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The ASEAN naval build-up: implications for the regional order 

JN Mak 
 

Starting around 1987, the ASEAN countries have embarked on a number of 
programmes to upgrade and/or expand their holdings of conventional arms despite a 
world-wide trend of declining defence expenditures. The new emphasis is on 
maritime forces, including maritime air power. The reasons for this shift in emphasis 
include the appearance of new maritime disputes in Southeast Asia, the most well 
known being the Spratly Islands dispute in the South China Sea. Most of these 
disputes are a result of the post-Second World War trend to ‘fence off’ ocean space 
and for coastal states to extend their maritime jurisdiction, resulting in 200-nautical 
mile Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) and 12-nautical mile territorial seas.1 Another 
reason usually given for the arms build-up is the disappearance of the bipolar balance 
of power following the end of the cold war, resulting in a switch from a ‘threat-
driven’ defence calculation to one that is ‘uncertainty-based’.2 The Asia-Pacific 
region is becoming more complex, more multipolar and potentially more volatile. 
Indeed, several analysts have argued that the current ASEAN maritime build-up is 
largely the result of fears that either Japan, or more probably China, might attempt to 
exploit what is often called a ‘strategic window of opportunity’. The ASEAN naval 
build-up has been described as an attempt to create a regional capability to counter the 
expanding Chinese navy.3 

While many articles have been written on arms races and defence modernization and 
upgrades in the Asia-Pacific region, most of them deal only with why the region is 
building up and spending more on arms.4 The impact of various programmes on the 
regional order ha snot been critically examined. This paper sets out to analyse the 
impact of the ASEAN naval build-up on the regional order.5 It attempts to look at two 
basic issues: (i) the impact of the build-up on ASEAN as a region; and (ii) the wider 
impact on the Asia-pacific and implications for regional players. 

Analytical framework 
Emmerson’s framework for security regimes in Southeast Asia is used to analyse the 
impact of the ASEAN naval build-up on the regional order.6 This framework is based 
on the concept of the concentration of power or its dispersal in achieving regional 
order.7 This order can be achieved internally or externally, or both. The term 
‘external’ in this context refers to the larger Asia-Pacific region outside of ASEAN, 
and includes Japan, Russia, Korea, Taiwan, the United States and China. ‘Internal’ 
refers to the six ASEAN nations as well as prospective ASEAN members such as 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Myanmar. The region can be seen as two concentric circles, 
with ASEAN forming the smaller, internal circle. The concentration of power leads to 
hegemony, while the dispersion of power leads to a state of balance. There are thus 
four broad categories or regimes of possible order, namely: internal balance, internal 
hegemony, external balance and eternal hegemony. 

Thus, a useful way of analysing the arms build-up is to discuss it in terms of whether 
it is concentrating power or dispersing power. Will the build-up result in hegemony, 
or will it result in balance, or n a balancing act? Order is achieved either through 
balance, or as a result of hegemony, i.e. the unilateral imposition of order. Hegemony 
can be imposed through brute force, as during Japan’s brief hegemony over Southeast 
Asia during the era of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere of the Second 
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World War. External hegemony can also be somewhat benign, as illustrated by the 
limited hegemony of the US between the end of the Second World War and the Nixon 
Doctrine of 1973. Balance is achieved when power is shared more or less equally by 
two powers or two groups. For instance, Emmerson sees ASEAN as providing an 
internal balance against Indo-China after the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, and 
that Indonesia and Malaysia provide an internal balance against Singapore and the 
ambitions of Thailand. Emmerson also argues that the US has, in the past, been 
involved in an external balancing act against the Soviet Union and China, and will be 
involved against China and possibly Japan in the years to come in the Asia-Pacific. 

The following sections will examine the impact of the ASEAN arms acquisitions on 
the external balance (i.e. the power relationship between ASEAN and the Asia-
Pacific powers), and the internal balance (the relationship among the ASEAN 
countries). The other component, the concentration of power, will be dealt with under 
external hegemony (the unilateral imposition of order by a dominant power outside 
ASEAN), and internal hegemony (the concentration of power within ASEAN for a 
unilateral imposition of order). These four categories are somewhat stark, even crude, 
but they serve as a single useful framework for analysing the naval build-up by the 
ASEAN countries. At the very least, this framework will give an idea of how the 
build-up will affect the region, who are affected, and whether the build-up is relevant 
or irrelevant as far as the power balance is concerned. 

External balance 
It has sometime been argued that ASEAN military acquisitions in recent years can 
have a stabilizing effect because they contribute to ‘regional resilience’.8 The 
reasoning behind this is that ASEAN’s military capability, if combined, can be 
enough to be a significant counterweight to balance those powers external to the 
ASEAN region. This combined capability would therefore result in greater ASEAN 
self-reliance which in turn would lead to a better balance between ASEAN, the inner 
circle, and the outer circle comprising the rest of the Asia-Pacific region. 

This argument fails to take into consideration two important factors. The first is that 
for ASEAN to be significant in the external balance equation, there must be internal 
cohesion. ASEAN must present a united front and act as one military entity, either 
formally or informally. The second factor is that of numbers and capability. ASEAN’s 
aggregated military strength, based on medium-term projects and military 
programmes which will come on steam in the near future, will not be enough to 
balance extra-regional actors. 

