hub of

component, is a step in that direction.

overlapping

multilateral

processes

that

for

coming

up

with

sustainable

and

directly

included the ARF, the ASEAN Plus Three (APT), and

Even as there are different ways by which middle

the East Asia Summit (EAS). Based on this role, the

powership is understood, the NSP and the idea of

idea of ASEAN Centrality came to be recognized as a

strengthening Korea-ASEAN relations is illustrative of

key feature of the regional architecture in East Asia

the idea that middle powers are states that support

(Tan 2013). While this phrase is somewhat vague, it

multilateral approaches to international issues, seek

essentially revolved around the fact that ASEAN

compromise, and pursue good international citizenship

became a focal point for networks of discussions and

as a worthwhile interest (Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal

meetings intended to build regional consensus on

1993). The peace component of South Korea's NSP is
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very

much

strengthening

directed
support

at
for

maintaining
this

and

regional

even

as a key sculptor of the region's security architecture

security

and on the character of the institution in which this

architecture, and, consequently, for ASEAN Centrality.

artistic

This is clear in the ASEAN-South Korea Strategic

2009:8-9). That a multilateral approach could ensure

Partnership, which provides the aspirational basis for

that all the major players are equally embedded in

cooperation

(ASEAN-

the region and therefore have a full role to play in

Republic of Korea Plan of Action 2016). As it is,

shaping its future made it the framework of choice

South

to

but only for so long as the core interests of the most

actively

powerful states could be accommodated, or at the

participating in their operational aspects. Aside from

very least left unaffected. In fact, the success of such

the APT the aforementioned ARF and the EAS include

a regional security architecture rests less on its

the ASEAN Plus

ASEAN Defense

capacity to guarantee that the interests of all the

Ministers Meeting-Plus (ADMM-Plus). These mutual

regional players will be provided for than it does on

commitments were reiterated at the ASEAN-South

making sure that national preferences will not be

Korea Commemorative Summit held in Busan in

threatened by a regional perspective. It is still very

November 2019.

much about guaranteeing national sovereignty than it

Korea

strengthening

on

political-security

has

committed

these

matters

itself

mechanisms

One and the

not

but

in

only

function

should

be

performed

(Huisken

is about regional stability and security. This policy of
However, there is reason to have qualms about the

accommodation and inclusiveness was what made

advisability of this middle power strategy approach

ASEAN Centrality and the ASEAN-driven regional

directed at supporting ASEAN's central role in all of

security architecture attractive to regional players. It is

these networks and mechanisms. Even though the

also therein that its problem lies. In an era of

government of Moon Jae-in seems to be confident

intensifying great power competition, can it still lay

about ASEAN, the actual sustainability of ASEAN

claim to

Centrality remains a key concern. To a certain extent,

interests of the players in the region that it is still the

however, concerns about ASEAN Centrality is merely

safe driver of regional security?

being

effective

in

accommodating

the

symptomatic of an even more serious issue  the
security

With China's rise and increasing challenges to the

architecture anchored on ASEAN-driven multilateral

existing order, this architecture is effectively being

arrangements. The success of the existing framework

undermined. China's supposed support for ASEAN

for regional security is arguably premised on the

and its regional arrangements is belied by its actions

extent to which the great powers were willing to

which undercut ASEAN Centrality. These include using

accede to these regional

arrangements and the

its influence among some ASEAN members to ensure

decisions reached therein. Huisken (2009) argued that

that the association will not be able to include the

this was, in fact, a byproduct of a lack of interest on

regional agenda issues that might undermine China's

the part of the great powers regarding who was

interests or embarrass it in an international forum.

nominally in charge. He argued that the prominent

This is particularly important with regard to the South

role that ASEAN has played on the multilateral front

China Sea and Taiwan and is illustrative of the thin

is, in part, a reflection of the continuing ambivalence

line that separates China's tolerance of ASEAN and its

among the major powers on who should be accepted

position as the driving force behind East Asian

sustainability

of

the

existing

regional
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regionalism as well as its unwillingness to accept the

participation

in

regional

affairs

because

of

its

supersession of ASEAN-supported regional norms over

weakened global stature and, thus, has become more

what it considers to be its national interest.34)

strident in its involvement in territorial disputes in the
region (Suryodiningrat 2013; Jia 2013). The Trump

It is not just about China's activities, however, as

Administration's accession to power has not changed

ASEAN's position is in no way enhanced by how the

the strategic picture for the United States. The

United

regional

Rebalancing Strategy has since given way to the Free

cooperation on specific issues overlaid with strategic

and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy, yet there is no

competition.

In 2011, the Obama Administration

change in the way that the US sees China as a

pushed what became known as the US rebalancing

strategic competitor and a threat to the stability of

strategy to Asia. Central to it was the shifting of 60

the region because of the way it uses predatory

percent of US naval power to the Pacific as well as

economics

to

the re-establishment of US political and economic

militarizing

features

leadership in the region. The Obama Administration

(Department

had always emphasized the point that this strategy

continued or undertaken new initiatives that clearly

was not specifically a response to the emergence of

have

China as a dominant power in the Asia Pacific.

Particularly galling to China are the freedom of

Whether this is true or not, the rise of China has

navigation operations in the South China Sea (which

caught the attention of strategic planners in the

are supposed to be seen as challenging China's

United States. In January 2012, the Department of

excessive territorial claims to its waters, which have

Defense announced that among the priorities of the

no basis in international law) and the trade war

US defense posture was the necessity to rebalance

initiated by the Trump Administration in 2018. The

toward the Asia-Pacific region as over the long term,

rationale

China's emergence as a regional power will have the

important at this point

potential to affect the U.S. economy and our security

to Chinese responses with intended or unintended

in

consequences for the region is.

a

States

variety

deals

of

with

ways

China

limited

(Department

of

Defense

to

do

for

intimidate

of

in

the

Defense

with

its

these

its

neighbors
South

2018:1).

China
The

relationship

activities

is

while

not

Sea

US

with

has

China.

particularly

that US policies are leading

2012:2). Again, whether or not the pivot is directed
against

an

emergent

China,

the

Chinese

are

Ever

since Organski

(1968)

talked about

power

responding as if it were the case. An argument has

transitions, there has always been sensitivity to the

been made in Chinese policy and academic circles

dynamics of competition between dominant powers

about how the U.S. feels compelled to increase its

and emergent ones. Realist International Relations has
pointed to this convergence as one of the most

34) Huisken infers that tolerance for ASEAN's leadership role in the region is
contingent on ASEAN being able to gauge where the limits of major
power interests lie. If an ASEAN initiative runs too close to challenging
those interests, then the great power concerned would likely make it
known and that the initiative is to be dropped or some form of
modification to the initiative was to be adopted. China's opposition for
instance to an EAS with a membership which included India, Australia,
and New Zealand as founding members (and thus leaving open the
future entry of the United States into the Summit gathering) was made
clear in its insistence that ASEAN acknowledge that the real engine-room
for community-building in East Asia would remain the narrower APT
forum (Huisken 2009:9-10).
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dangerous periods in history because this normally
leads to what Gilpin (1981) referred to as hegemonic
wars. Graham Allison (2017) referenced historical
literature of close to two millennia and a half ago to
describe the current situation between the United
States and China as akin to the power dynamic of
Sparta and Athens. What is described, however, is

the strong possibility of war between dominant and

These developments may at first glance not be that

emerging powers preceded by an intense competitive

significant as far as the New Southern Policy is

relationship. It is precisely this situation that seems to

concerned, since it is represented as an economic

be emerging in the relationship between the US and

policy thrust. However, Korea's branding as a middle

China, which threatens to enmesh the region in its

power becomes an important aspect of its relations

net.

with ASEAN states. In its pursuit of regional linkages,

In this context, whatever great power modus vivendi

this commonality could play an important role in its

provided the basis for their support for ASEAN and

approach to potential strategic partnerships in the

ASEAN-driven multilateralism (Goh 2012; Tow 2012)

region. Developments within ASEAN, however, may

is unraveling, and together with it is the breaking

have an impact on the role that Korea is seeking for

down

ASEAN

itself. How Korea maneuvers to be able to stake out

that the

its position and role in the shifting geopolitics of the

indirect nature of ASEAN's leadership (particularly its

region will depend, to a significant extent, on how it

penchant for finding consensus) makes it slow-acting

develops its relations with ASEAN. More to the point,

in terms of making decisions and what effect those

South Korea's approach towards contributing to the

decision might lead to. This cannot compete with the

strengthening of ASEAN and the sustainability of the

immediate and extensive impact of great power

regional

interaction,

which

paralleled by its efforts at strengthening the resilience

undermining

its

of

the

foundational

Centrality. Huisken (2009)

tends

rivals

element

of

pointed out

to

be

diplomatically,

directed

at

economically,

security

architecture

built

around

it

is

of individual ASEAN states.

politically, and even militarily. The varied effects these
dynamics

have

wrought

on

the

region

have

increasingly dictated the tempo of regional affairs.

Philippines-Korea relations: The bilateral

And these developments are shaping regional order in

context of the NSP's peace component

a way that ASEAN is nearly powerless to do anything
about. The experience in ASEAN since 2000 has

At the ASEAN-South Korea Commemorative Summit

paved the way for continued engagement, with

at Busan in November 2019, President Moon Jae-in

platforms for dialogue and cooperation provided by

met with President Rodrigo Duterte of the Philippines.

existing albeit fragile institutional arrangements for

The

engagement

and

Memoranda of Understanding and other agreements

different groups (especially civil-society groups) in the

to cooperate on various fields of undertaking. It does

region

the

not explicitly include any agreement on security, but

advancement and institutionalization of norms and

both sides are considering elevating the relationship

values that the ASEAN states aspire to have and

into a Strategic Partnership with a purview that goes

share with South Korea. Nonetheless, the prospects

beyond the more traditional economic and technical

for sustaining these engagements and even expanding

cooperation. In fact, President Duterte promised that

them is largely dependent on the willingness of the

the Philippines will continue to find common cause

ASEAN states to continue working with countries that

and purpose with the Republic of Korea towards

shares its values on regional order.

enhancing our bilateral engagement and promoting

with

between
important

ASEAN

governments

consequences

for

meeting

resulted

in

the

signing

of

three

peace and stability in your region" (Garcia 2019).
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However, it is in the security realm that relations
between the Philippines and South Korea have been
growing at an exponential rate. Military relations
between the two countries started during the Korean
War

when the Philippine Government

sent and

maintained a battalion combat team to help enforce
the UN resolution against the aggression of North
Korea. Since then, the cooperation has increasingly
gone the other way as South Korea has been an
active arms supplier for the Armed Forces of the
President Duterte and President Moon shaking hands at their bilateral

Philippines (AFP). In the 1990s, South Korea donated

meeting on November 25, 2019. PRESIDENTIAL COMMUNICATIONS

some of their F-5A/B fighter jets to the Philippine Air
Force as well as some of their T-41 trainer planes.

