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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Background 

This thesis discusses about ASEAN’s regional security issues and how 

ASEAN deals with those issues, specifically on the South China Sea dispute. 

Through this thesis the writer will attempt to analyze the conflict starting from its 

historical roots up until the most recent dynamics that have played its part in 

escalating tension among the territory’s main claimants, namely the People’s 

Republic of China (China), the Republic of China (Taiwan), the Philippines, 

Malaysia, Brunei and Vietnam. As you can see that four of the six claimants are 

of ASEAN membership and the other two are not, therefore the main subjects of 

this thesis will be these two Chinese countries and ASEAN as an institution, but 

not just these four main claimants, but also a discussion on the other six ASEAN 

member-states and an analysis on their roles in the ongoing territorial conflict. 

The thesis will be analyzing a few main concepts, among them the concept of 

conflict, territorial conflict, and international conflict, and how the South China 

Sea conflict is one in which of these three distinctions, or whether it is a conflict 

that is considered all three. After that is identified, a conflict must at some point in 

time, be resolved. This thesis will be discussing and analyzing as to how the South 

China Sea conflict can be resolved in a peaceful manner and what factors come 

into play in constraining a peaceful solution to be implemented. But as an 
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introduction we must first understand the matters that are of significance in 

regards to both conflict and security in general and the South China Sea. 

Even though the usage and the meaning of the term “international 

security” today is a relatively new one, the term covers subjects that have been of 

importance with regards to the living conditions of people throughout history. 

Stability in general and peace in particular have, throughout history, been the 

aspirations of many. Unfortunately, this has for long periods of time not been the 

case. War has always brought with it immense human suffering and seriously 

deteriorated living conditions. Thus, focus on war and peace, or on international 

security, can be then said to be of great importance1. A product of this sought after 

international peace and security, was the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO). NATO is an intergovernmental military alliance which constitutes a 

system of collective defence whereby its member states agree to mutual defense in 

response to an attack by any external party. It wasn’t much more than a political 

association until the Korean War. But this organization was proof as to how 

important security truly is especially under the idea of having to work together to 

establish a formidable security alliance. Another event that had a major impact on 

international security was the Cold War. The Cold War led to major impact on 

international order, stability and security because the post Cold War order of 

bipolarity and the balance of power had ended making the US the only super 

power in the world and therefore allowing them to take whatever actions they 

desire. But today, post the bipolar system, the world has entered the time of 
                                                            
1Bertel Heurlin and Kristensen. International Security. Danish Institute of International Affairs, 
Copenhagen, Denmark, page 1 
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globalization and borderless boundaries in all aspects whether it be politically, 

economically, even socio-culturally. The world has now come to a state of 

realization upon the importance of cooperation and interdependency, that relying 

on each country’s own resources would not be sufficient and could well lead to a 

nuclear war which would most definitely wipe mankind off the face of the earth. 

That is why country’s opt to cooperate and conduct their business and achieve 

their national interests collectively based on the interest of other countries.It is 

quite clear that states cooperate with each other as a means of fulfilling their own 

needs and interests and that is more than reasonable. And the reality is that states 

do work together often on many different fronts. Cooperation in any term would 

indirectly implicate that within that cooperation a transfer of knowledge, and 

mutual interests, like security, makes a partnership between the states inevitable2. 

ASEAN, which was formed during the Cold War, was a product of the 

same nature as NATO was to the Second World War. As many of the other 

factors were important in the forming of ASEAN, security was the main issue 

trying to be addressed by the founding nations, especially in strong connection to 

the sovereignty of the state, which will be discussed about more later in the 

chapters two and four. The objective of the formation of ASEAN was twofold. 

First, it was a means to promote peace and stability in the region. At that time, 

Southeast Asia was divided by ideological conflict and war. Coupled with 

territorial disputes and racial tensions between neighbours, there was a possibility 

that the differences could degenerate into a full-blown armed conflict, leading to 
                                                            
2Conway W. Henderson. 1996. International Relations Conflict and Cooperation at the Turn of 
the 21st Century 
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prolonged fragmentation of Southeast Asia. Another motivation for the formation 

was to contain the spread of communism to Southeast Asian countries3. And the 

reality of those times during the 1960s proved that a security arrangement was 

needed. The devastation wrought by Indonesia’s “konfrontasi” campaign against 

Malaysia (1963-1966) exposed the dangers of territorial revisionism and the need 

for common affirmation of the postcolonial frontiers. Moreover, fear of 

communist insurgency throughout the late 1960s and 1970s prompted Southeast 

Asian leaders to develop bilateral or border security cooperation and to coordinate 

political responses against communism in general.45 This then changed overtime 

as the direct threat of communism died down and the widespread of democracy 

has since been the main theme of contemporary international relations which led 

to the current popularity growth of regional alliances given the intensity of 

cooperation, as seen in the European Union and ASEAN. 