The first factor, the absence of internal cohesion in ASEAN, is a crucial one. 
Lingering intra-ASEAN tensions and dichotomies, and the grouping’s lack of 
common security focus and shared threat perceptions are responsible for the absence 
of internal cohesion. This is compounded by the lack of an imminent external threat. 
Cohesion is a pre-requisite for collective, concerted action in the strategic arena. The 
build-up will not, therefore, contribute to ASEAN regional resilience and collective 
strength because of this lack of internal cohesion. 

Some analysts believe that defence cooperation would be an important force to 
improve regional cohesion, enhance intra-ASEAN confidence and promote a united 
front in the face of an increasingly uncertain world order. Indeed, they regard ASEAN 
security and defence cooperation as natural and inevitable. Superficially, it appears 
that there are many reasons why ASEAN should have little difficulty in upgrading its 
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defence ties. The first is ASEAN’s success as a multilateral subregional organization. 
In this respect, it is the only successful multilateral organization with a proven track 
record in the Asia-Pacific. Secondly, the organization’s web of bilateral defence 
linkages makes it seemingly easy and logical to extend these defence ties. Then there 
is the concerted move towards a maritime emphasis by all the ASEAN members in 
the face of a declining US military presence. Finally, there is US, and even Japanese, 
pressure for the creation of an ASEAN or Southeast Asian security structure which 
would be able to maintain regional stability at minimal cost to the US.9 It s therefore, 
often argued that ASEAN - which might or might not include other Southeast Asian 
states such as Vietnam and Cambodia in the near future - will eventually evolve into a 
true defence organization like NATO. This move is also to pre-empt other regional 
organizations, principally APEC, from shifting the regional focus away from ASEAN. 

However, it appears more likely that ASEAN security linkages will be reduced even 
more because of the continued existence of intra-ASEAN suspicions. The grouping 
has successfully contained rather than resolved intra-ASEAN disputes.10 Security 
cooperation in ASEAN thus far has been limited, confined principally to bilateral 
military exercises and the exchange of information. This has not resulted in greater 
cohesion. As for ASEAN’s apparent success in institutionalizing multilateral 
cooperation, this success is largely the result, at best, of overlapping bilateral 
arrangements. These factors are particularly pertinent with regard to the future of 
ASEAN defence cooperation and cohesion. Another important reason for the 
delinking of ASEAN security is the disappearance of the Cambodian cement. Finally, 
there is a lack of near-term readily identifiable threats. In the absence of a common 
defence threat, ASEAN will lack the political will to cooperate militarily. Unlike 
Europe and NATO, which was structured in response to a specific and easily 
identifiable military threat, ASEAN was basically created to resolve intra-ASEAN 
tensions. ASEAN has succeeded only because its aspirations were very basic, namely, 
to ensure that bilateral disputes/tensions were kept in check. The new world order, 
despite its uncertainties, contains a gamut of discernable lower-level threats. There are 
no clearly visible external military threats to national security on the horizon. There 
is, therefore, no pressing need for the ASEAN members to close ranks. 

For the 1980s, the Cambodian imbroglio provided ASEAN with a common security 
focus, so much so that it became known as a ‘one-issue institution’. The Paris 
Agreements of 1991, however, removed this sole security issue for ASEAN, with 
some observers believing that the organization would begin to unravel as a result.11 
Events in 1992 suggested that a number of unresolved regional security issues, among 
them the fate of the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, would continue to 
reinforce the importance of ASEAN. But can the Spratly’s become the glue to hold 
ASEAN security interests together? This is unlikely to happen because Malaysia, the 
Philippines and Brunei are among the six claimants involved in the dispute over the 
archipelago, and there has been no effort to solve the dispute on an ASEAN basis.12 
Divergent national interests are still paramount, and ASEAN still feels that it is 
unnecessary to close ranks where the Spratlys are concerned. The one exception was 
the ASEAN foreign ministers’ joint communiqué issued in Manila in July 1992 where 
the Spratlys issue topped the agenda of the 1992 ASEAN Ministerial Meeting 
(AMM), and it was the inspration behind ASEAN’s first formal declaration involving 
regional security - the ASEAN Declaration on the South China Sea - which 
emphasized the need to solve all sovereignty and jurisdictional issues in the South 
China Sea by ‘peaceful means, without resort to force’.13 
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While some analysts have interpreted this declaration as a sign of increasing ASEAN 
security cooperation, the truth is that it was more of a reaction towards China’s 
passing of a law on its territorial waters in February 1992 which reasserted Beijing’s 
‘undisputed sovereignty’ over the Spratlys and the Paracels, followed by its signing of 
an agreement with the US-based Crestone Energy Corporation for the exploration of 
oil and gas in a 25,000 km2 area around the Spratlys.14 In that sense, the AMM 
declaration was more a reaction than evolution. No ASEAN country can afford to 
confront China militarily or to engage Beijing in an arms race. Thus the AMM 
declaration should be seen as an attempt by the ASEAN members to handle China 
using non-military means as a specific response to a situation which could potentially 
disadvantage all the ASEAN countries. Another reason for the lack of a more 
cohesive ASEAN approach towards resolving the Spratlys dispute is that while the 
conflicting clams are potentially destabilizing for regional security in overall terms, 
the Spratys dispute does not really threaten the national security or existence of any 
ASEAN claimants involved. 