The bilateral relationship between the Philippines and
South Korea was established on March 3, 1949, with
the recognition of the Republic of Korea as a
sovereign state by the Philippines

the latter being

the fifth state to recognize the former and the first
among the current members of ASEAN to establish
diplomatic relations with it. Since then, relations have
ranged from traditional economic relations to more
extensive social exchanges.
South Korea is the sixth biggest trading partner of
the Philippines, while the Philippines was the third
most attractive Southeast Asian country for South
Korean investors in 2011. Other Southeast Asian
countries have since overtaken it as a destination for
investments from South Korea even as these have
continued to increase. Social exchanges can be seen
in the number of tourist arrivals from South Korea,
which, in the first half of 2019, numbered 946,025 
the single largest number of tourist arrivals from any
country to the Philippines. Tourist arrivals from South
Korea averaged 667642.18 from 1993 until 2019,
reaching an all time high of 1.6 million in 2017. For
2019, it was expected that not only would this
record be topped but that the 2 million milestone of
tourist arrivals would be reached (Cayon 2019).
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South Korea has also sold different small arms to the
Philippines. When the Philippine Air Force decided to
reinstate supersonic capability to its arsenal after the
retirement of its last F5A in 2005, the platform of
choice for a lead-in fighter was the FA-50 multirole
fighter from South Korea. Twelve of these were
purchased by the Philippines and now form the
mainstay of the Philippine Air Force's air defense
capability.
On

November

8

2019,

a

Memorandum

of

Understanding was signed between the Department
of National Defense of the Philippines and Hyundai
Heavy Industries for the building of two corvettes.
While financing for the two new warships has yet to
be finalized, the agreement constitutes a deepening
of the cooperation between the two countries on
naval defense equipment (Viray 2019). As noted
above, South Korea has been a major defense partner
for

the

Philippines

in

its

continuing

defense

modernization program (Parameswaran 2019a). What
is less noticed is how much South Korea has been
instrumental in strengthening an area in Philippine
defense which had only been given serious attention
in recent years. The FA-50 purchase caught most of
the

Philippine

public's

attention,

but

as

an

archipelago, it is the development of the Philippine

a way of mitigating the less extreme effects of this

Navy and the Coast Guard that really contributes to

emerging environment as there is very little that can

the upgrading of the country's defense capability.

be done about its more extreme consequences.

Furthermore, it is in this area that South Korea has
been playing a significant role. Aside from the new

This is not to say that bilateral relations between the

corvettes being contracted in 2019, the Philippine

Philippines and South Korea on security are not

Navy had commissioned the BRP Conrado Yap, a

without its difficulties. Challenges include language

corvette capable of anti-submarine operations, in

barriers, gaps in technology development, and a

August 2019.

priority mismatch between the Philippines and the

This was formerly a Pohang-class

corvette of the South Korean Navy that had been

ROK.

purchased by the Philippines (Viray 2019). The first

difficulties are trumped by the common concerns that

missile-capable warships of the Philippine Navy are

point to the need to strengthen security relations.

the BRP Jose Rizal and BRP Antonio Luna, contracted

More importantly, improvements in bilateral defense

in 2016 and expected to be operational in 2020 and

cooperation can only contribute to the strengthening

2021, respectively (Hyundai Heavy 2019). The three

of regional security arrangements, particularly those

frigates

involving

that

are

being

operated

by

the

obstacles

ASEAN-driven

represented

multilateral

by

these

arrangements.

the former Hamilton-class Coast

Bilateral relations between the Philippines and South

will also be upgraded by Hanwha

Korea have been strong and continue to be so, but

Philippine Navy
Guard Cutters

currently

Yet,

Systems Co. of South Korea. The contract award

its

includes

combat

strengthening the prospects of the New Southern

management systems, sonar capabilities, and electronic

Policy in successfully enhancing regional cooperation,

capabilities (Parameswaran 2019b).

particularly in the realm of security.

boosting

the

three

ships'

most

important

potential

contribution

is

in

The deepening of defense relations between the
Philippines and South Korea has proven to be popular
within the Philippine military. In a talk entitled
PH-ROK

Defense

Cooperation:

Prospects

Challenges presented on 22 July 2019,

and

Captain

Dianne Despi of the Corps of Professors of the
Armed Forces of the Philippines pointed out how
much the NSP contributes to the diversification of the
partnerships the country's military has in terms of
defense cooperation. More importantly, she stressed
on

the

convergence

perceptions
environment

of

the

created

of

interests

wrought

by

increasingly uncertain security
by

the

US-China

strategic

competition and shared by the Philippines and South
Korea. The deepening of security ties and cooperation
between the Philippines and South Korea was seen as

Conclusion
The New Southern Policy constitutes the consolidation
of South Korean initiatives to strengthen relations
with ASEAN. More importantly, it is a significant part
of current regional dynamics in the Asia Pacific
region. At one level, it exemplifies a realization of
South Korea's self-identification as a middle power
and the support for multilateral arrangements and
regional cooperation as a mechanism for enhancing
not only economic and social relations but also the
regional peace and stability that it connotes. To this
end,

ASEAN

and

ASEAN-driven

multilateral

arrangements have been the primary game in town
and are a natural target for South Korean initiatives
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along

these

lines.

The

aforementioned

goal

of

member states. The Philippines is one of the members

enhancing South Korea's relations with ASEAN and

with the potential to work with South Korea in

diversifying its own engagements from one dominated

strengthening regional arrangements. Together with

by relations with the major powers to one that

some other ASEAN states, South Korea, through the

includes the ASEAN states are things that the NSP is

NSP, could play an important role in redirecting the

supposed to facilitate. What is clear in terms of

region away from the potentially dangerous path it is

priorities, however, is that the NSP builds on the

being driven towards by the competitive dynamics

existing foundations of ASEAN-South Korea relations

between the great powers.

which have tended to emphasize economic cooperation
and social exchanges. Yet, it is the NSP's emphasis
on peace and regional security that is probably the
most relevant in the current strategic environment in
the region.
Ironically,

this

is

also

the

least

developed

and

thought-out aspect of the NSP, and, this is also the
area where ASEAN and the multilateral arrangements
it has built are most vulnerable in as far as the
effects of the intensifying competition between the
US and China is concerned. A third irony is that this
is also the best chance of moderating the effects of
that competition perhaps the best option (no matter
if the chances of success does not give one much
room for optimism) of mitigating what Allison (2017)
has referred to as the Thucydides Trap, making it less
inevitable. Therefore, South Korea's NSP should give
increasing attention to strengthening ASEAN Centrality
or, at least, strengthening ASEAN-driven multilateral
arrangements. It is not satisfying to say that the best
option at palliating the effects of the competition
between the US and China is to work harder at
making ASEAN and the security architecture built
around

it

more

effective

and

more

impactful.

However, it may be the only thing that can be done.
Strengthening ASEAN at the organizational level,
however, might be less effective given the intra- and
extra-regional dynamics affecting it than working
bilaterally with individual perhaps even select ASEAN
64
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Two Major Middle Powers in East Asia: New Southern
Policy of Republic of Korea (ROK) and the maritime
“fulcrum” of Indonesia
Tai Wei Lim
Associate Professor - Singapore University of Social Sciences

Introduction and Historical Background

With the setting up of a Sectoral Dialogue Partnership

Concept of Middle Power
The concept of 'middle power' arose from the West,
yielded by states that were small in population but
had other attributes that allowed them to punch
above their

weight,

The Republic of Korea

including the possession of

plentiful natural resources, advanced economies, soft
power influence, and other features.

Middle powers

are said to have risen due to a power vacuum
created by the collapse of the Cold War's bipolar
system, which had been replaced by a multipolar one
(Poetri, Govindasamy, and MD Akhir 2018). Others
attempt to quantify middle power diplomacy by
benchmarking them against their achievements. The
Republic of Korea (ROK) is often hailed as a proactive
bringer of peace to the Korean Peninsula from the
Sunshine Policy of Kim Daejung to the Trump-Kim

with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in 1989, South Korea has greatly increased
its

diplomatic,

economic,

and

developmental

engagements with this group. After establishing the
Partnership, between 1989 to 2017, The Republic of
Korea (ROK) and ASEAN bilateral trade increased
from US$26.8 billion to US$118.8 billion (Niceforo
n.d.). In 2012, South Korea set up an embassy in
Indonesia that specializes in ROK-ASEAN bilateral
exchanges; this was a product of former President
Lee Myung-bak's New Asia Initiative that emphasized
augmenting official development assistance (ODA),
widening trade networks, and multilateral cooperation
on international concerns such as climate change and
natural disaster management (Niceforo n.d.).

summit facilitation of President Moon Jae-in.
In the Republic of Korea, anxieties over the stability
In some scenarios, middle powers depend on major
power self-restraint to avoid aggressively dominating
the international system in order to have their voices
heard. On the other hand, some argue that it is
precisely the retreat of major powers that provides
opportune moments for middle powers to thrive; the
reluctance (or perceived reluctance) on the part of
super

powers

to

intervene

in

regional

conflicts

appears to give middle powers the opportunity to
step up and play a more vigorous role in regional
and global politics.

of the Korean Peninsula are exacerbated by major
power competition, particularly between the US and
China (both perceived and actual incidents of rivalry).
This

is

reluctance

sometimes
on

the

intermingled
part

of

with

major

fears

of

powers

for

intervention in Korean Peninsula crises. As a result,
South Korea has tried to fill in the diplomatic gap
where major powers have shown reluctance or are
disinterested in taking up. For example, South Korea
has, of recent vintage, played an active facilitator of
talks

and

communications

between US President
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Donald J. Trump, alongside his administration, and

Sea while the United States (US) is making moves to

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un's regime. Talks for

limit Chinese influence in the region. Other countries

facilitating geopolitical peace in the Korean Peninsula

are also looking to tap into the region's potential by

is

directing

not

the only project

for

the South Korean

diplomatic establishment.

their

foreign

policies

here.