All of this is supported from a regional standpoint of ASEAN, in which 

the stronger the region gets in its relations among member-states, the better 

chance it has is negotiating a peaceful end to the conflict with China. Therefore 

regionalism is another important concept in understanding the measures taken by 

ASEAN in harbouring relations with the Chinese. Regionalism in Southeast Asia 

is a continuous process, and ASEAN is one form of a regional organization whose 

characteristics have been shaped by the particular circumstances of past decades. 

                                                            
3Lim Chong Yah. 2004. Southeast Asia The Long Road Ahead Second Edition. page 11 
4Michael Leifer. 1989. ASEAN and the Security of Southeast Asia. London:Routledge. 
5Leszek Buszynski. 1992.Asian SurveyVol. 32, No. 9, pp. 830-847 
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First, in terms of membership, ASEAN was strictly a subregional 

organization of the free-market noncommunist states of the region; which were 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, and Thailand, with the addition 

of Brunei in 1984. The communist Indochina states were excluded and contested 

ASEAN’s right to shape regional order in a way that was manifest over the 

Cambodian issue. Second, ASEAN security perspectives were based upon Cold 

War realities that for Thailand, the Philippines, and Singapore included reliance 

upon a US military presence in the region. The nonaligned countries of ASEAN, 

Indonesia and Malaysia, formulated a basis for decoupling the region from 

superpower rivalry, which is better known as the Zone of Peace, Freedom, and 

Neutrality (ZOPFAN) or the Kuala Lumpur Declaration of November 1971. 

ZOPFAN signified an aspiration that gave expression to Indonesian and 

Malaysian desire to remove superpower military presence from Southeast Asia. 

The compromise that was achieved between these two viewpoints involved an 

acceptance of ZOPFAN as the higher law of ASEAN toward which the 

organization should evolve, while reaffirming the temporary role of the US 

military presence in the Philippines. Third, the procedures and conventions that 

governed ASEAN were developed over the Cambodian issue, which was a 

stimulus for an interactive process between the six members. Regular meetings of 

ASEAN foreign ministers and senior officials forged common diplomatic 

positions over the Cambodian conflict as well as over economic relations with 

major trading partners such as the US, Japan, and the European community. The 

rule of consensus that governs groupings of sovereign states was firmly implanted 
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in the ASEAN experience as a consequence of the Cambodian conflict. Individual 

initiatives were subjected to and overridden by collective agreement, and ASEAN 

demonstrated its collective resilience when state interests and preferences over 

Cambodia failed to undermine or shatter the consensus in a way anticipated by the 

Vietnamese and their Soviet backers.6 

This history of ASEAN is important to understand because it lays into the 

historical background of how security within ASEAN was formed and how it 

affects ASEAN’s stance today in dealing with security challenges both regionally 

and internationally. It is even more important because we can understand 

ASEAN’s approach in the South China Sea conflict much better, which will be 

discussed later in chapter four. ASEAN has since faced a complex regional 

security environment in the 1990s. China's economic growth has benefited the 

whole East Asian region but its rise in regional prominence has also produced 

uncertainties, especially in one specific case, which is the South China Sea7. 

But before entering the introduction of the threats to ASEAN’s regional 

security, it is important for us to first understand the main underlying concept of 

this thesis which is the concept of international and territorial conflict and regional 

security. A basic overview of the concept, of which will be elaborated more in 

chapters two and four, is that regional security is the measures taken by states 

whom of which are geographically constrained in order to ensure peace and 

stability within that region. Basically meaning that the countries within the 

                                                            
6Leszek Buszynski. 1992.Asian SurveyVol. 32, No. 9, pp. 830-847 
7Mely Caballero-Anthony. 2005. Regional Security in Southeast Asia: Beyond the ASEAN Way, 
page 5 
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Southeast Asian region would tend to take collective action opposing any clear 

threats to the region, especially when they are members of a regional cooperation 

like ASEAN. Along with the understanding of conflict, we can now look towards 

the uncertainties which could potentially lead to conflict. 

The first real uncertainty and potential threat towards ASEAN’s security, 

is the potential conflict between ASEAN and China, because as we see through 

the case of the South China Sea, China is seeking to claim the whole of the South 

China Sea as their own, as they claim it to be their lost territory, and their 

prominent rise to superpower status also poses a threat to ASEAN simply because 

it raises the stakes. The stronger they grow, the bigger military and economic 

advantages they will have to which they could use to their advantage. Open waters 

is the subject of controversy and the South China Sea has been at the forefront of 

that controversy, and this leads to potential threats in security. 