The pull factor of interests, such as Thailand’s Golden Peninsular or Suwannaphum 
concept intended to make Thailand the hub or economic and political centre of 
mainland Southeast Asia, or Indonesia’s maritime ambitions, also threaten to further , 
undermine whatever little military cohesiveness there is within ASEAN. Indeed, it is 
significant to note that Thailand’s present navy chef had to embark on a confidence-
building trip to explain to his ASEAN defence counterparts Thailand’s intentions with 
regard to its naval modernization programme.15 

It can be argued, therefore, that the ASEAN naval build-up has little impact on 
ASEAN Southeast Asia in relation to external balance. The build-u tends to be 
discrete, and is unlikely to result in a strong and cohesive ASEAN which can at least 
provide a regional counterweight to balance external powers. In the context of the 
wider Asia-Pacific, and given the disparities in strengths and capabilities between 
ASEAN navies, and the navies of potential regional hegemons/balancers such as 
India, China and Japan, the ASEAN naval build-up will not be significant as a 
counterweight. (Table 1). 

Internal hegemony 
The arms build-up is unlikely to contribute to the rise of an internal hegemon, even in 
the middle-term, which can unilaterally impose order.  

Indonesia is generally recognized as the potential hegemon of ASEAN because of its 
size, economic potential, and its sense of endowment as the natural leader of ASEAN. 
Indonesia is still inward looking, and among all the ASEAN nations, is still coping 
with building a sense of national identity amidst great diversity. In addition, the 
problem of who will succeed Suharto remains to be resolved. All the signs are that 
Indonesia will not be concentrating on dominating ASEAN. From the purely military 
point of view, Indonesia is still too weak to impose order unilaterally. This is unlikely 
to change in the foreseeable future. The 39 ex-east German navy ships purchased by 
Jakarta under B.J. Habibie’s instigation are more for resource protection than power 
projection. Even the achievement of benign hegemony would appear to be difficult 
for Indonesia, since it would require the acquiescence, if not support, of the other 
ASEAN members. Singapore appears to be clearly worried about the rise of an 
internal hegemon, and its defence and foreign policy since its independence has been 
marked by its commitment to engage a benign external power, principally the US, to 
balance its immediate neighbours. Malaysia, too, has reservations about an overly 
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assertive Indonesia, and has attempted to moderate Indonesia by various foreign 
policy initiatives.  

Thailand, whilst displaying some degrees of ambition in its defence purchases 
recently, still has not the means to project power comprehensively to dominate 
ASEAN. Despite some very ambitious defence programmes on paper, actual 
implementation has been marked by shifts in defence priorities and bedevilled by 
financial problems.16 Its acquisitions have been dramatic because Bangkok has, in the 
last 10 years or so, paid disproportionate attention to its navy and this has led to fears 
of Thai ‘blue water’ ambitions. Much of Thailand’s naval modernization appears to 
be the result of two factors. Firstly, there is a perceived need to defend the 
economically vital Eastern and Southern Seaboard projects.17 Secondly, inter-service 
rivalries have allowed the Royal Thai Navy to rise above its previous position as the 
most ‘junior’ of the three services. 

Singapore, arguably the most technically capable and ‘offensive’ of the ASEAN 
armed forces, will never be allowed to be an internal hegemon by Indonesia and 
Malaysia. There are some very real constraints with regard to Singapore’s potential 
role. The first is that as a perceived Chinese state, it has to interact with two very large 
Malay neighbours. The second constraint is sheer demographics. As a city state of 2.8 
million people, it is dwarfed by all its ASEAN neighbours, except Brunei. 

Malaysia has only recently embraced the concept of conventional external defence 
after years of counter-insurgency warfare. The army is pursuing its Rapid Deployment 
Fore (RDF) concept with great ardour despite a lack of funds to purchase sufficient 
quantities of equipment, such as helicopters, transport aircraft, and appropriate 
armoured fighting vehicles, for the role. Despite an increasing awareness of the 
importance of maritime defence in Malaysia, the Royal Malaysian navy’s doctrine is 
underscored by the resource protection role rather tan any offensive strategy.18 

As for the Philippines, its capability is extremely limited. After years of relying on the 
US shield against external aggression, Manila is hard put to protect its resources from 
poachers, let alone even think of being a potential hegemon. Brunei as a mini-state, 
has absolutely no hope of dominating the region unilaterally. 

Overall, it can be said that most of the ASEAN states are more worried about 
potential predators than being predators themselves. Hegemonism appears to be a 
costly option, both economically or politically, for the ASEAN states at the moment. 
In addition, the very geo-political structure of ASEAN, split into a continental 
component dominated by Thailand, and a maritime component with Indonesia 
dominant, makes it very difficult for any internal power to achieve hegemony.  