One

prime

example of this is South Korea's New Southern Policy
(NSP), which has the main goal of intensifying

South Korea also exerts tremendous capacity building

relations with ASEAN. In November 2018, South

efforts for ASEAN countries' economic development

Korean President Moon Jae-in announced in a Jakarta

and industrialization. However, it is a latecomer in

gathering: "Korean diplomacy in Asia has been more

this arena; Japan has had a production network set

toward Japan, China and Russia. But I see that it

up in the Southeast Asian region for decades while

should expand to new horizons" (Ariffin 2019). Like

China is catching up with its Belt and Road Initiative

Beijing's announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative

(BRI) projects focused on enhancing connectivity.

(BRI, formerly known as One Belt One Road or

South Korea's latecomer status is indicative in the

OBOR), South Korea released details of the New

crowded engagements major powers had with ASEAN

Southern Policy in Indonesia, often considered the

in the ASEAN Summit and the East Asian Summit

most important and largest country in Southeast Asia.

(Singapore) in November 2018. In these events, the

President Moon's announcement coincides with the

Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin, Japanese

celebration of the 30th anniversary of South Korean

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (with the historically

relations with ASEAN.

longest political tenure in recent Japanese political
history) were busy wheeling and dealing geopolitically

President Moon's efforts builds upon two decades of

and

Asian

ASEAN-ROK relations and trade/commerce exchanges.

counterparts. Beijing's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)

In 2018, ASEAN become the second largest trading

and US intention to partake in ASEAN's smart cities

partner for ASEAN while South Korea was 5th for

initiatives, as indicated by US Vice President (VP) Mike

Southeast Asia (Ariffin 2019). Unlike South Korea's

Pence and with 15 pilot cities having been picked by

sometimes challenging relations with Northeast Asian

ASEAN

pioneer

partners (e.g. the Terminal High Altitude Air Defense

technologies in this field, are also noteworthy. But

THAAD missile system episode with Beijing or/and the

South Korea is presented with a similar opportunity to

historical war memory and trade dispute with Japan),

tap into this lucrative region of 600 million people

ASEAN

through its New Southern Policy.

perspectives with South Korea. Additionally, they are

strategically

under

with

Singapore's

their

Southeast

leadership

to

shares

many

common

viewpoints

and

unsaddled with historical problems or geopolitical
The opportunity presented in Southeast Asia is clear;

proximity resulting in overlapping territorial claims.

the region's economy is one of the fastest growing in
the world, and it has a market with over 600 million

In fact, ASEAN presents itself as an additional option

consumers. Another reason why many countries are

for buffering or hedging, or as a coping mechanism

vying for the region's attentions is its geopolitical

in occasional eruptions of tensions. Some even go to

importance. Southeast Asia is currently enmeshed in a

the extent of arguing that South Korea could have

territorial dispute with China over the South China

turned to ASEAN tourism when trade and tourism
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were affected by tensions in bilateral foreign relations

been steadily increasing. They can be expanded

between Northeast Asian states. For example, there

further, particularly in the youth - for example, if

were

young leaders and stakeholder on both sides engage

boycotts

against

products/supermarkets/popular

South
cultural

Korean
items

and

Korean-bound tourism in China during the THAAD

in issues like sustainability,

climate change,

and

ethically responsible tourism.

episode with Beijing. Beijing was displeased with
South Korean hosting the US THAAD missile system

While not as close with its immediate neighbors,

and tensions were only defused when the Korean

Southeast Asia is also physically located close to the

authorities agreed to suspend the deployment of a

Korean Peninsula. Both are also caught in between

second system. Another example is the ongoing trade

US-China rivalry and strive to not pick sides in all

tensions with Tokyo sparked off by historical issues

issues. The Republic of Korea is a close and ironclad

and tit-for-tat trade restrictions. Ideally, of course,

US ally while ASEAN consists of countries that are US

South Korea should continue to have best of relations

allies (the Philippines, Thailand via Cobra Gold), US

with Tokyo given that both are liberal democracies

strategic

under the US alliance umbrella and have similar

Myanmar), Five Power Defense Arrangement FPDA

values and strategic concerns, making them natural

members

allies.

hardliners

partners
with

(Singapore,

US

towards

(Brunei,
China

pre-Rohingya
Malaysia,

(Vietnam)

crisis

Singapore),
and

Beijing

youhao friends (Cambodia, Laos). Thus, ASEAN is an
South Korea has repaired the fallout from the THAAD

important

hedge

episode, but there is no guarantee that it would not

crowded

happen again given that Seoul is a reliable long time

Southeast Asia embodies both geopolitical influences

alliance partner of the US. South Korea can turn to

from the US and China.

with

for

South

Korea

large

power

politics,

in

a
given

region
that

Southeast Asia as a buffer region in case of tensions
with its nearest neighbors. China makes up nearly
50% of South Korea's incoming tourists while LG
Economic Research Institute estimated they consumed
US$13.7 billion worth of goods and services in South
Korea in 2015, making up more than 62% of its
foreign tourism revenue (Niceforo n.d.). While there is
a limit to how much buffering Southeast Asia can
attain, nevertheless, it is another option to turn to in
times of unexpected crises. At the same time, while
accepting tourists from Southeast Asia, South Korea
can

also

present

their

cultural

offerings

and

THAAD conflict between ROK and China.
MAEIL BUSINESS NEWS KOREA

experiences to Southeast Asians, becoming a kind of
people-to-people exchange in and of itself. Doing so

In terms of free trade, the Republic of Korea has in

would achieve two goals through the same activity.

place bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with

Since the 2017 ASEAN-ROK Cultural Exchange Year,

Vietnam, Indonesia, and Singapore and a Free Trade

cultural exchanges and youth interactions area have

Area (AKFTA) with ASEAN. The Republic of Korea's
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official development assistance (ODA) to ASEAN in

This marks the Republic of Korea's major foray into

2015 is about 25% of the country's total US$1.9

continental Southeast Asia as an institutional player

billion ODA, two times more than its amount in 2010

and possibility work with of its most important

(Niceforo n.d.). South Korea is also a participant in

natural resources. As a direct player with an upstream

Beijing-supported and ASEAN-driven/centric Regional

presence in that region, Beijing is an early player in

Comprehensive

that

Economic

Partnership

(RCEP)

that

area

with

the

China, Japan, India, New Zealand, and Australia,

projects can be another option and may not invoke

which includes items like trade in goods and services,

or carry as much political scrutiny as Chinese projects.

foreign investments, and dispute settlement. In the

It could also mark South Korea's emerging presence

economic sphere, two way trade and commerce

in both continental overland as well as maritime

volume between ASEAN and South Korea increased

Southeast Asian regions.

6% to US$120 billion from January to September

Even when considering maritime Southeast

2018 when seen in the same period of time (Jan to

unlike

Sept 2017), and the goal is to hit US$200 billion by

geopolitical baggage. The Republic of Korea is neither

2020

the

a claimant state nor an expansionist entity in the

ASEAN-Korea Center, which has been running for ten

South China Sea; Seoul conforms to its international

years, has been a major institution for encouraging

maritime

engagements between South Korea and ASEAN. More

appropriate to work with South Korea. The Republic

can be done as the Republic of Korea expands

of Korea is also located in an idea position to play

region-wide engagements to sub regional outreach

the role of the intermediary between Northeast Asia

(Mekong sub-region). In this way, the Republic of

and Southeast Asia through the New Southern Policy

Korea fully engages both flanks of Southeast Asia's

as well as the New Northern Policy (consisting of

geographical

Japan, China, Russia and Mongolia). As it plays this

2019).

spread:

Capacity-building

its

continental

wise,

as

well

as

South

norms.

In

Korea

that

but

South

River

Cooperation

(Ariffin

initiatives,

Mekong

includes the trading members of ASEAN, South Korea,

China,

(LMC)

Lancang

does

sense,

not

Korean

Asia,

have

politically,

any

it

is

role, some commentators/observers/analyst opined that

maritime components.

Seoul can also have less reliance on their traditional
South Korea hosted a ROK-ASEAN summit with all

partners in New Northern Policy and the West (Ariffin

ASEAN leaders in 2019. There are also plans for the

2019). This suggests some form of hedging effect

Republic of Korea to extend its capacity-building

and

efforts into sub-regions within Southeast Asia with

trade/economics/commerce and geopolitical mileage.

the

will

Rather than saying it can have less reliance on its

mobilize the heads of states found in the Mekong

traditional partners and neighbors, this essay argues

River region (Lao People's Democratic Republic PDR,

that the Republic of Korea can have additional ones.

inaugural

Cambodia,

Korea-Mekong

Myanmar,

Vietnam

Summit

and

which

Thailand)

diversifying

South

Korea's

sources

of

to

discuss relevant and pertinent issues. South Korea can

As of 2019, Korean diplomacy appears to have

market its technology for hydropower, water filtration,

several significant features. It is all encompassing and

and dam construction technologies to the Southeast

not

Asian companies found in this region.

ASEAN. For example, Brunei is included in President

only

specialized

in

specific

countries

within

Moon's three-country tour of Southeast Asia. In the
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past, diplomatic energies were focused a select group

to work together. Indonesia went up to 72nd in a

within the region (Parameswaran 2019). Within 20

ranking out of 190 countries (in comparison to their

years, Moon became the first Korean president to visit

ranking of 91 in 2017) when surveyed by the World

the oil-rich kingdom. Both ASEAN and the Republic

Bank

of Korea have to consider the issues to be covered

testimony to popular President Jokowi's economic

bilaterally under enhanced cooperation. How does one

reform initiatives since October 2014 (Bayundi 2018).

for

its

Ease of

Doing Business

Index,

a

maximize resources provided by the Republic of Korea
for capacity building Southeast Asia? How does one

Commercially, South Korean commercial presence is

ensure

that

already visible in its consumption spaces. Samsung

Southeast Asia is such a diverse region? It is also

smart phones are already a top seller in Indonesia,

dependent on visionary top leaders' abilities within

Lotte marts cater to Indonesian consumers while, all

South Korea to maintain and sustain the New

over Southeast Asia, South Korea drama series and

Southern Policy, and reach a broad consensus for its

popular

sustainability, especially among the top echelons of its

amongst various audiences. Indonesia and ASEAN

government.

tourists are also visiting South Korea, with a rising

evenness

in

implementation

given

culture

(K-Pop)

are

enjoying

popularity

regional middle class that has increasing consumption
power. Korean food, including indigenized versions of
the cuisines, are sprouting up all over Indonesia.