The South China Sea is of very high significance because of its abundance 

in natural resources craved by every country which is oil and natural gas deposits. 

This particular area is dubbed as the second Persian Gulf in which estimates of 

how much oil and gas it really contains vary, the Ministry of Geological 

Resources and Mining of the People's Republic of China estimate that the South 

China Sea may contain 17.7 billion tons of crude oil (compared to Kuwait with 13 

billion tons). In the years following the announcement by the ministry, the claims 

regarding the South China Sea islands intensified. However, other sources claim 

that the proven reserve of oil in the South China Sea may only be 7.5 billion 

barrels, or about 1.1 billion tons. According to the U.S. Energy Information 
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Administration (EIA)'s profile of the South China Sea region, a U.S. Geological 

Survey estimate puts the region's discovered and undiscovered oil reserves at 28 

billion barrels, as opposed to a Chinese figure of 213 billion barrels. The same 

EIA report also points to the wide variety of natural gas resource estimations, 

ranging from 900 trillion cubic feet (25.5 trillion cubic meters) to 2 quadrillion 

cubic feet (56.6 trillion cubic meters). This just comes to prove how big of an 

issue it has become especially for those countries who are within the region. There 

are six countries directly involved in the disputes and four of them are ASEAN 

member countries, namely Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, Philippines and the other 

two of which who are not a part of ASEAN are the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) and Republic of China (Taiwan). With four key ASEAN member states 

involved in the disputes, it is clear why it is of extensive relevance and large 

proportions for the ASEAN community for the success in claiming and owning 

such a rich naturally resourced area would more than definitely provide the boost 

ASEAN needs in becoming that prominent actor in international relations. And 

along with that the disputes regarding territorial borders are far from clear and 

must be settled in order for ASEAN to establish a clear and safe territorial line. 

In regards to these issues, ASEAN has established a number of agreements 

and policies in order to, at the least, provide a basis of reference in dealing with 

potential security threats. The first is the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation 

established by the founding members of the Association or otherwise known as 

the TAC. This is a peace treaty which tries to promote perpetual peace, everlasting 

amity and cooperation among its members as the name clearly implies. This treaty 
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has been the basis of all peace talks among ASEAN members since its 

establishment and has been one of the main references in terms of peace talks and 

peaceful measures in efforts to resolve the issue. Another course of action 

ASEAN has taken in responding to security issues is the formation of an ASEAN 

community comprising of three main pillars namely; a security community 

(ASC), economic community (AEC) and a socio-cultural community (ASCC) 

which was product of the Bali Concord II. In terms of regional security, the 

ASEAN Security Community is an idea which seeks to ensure a peaceful and 

harmonious living environment for both its members among members and with 

the world as a whole. This idea of a security community is a platform for ASEAN 

to conduct better and smoother affairs between each other in a secure and peaceful 

manner. This is the mark of attempted cooperation between ASEAN and China, 

and will serve as evidence in the argument of cooperation over conflict in the 

following chapters. 

With the rise of China, the East Asian regional order, so long dominated 

by the U.S. and Japan, Asia is undergoing major power shifts. Increasingly China 

is becoming agressive over its maritime territorial claims in the South China Sea. 

A rising superpower both politically and economically, China has mainly got a 

foothold on everything internationally concerned with their soveriegnty and 

authority. But on the other hand, ASEAN a constantly-growing regional entity is 

finding its feet and finally starting to emerge as a considerable force in the 

international arena. China-ASEAN relations has since intensified and this serves 

as a platform in understanding the cooperative measures taken by both parties in 
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settling the South China Sea conflict, but also at the same time explains how 

national interest at some times undermines the collective interest of international 

order. This thesis offers an explanation of these power shifts in Southeast Asia 

specifically in correlation with China’s uprising by interpreting data from the 

perspectives of two contending international relations theories; realism and 

liberalism. From a purely realist perspective, China will become even more 

aggressive in its claims in the South China Sea. Consequently, it is critical to form 

a counterwailing alliance against its rising power. Meanwhile, liberalists argue 

that the international order is flexible and that international institutions and major 

powers will accomodate the rise of China. Thereby, China would prioritize 

cooperation rather than potential conflict, as the least costly option in order to 

maintain its current state of development. 