External hegemony 
The impact of the major powers in the Asia-Pacific on ASEAN will be very 
significant. Their roles, either as potential hegemons or balancers, will shape future 
ASEAN responses to a large degree. The main Asia-Pacific players will be the US, 
Japan, China, Russia and possibly Korea, and somewhat more remotely, India. The 
interactions of the first four - the US, Russia, China and Japan - will be the most 
significant.19 Of these four powers, the US, Russia and Japan have no wish, or are 
incapable, of becoming regional hegemons for reasons which will be explained 
below. It is only China which is displaying all the signs of a power on the ascendant, 
and as such is the only likely candidate for the position of regional hegemon. 
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Nevertheless, it is important to examine the relation of these four countries vis-à-vis 
ASEAN and the likely impact of the ASEAN naval build-up on the relationships. 

Russia 

Russia is a successor state to the Soviet Union still has enormous military power in 
the Asia-Pacific. But Moscow is so beset with internal problems, and keeping order 
within the Commonwealth of Independent States itself, that it has little inclination to 
project power outside its immediate borders. While the Russian Pacific Fleet is a 
fleet-in-being, it is not going to be a significant player in the foreseeable future. 
Moreover, Russia has been very enthusiastic about its economic and political 
integration in the Asia-Pacific region since the Gorbachev years and appears to be 
keen to forge a new security structure in the region.20 

The United States 

The US is no longer the benign hegemon, because in comprehensive terms it is a 
declining power. The decline is not confined to economic and military power, but 
according to some critics, in social terms as well.21 While the US remains the single 
most powerful military power in the world, this power is in decline as ‘others grow 
faster and as the United States reduces its armed forces’.22The declining US military 
capability and political will to underwrite security world-wide is reflected in 
Washington’s search for cooperative security. During its heyday as a benign 
hegemon, the US was not at all enthusiastic about multilateral security, preferring 
instead to rely on a series of bilateral security arrangements in Asia. Today it is 
beginning to feel lees enthusiastic about taking sole responsibility for military 
leadership in the region. Indeed, in 1992, Richard Solomon, the then-assistant 
secretary in the State Department followed by Stephen Solarz, chairman of the Asia-
Pacific Subcommittee, separately proposed formulas for collective security for the 
Asia-Pacific.23 

Since ASEAN is still weak relative to the Asia-Pacific powers, all the ASEAN states 
have been attempting to persuade the US to remain engaged in the region. This is in 
recognition of Washington’s utility as an honest regional balancer. This unanimous 
ASEAN perception of the US as the ‘cornerstone of regional stability’ was made clear 
at the 1992 Manila Conference.24 Military relations with the US have become less 
controversial. Moreover, the US drawdown has raised the value of the American 
security presence by virtue of its perceived scarcity. 

Japan 

There is a great deal of unease and uncertainty over Japan’s regional military role. 
There are those who fear a militarily reassertive Japan on the one hand, and on the 
other, there are proponents of a more military proactive Japan to act as a 
countervailing power against long-term Chinese ambitions in the region. Japan itself 
is uncertain about its foreign policy role and even where its interests lie.25 It is likely 
that Japan, given the perceived inevitable US military drawdown over the long term, 
will find itself increasingly compelled to look after its strategic interests in the Asia-
Pacific region. In the final analysis, Tokyo realizes that it cannot rely on the US 
military shield forever, and indeed has already crossed the hurdle of whether it should 
play a political and security role in the world. This is reflected in the despatch of 
Japanese peacekeepers to Cambodia and Mozambique under UN auspices. 

Much has been said about Japan as a potential military power. What is not generally 
realized, however, is that Japan today is a constrained power unlike during the 1930s. 
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Then, Asia consisted of ether corrupt, ineffective regimes or was divided up as 
colonies by Western imperialists. Japan, as the only effective industrialized power in 
Asia at that particular time was able to indulge in military adventurism with a marked 
degree of success. Japan today is but one of many industrialized powers - albeit the 
most advanced - in a region which in demographic and military terms is dominated by 
China. Moreover, a unified Korea has the potential to become a significant player in 
military terms. Despite the fact that t is a member of the new concert of six world 
powers, Japan is arguably the most vulnerable, with ‘fewer basic strengths than the 
other five’.26 Of the six, it has the smallest population, an extremely limited territory 
with no hinterland, and virtually no natural resources. Today, the geo-strategic 
situation is also very much less in Tokyo’s favour. The new post-cold war era, the end 
of the east-West confrontation and the demise of the Soviet Union has disadvantaged 
Japan economically and politically. It has made Japan no longer Washington’s 
strategic lynchpin to contain Soviet expansionism in the Far East, and as a 
consequence allowed resentment against the so-called Japanese economic imperialism 
to reach new peaks in the US. It would be extremely difficult for Japan to dominate 
Asia militarily today given the current military and demographic balances, and the 
military potential of Korea, Taiwan and China. In spite of public statements regarding 
the dangers of a re-militarized Japan, ASEAN’s defence modernization has little to do 
with its perception of the ‘Japanese threat’. 