Indonesia35)
Economic links between the Republic of Korea and
Indonesia are already very strong. Indonesia is keen to
attract

the

South

Korean

small

and

medium

enterprises (SMEs) getting out of China for potential
growth in other locations (Bayundi 2018) and to
avoid the impact of the Sino-US trade war, with
industries formerly situated in China are already
moving to Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand.

South Korean restaurants are competing head-to-head
with Chinese and Japanese restaurants in the malls
and food courts in the capital city of Jakarta. In the
first week of August 2018, Hyundai decided to
establish industries in Indonesia to manufacture their
cars. Based on these facts, it becomes apparent that
South Korean brands are penetrating the Southeast
Asian markets in various ways.

This opportunity to attract foreign investment was
revealed in a closed-door dialogue organized by the
Korea International Trade Association (KITA), Jakarta,
and the Indonesian Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (KADIN), which have become major lobby
groups for closer economic relations, especially as
KADIN takes the feedback - including negative ones from KITA seriously (Bayundi 2018). There are many
economic incentives and mutualism for both countries

The leaders of Indonesia and the Republic of Korea
visited each other in 2017 and 2018 to enhance
bilateral relationship by elevating it to a special
strategic partnership. In dealing with Southeast Asia
and ASEAN, it is impossible to avoid engaging with
its largest player. Indonesia remained open to trade
and commerce even when colonial-era state firms
were nationalized during the Sukarno years in the
name of newfound nationalism in the decolonization
era. It stayed within the orbit of a West-led global

35) A part of the section on Indonesia is derived from: Lim, Tai Wei. n.d.
Asian Diplomacy: The "Fulcrum" Role of Two Major Power in East Asia.
GSIS Seoul National University. Retrieved on Jan 1, 2018
(http://publication.gsis.snu.ac.kr/?download_doc_id=6506).

capitalist system and later received Japan's overseas
developmental assistance for economic development.
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In the Cold War, Indonesia's political affiliation was

and how China intends to shape the region in

ambiguous

Non-Aligned

accordance with its world view. President Xi's speech

Movement (NAM), neither wanting to be too close to

reveals much about Sino-Indonesian friendship from a

the Soviet Union nor the US-led free world. The

Sinocentric point of view. It considers Indonesia as

Indonesian city of Bandung even hosted the NAM

having a "traditional friendship" with China and,

and was the site of the declaration of non-alignment

despite the wide expanse of the South China Sea, Xi

in the Bandung conference.

argues that China and Indonesia "face each other

as

it

belonged

to

the

across the sea" ("Speech by Chinese President Xi
The NAM powers struck a middle path between the

Jinping" 2013).

two superpowers. Indonesia went from a country that
was friendly to both the Soviet Union and the

Indonesia has been a major participant in Beijing's

People's Republic of China in the Sukarno era to an

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) funding but is careful to

anti-Communist and non-aligned power in Southeast

balance it with projects with Japan and the West.

Asia as well as a founding member of the Association

Jakarta has embraced China's MSR (Maritime Silk

of

Road) component of the BRI: (commentary from

Southeast

anti-Communist

Asian

Nations

regional

(ASEAN),

organization

an

in its

early

Jakarta Post)

SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization) years
of

…AIIB's share may mean that Indonesia's maritime

Vietnamese communism spreading to Southeast Asia

highways and ports may become integral parts of

following

China's

(SEATO

was
the

formed

to

domino

arrest

theory).

the
In

threat

some

ways,

Indonesia desired to be a non-aligned middle power;
this instinct for a non-aligned status and their
self-awareness

of

past

greatness

are

probably

MSR

as

well.

Indonesia's

sea

lanes

of

communications will then be complemented by the
west-east

connectivity,

through

the

Java

Sea

to

Makassar and Sorong in Papua and back, in further
boosting Indonesia's maritime economic development.

propelling Indonesia as a middle power player in

Indonesia's maritime highway concept may develop into

regional and global affairs.

the MSR super maritime highway. (Luhulima 2014)

According to this interpretation of the MSR, there is

Significance of OBOR and AIIB to

complementarity between it and Indonesia's own

contemporary Sino-Indonesian bilateral ties

plans for economic development through connecting
its far flung archipelagic islands from East to West.

The symbolic significance of the Republic of Korea's
announcement

of

the

New

Southern

Policy

is

comparable to Chinese President Xi Jinping choice of

Indonesia's port cities desire to be dynamic nodes of
import-export trade as ASEAN and East Asia integrate
economically with each other.

Indonesia as the premium site to publicly announce
the initiation of the new Maritime Silk Road (MSR)
on October 3, 2013. It is important to carefully
analyze President

Xi's speech to the Indonesian

parliament in detail to understand the vision that his
administration has in store for Indonesia in the MSR
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Realizing the geopolitical risks of Chinese dominance
in the OBOR region, Indonesia has taken several
countermeasures. Luhulima, a senior researcher at the
Center for Political Studies, Indonesian Institute of
Sciences

(LIPI)

based

in

Jakarta,

suggested

that

Indonesia should adopt the following countermeasures

status quo geopolitical order that has served the

for balancing against China's strength in OBOR. He

region well in the postwar decade. When Indonesia's

asked for Indonesia to lobby for a few executive

interests are violated, e.g. when Chinese, Vietnamese

positions in AIIB to uphold its national interests in

and other fishing trawlers are caught wandering into

MSR, enhance its naval weapons and military systems

their waters, the fishermen are detained while their

to guard the sea-lanes under its jurisdiction, and

boats are dynamited. President Jokowi's administration

monitor naval movements in its maritime territories

has

(Luhulima 2014).

In a forum on One Belt One Road

fulcrum," and, thus, it welcomes Chinese investments

in

Bali,

and

that boost connectivity between its islands but shuns

community representatives from China and ASEAN,

military dominance by China. Indonesia has skillfully

Bantarto Bandoro of the Indonesian Defense University

maintained this balance in the past, even at the

argued that "…Indonesia should not allow itself to be

height of the Cold War, procuring weapons from the

used by China to persuade other ASEAN members to

Soviet, engaging politically and economically with

cooperate" ("In Indonesia" 2015).

Washington, becoming an important leading member

Nusa

Dua,

attended

by

officials

self-styled

Indonesia

as

a

"global

maritime

of ASEAN, projecting a non-aligned image, and
Strategic interests such as the current overwhelming

accepting developmental assistance from Japan.

focus on maritime disputes in contemporary media
outlets and academic forums are not the only ways

Indonesia

assumed

to discuss relations between the largest state in

simultaneously. In that sense, it was a middle power

Northeast Asia and the biggest country in Southeast

fulcrum balancing the interests of even larger and/or

Asia. Focusing on economic mutualism may serve as a

more powerful states. There is no reason to argue

useful bilateral platform of analysis when it comes to

against continued Indonesian success in doing so in

assessing the national interests of various big powers

the near future with the rise of China and its

active in the region and how emerging powers like

OBOR/AIIB initiatives. Indonesia also has a newfound

Indonesia aggregate these interests. It also reflects the

confidence in being a trillion dollar economy within

policy dilemma that Southeast Asian countries face,

the increasingly influential G-20 circle of economies,

which is the need to engage with China economically

in addition to its traditional role as a 'big brother'

and maintain security arrangements with the US and

within

its network of allies that have a track record of

prominent fast-developing economies, Indonesia may

guarding the sea-lanes and maintaining peace and

further

stability in the region in the postwar years.

international community.

the

all

ASEAN

highlight

these

family.

its

multiple

Together

autonomous

identities

with

voice

in

other
the

2018 saw a flurry of deals between South Korea and

The ASEAN framework: separation of

Indonesia. Indonesian President Joko Widodo and

economics and politics?

South Korean President Moon Jae-in met at the

Indonesia, like most other Southeast Asian states,

on 10 September 2018. In a forum attended by

remains rational and neutral in favor of an ASEAN-led

President Jokowi, Indonesian and South Korean firms

("ASEAN in the driver's seat") regionalism within a

inked a treaty for business deals valued at US$6.2

Republic of Korea's Presidential Blue House in Seoul
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billion in 15 memorandums of understanding (MOU)

success of the New Southern Policy will depend on

and

firms

several factors for sustainability. Meanwhile, ASEAN is

Parkland, LS Cable & System Asia Ltd, Sae-A Trading,

likely to grow in importance as it quietly formed the

Taekwang Industrial Co Ltd, World Power Tech, and

ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in December

InterVet carried investment promises that came up to

2015. Each individual country within ASEAN is likely

US$446 million, which were infrastructure developments

to continue to develop economically while strengthening

that could meet the exponentially increasing demand

their collective trade links in a sustainable manner at

for electricity in Indonesia (Potkin and Park 2018).

a pace comfortable to everyone.

six

Hyundai

investment

Engineering

items.

&

South

Construction

Korean

Co

Ltd

is

progressing with a US$470 million hydro-power station
in Indonesia and has put forward an agreement for
collaboration in this project with a South Korean
power company and an Indonesian company, while
Doosan Heavy Industries & Construction Co Ltd
intends to construct two coal-fired power stations
valued at US$1.68 billion in Indonesia (Potkin and
Park 2018).

Conclusion
The Republic of Korea and Indonesia are firmly
embedded in ASEAN-led regionalism, which is open,
loose,

and welcoming of non-East Asian states'

participation, including the US, European Union (EU),
Russia, and Australia, among others. In that kind of
open and loose spirit, Indonesia was the most
supportive ASEAN country with regards to Seoul's
initiative to invite North Korea Leader Kim Jong Un to
the ASEAN-South Korea meeting in November 2019.
In reciprocity, the Republic of Korea is very sensitive
and skillful in ensuring that ASEAN centrality and
ASEAN centric issues do not get marginalized in the
meeting, should it transpire. As for Indonesian-South
Korean trade ties, specifically, Indonesian President
Widodo mentioned to the international press in
September 2018 that he hopes that bilateral trade
between the two countries can achieve US$30 billion
by 2022 (Potkin and Park 2018). The continued
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long and untainted engagement, which could quickly

Introduction
Since the end of Korean War in 1953, the Republic
of Korea has been treated as a living testimony that
the Cold War has not yet officially ended. It is a
developed and democratic country that is facing
imminent threats daily from a Leninist-Marxist regime
in

the

North.