This thesis will be focusing on a specific time period of the conflict in 

order to give a clear time reference so that the analysis does not skew off too far 

from the intended outcome. This time period will be between 2002 until the 

present day. The significance of the year 2002 is that on the fourth of November 

2002, all ten ASEAN member states along with China held a 10+1 Summit and 

signed a South China Sea Code of Conduct which until today has been the 

blueprint for all the signatories in conducting their activities in the South China 

Sea area. And what this thesis is attempting to do, based on all the above, is to 

analyze the constraints in finally implementing a common policy on the South 

China Sea territorial issue as well as analyze and discuss the tension in reality 

between the liberal and realist view on the matter, in which there seems to be a 
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sense of optimism in the formation of agreements such as the Code of Conduct in 

2002, but also an element of powerplay in the use of military force, particularly on 

China’s behalf. Because to be too idealistic in these matters is to be too naive and 

restrain the writer from producing a certain intended outcome, therefore the 

further analysis of this thesis must be based on the reality, or rather the mixed 

realities that are currently presenting themselves in the South China Sea conflict, 

as opposed to a normative point of view. In conclusion the writer argues that there 

cannot be a single way of managing this South China Sea conflict and the 

relations within it. Instead the writer will attempt to analyze the mixed realities 

that are in existence in the conflict and how these two tendencies of cooperation 

and a defense of national interest constrains the ultimate resolve, which is an 

effective implementation of a legally binding agreement. 

 

1.2.  Research Questions 

Southeast Asia is a region which holds great potential both economically 

and politically. But in order for it to strive in the international scene, it must 

become a secure and stable region. With that it mind, there are many challenges 

that can, and have already arisen, among them is the South China Sea. The South 

China Sea is a major issue in which it has been a subject of constant dispute. The 

challenge now for ASEAN is to become a more secure region by overcoming its 

main security obstacle, this territorial maritime conflict. Hence from the 

introduction above, two main questions arise: 
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1. How has ASEAN responded to the security challenges in Southeast Asia, 

especially the territorial conflict in South China Sea since 2002-2014? 

2. What are the constraints in formulating and implementing a common 

approach in dealing with the territorial conflict in South China Sea? 

 

1.3. Research Objectives 

The objective of this research is to analyze the security challenges that 

ASEAN has faced and how they’ve responded to it. As regionalism continues to 

grow, and as countries start to form alliances and regional cooperations, all 

activity must be conducted under the surveillance and assurance of security. Quite 

specifically ASEAN and its relevance in terms of its security role not only 

regionally but in the international stage and how that can propel ASEAN in 

becoming a prominent international actor much like Europe and their European 

Union. The security challenges that have presented itself towards ASEAN’s 

efforts to become this established cooperation is an important issue to be 

discussed as it is a major obstacle for ASEAN in governing its relations between 

member states, and between the association with other countries and international 

institutions, especially in the wake of the territorial conflict in the South China 

Sea. The dispute is one major reason as to why ASEAN still is doubted in terms 

of having the right credentials as an established alliance. 

After that the objective of this thesis is to analyze the constraints in 

formulating and implementing a common approach in dealing with the territorial 

dispute of the South China Sea. The dispute is a heavily debated issue throughout 
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the world more so in this part of the world, and it is a dispute that has the potential 

of spurring conflict especially between the countries directly involved and even 

those not directly involved. The commodities at stake aren’t only the territorial 

borders that are being debated upon by the conflicting states in the region, but the 

rich natural resources of oil and gas have become an item of deep interest for 

countries outside the region, especially superpower countries like the US and 

subsequently China, who is a major claimant in the conflict by the way, who both 

are undeniably heavy oil consumers. 

So on that note this research will try to analyze the security challenges in 

the Southeast Asia region and how ASEAN has dealt with them, specifically the 

South China Sea dispute particularly during the period between 2002-2014, since 

the November 2002 signing of the Declaration of Conduct by Parties in the South 

China Sea. 

 

1.4. Research Benefits 

The benefits that can be taken from this research among others is that it 

tries to widen and expand perspective and knowledge on the topic of both 

international conflict and territorial conflict. The South China Sea is an issue that 

is significant in the sense that until today it hasn’t been able to be resolved, and 

tensions are higher now than ever before between the claimant states. Therefore a 

better understanding of the conflict and the potential security threat it poses is 

important for us to understand, in order to get a picture of the nature of 
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international relations on a regional scope and also on how it may possibly 

resolved. 

This research will also attempt to raise awareness especially among 

ASEAN member state citizens on the issues arising from the South China Sea 

dispute. As it concerns most of ASEAN as a unity and an institution, thus it is 

important for the people of ASEAN to be aware and to know better about this 

particular conflict. The importance of this case cannot be overlooked for it is a 

dispute being heavily debated throughout the world and is key to ASEAN’s future 

development. 

 