From ASEAN’s point of view, Japan could be used as a countervailing power to 
China’s military might. In this sense, it can be argued that countries such as Malaysia, 
Indonesia and even Singapore would not be hostile a Japanese military presence in the 
region. Indeed, there are indications that some ASEAN leaders prefer to engage Japan 
positively in Tokyo’s quest for regional security, rather than wait for Japan to go it 
alone unilaterally since Japan will inevitably seek to underwrite its own regional 
security in the evolving strategic environment. The US-Japan trade friction, for 
instance, has given rise to fears that the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security 
between Japan and the US of 1960 might eventually break down and would result in 
Tokyo re-arming, and triggering off an arms race in Northeast Asia which would 
destabilize the entire Asia-Pacific region. Indeed, a Sino-Japanese arms race - which 
most people assume would be conventional - could well turn into a nuclear arms race 
since Japan, even more than India, is virtually capable of going nuclear at the ‘turn of 
a screwdriver’. In fact, the only fear of a Japanese military presence in Southeast 
Asia, whether invited or not, is that it would most likely spark off an arms race 
involving China, and to a lesser degree, the two Koreas. The very close Russian and 
Chinese military cooperation existing at the moment, especially Moscow’s sale of its 
latest technology and equipment to Beijing, could well force Japan to accelerate its re-
armament programme. 

As for its potential role as an external hegemon, Japan today is a ‘sensitive’ power, 
because it is a constrained power. It needs to be co-opted by other nations in the 
region for any security initiative. As a consequence, Tokyo today s at the forefront of 
initiatives for the multilateralization of defence and cooperative security. This 
contrasts markedly with its position before 1990 when it firmly believed in bilateral 
dialogue and the US-Japan security arrangement. In this respect, one suspects that 
Tokyo is not even attempting to play a leading role in multilateral security. Its 
multilateralization effort seems to centre around keeping the US in as a regional 
balancer. Unlike the US, however, Japan appears to be very keen on ASEAN as a key 
forum for multilateral security.27 

7 
 



Three factors, therefore, account for Tokyo’s limitations as a potential hegemon. The 
first is that any attempt to dominate the region, whether consciously or not, would 
trigger off a hostile Chinese reaction, possibly leading to increased tensions and an 
arms race. Second, the historical antipathy felt by many countries in the region 
towards a remilitarized Japan as a result f Japan’s Second World War occupation of 
the region would make any attempt at the unilateral imposition of order by Japan 
counterproductive. Finally, Japan’s postwar ‘peace constitution’ also places 
constraints on any military adventurism. At best, Tokyo can only play the role of 
balancer. Its potential as a hegemon is extremely constrained. 

China 

China as a military power is insensitive, and does not feel the need for cooperative 
security. Regional security cooperation is not high on Beijing’s political agenda.28 
Although China is not yet comprehensively strong, it has the potential to become 
comprehensively strong with a strong economy. Other indicators of China’s growing 
strength, and possible intentions, include its increased defence spending four years in 
a row, ranging from between 13 and 15 per cent increases.29 Despite the loss of the 
Cambodian ‘cement’ which saw a coincidence of Chinese-ASEAN interests, and 
despite the Tiananmen incident of 1989, China is being increasingly wooded by 
ASEAN. Some wooers, of course, are more ardent that others. But this relationship 
remans an uneasy one. 

In addition, unlike Japan and the US, China remains the ‘most sceptical’ with regard 
to more ambitious dialogue process and multilateral security. This is one reason why 
China is perhaps not responding so much to cooperative security, and has to be drawn 
out. While some ASEAN states and other Asia-Pacific nations always talk of 
engaging China constructively and positively, China prefers to deal with the region on 
a bilateral basis.  

The problem with engaging China is that China is still a long-term uncertainty factor. 
It is significant to note that while China was regularly touted as Indonesia’s and 
Malaysia’s primary security threat in the cold war years, attitudes have changed, at 
least officially, since the end of the cold war. Indonesia resumed official ties with 
China in August 1991, followed by Singapore and Brunei. Since 1992, the ASEAN 
countries in the post-cold war years have become increasingly accommodating 
towards China. This is reflected in Malaysia’s new attitude towards Beijing, and in 
the argument of the prime minister, Mahathir Mohamad, that China is no longer a 
threat to the region. In what can be considered to be a strategic volte face, Mahathir 
claimed that ‘US naval fleets in East Asia were “a waste of money” as there was 
nothing to fear from either Japan or China’.30 This is in stark contrast with the official 
perception as recently as 1991 that China was the greatest long-term threat to regional 
stability.31 The new pragmatic approach is the result of the awareness that compared 
with a US in retreat, China is physically at least, part and parcel of Southeast Asia. 
Realpolitik dictates that t is not only prudent, but economically profitable, to 
constructively engage China. Thus China was invited to join the ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF) in Bangkok in 1994. 

Economic linkages between China and ASEAN, particularly Malaysia and Singapore, 
are becoming more important. Malaysia and Singapore in particular have embarked 
on ‘taming the tiger’ by investing in China and adopting a pro-Beijing stance in a 
number of significant foreign policy issues, most notably human rights.32 The day 
could come when ASEAN and China’s economies become intertwined, thereby 
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leading to a more lasting stability beyond power structures. Nevertheless, most 
investments are going to the southern provinces and special economic zones. Trade 
and economic ties are therefore not evenly spread across China. With potential centre-
periphery problems involving Beijing and the rest of China, the constructive 
engagement of China by ASEAN is therefore limited. Moreover, the long-term 
uncertainties with regard to China make it difficult to predict with any degree of 
accuracy whether the constructive engagement of China will pay off for ASEAN with 
regard to security. 