Tensions

along

the

dividing

line

between the two Koreas at Panmunjom continue to
feature in global media headlines and international
agendas for the past seven decades. However, this
situation will change dramatically in the near future if
South Korea's New Southern Policy (NSP) can be

lay a strong foundation of commitment and mutual
trust. At this juncture, given the uncertainty and
unpredictability in international environment and the
heavy-handed

strategic

competition

among

major

powers, South Korea and other middle power countries
have to take up the leading role in shaping the
future of this neighborhood in a sustainable manner.
One caveat is in order; the NSP must be sustainable
over time, regardless of a new government in power
in the future. It will take years, if not an entire
decade, for the NSP to produce any tangible results.

implemented in a comprehensive manner. The NSP is
all about cooperation for people, prosperity and peace,
pivotal

Korea and ASEAN as middle power countries

components that could secure enduring peace and

By all definitions, South Korea is a middle power

stability, which could break new ground in the region.

country which is rising fast under the leadership of

known

as

the

3P-community.

They

are

President Moon Jae-in. As the world's 11th biggest
Realizing its growing economic and political power

economy, the region's fourth largest as well as a

after the quick and successful recovery from its

member of the G20, South Korea has a crucial role

economic crisis in 1997, South Korea embarked on a

to play in shaping both regional and global orders.

journey to define its own diplomatic pathway as a

However, before Moon came into power two years

middle power country. As a result of this, it has

ago, Seoul had been focusing its diplomatic efforts

come up with the NSP a comprehensive framework

on looping in North Korea, hoping that Pyongyang

to engage all countries in Southeast Asia and India,

would become a part of a normal and non-nuclear

which are closely intertwined in terms of both history

nation, living in peace with the South. If this scenario

and culture. These two regions have greater potential

happens, the whole regionNortheast and Southeast

than other regions for people on all sides to grow

Asiawould be at peace. Now, South Korea has

closer and work together for common peace and

changed its diplomatic approach and strategy in

prosperity.

dealing with the North through a diversification of
engagements and dialogues with other

Most importantly, all concerned countries under the

southern

neighbors, ASEAN in particular.

NSP framework have a clean and amiable history of
Navigating Power Dynamics
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For over a decade, South Korea relied heavily on a

Korean peace process. While the Singapore Summit

multilateral platform, known as the Six-Party Talks

managed to lay the groundwork for the grouping's

(SPT), to discuss the denuclearization of North Korea

further involvement, it was the Hanoi Summit in

with Pyongyang and concerned players, including the

Vietnam that had cemented the role of ASEAN in this

US, Russia, China and Japan. When the SPT reached

endeavor. During their four-day stay in Hanoi, the

an impasse in 2003, South Korea has also continued

North Korean leader and his delegates had first-hand

to different ways and means to engage with North

experiences of the outcome of peace dividends with

Korea, mainly through bilateral diplomacy. However,

impressive economic progress and the international

that approach yielded little results due to the lack of

recognition of Vietnam.

wider support from other countries in the region.
Seoul also realized that the Korean Peninsula had

More importantly, without any regime change since

been shaped and perceived as the intra-Korean

the end of the Indochina War nearly five decades

problem. On one hand, it is all about the two Koreas

ago, Vietnam has embarked on a continuous journey

working out their differences since the outbreak of

of economic progress and development. Today, the

the Korean War. On the other hand, there is the US,

country serves as a model of economic growth

which still has not yet signed a peace treaty with

among the developing countries that used to pursue

North Korea even though the Korean War had ended

a centralized economic system. Indeed, Vietnam has

in 1953 with an armistice agreement.

become

one

of

the

region's

most

integrated

economies, with a total of 16 free trade agreements.
However, the dynamics in the Korean Peninsula took

As such, Hanoi serves as a good economic model for

a

Pyongyang

new

turn

when

Pyongyang

began

to

test

to

emulate

without

endangering

its

missile-firings in all ranges starting from 2006. With

leadership and existing political structure. If North

constant pressure from South Korea, Japan, the US

Korea follows its commitment to denuclearization and

and international community, ASEAN has never failed

sanctioned verification by international teams, then

to issue a joint statement of concern whenever North

Vietnam's model is the most fitting for it. Other

Korea fired its projectiles eastward towards Japan.

ASEAN members would be able to chip in their

These days, the bloc's expressions of strong verbal

experiences to provide capacity training and other

support are no longer sufficient when President

areas to Pyongyang in order to prepare them for

Donald Thump decided to meet up with Kim Jong-un,

future socialization with the ASEAN community.

the North Korean leader, in Singapore last June and
then again in Vietnam at the end of February.
Trump's approach of direct communication with Kim

Mekong: The New Impetus for

has dismantle traditional patterns of diplomacy and

ASEAN-Korean Cooperation

dialogue involving the Korean Peninsula and the
denuclearization efforts for North Korea.

In September 2019, President Moon Jae-in fulfilled his
promise of visiting all ten ASEAN countries within the

As the venues of the Trump-Kim summits, Singapore

first two years of his administration. Indeed, no other

and Vietnam have quickly transformed ASEAN into a

South Korean administration has demonstrated such a

nascent middle power player in the complicated

keen interest in the grouping before. During his
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decades, which saw substantial investment and trade
with

the

ASEAN

member

countries,

especially

Vietnam; they have encouraged Seoul to do more.
Today, ASEAN-ROK ties are much more holistic and
diversified,

with

nearly

three

dozen

committees

covering political/security, economic, and socio-cultural
cooperation.
In the Mekong Region, South Korea can find niche
Five Mekong nations are participating the 1st Mekong-ROK Summit

and non-contested areas that it can excel in especially

on November 27, 2019. YONHAP NEWS

in the fields of water management, capacity building,
and training. Obviously, South Korean expertise in

recent visit to Thailand, Myanmar, and Laos, his key

high-end information technology could be useful to

message was succinct and clear: ASEAN is a growth

improve all connectivity, most especially in this private

engine of South Korean economy and also a reliable

subregion. As the region is growing in its importance

strategic partner of Korea. Moreover, he reaffirmed

as the new strategic area with contestation from all

that ASEAN and South Korea agree that the North

major

Korean nuclear issue should be resolved peacefully. As

developmental policy as outlined by the NSP without

such, he hoped that a peace regime could be

jeopardy. Most importantly, South Korea's provision of

established on the peninsula to foster regional peace

assistance to projects in the Mekong River would help

and stability. In addition, since Thailand, Myanmar,

to improve the cooperation among the riparian

and Laos are also the members of lower riparian

countries under the framework of the Ayawaddy-

countries along the mighty Mekong River, Moon's

Chaophraya-Mekong-Economic

existential interest is to embed South Korea in the

(ACMECs). It was welcoming news that Seoul had

heart of continental Southeast Asia by boosting dual

become a dialogue partner of ACMECS along with

ties between all members of ASEAN and at the same

others.

powers,

South

Korea

can

pursue

Cooperation

its

Strategy

time between countries specifically in the Mekong
subregion.

At the Mekong-Republic of Korea Summt, President
Moon had the opportunity to commit face-to-face

Ever since South Korea established bilateral ties with

with the leaders from the Mekong riparian countries.

ASEAN in 1989, their friendship has gone from

As a middle power country, South Korea's interest in

strength to strength.

their

assisting the developmental process and environmental

relations were focused on the security challenges on

protection regime should provide a firm foundation

the Korean Peninsula. However, in the past two

for the NSP to strengthen people-centered community

decades, economic cooperation, capacity building, and

and improve the overall quality of life of around 60

people-to-people exchanges have become dominant

million living along the Mekong delta.

In the first

decade,

features in their relationship. It must be said that the
South Korean private

sectors

have been paying

attention the ASEAN region throughout the past two
Navigating Power Dynamics
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GNP, yet their voices in major international institutions

The US-China strategic competition
When ASEAN was founded in 1967, the world was
still split between a free world on one side and a
communist world on the other side. It was easy for
ASEAN to play the game of brinksmanship. The

are still limited. At this juncture, it is hard to know
what China will do when its economic power exceeds
that of the US, the world's largest economy, in the
not-so-distant future.

competition between the US and the former Soviet
Union was fierce, lasting over five decades, and had
many ripple effects. The fall of communism in 1990

US and China rivalry: Implications for Korea

led many political scientists to believe that the new

and Thailand

liberal world would be the new history of mankind,

The National Security Strategy, released in November

overtaking other ideologies and political systems, but

2017, clearly pinpointed China and Russia as strategic

that proved to be untrue. The new unipolar world

adversaries. Thus, future US strategic thinking will

order headed by the US was a short phenomenon.

concentrate on engaging China and its friends and
foes to strengthen the economic and political leverage

The rise of China and its growing influence in both

of the US. The strategy directs that the Pentagon will

economics and politics has generated an extremely

maintain a forward military presence capable of

high level

deterring and, if necessary, defeating any adversary,

of

anxiety among Western countries,

especially the United States. They are concerned that

while

the post-war liberal international order they helped to

relationship and encourage the development of a

establish might be challenged as never before. China's

strong defense network with our allies and partners.

four

decades

of

uninterrupted

development

strengthening

our

longstanding

military

has

enabled it to pick and choose economic policies and

Judging

alignments that would be of utmost benefit to its

approach to China's rise, it is likely that the China-US

national interest.

trade war will continue and, in the future, morph

from

the

current

US

administration's

into different forms of conflicts. As such, it will have
Beijing has reached out to all corners of the world,

far-reaching repercussions for all countries in the

from tiny islands in the Pacific to the capital cities of

region. Both South Korea and ASEAN have extensive

Europe. As a consequence, China's growing economic

trade and investment relations with the world's two

power has led to unhindered expanding political

largest economies. The US and China are also the

influence. As the global strategic environment has

region's two largest export markets. Worse still, there

undergone dramatic shifts, resulting in a completely

is a growing trend in the current US administration

new terrain in more disarray and disorder, China's

that involves linking economic and trade relations

expansion

with security imperatives.

into

the

security

realm

has

been

a

double-edged sword. The US believes that China
would like to change the existing liberal international

Washington has already prohibited US companies

order to reflect the realpolitik of the twenty-first

from doing business with China's IT giant, Huawei, to

century coupling with the rise of new powers. Now,

prevent further technological theft and to curtail

Asian countries account for 60 percent of global

China's technological progress. Likewise, China used
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economic measures to pressure South Korea's plan to

annual

The U.S.-made Terminal High Altitude Area Defense

defense industry cooperation. At the moment, the

(THAAD)

causing

Thai and South Korean armed forces have a good

enormous damages to bilateral ties. Indeed, without

level of interoperability. In April last year, the Royal

decoupling trade and security, the future of East Asia

Thai Air force commissioned the first four Korean

community-building could be in jeopardy.