While China is no longer regarded as a direct and immediate military threat, it still 
figures prominently in ASEAN’s strategic calculations. This is because of the 
uncertainty factor, China’s geographic proximity, Beijing’s all-encompassing claim to 
the South China Sea, and its potential military might. While China has consistently 
assured ASEAN of its peaceful intentions, the fact that it is modernizing its military 
machine, and acquiring long-range power projection capability on the form of modern 
air and sea power, makes Southeast Asian states jittery. In addition, Beijing’s habit of 
reassuring its neighbours as to its peaceful intentions on the one hand while flexing its 
military muscle on the other, especially in the South China Sea, does little to reassure 
ASEAN. 

The uncertainty factor is compounded by the question of China’s ageing leadership 
which remains unresolved - whence the next generation of leaders, and what would be 
the shape of their foreign policies? As one news article put it, ‘for all the genius 
behind China’s economic revolution, Deng [Xiaoping] has created a beast without a 
head’.33 What will be China’s future strategic direction? Indeed, various analysts have 
argued that central authority in China will increasingly become weaker, and that there 
is even the possibility of China breaking up after the death of Deng Xiaoping, and that 
a new generation of Chinese leaders might decide to embark on foreign, external 
adventures in, for instance, the South China Sea, to give Chinese nationalism an 
external focus.34Scenarios of a future China range from a warring, fragmented China 
under regional warlords, to an ultra-nationalistic rogue military state bullying its 
neighbours, to a stable, benign and economically booming and democratic China.35 
Overall, it is impossible to forecast China’s future at this point. 

Internal balance 

The most significant impact of the naval build-up in Southeast Asia is likely to be on 
the internal balance, that is, on the ASEAN countries themselves. This is because the 
major ASEAN armed forces are all virtually similar in terms of maritime power and 
power projection capability, with the exception of Brunei and the Philippines. While 
the ASEAN build-up has little impact on the power balance/distribution in the wider 
Asia-Pacific, the fact that the ASEAN armed forces are fairly evenly matched in terms 
of numbers means that any build-up by an ASEAN state can upset the power balance 
within ASEAN itself. Thus, whether the build-up will lead to an internal balance, 
based on mutual balance or balancing by different factions or power centres within 
ASEAN itself, has direct relevance. It is because any build-up will affect the internal 
ASEAN power structure that the ASEAN arms acquisition programmes should be 
seen as real or potential arms races. 

Given the fact that ASEAN lacks internal cohesion and a common security focus, it is 
not too presumptuous to say that the build-up in ASEAN is somewhat non-
cooperative in nature. Although ASEAN officials have always insisted that prior 
consultations do take place before any ASEAN member embarks on a major arms 
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programme, the lack of a common security focus means that any internal balancing 
taking place within ASEAN involves a degree of instability. Indeed, neo-realists tend 
to believe that a multipolar system is more prone to instability than a bipolar or 
unipolar system. The smaller the number of actors, the better, however, instead of 
becoming more cohesive, ASEAN is still a grouping of six states with their individual 
agendas.  

Neo-liberals believe that the structural framework of power is not the main basis for 
regional stability in a multipolar world. Other factors such as increasing economic 
interdependence and institutional interconnections will result in more regional 
integration and harmony in the long term. Soma analysts have therefore argued that 
the ‘web of interlocking interests’, in particular economic and newly developed 
institutional interests, ought to contribute to a stable and united ASEAN.36 The 
economic and institutional linkages and increasing interdependence of ASEAN would 
contribute to more internal cohesion. Despite growing economic ties such as the three 
sub-regional growth areas, it remans to be seen how far these economic linkages will 
contribute to cohesion and political interdependence.37 ASEAN economic 
cooperation, in fact, has been described as slow because ‘powerful and contending 
economic nationalism of the ASEAN member states’ tends to take precedence over 
regional cooperation.38 This is not to say that ASEAN will never develop in future 
into a secure and stable security regime as a result of economic interdependence and 
institutional interconnections. At the moment, however, economic linkages are still 
rather weak to have much of a positive impact on regional resilience. 

Security based on interdependence and common economic interests also assumes 
democratic, stable governments which will work for the common good of the people. 
Real democracies do not fight one another, and the spread of democratic institutions 
in the Asia-Pacific will result in greater stability. In Southeast Asia, however, true 
democracy has yet to be established in many states. There are still opportunities for 
leaders to prioritize foreign policy agenda according to their personal whims and 
fancies in those Asian states which display varying mixes of democracy and 
authoritarianism.39 These less-than-democratic countries include nearly all the 
ASEAN members. In addition, income and wealth are still not evenly distributed. All 
these factors undermine regime stability, and ultimately, regional security and 
stability.  

In the final analysis, the ASEAN countries face no major external threats in the short 
term - not China, nor India or Japan, or even conflict over the Spratlys. This situation 
is reflected, for instance, by Indonesia’s open acknowledgment that the Republic 
faces no ‘immediate outside threat’.40 Nevertheless, the lack of readily identifiable 
enemies in the short and medium term, and uncertainty over the long-run shape of the 
regional order, such as a possible Sino-Japanese naval rivalry, has given rise to a 
mood of uncertainty in strategic planning which in turn has placed the emphasis on 
contingency planning. The individual ASEAN members must acquire a certain 
minimal level of capability to deal with low-level contingencies. In this context, the 
scenario might involve maintaining/acquiring a capability to respond to and contain 
tensions in the South China Sea and for resource protection. 

ASEAN contingency planning is not based on scenarios involving the major regional 
powers such as China and Japan. It involves planning against lower-level threats, such 
as piracy, illegal immigration and threats which might emanate from near neighbours, 
or which might arise from intra-ASEAN tensions. This where the scope for ‘internal 
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balancing’ enters the picture. The ASEAN countries have quite realistically eschewed 
playing in the maritime ‘big league’. The modernization programmes can therefore be 
described as belonging to the ‘junior league’ in terms of scale and numbers. But this 
can be potentially destabilizing for Southeast Asia because it makes all the ASEAN 
members potential competitors, precisely because they all playing in the same league. 
Since all are junior league players, it would make an intra-ASEAN arms race 
‘thinkable’ at least in economic terms. Moreover, ‘junior league’ contingency 
planning in the absence of serious military threats allows non-threat dynamics, such 
as competition for prestige and the influence of the military, to surface and sometimes 
even dominate. factors such as lingering intra-ASEAN suspicions and competition for 
status can therefore take on an added dimension. The ASEAN naval build-up, 
therefore, has the greatest potential impact on the internal balance. 

This is compounded by the lack of institutional structures to moderate the build-up. 
Hence, there is a danger that ASEAN ‘internal balancing’ could develop into a non-
cooperative one, that is, it could well develop into an intra-ASEAN arms race. The 
increasing importance of contingency planning against what might be termed 
‘deterrable threats’ for countries like Singapore, for example, is underscored by the 
fact that the US is no longer the regional policeman. The utility of the US military 
presence in Southeast Asia, centred largely on the Philippines, was not only to 
provide a shield against so-called communist aggression during the cold war, but it 
also kept in check the intra-regional animosities of Washington’s allies. The US 
presence reassured Singapore for instance, that it would be able to depend on an 
external power against any possible attempt by Indonesia or Malaysia to forcibly 
annex the island republic. 

With the disappearance of the cold war bipolar balance, and a US seemingly less 
committed to the regional policeman role, countries like Singapore increasingly see 
the need to counter potential adversaries. Thus, contingency planning has been given 
priority, especially with regard to intra-ASEAN contingencies.41 Singapore, for 
instance, has adopted a dual track security policy. The first is its attempts to engage its 
ASEAN partners more constructively via foreign policy initiatives. The second is to 
rely on defensive deterrence. Singapore’s defence planning is increasingly based on 
countering the unpredictable. This is underlined by the fact that Indonesia’s Suharto, 
who has been friendly to Singapore, is ageing and an Indonesia under a new 
leadership might not be as constructive in its relationship with Singapore. Likewise, 
Singapore is also worried about the future direction and policies of Malaysia. 
Moreover, there appears to be still a degree of distrust between Malaysia, Singapore 
and Indonesia for a variety of reasons. Singapore still seems to feel vulnerable as a 
Chinese state caught between two populous Malay neighbours. For instance, 
Singapore created a minor furore in 1991 over a 10-day Malaysian-Indonesian 
military exercise in Johore, and accused Kuala Lumpur of ‘insensitivity for holding 
such major manoeuvres close to the republic’ without prior notification.42 There is 
still the thorny issue of Singapore’s ‘forward defence’ doctrine, while Indonesian-
Malaysian ties have been affected by the Malaysian prime minister Mahathir’s 
regional foreign policy initiatives, which is regarded by Jakarta as a challenge to its 
leadership role.43 All these frictions, among other things, probably contributed to 
Malaysia’s stand ‘against the establishment of trilateral or regional military 
alliances’.44 

With no common political aims and common defence objectives, the old intra-
ASEAN rivalries are beginning to re-surface. Despite the primacy of economic 
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growth and development objectives in each of the ASEAN countries, even economic 
cooperation is not expected to be smooth sailing. In fact, most of the ASEAN 
countries tend to be economic competitors rather than partners at this stage of their 
development. Even the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) is far from problem-free. 
There are disagreements over the time-frame, the products to be covered, and some 
countries have been accused by others of dragging their feet in making AFTA work. 