Aerospace Industries T-50th advanced jet trainers.

anti-ballistic

missile

system,

military exercise,

Cobra Gold,

and some

Indeed, Thailand and South Korea could do more
Both South Korea and Thailand are members of the

joint

US alliance in the Indo-Pacific region. Whatever the

security and surveillance. In coming months, there will

two countries choose to do in security terms would

be more high level visits. Seoul is preparing exchange

have an impact on the overall US strategy. For

and scholarship programs for the second generation

instance, Seoul's recent decision to end the General

of Thai veterans from the Korean War.

Security

of

Military

Information

training

in

amphibious

landings,

maritime

Arrangement

(GSOMIA) with Japan has drawn strong criticism from
the US as it would weaken real-time intelligence
exchanges among key alliances in this part of the
world. Seoul's decision came at a time when the
tension in Korean Peninsula remains high.

demonstrates its determination to put its national
interests ahead of US strategic imperatives on the
Korean Peninsula. In a similar vein, in June 2014,
following Washington's criticism and military sanctions
due to the May 22 military coup, Bangkok refused to
allow US flights over the Thai sky to conduct aerial
surveillance of the Indian Ocean. It was an unusual
respond from the Thai side; the defiance displayed by
both countries despite their overall good relations
with the US was indicative of an internal resolve and
interest that could not be underestimated.

their

defense

and

recent ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in Bangkok, he
forced the ASEAN member states to choose side. He
simply said that the US is promoting rules-based
order, transparency, and good governance. It was a
somewhat

awkward

scenario

as

he

had

been

addressing the regional grouping that has been the
regular beneficiary of US multilateralist policies and
approaches. Southeast Asian economy and well-beings
post-war depend largely on US engagement in trade
and security in the region.
However, after President Donald Trump came to
power in 2017, he pulled the US out from the
high-end free-trade pact, known as the Trans Pacific

Under the NSP, Korea and Thailand would also
strengthen

When US State Secretary Mike Pompeo attended the
continuously reiterated that Washington has never

Despite US criticism, Seoul's independent decision

further

ASEAN reactions towards the US-China rivalry

security

cooperation. In September, during Moon's state visit
to Bangkok, the two countries signed a GSOMIA;
Thailand became the fifth ASEAN member country to
do so. The two US allies have yet to advance their
security cooperation, which is now confined to an

Partnership, which has a far-reaching ramification to
US creditability as a free trading nation. However, his
subsequent negative actions related to international
treaties, including the Climate Change Accord, has
further eroded Washington's as a defender of liberal
international order. From the regional perspective,
Trump

and

his

American

First

campaign

Navigating Power Dynamics
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an

isolationist and anti-globalization policy. Trump's world

rather

than

affect

views are singularly focused on transactions that

cooperation and their achievements. He also added

would benefit his potential American supporters.

that the initiative should focus on cooperation and
consensus

rather

the

existing

than

international accords and multilateralism, the US State

openness, inclusiveness, and transparency rather than

Department is trying to preserve Washington's global

form groups and factions. Akin to China, Russian

trust and creditability. During the recent ASEAN

Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov rejected the Indo-China

annually conferment in Bangkok, very much to the

concept as an American plot to contain rising powers

surprise of ASEAN foreign ministers, Pompeo was

in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.

support

the

ASEAN

Outlook

on

as

focus

geopolitical

confrontation

to

well

up

on

Despite the While House's preponderance to disrupt

quick

as

stir

mechanisms

on

promoting

the

Indo-Pacific(AOIP), saying that the US Free and Open

However, as far as ASEAN is concerned, the new

Indo-Pacific Strategy (FOIP) and the AOIP share a

designation of the Indo-Pacific is a geopolitical and

similar value and principles. Both frameworks support

geo-economic concept. Therefore, ASEAN took up the

inclusivity, respects for international laws, mutual

idea and worked out on its own interpretation and

respect, mutual benefit, and mutual interest. Although

implementing

he pledged to work together with ASEAN to create

use of Indo-Pacific stems from Beijing's belief that the

synergy between the two frameworks for joint actions

concept ignores the progress that has been made in

and programs, President Trump's absence from the

Asia. However, ASEAN remains persistent in using the

Bangkok summit on November 5, 2019 was a serious

Indo-Pacific concept. Given the great strategic shifts

blow for ASEAN-US relations. Washington failed to

and growing disruptive tendencies, ASEAN views its

update ASEAN and other dialogue partners attending

original Indo-Pacific outlook as a tool to engage the

the 14th East Asia Summit on the status and

external powers, which are competing on its own

operational inaction of FOIP. Meanwhile, China has

turf.

gradually moderated its position on the AOIP. At the

cooperation,

recent summit, Premier Li Keqiang said China was

peace, stability and prosperity. Furthermore, the AOIP

ready to cooperate with the ASEAN-led mechanisms

seeks

that aim to promote peace and prosperity in the

mechanism.

The

to

guidelines. China's opposition to the

outlook

will

create

areas

of

an enabling environment

for

strengthen

promote

the

new

existing

ASEAN

led

region.
Most importantly, it also boosts the ASEAN centrality
Previously, in response to the AOIP, Chinese Foreign

and serve as a fulcrum for connectivity. During the

Minister Wang Yi simply said that any framework

recent ASEAN-US Post Ministerial meeting in Bangkok,

should promote existing mechanisms that enhance

the ASEAN chair reiterated that the AOIP does not

economic and cooperation. It is an open secret that

seek to dominate, challenge, or control as it is not

Beijing rejects the Indo-Pacific concept advanced by

based on the zero-sum mindset. It is neither offensive

the Trump Administration after the November 2017

nor defensive in nature, nor does it seek to shrink

Asia Pacific Leaders' Meeting in Danang. Wang also

the pie that could be shared by many and all. In

said that any initiative and vision should focus on the

addition, it is about sharing and promoting wealth,

cooperation in East Asia and the entirety of Asia

not

84

tipping

the

scale

in

anyone's

favor;

it

is

non-threatening. It's not about pointing fingers but

with all countries in the region. Furthermore, India

about holding hands and walking together as equals,

and South Korea have a clean record of historical

not in terms of military or economic might, but as

engagement with the region that spans centuries.

partners and respectful stakeholders, according to Thai

ASEAN views both countries positively as a powerful

Foreign Minister Don Pramadvinai. As such, ASEAN is

balancing force against competing major powers one

acting as a form of deterrence to prevent any nation

in South Asia and the other in Northeast Asia.

from becoming a hegemonic power in the region. As
such,

the

AIOP

of

In the coming months, ASEAN, India, and South

maritime

Korea can find a new impetus to boost their trilateral

cooperation, sustainability, connectivity, and economic

ties and work together on joint development projects

cooperation. Since it is a living document, further

in the Mekong sub-region, which has increasingly

amendments are expected when the leaders involved

become an area of strategic competition among the

in the East Asian Summit converge in Bangkok in

ASEAN

early

cooperation

cooperation

with

November

provides
all

four

dialogue

for

further

crucial
partners:

areas

deliberations

and

endorsement.

dialogue
in

countries.
the

Bay

Also,
of

new

Bengal

areas
could

of
be

contemplated due to its growing strategic significance
to various connectivity schemes that crisscross the

A New Impetus for ASEAN-South Korean

Indo-Pacific region. India suffered to some degree

Cooperation

after it was recalcitrant to sign up to the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership at the Bangkok

South Korea's bilateral ties with ASEAN have only

Summit. India's absence from the RCEP will impact

grown stronger since their establishment in 1989. As

the NSP, which also marks India as a co-economic

the decades have passed, the relations between the

driver in the new South Korean diplomatic approach.

two parties have tackled various concerns and topics,

Thus, there is the hope that India would change its

including security challenges, economic cooperation,

mind as perceived global

capacity building, and people-to-people exchanges.

depend on its openness in its domestic economy.

leadership would also

These points of interest have only diversified to
culminate

into

what

their

relationship

is

most

concerned with today: political/security, economic, and
socio-cultural cooperation.
Now with the NSP, ASEAN-Korea relations have
moved to a new plateau with a clear path to follow.
Unlike other Indo-Pacific cooperative frameworks, the
New Southern Policy is clearly focused on ASEAN
centrality and cooperation for people, prosperity, and
peace. India is also identified as the policy's focal
point. Indeed, ASEAN welcomes India as the world's
largest democracy and a future economic giant. New
Delhi has close traditional, religious, and linguistic ties
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Third, the economic component of the NSP should be

Introduction
This paper provides a Southeast Asian observer's
perspective

on

the

regional

context

for

Korean

President Moon Jae-in's New Southern Policy (NSP)
and presents five potential policy suggestions with
regards to its implementation. It argues that the
ASEAN-ROK dialogue partnership should be regarded
as a source of stability in an increasingly uncertain
and unstable region. Both parties also seek to
diversify their economic, foreign, and security relations
and

that

the

NSP

provides

the

framework

for

achieving this. Therefore, the NSP is a means of
achieving common regional and national ends.

that the NSP is much better communicated and
understood by ASEAN so that it does not become a
mere diplomatic artifact of the 2019 ASEAN-ROK
Commemorative Summit. The thrust of efforts should
transition from the mere provision of information to
the creation of common knowledge and understanding.
Second, given the NSP's three Ps of people, peace,
and prosperity, the Korean government must be
prepared to fully engage the ASEAN political-security,
and

socio-cultural

communities

with

substantial and integrated initiatives. Both parties
believe in the value of engagement and consultation
in their relations with each other and with North
Korea.
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agreements

namely,

trade

in

goods,

services,

investment, and a newly introduced digital dimension.
It would be incongruous if the NSP did not lead to
attempts

to

raise

their

levels

of

ambition

and

standards in addition to agreeing on new areas such
as digitalization.
Fourth,

South

Korea

should

continue

engagement with the relevant areas

enhancing
of

sectoral

cooperation (for example, transport, finance, tourism,
labor,

science,

and

technology,

etc.).

ASEAN

institutions have evolved cumulatively over time and

The first suggestion is that Korea needs to ensure

economic,

embedded in the three existing ASEAN-ROK economic

can prove to be unwieldy, especially as there is
limited cross-sectoral cooperation. Thus, creativity and
persistence are necessary.
Fifth, South Korea should strive not only to agree a
new plan of action with ASEAN but also goals and
milestones that are specific and regularly evaluated.
Officials generally prefer to avoid forms of hard
accountability,
socialization

but

repeated

pressures

and

feedback
helps

leads

ensure

to

desired

outcomes.
At the end of the day, regional initiatives such as the
NSP are complex and may turn out to be a
combination
substance,

of
all

diplomatic

the

form

and

concrete

more so when consensus

is

necessary among the ten member states of ASEAN.