This uncertainty factor, and therefore the importance of contingency planning, is one 
reason why nearly all the ASEAN countries are building up their maritime defence, 
and indeed, overall defence capability. When pressed hard to explain their arms build-
up, the usual explanation by the ASEAN countries is that it is ‘just in case’. For 
instance, Malaysia’s former defence chief, General Abdul Rahman, chided critics of 
the country’s current defence modernization programme for failing to understand the 
‘meaning of defence and security’, and explained that a strong armed force was 
needed ‘as no one knew who would become the country’s enemies and threaten its 
sovereignty’.45 In the words of the Malaysian defence minister, Najib Tun Razik, ‘due 
to the uncertain and fluid nature of the strategic environment, the MAF [Malaysian 
Armed Forces] has to be prepared for all eventualities.46 Similarly, contingency 
planning was one reason put forward by Thailand for its naval expansion.47 But 
planning for contingencies against neighbours and fellow members of the grouping is 
something which the ASEAN states cannot directly and openly articulate. Yet it 
remains an important consideration behind the current arms build-up. The danger of 
contingency planning is that: ‘there is no obvious boundary between taking prudent 
steps to prepare for future challenges and taking actions that could be perceived as 
threatening others and thus stimulate hostile responses.’48 The current defence 
acquisitions by the ASEAN states is, in a sense, a form of arms race powered by the 
dictates of contingency planning, or uncertainty-based planning. While not a hostile 
arms race in the classical sense of the term,49 it is important to note that contingency 
planning and with it the acquisition of more modern and capable military power, has 
serious future implications for thee reasons. First, ASEAN can afford to spend more 
on arms purchases as a result of strong economic growth: that is, defence expansion 
and modernization is ‘affordable’ for most of the ASEAN countries. Second, there is 
increasing uncertainty over he shape of the regional order, coupled with the possible 
failure of the other facets of national security policy which the ASEAN partners have 
traditionally relied on since the postwar era, such as alliance structures, external 
guarantors and non-alignment postures. Third, the end of the cold war has resulted in 
western arms manufacturers who are also in competition with new suppliers from 
Russia and South Africa vying for the lucrative Asia-Pacific arms market. ASEAN 
countries are being tempted by ‘deals of the century’ arms packages which include 
everything from training to counter-trade. 

The end result is that a certain defence capability is being created in the ASEAN 
region. How capable is this potential fighting machine? While ASEAN conventional 
combat capability is difficult to assess, and should not be equated with mere numbers 
or the simple acquisition of weapons systems and platforms, there is no escaping the 
fact that in the long term, arms procurement in the absence of any clear rationale or 
logic can be destabilizing.50 Unlike economics, there are no baseline indicators to 
indicate when any defence modernization or expansion programme is becoming 
destabilizing. One argument put forward to explain why ASEAN’s current defence 
programmes are not destabilizing and that they will not spark off an arms race is that 
the numbers of weapons originally in the inventories of the individual ASEAN 
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members were very few to start off with, that is, base levels were very low. In 
addition, weapons systems were getting old and obsolete, and the present acquisitions 
should be viewed as replacement/modernization programmes. While these are very 
valid explanations, the danger is that numbers can creep slowly but steadily upwards 
on an incremental basis. At the same time, increases in capability, at least in theory, 
can be exponential in terms of accuracy, range and effect. Herein is the danger: that 
we can all go over the edge before we know it. 

Conclusion 
Overall, the ASEAN naval build-up has little impact on the ASEAN/external balance 
cell. This is because of the lack of cohesion and a common security focus among the 
six-member nations. As such, ASEAN arms acquisitions cannot be aggregated in any 
calculation of ASEAN military strength. It is misleading to equate the build-up with 
the regionalization of ASEAN defence, although a number of ASEAN leaders have 
often referred to this. This is because the individual ASEAN members are still acting 
quite independently, to all intents and purposes. No ASEAN country is 
comprehensively strong enough politically, socially or militarily, to be an internal 
hegemon. Potential external hegemons, on the other hand, will be little affected by the 
ASEAN build-up. Their military strengths dwarf that of ASEAN. 

It is the internal balance matrix which will have the most serous implications for 
ASEAN. The ASEAN build-up can be potentially destabilizing because four major 
powers in ASEAN - Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia - are evenly 
matched in terms of conventional military power. Intra-ASEAN stability can, 
furthermore, be undermined by historical animosities and suspicions. All the ASEAN 
states belong to the ‘junior arms league’, and are therefore all potential competitors. 
The fact that much of ASEAN defence planning is based on contingency planning can 
be detrimental to stability.  

Many ASEAN leaders have denied that there is any form of an intra-ASEAN arms 
race taking place. The official view is that the arms purchases are modernization 
programmes, and not designed to counter the military purchases of any neighbouring 
country. All these denials of an intra-ASEAN arms race can be counter-productive, 
even dangerous. While the build-up has not become an arms race, it must be 
recognized that the greatest impact of the ASEAN arms programmes is internal. 
Consequently, it could be potentially destabilizing if the modernization programmes 
are not monitored or moderated. 

There is such a real need for confidence building institutions and dialogue to promote 
intra-ASEAN transparency. Optimists have argued that ASEAN is responding to the 
changed strategic scenario positively. The ASEAN-PMC and the ARF are cited as 
examples of the widening of ASEAN security cooperation to cover military and 
defence issues. In addition, the forums have been expanded to include nearly all the 
Asia-Pacific nations.51 The ARF has been described in some circles as ‘Asia’s first 
attempt to crisis prevention’. The ARF, in the final analysis, should primarily be a 
mechanism to reassure the ASEAN members of each other’s intentions. For the 
moment, its value as a forum for discussing security issues with non-ASEAN 
members may be less important. The ARF should be viewed principally as an intra-
ASEAN confidence building mechanism in an uncertain strategic environment. The 
ARF, if developed carefully, can have considerable benefit for moderating the 
ASEAN arms build-up. The fact that the ARF has endorsed the UN Register of 
Conventional Arms is a significant step in the right direction. The institutionalization 
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of a confidence building mechanism is necessary for ASEAN because the impact of 
the ASEAN naval build-up is primarily internal. If this internal balancing is not 
controlled and moderated, it could well lead to an arms ace among ASEAN states. 
There is a need therefore to institutionalize the ARF beyond informal ad hoc dialogue. 
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