After three decades of dialogue partnership experience,

long-standing

security

the South Korean government is expected to know

relations

North

ASEAN's strengths and weaknesses. It should use this

neighbors, viz. China, Russia, and Japan. To his credit,

knowledge to achieve the NSP's diplomatic goals

South Korean President Moon began his term by

while increasing its substantive elements.

seeking greater policy discretion from Washington

with

predicament,
Korea,

but

namely

also

its

its
other

through his policy of engagement and strategic
patience with North Korea. While this has been

Regional Perspectives
As a result of rising powers, East Asia is experiencing
a reemergence of national security concerns as well
as geopolitical shifts and realignments. In what is
becoming an increasingly toxic regional environment,
interdependence, integration, and even cooperation
can no longer be simply assumed. Even the forged in
blood US-ROK military alliance of 1953 has been
shaken. While there have been political and economic
frictions and disagreements for some time, the region
is now witnessing deeply disturbing trends, not only
between China and the United States but, on a
smaller scale, also South Korea and Japan. Conflicts
have spread from trade to technology, with the latter
promising to be a source of competition and cleavage
well into the future.
One can hope for non-escalation and quick restoration
of US-China and ROK-Japan relations, but it is
debatable whether the situation can return to a state
of normalcy given the demonization of and antagonism
on both sides as well as the emergence of strategic
distrust. History shows that great power politics and
competition tend to end badly more often than not.
While open conflicts may not break out, asymmetric
gray zone conflicts may increase and ratchet up.
South Korea and ASEAN states are not major powers,
so they have to deal with the stresses of geopolitical
shifts and realignments as best as they can. South
Korea is especially vulnerable given its precarious and

described as a gamble by Western analysts, it has led
to some positive developments and is very much in
line with ASEAN member states' own thinking.
Like

South

continuously

Korea,
deal

ASEAN
with

a

member
rising

states

must

China,

both

economically and militarily. Member states generally
have good relations with the major powers, but
China's assertiveness in the South China Sea and
associated maritime domains (including the Yellow
Sea) pose existential, if not always openly expressed,
security threats, regardless of whether states have
territorial claims or not. For some ASEAN states, a
policy of equanimity and balance is not an option
given their location, small size, and low capabilities in
the face of rising influence from their neighbors.
Others are holding out in the hopes that they can
still preserve their sovereignty and independence. This
is a factor that has undermined ASEAN's cohesion in
the past (notably in 2012) and may do so again with
increasing frequency. Regardless, given the overall
situations of South Korea and most ASEAN states,
some have argued that they can and should establish
a role for 'middle powers' in the region. The term
'middle powers', however, is a loose one and is
probably better avoided given the absence of an
accepted definition and the perceived consequences,
expectations, and responsibilities implied by agreeing
to the classification as any type of power.
However, the idea that the ASEAN-ROK dialogue
partnership can be one source of stability in an
Navigating Power Dynamics
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increasingly unstable region is a constructive one that

the major powers, especially from the US, China, and

merits consideration, and South Korea's NSP provides

Japan.

a useful framework for establishing this. South Korea

with North Korea and engage in some trade and

is not often viewed as threat, does not behave in a

other economic activities, although these have to be

demanding or domineering manner, and enjoys trust

restricted and under the radar owing to UN sanctions,

and confidence. This follows from its own history and

presumably with the South's knowledge. It is notable

that with ASEAN states.

that in 2006, ASEAN agreed to Korea's request to

All ASEAN states have diplomatic relations

include 100 products made in Kaesong Industrial Park
At least three challenges, however, stand in the way

under the ASEAN-Korea Free Trade Area indicating

of

First,

that it is open to cooperation. However, ASEAN is

mainstream policymakers appear unwilling to change

also acutely aware that any conflict on the Korean

course, especially when considering tendency towards

Peninsula will have undesirable consequences on their

loss aversion and their general uncertainty. This could

region, especially as it is likely to draw in other

curb the trajectory and reduce the achievements of

Northeast Asian states. Matters involving the Korean

the NSP to a much greater extent than envisaged by

Peninsula have often been key points of discussion at

President Moon. This, in turn, encourages ASEAN

the

states to treat the NSP as a vestige of his term of

meetings, and East Asia Summits (EAS). While they

office and nothing more. Until the Moon Jae-in

are prepared to back international resolutions on the

administration, Korean leaders and the public have

denuclearization of North Korea and are increasingly

rarely thought of ASEAN as being key to their

vocal on the matter, they have mostly kept a safe

security and well-being. This is understandable given

distance so as not to be entangled in any conflicts

its immediate predicaments, as well as the fact that

that may arise.

the

NSP's

substantive

implementation.

ASEAN

Regional

Forum

(ARF),

ASEAN-ROK

ASEAN does not always act cohesively or consistently,
Korean

Third, in order for ASEAN to really 'buy in' on the

government would prefer. Even now, there are South

NSP, member states would have to see it as in their

Korean establishments that see national security as

strategic national interests, not only South Korea's.

hinging on the US alliance, not ASEAN, and that

For the NSP to work, it also has to involve ASEAN's

President Moon's policy of engagement with the

idea of what it should be and must be implemented

North will go the way of former President Kim

in the best-case scenario. Optimally, the NSP should

Dae-jung's Sunshine Policy. According to a 2019

be complemented by ASEAN's own 'Northeast Asia'

public opinion poll, there appears to be very strong

initiative. There are concerns that the NSP will be a

public support for placing top priority on US relations;

transitory policy, and these ought to be addressed,

it is interesting to note, however, that ASEAN was

but ASEAN should be encouraged to view it as a

not represented in the survey.

window of opportunity to play a decisively peaceful

at

least

in

a

manner

that

the

South

role in contributing to a more stable region.
Second, ASEAN states have also been naturally averse
to being too drawn in closely for fear of being
entangled with the Korean Peninsula problem, which
then opens them to the possibility of pressures from
88

Better communicate the NSP to ASEAN

substantive aspects within the dialogue partnership.

stakeholders

This way, the NSP attracts less focus than its
substantive

elements,

which

hopefully

can

be

While the NSP is broadly understood by many ASEAN

institutionalized within the partnership. China, for

policy elites, the details, and specifically what South

example, had to do this at a relatively late stage by

Korea wants and expects, is not. South Korean

integrating its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with the

officials give the impression that they are more

Master Plan for ASEAN Connectivity. Since the BRI's

concerned with dispensing information without much

announcement in 2013, it has undergone several

apparent concern as to how it is understood, i.e.

changes to evolve in response to specific needs.

whether the information is internalized and becomes

Chinese President Xi Jinping, however, has the luxury

accurate knowledge. In order for the NSP to gain

of

traction, it should be cast in specific contexts, from

restricted to one five-year term.

an indefinite

term while President

Moon is

the regional down to the bilateral member state level.
It is only when the NSP can answer the questions
Why should ASEAN take the NSP seriously? What's in
it for the region and the ASEAN states concerned?

Engage the ASEAN Political-Security,

that its message can be considered as properly

Economic and Socio-Cultural Pillars

relayed.

ASEAN inherently understands the need for initiatives
such as the NSP but prefers high concept-low detail

As

stated

the

and obligation-light decisions in order to avoid policy

sustainability of the NSP, i.e. its future beyond

risks, controversies, and divergent interests. Thus, they

President Moon's administration, should be addressed.

tend to strive for diplomatic accords that contain new

After

incoming

themes

and ideas without

administrations to leave their own policy trademarks

definite

processes,

rather than continue those of their predecessors.

negotiation and much less definite outcomes. This is

President Park Geun-hye's Northeast Asia Peace and

not to say that the diplomatic form is unimportant; it

Cooperation Initiative (NAPCI) is a case in point. The

is a salient device for conveying central strategic

standard response by South Korean officials is to

intentions and directions rather than a multitude of

provide details of how bureaucratic arrangements

seemingly unrelated actions. Done properly, such

have been changed to reflect NSP priorities. While

diplomatic initiatives can open doors at the highest

this is certainly desirable, it is questionable whether

levels and filter down to galvanize priority attention

this is a sufficient response to the concerns. After all,

that leads to tangible achievements on the ground.

all,

earlier,

it

is

ASEAN's

not

concerns

uncommon

for

about

which

committing firmly to
are

subject

to

much

it can be cynically said that whatever arrangements
have changed can be changed again.

The NSP's 3Ps mean that Korea has the task of
engaging the three ASEAN pillars, i.e. political-security,

Rather than overplay the external dimensions of the

economic, and socio-cultural. This is no small feat,

NSP to ASEAN, it should be explained that the NSP is

particularly since Korean and ASEAN ministers and

the driving policy for South Korea to significantly raise

officials only meet at certain times. Giving ASEAN

its participation in ASEAN by embedding its key

Permanent Representatives and the ASEAN Secretariat
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more discretion to handle matters would help greatly,

particular, could contribute a formal mechanism that

but this is not the case; ASEAN is an organization

has advantages over state-to-state diplomacy.

that is still managed from members' capitals.
On the economic front, after the conclusion of the
Depending on the level of ambition involved, this

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),

could involve a considerable amount of diplomatic

the two parties could endeavor to greatly raise the

and administrative capital that is cross-sectoral in

levels of ambition and standards of the Framework

nature. From discussions with South Korean officials,

Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Partnership

one gets the impression that the current approach is

between ASEAN and South Korea as well as add

to try and enhance functional cooperation already in

agreements, such as digitalization, that will be of

place rather than put forward and commit to bold

mutual benefit (see below). On the socio-cultural or

initiatives in the three areas. If this is correct, then

people front, South Korea could institute a domestic

the NSP's trajectory and achievements could be lower

'Look South' (or an equivalent term) to convey its

than what President Moon's articulations suggest.

seriousness about sensitizing its public to ASEAN.

Given constraints of time, attention, and resources,

ASEAN people generally look up to Korea as a

this could well be the reality. The danger is that low

successful role model, thanks in no small part to

levels of ambition would not be in the ROK's

hallyu, but, and as public opinion polls show, similar

interests (or even ASEAN's, for that matter) and could

regard does not appear to be case. Also, while

further disincentivize other regional initiatives in the

Korean business interests are to be found throughout

future.

ASEAN, the reverse is not true. The ROK has already
done much at the administrative level to socialize

Should there be the wish for bold initiatives to raise

ASEAN, but more needs to be done. This speaks in

the profile of the NSP, however, the following

favor of an initiative to open up the minds of the

courses of action could be considered. On the

South

political-security front, South Korea and ASEAN could

companies to ASEAN students and workers in a

propose

studying

greater way.

ASEAN's

Treaty

the
of

possibility

Amity

and

of

building

on

Cooperation

on

Korean

public,

academic

institutions,

and

Southeast Asia (TAC), perhaps through Track Two

Each of these proposals merit being studied and

institutions or an Eminent Persons Group, with a

developed on their own. The point is that there

view, first, for the dialogue partnership and, second,

should be key subsidiary initiatives taken on each of

the extension of coverage to East Asia as a whole.

the Ps in the NSP. If not, there is the possibility that

The findings could then be evaluated by high-level

the NSP could remain simply an abstract or idealized

government officials from both sides. Two areas

concept rather than anything firmly concrete and

involving the TAC that could be productive would be

impactful to reality.

to look into strengthening the TAC articles in Chapter
III (Cooperation) to take into account current and
future priorities such as climate change, sustainability,
and digital trade, among others, and also Chapter IV
(Pacific
90

Settlement

of

Disputes).

The

latter,

in

Deepen ASEAN-Korea Trade in Goods,

especially for agriculturalists and small and medium

Services and Investment Agreements

enterprises

who

are

disproportionately

affected.

Greater efforts, however, ought to be made for the
The need to diversify South Korea's markets away

AKFTA so that it is more leading edge and relevant

from China and the US has long been recognized

for the future.

and efforts have been undertaken to the point where
ROK-ASEAN exports reached US$160 billion in 2019,
after the US and China. South Korea now has good
footholds in ASEAN, especially Vietnam and Indonesia,
but remains below its potential. In contrast to trade
policy volatility among and with its top two major
partners, ASEAN has proven to be a resiliently
growing and profitable market.
A group photo during the 3rd RCEP Summit in Bangkok on

President

Moon

indicated

that

the

2019

November 4, 2019. XINHUA

Commemorative ASEAN-ROK Summit was focused on
the free trade order and the deepening bilateral

The ASEAN RCEP has now been agreed upon

relations. Further, and of particular interest to ASEAN,

(without India) and expected to be signed in 2020

he promised to focus on transport infrastructure,

and come into force in 2021. While a significant and

smart cities, and advanced science and technology at

hard-won achievement, RCEP provisions are not as

this Summit. There is no doubt that South Korea will

advanced

also continue to actively pursue to remove trade and

Trans-Pacific

investment weaknesses between the two.

Korea and the majority of ASEAN countries are not

as

the

Comprehensive

Partnership

(CPTPP)

and

Progressive

in which

South

participants. Thus, it is better regarded as a base
In view of the strategic importance that the ROK

agreement rather than a high-standards one. It would

attaches to the NSP, it remains to be seen if efforts

seem

will lead to a significant improvement in the levels of

agreements were to be appreciably upgraded to take

ambition of the existing trade in goods, services, and

into account the objectives of the NSP, thereby

investment agreements between ASEAN and South

institutionalizing them into the future. This upgrade

Korea. It would seem incongruous if these were left

may not be easy given the differing interests of the

in place. They are important not only for their

ten

preferential treatment provisions, but also because

infrastructure

they help ensure transparency, predictability, and

cooperation in science and technology could be used

confidence.

as

appropriate

ASEAN

incentives

if

the

member
investment,
to facilitate

ASEAN-ROK

states,

but

digitalization,
the

economic

transport
and

negotiations.

more
One

particular focal point to improve the agreements
As it stands, ASEAN and South Korea are already

could be focusing on the host of non-tariff measures

seeking to improve the ASEAN-Korea Free Trade

(NTMs) that restrict trade and services liberalization,

(AKFTA), importantly by working on the list of

which is still at a low stage. South Korea has already

sensitive items. This could broaden the benefits,

taken steps to facilitate travel, but ways could also be
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found to use any digital accord to be a principal

than, say, China's BRI. The BRI was initially conceived

means

mainly as

to

help

facilitate

or

bypass

trade

and

investment barriers.

infrastructure connectivity plan and it is

still predominantly thought of in this way but has
broadened

to

now

trade,

include

policy

One concern that should be more openly recognized

unimpeded

is South Korea's rapidly rising trade surplus with

people-to-people exchanges. In this, there are broad

ASEAN. Economists generally do not (and should not)

similarities with Korea's NSP. However, one major

place undue significance on bilateral trade surpluses

difference between the two lies in the granularity of

or deficits, but the fact is that they are visceral issues

the BRI, especially with respect to implementation.

in the political and bureaucratic realm. This can be

Whereas the ASEAN-ROK Plan of Action is framed in

seen from the Indian pullout from the RCEP.

general

terms

(such

financial

coordination,

as

integration,

strengthen,

and

support,

encourage, cooperate and so forth), China's President
Arguments that these are responsible for the high

Xi was able to be more concrete in terms of

level of South Korean investment into the region and

implementation. In his speech at the 2nd Belt and

are a matter of competitiveness do not have much

Road Forum in April 2019, he was able to list a

traction and can work

number of issues where China will†

liberalization.

Typically,

to stymie plans
more

advanced

further
countries

promise more technical cooperation and capacity

Unlike

South

Korea,

China

has

not

only

the

building as enticements for greater liberalization. In

advantage of time but also its ability to articulate

considering the NSP's importance to South Korea, a

policies on its own and deal with individual countries.

greater than normal offer may be justified.

It does not need to negotiate or wait for a group
consensus to emerge. This suggests that South Korea
may have to demonstrate greater leadership and be

Increase effectiveness of engagement with

more proactive and practical than it has been in its

other ASEAN functional cooperation

dealings with ASEAN and member states. Its dealings

The comprehensive components of the NSP means

which has its advantages but also restrictions.

thus far have been predominantly formal and proper,

that South Korea needs to raise its levels of ambition
and

more

effectively

diverse

Dealing with the many areas of ASEAN function

institutions of ASEAN and not just ASEAN (Foreign)

cooperation can prove very unwieldy and problematic

Ministers and ASEAN Economic Ministers if it is to

for dialogue partners, especially since the former

make

require

operate in silos with their own agendas, work plans

considerable investment of bureaucratic time, effort,

and calendars. South Korea is not an exception;

and finance, and Korea needs a more carefully

cross-sectoral approaches are rarely, if ever, taken to

thought-out strategy (if it does not already have one)

achieve goals and objectives, even those within

to achieve greater results on the ground.

ASEAN. Some functional areas also operate more

substantive

engage

progress.

the

many

This

will

effectively than others, making it difficult to achieve
As pointed out earlier, there are reasons to believe

consistent

that the NSP will have to evolve at a faster pace

transport ministers have an ASEAN-ROK Transport
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progress.

For

example,

ASEAN-ROK

Cooperation Roadmap (2018-2020), the key projects

Notwithstanding,

the

of which are mainly in Vietnam. These involve

disappointing, with slightly less than two-thirds of

exchange of experiences, pre-feasibility and feasibility

measures gaining the coveted tick, and the results

studies, consultancy, and training. If the infrastructure

were downplayed. However, implicit differentiation,

component of the NSP is to be realized, this could be

i.e.

raised by more than a few notches. As suggested

partnership,

earlier, South Korean dealings with ASEAN transcend

changing the forms of engagement.

the actual provisions and are important signals for

Adopting some form of establishing milestones and

direction and confidence, not least for the private

regular evaluation, however, is almost obligatory if

sector.

management towards desired outcomes is to be

increasing

the

can

be

results

were

qualitative
achieved

relatively

content
without

of

the

necessarily

achieved. If the NSP is to be even a partial reality in
While there is value in dealing with ASEAN as an

relations, it would seem that South Korea and ASEAN

entity, there are many more concrete bilateral projects

will need to be encouraged to adopt them, however

under discussion and implementation. Again, using

basic. The focus could be on obtaining feedback and

the transport example, South Korea is active in port

socialized problem solving in a collegial atmosphere

development

befitting of the dialogue partnership.

Philippines,

in
and

mainland

Southeast

Indonesia.

Asia,

Another

the

possible

consideration is that Korea will also want to include

If this is accepted, two things may be required. First,

these under the NSP in order to arrive at a more

there

should

be

a

comprehensive picture of where the policy is going.

representatives

on

both

senior

representative

sides

whose

or

central

responsibilities would be to monitor and facilitate all
aspects of the efforts. South Korea would already

Seek to have NSP goals and milestones

have the appropriate person or persons; ASEAN could

regularly evaluated by an appropriate

assign this role to the ASEAN Chair, the ASEAN-ROK

mechanism

coordinator concerned, or the South Korean and
ASEAN Permanent Representatives. Of these, the first

One key concern is on how NSP can raise the nature

two would be preferable. Second, there is the issue

of the ROK-ASEAN dialogue partnership so that it is

of

different from the others. Overt differentiation may

outcomes. Discussion of specific outcomes tends to

not be entirely desirable since this may encourage

be avoided for very much the same reasons as the

other dialogue partners to do the same and increase

measurement

the level of difficulties of managing these for ASEAN

dialogue

states. Furthermore, ASEAN officials generally try to

cooperative one and is not designed to function as a

avoid being held to high benchmarks of accountability

corporate organization. Leaders, however, are not

because of responsibility avoidance, implementation

completely averse to having targets, such as a

risks, and appearances. Even when such genuine

two-way trade target of US$ 200 billion by 2020

efforts

ASEAN

(which has most likely already been surpassed).

Economic Community Scorecard 2015, there were

Different and specific targets placed in various areas

efforts to adopt monitoring of less onerous measures.

act as important spurs for the efforts in each.

are undertaken,

such as

in the

the

construction

of

of

the

performance.

partnership

is

an

milestones

The

towards

ASEAN-ROK

inter-governmental
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Conclusion
South Korea and ASEAN should harbor hopes of
substantially

transforming

the

quality

of

their

cooperative partnership after the 2019 ASEAN-ROK
Commemorative Summit in Busan. Political, economic,
and security volatilities in the region would benefit
considerably from it being one pillar that is stable
and contributes to the region. From the viewpoint of
the interests of stakeholders, there are also benefits
to be gained, especially from the diversification of
relations

towards

a

reliably

proven

and

trusted

partner. The NSP provides the motivation for this.
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